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		Synopsis

		

		This is a contemporary fairy story for older children set against the backdrop of twenty-first century concerns over irresponsible management of the planet.

		Aeons ago, faery and humanity lived together harmoniously. However, as men became more numerous, they changed the world to suit their needs. Increasingly coming into conflict with the immortal faery races who revere the natural world and seek to protect it, open hostility developed between them and caused their relationship to breakdown beyond repair.

		Herla, King of Faery, together with his human wife, Ysabet, foresaw the ruin of the Earth through man’s selfish and inventive nature and resolved the dilemma by dividing the realm of man and faery. Humanity continued to live, prosper and use the Earth, often in conflict with the interests of the natural world and themselves. Herla created Fayland for his people, as a place where the natural world could exist forever unchanged, until humanity brought about its own inevitable ruin and the faery races could return and reset the Earth’s equilibrium.

		Some faeries are unhappy with his solution. They desire to return to live in the human world and actively work to bring about the return of faeries before man’s time is up. They have found a leader in Berethast, sister of Herla and Lady of the Forest. Her own enchanted realm, Grisholme, is a place of sanctuary for the flora and fauna of the forest, where she and her agents can work to protect nature and interfere to bring about the downfall of man and speed the return of faeries.

		Humanity does have champions, some faery through their personal connections to humans, some mortal female descendants of Herla and Ysabet. They work tirelessly to influence humanity to protect the natural world. Every year, they enter through the moon-gate into Fayland to persuade King Herla that humanity deserves more time to understand the error of their ways.

		The central character, Alice, is fourteen and a direct descendant of Ysabet and Herla, but she is ignorant of her legacy until her faery protector, Kellyn Nightshade, and the dragon-mage Fiorell reveal themselves to her. Over the five days of the story, she must learn about her inheritance as daughter-heir, enter the moon-gate and convince King Herla she is a worthy successor to her eco-warrior Great Aunt Gwen.

		However, Berethast uses Alice’s friendship with Rhys, a guest staying with Alice’s family, to try to prevent Alice from entering the moon-gate. Through Alice’s inexperience, Rhys is kidnapped and imprisoned in Grisholme, so she must master her newfound magic, enter Grisholme and rescue him. Alice is helped in this quest by two other characters: Lord Roth, the ghostly spirit of an ancestor, and a reluctant faery guide, the spriggan Glym. Alice gives Rhys Faery Sight, and together they battle Morgenz, a powerful ally of Berethast, before they reach the moon-gate just in time. King Herla responds to the treachery of Morgenz, and she is banished from both Fayland and Earth for a suitably long time. Berethast flees back to Grisholme.

		Herla charges Alice with the task of taking up where her aunt left off, to persuade those who she can to protect the Earth. To Rhys, he offers the chance to aid Alice and gives him a gift, Hrafn, an enchanted raven, to help him. The children safely return to their world, but an unclear future awaits them, and Berethast is still the implacable enemy of humanity.

		

	
		

		Day Five

		

		Alice and Rhys left the wood and trudged up to the Watch. They had said very little since breakfast, there seemed to be an unspoken agreement not to talk about the frightening events of the last few days yet.

		Alice was grateful. Five days ago, everything had been normal, her life normal and predictable. Now her future was unclear. So was Rhys’ and that was her fault. She was anxious to talk things through with Kellyn.

		She could hear Rhys muttering to Hrafn, soothingly, as they clambered up to the highest boulder of the Watch. Once there, they sat facing east, legs dangling over the capstone. Watching and waiting. The valley lay beneath them, the sun blazing above the tall standing stones on the other side, dark against the sky.

		She glanced at her bracelet. The little crystal acorns caught the light of the sun and gleamed but remained cool, no sense now of the magic that could pulse through them.

		“Ouch!” yelped Rhys, making Alice jump. She turned to him. A pinprick of blood oozed on Rhys’ ear lobe. “He pecked me!”

		“Hun-gry,” croaked the little raven sitting on his shoulder. It fluffed out its tatty fledgling wings and hopped down onto the stone between them. “Feed! Eat!” it rasped, cocking its head to one side and looking at them both.

		“I’ve got nothing,” Alice shrugged.

		Rhys grinned and brought out a package from the pocket of his jeans. It was a sausage, wrapped up in a serviette, saved from breakfast. The little raven croaked excitedly, hopping about as Rhys put the sausage down on the boulder, breaking it up for him. Hrafn fell on it, ravenously, holding it with long black claws, tearing through the meat with his razor-sharp beak, throwing his head back to gobble big chunks.

		“I know Herla said he is Hrafn, but it isn’t a good name for him. It’s just ‘raven’ in old Norse—you know, the Vikings,” Rhys said, regarding the little bird as it polished off the sausage. “I looked it up on my phone.” Once the little raven had finished, it preened its scruffy feathers then hunkered down, all fluffed up, for a nap. “Scoff is a much better name, I think.”

		Alice smiled and gently stroked the soft, fluffy feathers of the little raven’s head and back. The bird shuffled and made a contented sound, a bit like a cough. “What will you do with him? I mean, when you go home…and school. Rhys?”

		He shrugged. “Don’t know. When Herla gave him to me, he said the bird was glamoured and he could look after himself. I think I must believe him. After all, your sister and my mum and dad didn’t see him, even though he was squawking about on my shoulder during breakfast and I was feeding him some of my egg!”

		“And he nicked a croissant!” Alice giggled. It lifted her spirits, remembering the Horned King’s words to them. She should be more optimistic about the future. Rhys was right, and they had to believe him. Things would work out.

		“Look!” Rhys pointed up. Alice followed his pointing finger, shielding her eyes from the sun. Their wait was over.

		A large raptor swooped towards them, flying low across the valley. A big barn owl, out of place in the bright mid-morning sun. It hovered above then glided down to land on the boulder behind them.

		Turning, Alice felt the warmth radiating from her bracelet, the familiar sign of magic. Then the air shimmered and the tall angular figure of Kellyn Nightshade stood before them. “Well met, younglings!” he said, his over-large green eyes sparkling in greeting.

		

	
		

		Day One

		

		“The internet’s down again!” Alice shouted at her sister, pushing her tablet away and banging the kitchen table in frustration.

		Grace was baking bread and the kitchen smelt wonderful. “No doubt it’ll be up soon. Try later.”

		“It’s always the same! Every time I try and skype, the signal is rubbish. I was trying to speak to Ava, she was just telling me they’re all going to a fair. It’s so boring here! Why can’t I go back home? I’m not a little kid, I’m fourteen. I can look after myself!”

		Grace sighed and turned to face her younger sister, wiping her hands on a tea towel. “Alice, hon, we’ve had this conversation many times. You know Mum’s at the hospital with Dad. Most nights she sleeps there so he’s not alone. If you’re at home, she can’t do that. Is that what you really want?”

		“No, but I’m so bored! There’s nothing to do here and no one to see. This is supposed to be my summer holiday! So far, I’ve been to the beach twice and one of those was so we could look at some bench dedicated to Aunty Gwen! The only thing I do is mess around in the valley on my own, catch a bus to Buckfastleigh—wow—or help out here, and I’m not even paid for that! I can’t even talk to my friends when I want.”

		“Stop moaning, Alice! You need to grow up and try seeing things from Mum’s point of view. Anyway, you always loved coming here when Aunty Gwen was alive.”

		“Yes, but that was a real holiday. She took us places and we did things, Mum and Dad were around. Anyway, I was younger then. Now…I’m just free labour!”

		“I’m glad you’re here, Alice. Joe and I really appreciate your help. It’s tough trying to get the B&B business up and running and another pair of hands has really made a difference. Don’t you want to help?”

		“And that’s another thing,” Alice blurted out before she had time to think, “No one asked me if Briar Cottage should become a B&B! It’s not just yours, Grace. Aunty Gwen left it to the two of us. Remember?”

		Alice regretted what she said the moment the words left her mouth. Grace just stared at her for a moment. Then she turned back to her baking. “Go away, Alice. I don’t want you here right now,” she said quietly.

		Alice stood up and pushed her chair roughly back under the table. She snatched her phone from where it was charging and flounced out of the kitchen into the boot room. She heard Grace say after her, “Make sure you’re back by five. That’s when the guests arrive.” Alice didn’t answer. She picked up the dog’s lead. Rufus, the wolfhound, got out of his basket, stretched and followed her through the backdoor.

		Old Mr Byrd was trimming the hedge. He pulled himself up, though his back was still stooped, and nodded a greeting, watching her as she stomped off down the drive. Alice curtly raised her hand to him as she passed.

		Angrily, she strode down the lane with Rufus trotting along beside her. She stopped at the gate to a field opposite the house, leant against it and watched a tractor scooping up strawbales and stacking them impossibly neatly onto a trailer. The machines followed each other up and down the field like big caterpillars, making large looping depressions in the scrubby border grass at the headland, the top and bottom of each line. Then they slowly turned and began all over again.

		Alice watched for some time until her bad temper had melted away in the monotonous rumbles and chugs of the vehicles and the pleasurable feeling of warmth on her face from the late August sun. She checked her phone. Nothing. No bars. Irritably, she stuffed it back in the pocket of her jeans.

		She gazed around her, taking in the Devonshire view—the gently sloping field surrounded by tall hedgerows of bushes and stunted, gnarled trees of hawthorn, alder and may. The sky was cornflower-blue with puffy, white, cotton-wool clouds dreamily sailing by. Bees and other insects buzzed industriously, and she heard the trilling songs of larks high above, flitting about in the blue.

		Her eyes scanned the meadow sloping up beyond the brook at the cornfield’s edge. It was dotted with groups of golden Guernsey cows grazing the lush grass contentedly on the shallow valley’s rise, occasionally lowing softly to one another. Beyond the cow field, rough heathland swept up to the valley’s edge. There, black against the brightness of the sky, stood two tall standing stones, leaning towards each other like old, intimate friends sharing secrets.

		The heritage sign next to her pointed out a pathway along the boundary of the cornfield to another stile pushing through the hedgerow and onto a narrow footbridge into the pasture beyond. The path meandered up, following the contours of the hill to the stones. Many times, she had walked up to the stones with Aunty Gwen and Grace, sometimes Dad.

		She sighed. She hadn’t meant to say what she’d said to Grace. She did love it here, the countryside, the wildlife, the peace. It wasn’t something she’d admit to her friends back home in London, she knew they wouldn’t understand, but she had always loved the outdoors and nature. She thought back to how proud she had felt the day they all went to Babbacombe when the bench was dedicated to her aunt for her tireless work with Torbay Shorewatch, a group of volunteers keeping the shores of the bay clean and reporting any pollution to Torbay Council.

		Alice continued to walk down Jay’s Lane, but now she was sauntering, enjoying the exercise. Eventually, she reached Hob’s Steps, ancient steppingstones crossing Hob Brook, a stream running across the lane. She sat down on a huge oblong rock and kicked off her trainers, dangling her feet in the cool water. Rufus whined at her, holding a stick in his mouth. She threw the stick for Rufus to retrieve. The wolfhound splashed around happily, bringing stick after stick for her to throw again.

		Alice looked at her watch. “Come on, Rufus.” Reluctantly, she put on her trainers and jogged up to the cottage, following the grassy hump in the middle of Jay’s Lane. As she ran, she thought about how she could make up with her sister.

		Alice loved Grace and her husband, she just felt that Grace expected too much help in the B&B—cleaning rooms, making up beds, welcoming guests and waiting tables. Sometimes she felt her sister was ordering her about and not appreciating that she was supposed to be on holiday. On the other hand, Grace and Joe had welcomed her warmly and she knew how difficult they were finding it to get things at the B&B up and running.

		Alice ran into the neat gravelled drive, her feet crunching deliciously in the deep covering of grey chippings. She had to admit; Briar Cottage was idyllic. It was a typical longhouse with white walls, a slate-tiled roof and colourful flowerbeds. Pots of lavender filled the air with scent, and a huge, pale-pink climbing rose wound its way around the deeply set ground floor windows, over the porch door and across the apex of its roof. Grace and Joe had modernised the cottage sympathetically. Alice had to agree that it was now a lovely blend of old and new: ancient flagstones, a chic modern kitchen, airy comfortable lounge with inglenook fireplace and a guest parlour with long, low sofas and breakfast tables.

		As she walked around the side of the house to the backdoor, she once again marvelled at the small, shiny white pebbles set in some sort of mortar forming a large elliptical shape enclosing the cottage and its outbuildings.

		It was about ten feet from the buildings’ walls and formed a gleaming boundary that cut across the gravel drive, lawn and patio flagstones at the back of the cottage. The old gardener, Mr Byrd, kept it pristinely white, free from encroaching grass, gravel or soil. It was a feature that had intrigued Alice and her sister since they were small. Enigmatically, Aunty Gwen had said it was like a string of guardian beads around the cottage, giving protection and peace of mind to the occupants. As a little girl, Alice thought it was like a fairy story: ‘And beyond the boundary beads, the wildwood pressed in with its magical fay creatures, stalking, watching and waiting.’

		When Grace moved to Briar Cottage, she had also taken delight in keeping the pearly boundary perfect. Mr Byrd had not questioned Grace’s wishes. He had been their aunt’s gardener and handyman forever and was quite used to eccentric requests and behaviour.

		From the neatly mown back lawn, Jay’s Wood rose gently up the slope of the valley. A garden gate led into the wood and a narrow, well-trodden trail wound up through the trees of oak and hazel, holly and birch.

		When she was about five, Alice had wondered who Jay was. Aunty Gwen had laughed at her question and held her hand as she took her through the garden gate into the wood. She whistled a short tune of several notes and suddenly, the sound was all around them as, one after another, brightly coloured birds mimicked the tune, singing back to them. Alice was captivated, delightedly clapping and twirling around to see if she could spot them all. Her aunt taught her how to call to them and the jays always responded to her. Aunty Gwen explained that the jays had always lived there, and the birds had given their name to the wood and lane.

		“They are lucky, faithful birds who watch over us and keep us safe,” she had added.

		Being so young at the time, Alice had not questioned what she meant. She was just very keen to keep her aunt’s bird table and birdbath topped up with nuts, seeds and fresh water, so she could enjoy their squabbling antics. She called to them each morning and, every time, they sang back to her from their perches within the woods.

		Aunty Gwen was their father’s aunt and a firm favourite with Grace and Alice. She was good fun to stay with and had allowed Grace and, later, Alice a lot of freedom when they stayed during their school summer vacations. Their parents worked and so they would drop them there at the start of their summer holiday, visit regularly during weekends, but not take them home to London until the end of August. Alice had often wondered why Aunty Gwen didn’t come up to London to visit them, but Mum said that like a lot of old folk, she was stuck in her own ways and didn’t enjoy being away from home.

		Aunty Gwen had lived all her life at Briar Cottage. It was passed down through generations of the family, and she had inherited the house from her parents. Alice’s father had explained that the cottage was passed through the female line and since Aunty Gwen didn’t have children, then the cottage would one day be passed on to her nieces.

		When Aunty Gwen died, her will was very vague. Neither of her nieces were mentioned by name, Briar Cottage was bequeathed to both. As Grace was the eldest and an adult, she and her husband, Joe, moved in and set up the B&B. Alice didn’t know how she felt about that. She loved the place, too.

		Her father had given Alice a small, green leather pouch after her aunt died. Inside was a bracelet. Her aunt had always worn it. The bracelet was lovely, if a little old-fashioned. It was a delicate, buttery-gold metal chain fastened with a padlock clasp and attached around the chain, evenly spaced, were five little gold acorn cups filled with nuts of quartz crystal as clear as dewdrops. They dangled freely, prettily catching the light. Dad told her the bracelet was probably gold, though there were no markings. That meant it was very old, he said, and she should take great care of it because it had meant so much to Gwen. He need not have worried. Alice loved it and wore it all the time, except at school.

		She glanced down at her left wrist. The bracelet’s little acorns glistened and sparkled in the sun as she raised her hand to the backdoor. She lifted the latch and pushed it open. Rufus flopped back contentedly into his basket.

		She could see through into the kitchen, Grace sat with freshly baked rolls and cakes cooling before her, sipping a cup of coffee. She looked up as Alice entered the kitchen. She didn’t say anything, just looked sadly at her sister. Alice saw how tired she was, dark smudges under her eyes evidence of sleeplessness and stress.

		“I’m sorry, Grace. I didn’t mean it.” She stood quietly, waiting for her sister’s response.

		Grace sighed. “Forget it. We’re both under a lot of pressure with Dad. But would you like to ask Ava down to stay for a few days?” Alice nodded, and Grace smiled at her. “The guests will be arriving soon. Do you want a coke?” She got up and opened the fridge.

		Alice nodded again, walked over and hugged her sister tightly. Grace patted Alice’s back. “Everything will be okay, Alice, you wait and see.” She released herself from Alice’s embrace and handed her a can.

		Half an hour later, the guests arrived. They were Welsh, Alice realised from their accents. A couple with a boy about the same age as her, she thought. She smiled as her sister greeted them warmly in the hall and helped carry their cases up to their guest bedrooms on the first floor, looking out over the front garden and Jay’s Lane. They will be able to see the standing stones from here, thought Alice.

		The family didn’t want an evening meal, leaving the cottage soon after their arrival. Alice didn’t need to help any further, so she slipped away into the woods, taking Rufus with her.

		Dappled light filtered down through the trees and painted the woodland floor with bright, dancing patches of sunlight. Squirrels scampered up trees, spiralling around the trunks and peeking down at her as she passed. The shaggy dog loped about in front of her, sniffing and sticking his head into burrows and under brambles, looking back to check she was following and then, with a wag of his tail, bounding ahead.

		Alice listened out for the jays and whistled up to them, catching fleeting glimpses as they moved amongst the canopy, calling back to her. Once, looking up, she was startled to see what looked like a strange woody face peering at her intently from a branch above her head. She froze, frightened, heart beating fast in her chest, adrenalin pumping into her veins, but the breeze moved the leaves and the branch swayed and then there was nothing. “Don’t be stupid!” she said aloud, “Now you’re seeing things!” However, it unnerved her. She continued up the path, swishing at ferns and undergrowth with a stick, taking courage from Rufus’ happy antics. Gradually, her pulse slowed and she was glad to reach the boundary of the wood. Nevertheless, every so often she glanced back.

		Beyond the wood, the land continued to rise gently before flattening out. Here, wiry grass grew in tufty hummocks with bracken, heather and gorse punctuating the upland. Before her, there was a tumbled mass of large, smooth, grey boulders, some as big as cars. They leant haphazardly against one another, creating easy access to a high vantage point but also making sheltered cave-like holes where they fitted together, imperfectly.

		Alice had spent many long hours squeezing into those she could, exploring the little labyrinth of interconnecting passages and small gaps. She remembered her father telling her the collection of stones was called the Lady’s Watch and warning her to look out for basking adders, sunning themselves on the smooth stones; last summer, she had found some there. The memory saddened her. It was the last walk she had taken with her dad before his illness struck.

		Pushing the memory aside, she approached the boulders and started to pick her way carefully up to the smooth, flat top of the biggest one. From there, she could see right down the valley. The woodland sloped down to the roof of Briar Cottage. Her eyes followed Jay’s Lane as it wound its way down to the stream at the bottom of the valley, over the large stepping-stones and back up the other side.

		Breathing in the fresh air, deeply, she could smell woodsmoke. Mr Byrd must be burning garden rubbish; she could see a thin pillar of white smoke drifting up from somewhere below and then merging into the blue.

		Across from her, where the horseshoe head of the valley curved around some few miles from her lookout, she could see the stone megaliths pointing to the sky. The cattle were small ginger dots on the pasture beneath them and, further down, the farm machinery looked even more like fat caterpillars inching their way across the field. She was surprised she could still hear the dull thud of their engines. At the bottom of the valley and across the brook, the lane ran up to the top of the hill and through a farmyard, High Top Farm, with buildings and barns either side, hugging the road.

		It was a perfect late afternoon. The sun was dropping low behind her, lighting up the standing stones. The boulder was warm to the touch and her mind wandered as she enjoyed the evening heat of the sun and the caress of a cooling breeze. She turned around as Rufus sprang up and looked beyond him to the scrubby upland as it disappeared into the horizon.

		Alice wished she had brought Aunty Gwen’s binoculars she had found in her bedside cabinet. Alice’s room had been her aunt’s. It was Gwen’s room when she was a girl, and when she became an adult, she had not chosen to change it. It had two gable windows, one looking across the valley and up to the standing stones, the other overlooking the little gate into Jay’s Wood. Alice understood why her aunt had preferred it over the other larger rooms.

		There were other personal items of her aunt’s left, including the silver photograph frame, like a book, with a black and white photo of Gwen’s mother in Edwardian dress on the left and a photo of Grace and Alice on the right. Alice was about three and her sister was fifteen at the time. There was a leather-bound sketchbook with wildlife sketches: badgers, jays, a fox and basking adders and a striking portrait of Mr Byrd.

		But there were also fantasy sketches: a tiny dragon sunning itself on the boulder she was sitting on now, and various other sketches of the dragon and of the standing stones at dawn or dusk, she wasn’t sure, but with strange figures standing between them—man-like but elongated, some seemed to have antlers. Another was of a slightly built young woman with bronzed skin and huge, almond-shaped silver eyes. Around these drawings were borders of oak leaves and acorns, suns and moons, framing them, making them otherworldly.

		A curious thing had happened when Alice first looked at the dragon sketch, her bracelet had become very warm on her wrist and the little acorn gems had shone as if an internal flame ignited within, flickering. In a moment, it had stopped.

		She sat on the boulder, shielding her eyes with her hand. In the distance, she could make out three figures standing in a row between the standing stones. It was what reminded her of the sketchbook, one of the figures stood between the stones with arms held high and outstretched. What are they doing? she wondered. She watched for a few minutes as the three circled the stones, reaching out and touching them. Rufus, bored and too hot, nudged her shoulder and then jumped nimbly down off the boulders. He wandered aimlessly across the rough grass before he flopped down in the shadow of the stones behind her.

		Out of the corner of her eye, Alice saw what she thought was a small lizard emerge from one of the boulder’s crevices. She ignored it and continued watching the people on the other side of the valley until they left the stones and began walking around the top of the valley’s horseshoe towards Alice. As they got closer, Alice thought she recognised them as the B&B guests who had checked in earlier. She decided to climb down and return through the woods before she would have to speak or walk with them.

		She pushed herself up onto her feet. Her bracelet felt hot. “Too long in the sun,” she said to herself. She turned to climb down the boulder pile to where Rufus lay. That was when she saw it! A dragon! Tiny, no bigger than a cat, russet-coloured with smooth oval scales and long folded wings. Its large, silvery reptilian eyes watched her. High up on its head, its small ears were pricked up and its long snout split into a grin.

		It scrutinised Alice with such purpose and intelligence that Alice found herself meeting its gaze as if meeting a person for the first time. “Well met, daughter-heir,” it inclined its head in greeting.

		Alice was shocked into paralysis, but when it unfurled its leathery bat-like wings and stepped towards her, she scrambled to get away from it and lost her footing. With a yell, she tumbled over backwards, landing on her back in the spongy long grass.

		She heard Rufus bark and scramble around to her, licking her face and whining. Straight above her, she saw the reptilian face peer over the top of the boulder, staring at her. Alice felt like she was falling, spinning away. She could hear Rufus barking loudly in warning, she could feel her bracelet hot against her skin, but then everything faded to black nothingness.

		As she came back to consciousness, her hearing returned soonest. She heard Rufus barking and the thump of heavy booted feet on the turf beside her. A woman said, “Don’t move her. Check her breathing and her pulse.” Alice opened her eyes. A man was bending over her, his eyes showing his concern.

		“I’m okay,” Alice said groggily, using her elbows to shift her position, embarrassed by their attention.

		“Stay still for a moment, love. We saw you fall. It must be eight feet from up there. You were lucky to land where you did so the cushiony grass broke your fall. I can’t believe you haven’t broken anything, but you knocked yourself out, so you may have a concussion. Just sit for a while. We’ll stay with you until you’re ready to move. You’re the girl from Briar Cottage, aren’t you? I’m Megan Lloyd, this is my husband, Tom, and Rhys, our son. Have you got a lead for the dog, or will he be happy to follow us?”

		After a few minutes, Alice felt she was ready to try to stand and walk back to the house. Megan Lloyd hadn’t stopped talking to her, but her singsong, Welsh voice was pleasing to listen to, though Alice couldn’t have told you what she’d said. Mr Lloyd and Rhys hadn’t said a word between them, they’d just looked sympathetic and concerned. Mr Lloyd held her elbow as she stood up and continued to hold it to make sure she didn’t collapse.

		“Thank you, but I think I’m all right to walk by myself,” she said self-consciously.

		“Nevertheless, we’ll walk beside you, just to make sure,” He smiled encouragingly. “Slowly does it!”

		Together, the four of them headed towards the woodland path and into the cool shade. “We saw you on top of the rocks as we came around the top of the valley and then you just disappeared from view. What happened?”

		Alice thought with incredulity about the appearance of the tiny dragon. She couldn’t explain it to them, they’d never believe her! “I just slipped.”

		“Your dog came running up to us, barking frantically. We knew something must have happened,” Megan added.

		It certainly had, Alice thought to herself. She was thankful that they didn’t press her for any further information, allowing her to concentrate upon making her way carefully along the path and to think her own, mad thoughts. She must have imagined it. Perhaps it was an hallucination—she’d sat in the bright sun for too long. But her thoughts kept bringing her back to her aunt’s sketchbook and the picture of the little basking dragon warming itself on the same boulder she’d seen her dragon on just half an hour ago.

		Slowly, the four of them made their way through the wood and down to the cottage. The jays seemed particularly agitated and vocal, Alice noticed, flitting through the trees, following them down to the garden gate, calling raucously. Perhaps the strangers bothered them.

		Soon they were all sitting in the guest’s lounge drinking tea, and Grace was fussing over her and thanking the Lloyds for taking care of her at the same time. After drinking her tea, she thanked Mr and Mrs Lloyd again, nodded at Rhys who still hadn’t said anything and made her way to her room. She reassured Grace that she was going to lie down for a while but, really, she was very anxious to look at her aunt’s sketch to compare it with what she had seen.

		She closed her bedroom door and picked up the sketchbook from the bedside chair where she had discarded it. She thumbed quickly through the pages until she came to the dragon and examined it closely. It was unmistakably her dragon, or at least a dragon of the same species. “If there are species of dragons!” she said out loud. She realised how weird that sounded. “But dragons aren’t real!”

		Her aunt’s dragon was redder than the one she had seen, but it had the same intelligent silvery eyes with black slit pupils. Its scales were oval, leaf-shaped and running smoothly from head to tail. The long tail ended with a three-pronged barb and curved around its prone body like a sleeping cat. Its leathery wings closely folded against its flanks, with black talons at the end of each bony finger-like projection. Sturdy scaled legs with reptilian feet and black claws extended out as it lounged sideways in a feline way. Her aunt had drawn other sketches including things to give a sense of scale, bluebells stretching under the trees with the little dragon nestling amongst them.

		Alice sat with the book in her hand, staring in wonder at the drawing. She knew she would have to search for the creature as soon as she could but had no idea what she would do if she found it. She remembered her camera, put the book down and scrambled to find its case to check the batteries. She found the charger, plugged it in and slotted the batteries in to recharge.

		Alice wasn’t a good artist, but she was a talented photographer. Her dad had bought the camera for her last birthday. She remembered the label he had written, ‘To the next great wildlife photographer of the year!’ She smiled, sadly. She had her phone, of course, but reasoned that she didn’t want to store dragon photos on that, someone might see them, and she wanted to keep this a secret. People would think it’s a hoax. After all, she had thought this sketch was just her aunt’s imagination.

		A knock at the door sounded and Joe poked his head around. “Are you alright? Do you want me to get you anything?” He looked concerned as he came further into her room.

		“No thanks, Joe. I’ve got a bit of a headache, so I might just lie quietly for a while.”

		“No. I’ve come up because Mrs Lloyd said it’s a bad idea to fall asleep just yet. She said you need to stay awake and that you should be checked over to be certain you’re not suffering from concussion. Grace has phoned Steve Wilkes and asked him to come over. He’ll be here in ten minutes.”

		Steve was a GP and a friend of the family. He lived in the next valley and had looked after her aunt through her illness in her later years.

		“What have you got there?” enquired Joe. “Oh, you’ve found some of Gwen’s stuff. I couldn’t bring myself to get rid of that. Some of her drawings are really very good, though a little strange!”

		“Are there any more sketchbooks?” Alice was suddenly very excited and very awake.

		“No, but there are some diaries—going back years. They’re in a box in the outhouse. Grace said she wanted to look at them before we throw them away, just in case there’s something interesting in them about the family.”

		“Can I look through them?” Alice stood up suddenly, anxious to get her hands on the diaries. They may have something about her dragon in them!

		“Of course, you can, but not yet. Wait until Steve has checked you over, I don’t think you should be moving around much yet.”

		The doctor arrived about twenty minutes later. It seemed an age to Alice as she slouched in the bedroom chair, fiddling with the quilt Grace had wrapped around her shoulders, anxious to be up and searching for the diaries. Grace had said it was fine for Joe to fetch them up and go through them but asked that she would show her anything interesting. “Fine, unless it’s about my dragon. You’d never believe me!” she muttered as Grace left the room.

		Doctor Wilkes didn’t find anything wrong and as soon as he had left the house, Alice came downstairs into the kitchen. “I was going to bring you up a tray.” Her sister smiled at her. “But now you’re here, sit down. I’m sure you’re as hungry as us!”

		Together, the three ate their dinner while Alice told them again as much as she dared about what had happened. “Well, you heard what Steve said.” Joe pointedly directed his gaze towards Alice. “You’re going nowhere and doing nothing tomorrow, just to make sure.”

		“That’s okay,” replied Alice. “But can I have Aunty Gwen’s diaries to look at? Please! Otherwise, I’ll be so bored!”

		Alice tried to relax after dinner. She lay on the couch in the lounge, half-heartedly watching a nature programme on the television, whilst Grace and Joe cleared up after dinner and started preparing for their guest’s breakfast the following morning. Eventually, she saw Joe carrying up a tatty, non-descript box and heard her bedroom door open. Very soon after, Alice made an excuse for an early night and scampered up the stairs to see what she could discover.

		Alice was surprised by the grandness of the box. She had thought it tatty from what she had seen from the lounge, maybe a shoebox, but this box was of polished fruitwood about the size of a small suitcase. Golden-brown tooled leather covered the top with brass corner protectors and brass hinges. An intricate design of acorns and oak leaves embossed in green and gold meandered over the lid. It had a brass lock, but the key wasn’t there.

		Alice carefully rested it on the floor and opened the box. She didn’t know what to expect but because the box was so decorative and obviously expensive, she imagined the diaries to be costly-tooled leather journals of thick, creamy paper. What she found were ten or so cheap exercise books with year dates scribbled on the front. She flicked through a couple but soon realised they weren’t full accounts of any year, they were just random entries, some running for a few weeks, others just a day or several consecutive days.

		Alice’s disappointment stopped her from examining any in detail. She replaced the couple she had taken out and slipped her fingers into a small pocket stitched into the lining in the side of the box. Yes, the key was there. Alice placed her aunt’s sketchbook in the box, closed the lid, locked it and slipped the key into the bedside cabinet’s drawer.

		She felt tired and somewhat deflated by the ordinariness of the diaries. “They’ll keep until tomorrow,” she told herself as she readied herself for bed. She pushed the box under her bed and then slipped beneath her cool sheets before realising her curtains were open and one small window was locked in a slightly open position. She frowned but could not be bothered to get up so she turned on her side, turned off her bedside lamp and quickly drifted off into a deep sleep.

		

	
		

		Day Two

		

		Alice woke up with a start. The moon was shining brightly, its silver beams falling across her bed and full on her face, dazzling her. But that wasn’t what had woken her; heat radiating from her bracelet had pulled her from her sleep. She shook it around her wrist and it seemed to cool, but the little acorns were glittering unnaturally bright in the moonlight. From her bed, she looked out through the bright window to the standing stones across the valley. Occasional dark clouds scudded across the argent moon, nearly full now, a hazy corona surrounding it. The wind whispered gently through the trees; it was a beautiful night.

		As she woke up fully, she became aware of something else. A scratching, tapping sound. Her eyes adjusted to the light and she was sure she could see bony fingers wrapped around the open window frame, dark against the moonlight. Something was shaking the window carefully, trying to open the lock as quietly as possible.

		She lay still, fearful, trying to make sense of what she could see, but the rest of the creature remained hidden from view. Now very scared, she remembered the strange face in the wood. Was it that? Suddenly, a sharp crack sounded—like a firecracker. With a groan, the thing let go its grip and the fingers quickly disappeared. There was a slither and a thump, the creature had fallen to the ground. Then silence.

		Curiosity overcoming her fear, Alice forced herself to slide out of bed and creep silently over to the window. Her heart was racing, her body clammy with sweat. She shivered with alarm and anticipation. She peeked out, half concealing herself behind the curtain.

		The front of the house was flooded with moonlight, and on the lawn below her window was Mr Byrd. In his right hand was a curled-up whip, the sort Indiana Jones had made so famous. In his left was a sack, its bottom weighed down with something heavy that wriggled within. He was walking quickly away across the lawn towards the cowshed. Then, he stopped and glanced up at her window.

		Alice fell back, suddenly very frightened. Mr Byrd’s face didn’t seem right. In place of his eyes were huge circles of luminous light, like an owl’s, reflected in torchlight. His thin body was straight, seeming much younger and more vigorous than the stooped, elderly man she knew. He stared up for a few seconds and Alice felt his scrutiny, the shining eyes piercing through the gloom to her hiding place. She was struck by his youthful transformation. His face was lean and his chin was pointed; gone were the fleshy folds under his chin, in keeping with his age. He turned back and purposefully strode away around the corner of the shed and out of sight.

		Alice could see nothing else moving on the lawn beneath. Whatever it was that had tried to gain access through her window had disappeared. She recalled Mr Byrd’s sack—could he have taken it? Alice continued to watch, concealed behind the curtain, unable to make her limbs move and trying to make sense of what she had seen. What was the thing trying to get in her window…and Mr Byrd? Perhaps she had been mistaken, the light playing tricks, maybe.

		Suddenly, the boundary stones caught her attention. They shone with a cold brightness rivalling the moonlight, curving around across the drive and past the dark corner of the cowshed. She looked to the right. The pebble line glowed in the other direction, encircling the cottage. Alice crossed the room to the other window, the bright border continued to glow behind the cottage, now picking up the starlight from a myriad of twinkling constellations stretching across the inky sky, up and beyond Jay’s Wood.

		Scared, Alice rushed back to the front window and snapped it shut. Still, nothing else was moving and even the pebbles had faded into a line of paleness across the darker ground. She closed the curtains and returned to the other window, facing the wood. The boundary stones behind the house had stopped gleaming too, but, illuminated by the nacreous glow from the sky, she was sure she could make out the figure of a man opening the gate and disappearing into the blackness of the trees. Was it Mr Byrd? Alice couldn’t imagine who else it could be, but what was he up to going into the woods in the middle of the night? She was convinced he must have disturbed whatever it was that had attempted to break-in. What was it?

		Trembling uncontrollably, so unnerved by the strangeness of what she had witnessed, she shut her curtains carefully together and crept back to her bed. Although the moon still shone so brightly, it didn’t penetrate the fabric of the curtains. She peered anxiously into the gloom of her bedroom. The clock’s luminescent dial and numbers shone eerily green on her bedside table. It was three o’clock.

		She lay quietly, trying to stop the involuntary tremors coursing through her body. Pulling her quilt up under her chin, she realised her bracelet was still shining strangely. Or rather, the little pale acorns seemed to be glowing, as if a tiny moonbeam danced within their crystal depths.

		Alice clicked on her bedside lamp. She didn’t want to lie in the darkness jumping at shadows and letting her imagination get the better of her. In the comforting electric light, her bracelet looked just as it should, glittering in the lamplight. She started to wonder whether she had dreamt the hands at her window. What could it be? A burglar? But she knew the hands weren’t human—the fingers were too long with too many joints. In her mind’s eye, she could see them still. They looked like they were made of sticks…or bones!

		Eventually, she calmed down. She reasoned with herself that she must have been dreaming, a nightmare, and had only been half-awake. The sharp whip crack, for that’s what she now believed had woken her, had brought her to full consciousness. But what about Mr Byrd? His eyes? His youth? “Don’t be stupid!” she said aloud. “It was just a trick of the light and you frightened yourself.” Nevertheless, she puzzled, what was in the sack and why was he carrying a whip?

		Gradually, though, her breathing eased and her pulse slowed. She calmed herself down by thinking she could wake Grace but dismissed the idea as soon as she had it. She would ask Grace what she thought about it in the morning and not be such a baby. But it was several hours later when she heard the first birds calling out the dawn chorus and reassuring daylight started to brighten the bedroom walls, spreading out from the edges of the curtains, that her fear faded enough for Alice to fall asleep.

		Alice slept late and Grace left her undisturbed, hoping the trauma of her fall was superficial and all she would suffer were aches and bruises. Finally, at nine o’clock, Grace woke her gently and placed a mug of tea on the little table.

		“How do you feel?” she asked as she opened the curtains.

		“Okay. Just tired.” Alice yawned then grimaced.

		“Does anything else hurt?”

		“My elbows feel sore and so does my backside!” She slid herself up into a sitting position. “Grace, I had a nasty dream last night, I thought something was trying to get in through my window.”

		Grace glanced over to the windows. “Well, everything seems secure.”

		Alice decided not to pursue this further but added: “I got up and looked out. Mr Byrd was on the front lawn carrying a sack and a whip. What do you think he was doing?”

		Grace laughed. “It was your dream! You tell me.”

		“No. I mean, I really did get out of bed to close the window and when I looked down, there he was.” She didn’t add how different he had looked.

		It was clear that Grace thought she had been dreaming. “I’ve no idea, hon, but I think it’s all in your imagination. He’s outside starting another bonfire, go and ask him!”

		Grace left the room and Alice got out of bed. She went over to the rear window. Mr Byrd was forking sticks and stems, and all manner of garden debris, from a wheelbarrow into a brazier at the back of Joe’s vegetable patch. She could see the orange flames already licking around the bottom of the metal cage and smoky tendrils were climbing up into the sky and floating between the trees of Jay’s Wood. “I will go out and ask him!” Alice muttered to herself.

		Once showered, dressed and breakfasted, Alice slipped out through the backdoor. Rufus shambled along beside her. She topped up the bird table then gently walked through the clucking chickens to the wire fence of the vegetable plot. With Rufus still in tow, she opened the gate and wandered past the rows of beans, cauliflowers and potatoes until she reached the potting shed. Mr Byrd was sitting on a wooden bench, hunched over a mug of tea and gazing into his little bonfire. He looked up as Alice approached and held out an aged hand to pat the wolfhound’s shaggy head as Rufus licked him in greeting.

		The old gardener looked straight into Alice’s eyes. “It was a spriggan.” He didn’t offer any further explanation but continued, “It followed you down through the woods last night. Jays warned me. He must have seen you fall from the Lady’s Watch after Fiorell came to you. He’d be curious but if he caught sight of your bracelet, then that would have been enough for him to risk following you and trying to break in. Thanks to the jays’ sharp eyes and his bad luck, I was expecting him.”

		Alice stood stock-still. She hadn’t known what to expect from confronting Mr Byrd—but not this!

		The old man continued to look at her, cocking his head to one side in his own idiosyncratic manner as he regarded her. He was obviously expecting a response, perhaps further questions, but she was dumbstruck! Impossible questions raced through her mind: What is he talking about? What’s a spriggan? Who or what is Fiorell? How could the jays tell him anything? What did he mean about her bracelet?

		After a few seconds without a response from Alice, Mr Byrd sighed and with a gnarled, blue-veined hand, indicated towards a wooden, three-legged stool in the open doorway of the shed. Still silent, Alice went forward to pick it up and bring it out. As she stepped across the threshold, she noticed the bullwhip she had seen last night, coiled up and hanging on a hook on the wall. The shed smelt strongly of herbs; otherwise, it appeared very tidy and ordinary. She positioned the stool with the brazier between them and sat down.

		“You have questions, I expect?” He nodded to her, encouraging her to ask them.

		Alice was still struggling to come to terms with what she had just heard. He waited patiently for her, his deep-set, bright green eyes looking at her sympathetically.

		Encouraged by his calm demeanour, Alice launched her questions at him. “I don’t understand anything you’ve said! What’s a spriggan and who is Fiorell?”

		“A spriggan is a wood sprite; the one you saw is Glym. Not bad, but mischievous, sly and definitely not to be trusted. He lives in the ancient elder tree at the very top line of the wood. He must have been watching you, observing how Fiorell revealed herself to you. He realised you had the Sight, that probably you are Gwen’s apprentice and successor.” He stopped and observed Alice’s bewilderment. “This means nothing to you, does it?”

		Alice shook her head.

		Mr Byrd sighed again and continued. “Fiorell is a guardian. She watches over the resting place of the Lady of Summer, making sure she rests easy and her earthly remains are undisturbed.”

		“Fiorell is the dragon!” Alice blurted out.

		“Yes. She revealed herself because she knew you have the Sight and because you wear the spell-stones.” He pointed at Alice’s bracelet.

		She held her wrist up. The little acorns sparkled, catching the sunlight. “Spell-stones!” She felt confused and incredulous. Had Alice not seen with her own eyes the little dragon on Lady’s Watch and the spriggan’s bony, claw-like hands fumbling at her bedroom window, she would have laughed at Mr Byrd’s fairy story. But she had.

		She looked hard at him. “You were different last night. You looked—” She didn’t manage to complete her sentence. Two strange things happened in quick succession; her bracelet warmed up, dazzling flashes emanating from the acorn gems and, in stunned amazement, she watched Mr Byrd blur and change before her eyes. Gone was the wispy grey hair, the heavy, hairy eyebrows and the age-lined face. Gone was the stooped back and the arthritic, blue-veined hands. His back was straight; his limbs long and lithe; his long hair a lustrous copper tied behind his head, his face long, narrow and sharp-featured with over-large emerald-green eyes. Gone was the elderly man; in his place sat a young, strong figure dressed in tunic and trousers of earthy brown. He wore soft brown kid boots and a brown hooded cloak fastened at his throat by a round silver brooch.

		His gaze held concern but also exasperation. “You can see! My glamour has no power over you now. The power of the spell-stones responded to your question. Here I am.”

		Alice started to tremble. She could not take in his transformation nor the story he had told her, let alone that she might have a part in it! She blinked and looked around her; the woods looked safe and ordinary, leaves occasionally stirring in the slight breeze, trees stretching up the valley beyond the fence, no sign of peeking fairy creatures or talking jays. The cottage, bathed in sunshine, was homely and familiar. She could hear the stutter of a tractor engine in the fields beyond the house as the farmer continued to collect the bales of straw. She looked back at Mr Byrd, but the man she had known since she was a little girl was no longer there, a stranger sat in his place.

		“What are you and how are you doing this? Is it a trick?” she asked hopefully.

		“It is no trick, I am of faery. Lady, my name is Kellyn Nightshade and I am your protector.” He stood up and placed his hand across his heart, bowing deeply. “Much do I regret your startling introduction to our charmed world, particularly as you had no hint of it. Gwen did not have the proper time to bring you in to our company, so it falls to me. It was your sister we thought would succeed, but she was not charmed nor chosen. We waited a long time for you to be born and to see if you were ours.”

		“Charmed? Who chose me?”

		“The jays. You called, and they answered. We knew then.”

		Alice recalled the first time the jays answered her. She remembered how delighted Aunty Gwen had been. “I was only about five.”

		“Yes, too young to understand but also very young to show your charm.”

		“You said you are my protector.” Kellyn nodded. “But what are you protecting me from?”

		“Whatever may be sent to harm you or prevent you from your business.”

		“Like the spriggan?”

		“Yes and no. Glym wasn’t sent. His natural curiosity got the better of him and he is an opportunist. But whatever he could have found to take of yours, he would have sold for the highest price possible to others—whose intentions are far more dangerous.”

		“Why would he want to steal from me?”

		Kellyn pointed to her bracelet. “Your spell-stones are of an old and powerful magic. In the wrong hands, they could wreak much havoc. But anything personal to you, favoured belongings, or worst still, hair, skin and blood, have value to those with the power to use them against you—or your family!”

		He shook his head. “I am a poor teacher. If only Gwen had been able to instruct you…but we thought she had more time and we had to wait for you to grow, both in years and in your gift. Do you have your aunt’s box?” Alice nodded. “There is a letter she left for you. It explains everything.”

		“No. There is nothing. I looked last night.”

		“Then you did not look properly. Go now and look again, the explanation you need is all there. Come and find me after you have read it, but remember, to the others, I am still just old Mr Byrd. They cannot see me the way you now do. And to keep them safe, they cannot know.”

		He stood up. The air blurred around him and the old man picked up the handles of the wheelbarrow and trundled back to the compost heap. Over his shoulder, he whispered to her as he passed, “Keep your spell-stones safe! Do not take them from your wrist.”

		Alice sat where she was for several moments, staring into the dancing tongues of flame, thinking about all she had been told. Slowly, painfully aware of her bruises, she got up, replaced the stool and walked back through the vegetable garden. Mr Byrd didn’t look up as she passed. With Rufus following, she walked over to the house and went directly to her room. She closed her door quietly and locked it, then sat on the floor beside her bed and retrieved her aunt’s box.

		Reaching up to the drawer, she fumbled inside until she found the key. It was a very pretty little thing. She hadn’t really looked at it last night, but its rounded head was also in the shape of an acorn and its shaft was barked like a twig. The acorn, pierced through, had a short, green, silk cord attached. She slipped the key into the lock and opened the box. She removed the sketchbook and diaries and examined the insides. The silk lining was a rich green and now that she was really looking, she could see several pockets along the back and sides of the box. None of them held anything. She closed the lid and ran her hands over the soft leather, feeling the contours of the embossed leather beneath her fingertips. Next, she upended the box and examined the polished wooden sides and base. Finally, she placed the box back on its base, opened it and carefully prodded around. Nothing.

		Alice got up and sat on her bed, chin in her hands. She stared carefully into the opened box. “Where could it be? Is there a secret compartment?” she whispered. As before, the air seemed to shimmer and blur. Suddenly, there were several items in the box that she hadn’t seen or felt before. An envelope poked out from one of the pockets and a brown leather-bound book was lying askew on the bottom. She stared, amazed. A trickle of sweat ran down her neck. She held out her left arm, her hand was shaking. She could still feel a slight warmth emanating from her bracelet. Like last night, the little acorns seemed to possess a spark of fire warming them, lighting them up and making them softly glow.

		For a while, Alice forgot about the box and concentrated upon her bracelet. She remembered Kellyn’s warning and didn’t unclasp it, she just turned it around her wrist, looking at each little crystal acorn in turn. The warmth and glow had gone. The stones caught the natural light but otherwise were cool to the touch. They responded to my question, she thought. “Yes! That is it! They responded to me asking about Kellyn’s real identity, too!” She suddenly felt very proud that she had worked this out for herself and, emboldened, she once again turned her attention to the contents of the box. Ignoring the book for the moment, she pulled out the slim envelope and carefully opened the old-fashioned red wax seal. Inside was a single page of paper and Alice immediately recognised her aunt’s flowing writing.

		"My dear Alice,

		If you are reading my letter, it means that I have failed, and I am so sorry, my dear, to leave you so unprepared. You were born so very late in my life. Of course, I meant to marry and have my own daughter to pass this unusual inheritance on to, but it was not to be. I cannot tell you how pleased and relieved I was when our jays recognised your gift but knew I would have little, if any, time to prepare you.

		Our family have always lived in this valley. We have always had the house next to the wood, watching over the Lady’s grave, a sentinel for the two Sister-Stones to make sure the Horned King does not return too soon.

		I know it sounds like a fairy story, but faeries do exist! Mr Byrd and Fiorell are your proof. They are your friends, Alice. Kellyn has protected me since I was a child—he protected my mother before me and he will protect you with his life, too. He is knowledgeable even if he seems grumpy, you will grow to depend upon him, as I did. Fiorell is a guardian, our friend too, but her first loyalty is to the Lady. She is bound to her task until the world of men fails, and the Earth is faery once more. She will appear to you when you have need or you ask for her. She is a shapeshifter. I have drawn her likeness in my sketchbook if you have it. I pray you do.

		Now, my box. It is very special, passed down through the generations of charmed women in our family. It is faery-made and is a Box of Knowing. If you have the spell-stones in contact with your skin, you can ask it questions or give it problems to solve. Inside, there is a book to give you knowledge. You need not bother to hide the box; it has a glamour placed upon it that keeps it safe and unimportant to the eyes of any who do not know about it. But keep the key safe, for the box will not work unless the question is locked inside.

		I should have trained you in the Charmed Arts, but you were too young, your powers immature and erratic. The task must fall now to Kellyn and Fiorell, but they will rise to the challenge and make sure you are safe and strong. Go to them and learn about your gift—you are charmed with Sight; you can see faeries even though you are a mortal woman. This will threaten some; you must be careful and learn your art so you can protect yourself, your loved ones and aid Lady Ysabet and the sisters until it’s time for you to pass the mantle on to the next in our line. Wear your bracelet always and heed its warnings, but do not show it off. Others will recognise it for what it is—a tool to aid you—and many would wish to take it from you.

		I wish you all my love and pray for your safety, happiness and success, always.

		GV"

		Alice read and reread the letter very carefully. For several minutes, she sat on her bed, gazing unfocused at the box, then, replacing the letter in its envelope, she leant down and tucked it back into the pocket and picked up the book. The nut-brown leather cover was worn, smooth and shiny through age and use, and the rough, unlined paper was yellowed with age. She was surprised to find there wasn’t anything in it, neither was there anything on the front cover to show which was the right way around.

		She decided to try out her bracelet and, holding the book in both hands, she whispered, “Question.” Nothing happened. The little acorns rocked in their cups as cold as crystals should be, nothing sparked nor glowed. Disappointed, Alice tried again, this time speaking a little louder, “I have a problem.” Again, nothing. “Please help!” she said, even louder.

		Suddenly, her doorknob rattled, and she heard Grace asking, “Is everything okay? Why’ve you locked your door?”

		Alice sprang off the bed, dropping the book in the box and rushed to open the door. “No, nothing’s wrong. I must have locked it without thinking.”

		Grace stepped in and looked around, curiously. “I thought I heard you ask for help.” Her eyes scanned the room, but she paid no attention to the box, it was as if it wasn’t there. “Are you still feeling okay?”

		“Yes, I’m fine.”

		“Good. Can you give me a hand downstairs, please?” She looked at the diaries scattered on the bed. “Found anything interesting in Aunty Gwen’s stuff?”

		“Not really,” Alice lied. “Just a few old exercise books she used as diaries. She must have written them when she was a girl but there’s nothing much in them.”

		“Oh, what a shame, I wonder why she kept them?”

		“I’ll be down in a minute, I just want to tidy these away,” said Alice, waving casually at the books on her bed.

		Grace nodded and left her room.

		Alice looked at the lovely box. “Well, Aunty Gwen was right about the box being of no interest to others.” She made sure she kept her voice down this time. “The glamour works, otherwise Grace would have noticed it straight away.”

		She swept up the exercise books and dumped them in the box. “I’ll have to find Kellyn and ask him how to use the box.” She added as an afterthought, “And my bracelet.”

		She was surprised at her own willingness to accept Kellyn’s revelations about her heritage, but she could not doubt her own rising sense of excitement and wonder. She had always been very sceptical of other people’s superstitions and supernatural beliefs and had never been interested in fairy stories and folklore. Nevertheless, she was almost trembling with anticipation. She wanted to find Kellyn immediately and press him to reveal more fantastical information to her. Not a single thought of danger entered her head, she was so wrapped-up in imaginative possibilities that she had completely forgotten the warnings Kellyn had whispered.

		She picked up Gwen’s sketchbook and leafed through it until she came to the dragon drawings. “Fiorell,” she whispered aloud as she stroked the picture with her fingertips. She looked at the next sketch of the strange girl with the metallic eyes, “Who are you?” She was sure that this girl was also real, a faery that she must meet. Otherwise, why would her aunt draw her? She decided she would also have to ask Kellyn about her, too. “There’s a lot I need to find out!”

		She placed the sketchbook carefully in the box, on top of the books, and closed the lid, locking it and pushing it under her bed. Having second thoughts, she took the key from the lock and opened her chest of drawers. She pushed the key into a rolled-up pair of her favourite socks. Then she went downstairs and found her sister.

		Grace was in the utility room unloading the washing machine. She looked up as Alice walked in. “Can you iron those napkins and tablecloths for me?” She nodded at a small pile on the work surface.

		“Sure,” Alice replied, trying to sound casual and disguise her heightened state of excitement. She need not have worried; Grace wasn’t paying much attention to her. She set up the ironing board in the kitchen and started ironing the white linen. The hot, clean smell and the repetitive motion had a calming effect upon her.

		Joe came in through the doorway from the hall. “Here you are, Alice. How are you doing?”

		Alice nodded at him and shrugged.

		“I’ve just been talking to Mr and Mrs Lloyd. Tomorrow, they’re going to Exeter to visit the county’s records office, they want to research some of the Neolithic sites and they’re interested in the archaeological records of the Two Sisters. Rhys is not keen to go so they have asked if he can stay here and hangout with you for the day. You’re okay with that, aren’t you? I said I’d come and ask you.”

		Before Alice could say anything, Grace interjected, “That would be great, wouldn’t it?” She looked at Alice and was surprised to see her sister frowning. “What’s the matter? You are always moaning that you’ve nothing to do and you’re bored. Take him out for the day to explore the valley.”

		“I don’t know him. What will I say to him?” Alice moaned.

		“Don’t be silly! How do you ever get to know someone new? Anyway, he was really kind to you yesterday,” Grace countered.

		“No! His parents were kind. He didn’t speak a single word!”

		Joe raised his eyebrows. “Did you speak to him?”

		Alice stared at him. She didn’t really have an answer. “It’s just that I had plans of my own.”

		“Like what?” Joe said. “Please, Alice, help us out here. It won’t be so bad; you may even enjoy it. And you’d get out of any little jobs Grace might find you,” he winked at her as he spoke.

		Alice stared at him, irritated. She could see that she wasn’t going to be able to get out of this without a huge row. “Okay, Joe, but I’m only going to do this for one day. We’re not suddenly going to be best mates!”

		“Thanks, hon.” Grace patted her back appreciatively. “Now, do you two want any lunch?”

		Alice could hardly contain herself as she finished off the ironing and then sat and had lunch with Grace and Joe. She was still unhappy about spending the day with Rhys. She had planned to find Fiorell tomorrow. She could hardly do that with him in tow! She knew Grace and Joe wanted her to stay around the house today, just to make sure she’d recovered from yesterday, but she’d decided she would have to sneak up to the Lady’s Watch sometime after she’d spoken to Kellyn after lunch.

		As it turned out, she didn’t have to find Kellyn; he came to find her. Just as the three had finished eating, Kellyn knocked at the open backdoor. “Anyone there?”

		“Mr Byrd, come in, come in.” Joe got up and shook the old man’s hand, pulling out a chair. “Cup of tea?”

		“Aye, that would be nice.” He looked over at Alice. “I was wondering how you were doing and thought you’d like to help me check out the new chickens the farmer just delivered. Joe told me you needed to stay close to home today. I’ve finished the new henhouse and thought you’d enjoy introducing the chicks to their new home.”

		Alice nodded, “Thanks, Mr Byrd.” The name seemed strange and clumsy now that she knew his real identity.

		Kellyn winked at her, held out his hand and took the mug Joe handed him.

		Grace said, “We’re just popping over to Buckfastleigh for a couple of hours. Will you be around to keep an eye on her, Mr Byrd?”

		“Aye, that’s no problem. Well, are you fit, Alice?” Draining his mug, Mr Byrd got up and walked back into the garden. Alice followed.

		Outside, he put his finger to his lips in warning and walked around the side of the house to the cowshed. “The chickens are in crates on the front drive and the new henhouse is already in the chicken run. Help me with the crates until your family have left.”

		The chickens clucked and grumbled as they both picked up a crate each. Alice clucked softly back at them; she loved the homely sound they made. Joe and Grace followed them around to the drive and Grace peeked in at the new birds in Alice’s crate. “We better have more guests, or we’ll have more eggs than we’ll know what to do with.”

		“You’ll need to order more feed and bedding,” reminded Mr Byrd.

		“Will do.” Joe waved as he and Grace climbed into the Land Rover. Soon, they were through the gates and driving down Jay’s Lane.

		“We’ll talk when we’ve finished, Alice.” Kellyn strode around back to the hen run and Alice followed, her stomach squirming in anticipation of what she might find out.

		For about half an hour, they settled the six golden chickens in their new home. Alice stroked each one gently and gave it a name as she released them and watched, delightedly, as they clucked and scratched around the enclosure. “Shall I let the older birds in?” she asked.

		“No. Let them get used to each other first. They’ll all meet up tonight.”

		The other hens came over to look at the newcomers through the wire and the cockerel proudly announced his authority, loudly crowing several times. In the wood, some of the jays mimicked him. The cock redoubled his efforts to show his dominance and Alice and Kellyn laughed at his efforts. Alice had dismissed the glamour that disguised the tall man. It was easier to keep it there when others were around when he was Mr Byrd, she decided. Less confusing. If Kellyn had noticed, he didn’t say anything. After all, the others would only ever see him as the old gardener, unless he decided otherwise.

		“Well, girl, let’s go and make a pot of tea and then we can talk.” He picked up an empty crate. Alice nodded and followed him around to the cowshed, picking up the other empty crate.

		The cowshed was in two parts. The end facing Jay’s Wood was a little cabin where Kellyn lived as Mr Byrd. A stable door opened into a small kitchen. Another door led to a snug little living room; from there, an open, doglegged, wooden staircase led to a bedroom and bathroom up in the eaves. The other half was a workshop and store, with wooden double doors opening out at the other end onto the drive. Joe had expressed ideas to turn it into a holiday home to which Mr Byrd had just grumbled into his beard.

		Alice took a seat at the tiny wooden table in the kitchen and waited for Kellyn to make the tea and sit down opposite her.

		“I found the letter, but I don’t understand a lot of it. Aunty Gwen wrote that you and Fiorell would teach me. Kellyn, am I a witch?”

		Kellyn choked on his tea. “No! Whatever you think you know about faeries from children’s fairy stories, shut them from your mind. You are an ordinary, mortal human girl but one who has a very special gift. In the long distant past, your human line had faery blood mingled over several generations, back in the days when men living in these parts were few and the faery races did not need to hide themselves away. Over the ages, your female ancestors have lost their magic as the faery bloodline weakened, but you are still charmed and you still have the Sight which allows you to shed the glamour from other faery creatures to see them as they really are. Your faery blood also allows you to use faery objects and tokens that possess magic. How much you are charmed; I do not know. You are young, and your gift is still raw and unshaped. I think you are more powerful than your aunt was. Last night, you were able to see Glym and you dismissed my glamour without knowing how. Possession of the spell-stones is not usually enough; you need to consciously know what you are doing.”

		“I tried to use my bracelet to ask the box a question. Aunty Gwen said it would answer questions, but nothing happened. It is invisible to others, Grace couldn’t see it, but I can’t use it either.”

		“You already have,” Kellyn interrupted. “You found the letter.”

		“But what about the book? Do I need to write my question in it?”

		Kellyn shook his head. “You ask the box, not the book. When you open the box again, the book will have answered your question. One more thing about the box, you can carry it with you if you wish.”

		“What? It’s a bit big for that, even if no one would see it!”

		Kellyn sighed. “You are too young and foolish! Gwen left me with a great burden. Ask the box to change itself! You will find that it is very easy to keep within your clothing and it may be of great help. Now, listen. I have thought long and hard about your training and I think what is best is that I tell you what you need to know when you need to know it. That way, I cannot overburden your mind with knowledge that is irrelevant at present, or too dangerous for you to handle.”

		Alice nodded. “My aunt mentioned the Horned King, Lady Ysabet and the sisters. Who are they?”

		“They are all faeries. Herla is the horned one, but he is in the Fayland. Fiorell must tell you herself of Lady Ysabet and the two faery sisters who pledged themselves to watch over the world of men until the proper time. If you feel strong enough, I think we must go and seek Fiorell before your kin return.”

		“I’m fine. I wish people would stop asking me that.”

		Kellyn’s eyes suddenly hardened. “Do not wish for things you do not mean whilst wearing the spell-stones. Have you learned nothing?”

		Alice was startled. “I only meant…”

		“I know what you meant. It was a childish response. Of course, your sister and Joe are concerned…do not wish their concern away. Think before you speak, words have power and you must learn that lesson fast and well. Now, if you’ve finished your tea, come.”

		As Alice and Kellyn approached the garden gate leading to Jay’s Wood, Kellyn changed direction and walked off towards the vegetable patch. “Carry on, I’ll catch you up.”

		Alice nodded and, opening the gate, started up the trail. The air seemed warm, still and thick with promise and Alice felt a rising sense of excitement as she made her way up the path. The sunlight filtered through the trees, picking out the motes of dust and quick-flying insects in the air. It shone and sparkled on flowers and leaves, barks and spiders’ webs. Birdsong filled the woods and flies buzzed loudly.

		Suddenly, a sense of alarm raised the small hairs on the back of Alice’s neck and goose bumps covered her arms. Someone was watching her. Afraid, she felt her bracelet warm up. She shivered involuntarily, stopping in her tracks and looking around anxiously, knowing now that whomever or whatever it was must be a faery. Overhead, the jays started to flap and call. For the briefest of moments, Alice spied a tall thin woman standing to her left, half-hidden by a tree trunk. The dappled light and shade made it difficult for Alice to be certain, the woman moved quickly out of sight though Alice knew she was still there.

		An inexplicable feeling of dread crept over her, engulfing her. Her heart started to race, and her mouth felt dry. She swallowed hard and tried to call out, “Who’s there?” but only managed a husky whisper. Feeling vulnerable and alone, she turned around, hoping to see Kellyn. “Where are you?” she pleaded.

		From the undergrowth came the quick scampering of tiny claws and the rustle of leaves and debris as if a small animal disturbed them. The noise broke her concentration upon searching for what may be lurking unseen in the woodland and her eyes were drawn to something small and brown clinging to the trunk of an oak tree about two feet away from her. She stood quite still, transfixed, as the little creature watched her. In a flash, she realised what she was looking at. It was a fairy! About the size of a large mouse, it wore a short tunic, which seemed to be made of oak leaves, leaving its arms, legs and feet bare. Its brown face was not quite human. Its eyes were too big and its chin too pointy, and when it smiled at her, its mouth seemed to be full of sharp, razor-like teeth. It chattered something very quickly and skittered up the trunk as if it was a squirrel.

		Then there seemed to be hundreds of the tiny folk on every trunk and branch. Many were like the one she had spied first, but some had pale skin and others had diaphanous wings, like a dragonfly’s. She couldn’t make out whether they were male or female, they all seemed to look the same, but they were very excited, chattering quickly to each other as they inched closer. They seemed to be talking to her and about her, she couldn’t make out any words, but the sense of horror was now gone. Suddenly, they turned and rapidly climbed, silently, back into the green canopy of leaves as Kellyn noiselessly appeared at her side.

		“Did you see them? You frightened them away!”

		“The brownies? Of course, I saw them. There are hundreds living in these woods. They are harmless but very curious, always gossiping.”

		“But why did they run off?”

		“I’ve no time for them. They’re like children and, at best, just get in the way. At worst, they draw attention when you want to stay unobserved. They know better than to interfere with me.”

		“They seemed to be talking but I couldn’t understand them.”

		Kellyn glanced at her. “All you needed to do was wish for understanding. The magic of the spell-stones would have granted you the knowledge.”

		“There was something else, too. I felt it watching me.”

		Kellyn looked at her, hard. “It scared you? Did the spell-stones warn you?”

		She nodded, “And the jays.”

		He looked carefully around as he spoke. “There’s nothing here now. What was it?”

		“I don’t know! A figure, perhaps a tall woman, but she disappeared when I tried looking at her. I think the brownies made her go…” she paused, “I think they came to help me.” She shook her head. “Oh, Kellyn! This is all too strange. I’ll never get used to it. I can’t believe it’s true, that faery exists, that magic is real! It’s like I’m dreaming. Perhaps I hit my head too hard and I’ll come back to the real world soon.”

		Kellyn’s expression softened and he linked his arm through hers as he led her up the track. “Believe! It is true, and it is hard for you. It’s too sudden, but there’s nothing that can be done to make this easier for you. Come, let us seek out Fiorell and listen to her wisdom. There are things you must know and dangers of which you need to understand and be wary. However, you have allies, too. Like the brownies. You are gifted for a purpose, Alice, and your actions will have great impact upon many in the realms of faery and man.”

		Alice didn’t have anything to say back as she walked beside him. She just followed, watching and listening. Kellyn made no sound as his feet tramped through the undergrowth, no leaf nor nut nor twig snapped. Nothing snagged his clothes, no branches displaced and even his breathing was silent. In fact, had Alice not seen him beside her, she would have no idea he was there. In contrast, she was all too aware of the noise she made. Despite her efforts, every step was noisy. She pushed past foliage that swished and crackled, and her breathing was loud in her ears.

		Kellyn noticed her disquiet. “Use your gift, Alice. Charm the wood so that it does not see you. Ask the spell-stones to conceal your journey. You do not need to speak the words, just think about how silent and inconspicuous you need to be. Try it.”

		Alice thought about how quiet she wanted to be, how she wanted to pass through the wood without notice. She felt the little crystals on her bracelet warm up for a moment as they brushed against her wrist. Then it happened, the enchantment began! Her footfall was silent, and she seemed to slip past undergrowth and branches without effort nor disturbance. Her breathing quietened and all she could hear was a faint pounding as the pulse of her blood rushed through her veins. She beamed up at Kellyn, not wishing to break the silence with conversation. He nodded approvingly at her and they continued walking noiselessly on towards the boundary of the wood and the scrubby grassland of the hilltop stretching upwards to the Lady’s Watch.

		They left the shadows of the woods and emerged into full sunlight without the strange watcher reappearing. Alice blinked, dazzled by the bright light. Disappointedly, she could hear herself moving and breathing again.

		Kellyn noticed her irritation. “You are not a magical being, Alice. You must be very precise when you command magic through tools such as your bracelet. You wished to be silent when walking through Jay’s Wood, right?” Alice nodded. “Well, we’re now out of the wood, so your spell has lost its potency.”

		Alice perked up and concentrated her mind on being inconspicuous again. As if reading her mind, Kellyn quickly added, “Stop! Do not ask for inconspicuousness now, you don’t need it. Only ever ask for what you need. Your gift isn’t a toy to be played with or used lightly.”

		“But you told me to use it in the wood!” Alice retorted. She had been so pleased with herself for mastering the use of the spell-stones, she wanted to feel the thrill of enchantment again but now she felt Kellyn was judging her for trying to use it foolishly.

		“You need to learn how to use them, Alice, but also when not to. This, too, is part of your instruction.”

		Alice felt frustrated. Her desire to use the magic was strong. She stuck her hands into the pockets of her jeans and stomped quickly up through the grass to the haphazard slabs of stone jutting out from the ground. She plonked herself down on the springy turf, leaning her back against the warm rock and watched, sulkily, as Kellyn unhurriedly made his way to join her. His coiled whip hung on his belt, she noticed. That is what he must have gone to retrieve earlier.

		“Why do you carry that whip?”

		“Why do you think?”

		“Well, wouldn’t a sword or a gun be of more use?”

		“Only if I wanted to kill someone. Whom would you have me kill? What danger do you think we’re in?”

		Alice glared at him. “Why are you trying to make me feel stupid?”

		“Am I? Why do you not think things out for yourself?”

		Someone interrupted their spat, sitting above them, giggling. “Do carry on,” a female voice called down, “You’re so funny. All red and puffed up ready to argue. In fact, if you were a dragon, you’d be smoking by now!”

		“My Lady Fiorell.” Kellyn bowed deeply. “Here is Alice, Gwen’s heir.”

		Alice scrambled to her feet, turned around and took a few steps back. She looked up to see the little dragon lying on top of the capstone, her front legs crossed before her and her snout resting upon them, peering imperiously down at her. Again, Alice was mindful of a cat; Fiorell seemed to exude feline grace.

		“Yes, we’ve met. Are you feeling better now? You didn’t seem very hurt when I checked on you after your fall.”

		“I…I’m fine. Thanks.” Even after everything that had happened since yesterday evening, she still could hardly believe she was talking to a dragon! Completely tongue-tied, she just stared back.

		Fiorell laughed again. She stood and, stretching out her coppery wings, she glided down to stand in front of her.

		“Well, you’re very young. What shall we do with you?” Her voice was soft and soothing, and her silver eyes glittered with good humour. Alice felt herself relax and her beating heart to subside.

		“She is young, madam, but her gift is strong, and she learns quickly.”

		Alice stared in surprise at Kellyn’s praise. “You see, Alice?” Fiorell purred. “We are your friends. Even gruff old Kellyn! Don’t be so easily offended. You do have much to learn and you won’t understand everything straight away. Instruction and correction, they’ll both be equal parts of your learning…and essential to our survival!”

		Alice gaped at her. “What do you mean? What do you think I’ve got to do?”

		“Climb up onto the top of the Watch and I’ll explain.” With a few beats of her wings, Fiorell jumped into the air and flew back up, disappearing from view.

		Kellyn and Alice quickly clambered up, but Alice was once again taken by surprise. The dragon was gone. In her place stood a silver-eyed young woman. Alice recognised her for the girl in Gwen’s sketchbook. She found herself speechless. The girl laughed and to Alice, she sounded just like Fiorell. The confusion on Alice’s face obviously delighted her, she laughed again. “Oh, my dear, you know so little! I am a dragon, but even brownies know that dragons can shape-shift into human form!”

		She shook her head and her long, copper-coloured hair fell in soft waves around her shoulders, her skin was a metallic bronze and her limbs were slender and graceful. Her tunic and leggings were silky jade-green. “I am beautiful, aren’t I? I can change, look!”

		The air shimmered around her and Alice knew glamour was at work. Now, before her stood a tall apprehensive-looking girl, slim with short-cropped curly brown hair and large grey eyes, wearing jeans and a green tee shirt. “How’s this?” Fiorell once again laughed, merrily.

		Alice could not help herself. The girl standing in front of her was a mirror image of herself and she felt irritated by Fiorell’s teasing. She silently wished and felt the crystals warm against her wrist. The shimmering air told Alice of her success, and now it was her turn to be delighted with the reactions of Kellyn and Fiorell, as they stared at her with appreciative wonder.

		“I told you her gift is strong. She dismissed my glamour, too.”

		Fiorell was frowning, her game ended. However, her frown dissipated in moments and she smiled her approval. “Well done, youngling. Kellyn is correct. You do show much promise. You have an instinctive understanding of your gift. Come here.” She turned and sat down, dangling her legs over the top of the capstone, facing across the valley to the standing stones. She patted the stone beside her and Alice joined her.

		Kellyn spoke. “I will re-join you soon. There is something I must do.” With that, he leapt off the Watch and landed noiselessly on the grass. Without turning, he strode off towards the treeline and Alice noted he had his whip in his hand.

		“Take a care and listen, Alice, there is much I would tell you. I am a guardian, but so are you.”

		Fiorell put up her hand to silence Alice’s question. “All will be told. This Watch marks the grave of my Lady Ysabet.” She looked deep into Alice’s eyes, “You are her kin and much like her, too. She lived in the time when humankind and faeries lived in harmony. Many liaisons formed between them and Lady Ysabet was wife to Herla, King of Faery.”

		“However, discontent, jealousy and murder spread through the realm and many blood feuds were borne of hatred and intolerance by both man and faery. A plot hatched to discredit my lady in the eyes of her lord. Rumours of disloyalty and unfaithfulness spread and Herla decreed that the realms should be split apart to live forever separate, until man had no more use for this earth and faeries would return to cleanse and claim the world, once again, for themselves.”

		“Why do faeries want to return? Isn’t a magical land better?”

		“Fayland is beautiful. It is borne of magic and is everything you would think the fay would wish. However, it is also predictable, unchanging and sterile. Things there persist; they do not grow, multiply or change. There are no seasons, no weather, just day and night. Everything is there, always, and every day is the same. But this world is dynamic! Each day brings new things. Its seasons, its geology, its weather brings challenges, changes and renewal. Faeries look at this world and envy us, even the jeopardy of death that exists within. This is what makes life sweet. This is what they crave.”

		Alice nodded. She had so many questions. “Did Herla kill Ysabet?”

		“No. Herla loved Ysabet, and she, him. Ysabet and their daughter stayed behind in the world of men and Herla took the faeries with him into Fayland. There they will stay until Ysabet, her heir and her handmaids tell him that the time of man has run its course.”

		“What will happen then?”

		“King Herla will ride through the moon-gate with his bodyguard and make ready for the return of Faery. The Earth will be claimed and rejuvenated after the harm wrought by mankind.”

		“What about Ysabet and the others?”

		“Ysabet and Herla will be reunited. They will rule with their daughter-heir as royal princess. Ysabet’s faithful handmaids will be richly rewarded for their sacrifice.”

		“But who killed Ysabet?”

		“Ysabet ended her own life. She sacrificed herself by drinking hemlock and was buried here so that her shade could be close to the moon-gate, ready to meet her husband at the appointed time each year and bring him through when the time of man ends.”

		“And you have been guarding her ever since?”

		“That is my fate, my duty and my curse. I guard my lady so that she can perform her duty. She protects mankind by counselling her lord not to return too soon.”

		“How does she do that?”

		“You will soon see, for you are now the heir! You are from a long line, a descendant of King Herla and Lady Ysabet. In two days, the full moon will be bloated and bright, closer to the earth and shining through the gate. At midnight, you, Lady Ysabet and her handmaids must stand before the moon-gate and deny the entry of Herla and the Wild Hunt. This ritual you must perform for the rest of your days. It is your fate, your duty and your curse too now.”

		“I don’t understand! If the lady and her handmaids are dead, how can I stand with them anywhere?”

		“The veil of death will be drawn back and my Lady Ysabet will step from the Watch and join the fair Ayzel and Ainne at the standing stones to await her lord’s coming. You too will be there, and she and her lord will greet you as their own.”

		Realisation dawned on Alice. “The Sister Stones! That’s the moon-gate?”

		“Yes. The faeries Ayzel and Ainne reside there.”

		“They’re not dead like Ysabet?”

		“No, they are fay. Unless killed, they are immortal.”

		A voice shouted up to them. “My lady? Alice?” It was Kellyn. “I have someone here to speak with you.”

		Fiorell and Alice looked down. Kellyn stood below them with a very strange creature that he held tightly by its arm. It collapsed onto its knees and trembled beside his tall captor. Alice thought it was male, but it seemed little more than a man made of sticks. Thin, bark-covered arms and legs protruded from a grimy shirt and knee-length trousers. Its round head had a thatch of mossy, weedy tendrils that looked like hair and its face was covered in bark-like skin. It had small black eyes, a crooked nose and a split in the bark-skin where a mouth should be. It was a miserable, ugly creature.

		“Glym,” whispered Fiorell to Alice.

		Alice looked curiously at the creature who had attempted to break into her room last night. She recognised the large bony hands that had tried to force her window open.

		Fiorell looked questioningly at Kellyn. “Why have you brought Glym before me? What mischief has he been up to?”

		“N—nothing, my Lady Fiorell. No, poor Glym has done nothing. Kellyn Nightshade always accuses me of every misdemeanour in Jay’s Wood! But I am your loyal and obedient servant.” He rose to his feet and gave a little awkward bow, he glanced quickly up at Fiorell and Alice then hung his head, snivelled and whimpered.

		“Stop your playacting!” Kellyn gave the creature a push. “My lady, I discovered him past midnight trying to break in through Alice’s bedroom window.”

		“Why did you do this, Glym? What did you want with Alice?”

		“N…nothing bad, truly!” he pleaded. “I wanted to know if it was true…that she really is a true heir. I wasn’t going to hurt her!”

		“More likely you were after the spell-stones…or worse!”

		“No! I saw her with you, lady, yesterday. You showed yourself and she saw you but she acted strangely, as if she didn’t know you, yet she wears the spell-stones. I was just going to check if she really is the heir.” He turned and snarled up at Kellyn. “He attacked me before I could find out! I still have the bruises from his unjust assault!” He turned back to look at Fiorell and his voice took on its wheedling tone again. “All I wanted was to find out and come and let you know, lady.”

		“Liar!” shouted Kellyn. “Have you told your tales of Alice yet? What reward did your mistress give you? What spiteful task has she entrusted you with to harm Alice or stop her from serving Lady Ysabet?”

		“Kellyn, still your anger,” murmured Fiorell. The air shimmered, the girl disappeared and the dragon glided down to stand in front of Glym. As Alice watched in awed wonder, Fiorell grew until she was the size of a huge carthorse. She looked down at Glym who was now shaking uncontrollably, his fear very apparent. “Look at me, spriggan!” her voice was deeper and commanding. The stickman looked up and his eyes slid everywhere, looking at everything except the dragon. “Look at me, spriggan, or face the consequences!” The moment Glym met her gaze, his twitching stopped, and his face became blank. “Tell me, who have you spoken to about Alice and what have you said?”

		Without pausing, Glym replied in a strained tone, “The brownies, I told them she had come at last, but she was no real heir. The brook-horse, I told him to tell his mistress that she was weak and unknowing and I awaited her command.”

		“What instructions have you received?”

		Again, the spriggan did not hesitate. “None.”

		Fiorell released her gaze and the creature dropped to the ground, quivering and crying. “Please, mistress, be kind to poor Glym. I wouldn’t have dared hurt her, or you!”

		“Quiet!” Kellyn aimed a kick at him.

		Ignoring Glym, Fiorell directed her speech to both Kellyn and Alice. “He knows nothing. His petty spitefulness has gained him nothing. Berethast holds him in the same low esteem as we do. He is an untrustworthy fool, but his prattling has only given Berethast the luxury of learning about Alice a few hours earlier than she inevitably would have.” She turned her attention back to Glym. “Get up!” The stickman pulled himself to his feet and stood with his head down. “You may go free on one condition.”

		“Yes, lady. Anything.”

		“You will never engage in any activity that may harm Alice. You will aid her whenever you are asked and you will report any threat to her that you become aware of immediately to Kellyn or myself.” The spriggan nodded. “You know what will happen if you disobey, Glym?”

		“Yes, lady.”

		“Your charm will be removed. The elder tree will reject you. Your place with the fay, lost, your life will be forfeited.”

		“Please. Lady! I will obey.”

		“Think well about your conduct. Now go, but Glym, do not forget!”

		The spriggan turned quickly around and sprinted across the gap between the Watch and the woods. To Alice, he looked like a bundle of tied up twigs pushed along by a fierce wind. He reached the treeline and vanished from sight.

		“Come down, Alice,” said Fiorell.

		By the time Alice had reached the grassy valley top, Fiorell had regained her womanly shape and she and Kellyn were in deep conversation. She stood at a polite distance and waited. At last, Fiorell turned her attention to Alice.

		“We have much still to talk of and learn about each other, but enough has been said for today. We will meet tomorrow. I shall come to your cottage in the evening. There is no need to explain my presence to your family. My glamour will mean they’ll suspect nothing.” She stepped up to Alice and put her hands up to her face, cupping her cheeks. “Till tomorrow then, Alice. I’m so pleased you have come to us.” She leant forward and kissed Alice lightly on the forehead. “Take my blessing and keep yourself safe. Go now.” With a nod to Kellyn, the air shimmered and she was gone.

		“Come, Alice. Grace and Joe will be back soon, we need to be home when they arrive. Any questions you have, I can answer as we walk.”

		Companionably, they walked down the slope and entered Jay’s Wood. Alice didn’t try to call for the magic to conceal her and Kellyn reverted to being Mr Byrd, making as much noise as Alice as they passed through the woods. Nothing sinister was lurking now.

		After a little while, Alice broke the silence, “Where did Glym run away to?”

		“Probably back to his elder-tree house to cower and salve his wounded pride.”

		“Fiorell said he’d spoken about me to Berethast. Who’s she and what could he have told her?”

		"Berethast is a powerful faery, protector of the forest. She has no love for humanity. She would like nothing more than for Herla to return before the proper time to bring about the ruin of man and the return of faery. If she could prevent you from standing before the portal at full moon, then her mission would be easier, Herla may decide to come through. If that happened, you would survive, but all those you love will be lost. Humankind will be lost.

		“You must not underestimate Berethast’s desire to rid herself of you, or prevent your part in the ritual. I think she will attempt to stop you, somehow, in the next couple of days. We must be on our guard, Alice. Keep your bracelet on at all times. The spell-stones will protect you if you ask, but they will not kill for you. Remember that.”

		“Was it Berethast spying upon me earlier?”

		“No, I don’t think so, but someone was there. I asked the brownies; they had felt your fear and did come to help you. Whomever it was had power; otherwise, she could not have concealed herself so well from me.”

		Alice was stunned into silence. It had not crossed her mind she could be in so much danger. “How do I stop her?”

		“It would be best if you stayed within the protection of the stone ward around the house until the full moon comes.”

		Alice nodded but then let out a moan, “I’ve got to spend tomorrow with Rhys! Joe has told him I’ll show him around the valley.” Kellyn looked at her, puzzled. “Rhys is the boy who’s staying at Briar Cottage at the moment.”

		“Ah! I know, the boy who helped you yesterday. Is there any way you can put him off?” She shook her head. “Then beware, don’t talk to strangers, however appealing or friendly they may seem and keep out in the sunlight, Berethast’s followers dislike the brightness so I think you’ll be safe. Now, is there anything else?”

		Alice could not think of anything else to ask. A million questions and thoughts were swirling around in her head, but she felt light-headed, hot and dizzy and wanted the peace of her room to stop and think. Kellyn seemed unconcerned by her silence. By now, they had reached the garden gate.

		“Good, your family are not yet back. I will leave you here, Alice. We’ll meet up tomorrow evening with Fiorell, but until then, keep yourself safe.” He left her and made his way to his little home in the cowshed.

		Alice walked through the boot room into the kitchen. Rufus got up from his bed and greeted her enthusiastically. “Come on boy, you can come up with me.” She opened the fridge and grabbed a bottle of water and gulped it down, then ran up the stairs to her room. She dropped onto her bed, surprised at how tired she felt. Within seconds, she was drifting off into a restless sleep full of spriggans and brownies and a strange horse.

		When Alice awakened, it was early evening. She could hear movement and voices downstairs; Joe and Grace had returned. Rufus stood at the bedroom door looking back at her, whining. He wanted to go down.

		“Yes, I’m coming. It’s dinner time, isn’t it, boy?” She got up, straightened her clothes and ran fingers through her hair, let the dog out and followed him down to the kitchen.

		“There you are.” Grace was putting food shopping away. “You okay? You look tired.”

		“I’m fine.” She bit her lip, realising she was about to tell Grace to stop worrying about her. Kellyn would be proud of me, she thought. She started to help put the groceries away.

		Joe came in. “You okay, love?” She rolled her eyes at him and shrugged her shoulders and he laughed. “How about coming with me to fetch fish and chips?”

		As they drove to the village, a journey of less than ten minutes, Alice found herself staring at the countryside around her, wondering what she might see. But nothing unusual caught her eye.

		They parked up and walked past the small Saxon church on their way to the chip shop. Passing the lychgate, a familiar warmth at her wrist warned her. Her stomach churned in fear. She caught movement out of the corner of her eye and quickly turned to her right. A tall, straight-backed woman was sitting on the bench under the gate’s canopy, staring at her. She made no threatening movement; she was there for a second and then she was gone. Relieved, Alice could not stop and wish to see her, Joe would have wanted to know what she was doing. I’ll be prepared on the way back, she thought, emboldened. Later, though, no one was there.

		In the car on the way home, Alice tried to recall what the woman had looked like, so she could describe her tomorrow to Kellyn and Fiorell. But however hard she tried, she could remember little about her, apart from startling blue eyes that seemed to glow in the dimness of the church gate.

		Over their fish and chips, Joe and Grace kept up a lively conversation about their plans for the B&B. Alice was only half listening as she thought back over everything that had happened since yesterday afternoon. She became aware of Joe asking her a question, “Where are you going to take Rhys tomorrow?”

		She stopped staring into the middle distance. “Oh, I don’t know. It depends on what he wants to do. Perhaps I’ll take him up through Jay’s Wood to Lady’s Watch, so we can climb up and look over the valley. Then, we could walk around to the standing stones and cut down through the fields until we come to the stream and the bridge. We could mess around there for a bit and come home.”

		“Sounds like a plan. Take a picnic with you.” Grace smiled at her. “It will be good for you to have some company your own age.” Alice smiled back at her sister. With all that was going on, she wasn’t convinced.

		After dinner, she went out into the garden to bring the chickens back in for the night. They clucked around her feet in a reassuringly normal way and even the new birds took an interest in her. Closing the coop securely, she left the cage and ran the bolt through the gate. The jays are making a racket, she thought, looking back at the woods. They were calling loudly and flapping around as if something had frightened them. Nervously, she checked the spell-stones. They were warm and glowing.

		Peering through the first few trees, she searched for the woman, but the woodland was dense here, making it gloomy. She could not make anything out clearly but the same dread that had touched her earlier crept into her body, chilling her to the bone. She knew the woman was close.

		Her mind turned to the protection of her spell-stones. She jumped as Kellyn grabbed her wrist. “Don’t!” he whispered harshly. “Look at the ward stones, listen to the jays’ warning.” The pebbles across the lawn were gleaming an almost blue-white. “She cannot cross the boundary line and she knows the birds have revealed her presence. Do not draw her attention to your ability to use the stones. Her unknowing offers you some protection because she doesn’t think you are dangerous.”

		“I saw a woman watching me in the village earlier. She was there and then she had gone. Was that her?”

		“Maybe. Go into the house now, Alice. She cannot do more than watch. You are safe.”

		“What about tomorrow? Will she be following me then?”

		“No. She won’t be out in the full light of the day though she may lurk in the shadows. I think her intent is to learn about you and inform Berethast. Though if you see her, keep away from her. She may try to harm you if the opportunity arises. Make sure you are back within the boundary stones before the evening.”

		“Who is she, Kellyn?”

		“I’m not sure. We will talk tomorrow. Go in, now.”

		Alice quickly made her way back to the house. She looked behind her once as she entered through the stable-door to the boot room and saw the figure of Mr Byrd disappear into the woods. A loud shriek sounded. The watcher or an owl? she wondered. She was not worried for Kellyn, she was sure he was a match for anything.

		“All the chickens in?” asked Joe. He was standing just inside the door, sorting out a lead to take Rufus out for a walk. “Was that an owl I just heard?”

		“Think so. And yes, the chickens are sorted.”

		“Do you fancy coming for a walk?”

		Alice thought about the figure in the wood so keen to watch her. “Not tonight, Joe. I think I’ll just watch a bit of telly and then go to bed.”

		“Right you are. Come on, Rufus.” He disappeared through the door with Rufus, eager to get out.

		As Alice passed the lounge, she could see her sister dozing on the sofa. Good, she thought, no questions. Quietly, she crept up the stairs to her room. Once safely inside, she closed and locked her door then went and drew her curtains shut.

		Alice carefully pulled the wooden box from under her bed and retrieved the key from her socks. “Now, what did Kellyn say? I have to ask the box a question.” She thought hard and picking up a notepad and pencil from her chest of drawers, jotted a few questions down. She sat chewing the end of the pencil as she reread them to check if she had included everything she wanted to know. Finally, she felt she was ready.

		She knelt on the floor in front of the box. “Okay. Here goes. Box, who is Berethast?” Now she had asked the question, she didn’t know what to do next. How long should she leave it before she opened the box? After waiting a couple of minutes, Alice decided to have a look. She slipped the key into the lock and turned it. Opening the lid slowly, she peeked inside. Everything was as expected; Gwen’s letter poked out of the silk pocket and the leather-bound book lay at the bottom underneath the diaries and Gwen’s sketchbook. She retrieved it, carefully. It was warm to the touch as if it had been lying in the sun. “It must be the magic,” she whispered. She opened it randomly, somewhere near the middle. There was nothing there. Her disappointment was acute.

		As she looked down wondering what to do next, spidery text appeared, starting at the top left and then running down the page as if deposited by water. On the righthand page, a face and then a body started to appear.

		She was beautiful! Alice was surprised. She had imagined Berethast would be old and ugly, like a witch in a fairy story. She had flaxen-gold hair in two long braids that hung over her chest, reaching down to her waist, her eyes were electric blue, large and almond-shaped and her skin was very pale. Her lips were blood-red and curved in a smile and she was slender and elegant in a long blue gown. “She looks like a princess,” Alice exclaimed, shocked at how lovely she was. The writing on the left page had stopped appearing and Alice read through:

		“Princess Berethast, protector of the forests and sister of the King of Faery.”

		“But why would she want to hurt me, or Ysabet, the wife of her brother? She doesn’t look evil!”

		Alice returned the book to the box and locked it. “Box, who is the watcher in the woods?” She waited a minute and re-opened the box. Again, the spidery script ran down the page and an image appeared opposite. This time it was a gaunt-faced woman with long, straight, iron-grey hair. She was painfully thin with a deathly pale face. Her cold blue eyes seemed to be the only thing of colour about her. Even her thin, mean lips seemed grey. “You are the one I saw at the church gate!” exclaimed Alice.

		The spider script read, “Morgenz, water sprite. Servant of Berethast.”

		Alice got up and sat on her bed. “So, she was sent to spy on me. Berethast must have taken Glym’s information seriously.” She thought about the miserable little stickman. He was a pathetic creature, almost comic. His appearance at her window had scared her but it was nothing to the feeling of terror that Morgenz evoked. She shuddered, “Fiorell was right. No, he is no threat. But Morgenz is different!”

		She replaced the diaries in the box, but before she locked it, she noticed a gold chain poking out from another pocket. Alice pulled it out, it was thin, as if it should hold a pendant, but seemed very strong. Puzzled, she coiled it up in her hand and dropped it in her pocket. She locked the box but she left the sketchbook out. She had an idea.

		Holding it in her hands, she whispered, “Show me anything hidden,” and she was gratified to feel the book warm in her hands. When she opened it and turned the pages, she was stunned. As well as the sketches of Mr Byrd and Fiorell, there were brownies and many other faery figures, mainly women, but some men. Kellyn, in his true form, was there and she recognised several spriggans, too. It was also full of drawings of trees and plants, roots, berries and flowers, all with their special properties listed.

		Her eyes rested upon a peculiar-looking horse. It had a black, shaggy coat with long, unkempt mane and tail. Its eyes blazed red and even though it was only a drawing, they seemed sly and malicious. Its front legs raised as if rearing, Alice noticed its peculiar hooves, split like a pig’s trotter, not the solid round shape of a normal horse. Underneath was written, “Nix, brook-horse.” “So that’s a brook-horse. I wonder whether you’re the one Glym spoke to.” She scrutinised the picture, “You don’t seem much to worry about.”

		Alice closed the sketchbook and put it on top of her bedside table. “I’ll take a better look later. Now, box, can you become smaller?” The air shimmered and Alice watched as the box reduced in size to something little bigger than a charm. As she picked it up, she realised one of the brass handles at the side was just big enough to thread through a chain. She brought out the chain she had found in the box and threaded it through one of the handles. It was perfect! She placed the chain around her neck and tucking it out of sight under her tee shirt, she pocketed the key on its green, silk cord.

		From downstairs came Joe’s voice, “Are you up there, Alice?”

		She sprang up to open her door, “Yes.”

		“Do you want a hot chocolate?”

		“Yes. I’m coming now.”

		Alice spent the remainder of the evening watching television with her family. When she finally went to bed, she took the sketchbook with her and lay there, studying the newly revealed images and reading Aunty Gwen’s scrawling descriptions and information, trying to learn it all off by heart. She fell asleep with the lamp still on and the book open beside her.

		

	
		

		Day Three

		

		Alice awoke early. She looked at the clock; it was quarter to six. Gwen’s sketchbook had fallen to the floor and she hastily retrieved it, relieved to find it undamaged. She turned off the lamp, got up and opened her curtains. Outside, the day was already glorious, on the hilltop, the sun was just peeping through the standing stones, shadows were long and thin on the drive and garden and spider-webs across the lawn sparkled brightly with jewels of dew as the sunlight caught them. When she looked over the back garden towards Jay’s Wood, she realised Kellyn, disguised as Mr Byrd, was already seated on the bench in front of the garden shed and she decided to go and speak to him about everything she’d found out last night from the box. Particularly about Morgenz.

		Half an hour later, she left the house and made her way to the vegetable garden, but Kellyn was no longer there. She sat down on the bench to await his return. The wood was to the side of her and her eyes kept sliding into it, anxiously looking for any evidence that Morgenz was there to scrutinise her, probing her weakness and ignorance, waiting for an opportunity to attack. But no watcher was out there. The jays were squabbling but otherwise undisturbed and from the wood, there were no unusual, threatening sounds.

		She began to relax and enjoy the sun on her face and the birdsong from the trees. She opened her eyes just in time to see a large barn owl land on the fencepost nearest to her. “Hello. What are you doing here?” she asked softly.

		“Wondering the same about you!”

		Alice jumped in shock. The owl just gazed at her intently and chuckled. “Kellyn?” she asked incredulously. The air shimmered and Kellyn stood before her and bowed.

		“Fiorell isn’t the only shape-shifter. Many faeries can change.”

		“Are you a faery owl or a faery man?”

		He looked irritated. “What a question! What do you think? If I was really an owl, why would I be interested in the world of men?” He shook his head. “You need to think things through before blurting out stupid questions.”

		It was Alice’s turn to feel irritated. “You’ve been faery forever! Two days ago, I didn’t even know this was all real! Don’t pick me up on every mistake I make, I really am trying.”

		He came and joined her on the bench. “I know. I am sorry. It’s just that so much depends upon you understanding this world you’ve entered and I’m so fearful about what your mistakes may cost you…and us. Ignore my foul temper. I’ve been on the wing most of the night, trying to track Berethast’s spies.”

		“Last night I asked the box about the watcher. It told me she’s Morgenz, a water sprite and Berethast’s servant.” She could tell Kellyn was impressed by what she had found out and she could not help but feel proud and satisfied that she had surprised him.

		“Well done, Alice, you are learning fast. Yes, Morgenz is the watcher and you mustn’t underestimate her. She is very dangerous, devoted to Berethast and hates humankind. Berethast must be acting on Glym’s information but what both she and Morgenz have taken as true is Glym’s assessment that you are weak and unworthy. She will hurt you if she can, but she and her mistress underestimate your strength and growing power. That’s to your advantage.”

		“Why do they hate us, Kellyn? After all, Berethast is Herla’s sister.”

		“She is that and more. She is the Lady of the Forest, the protector of all lives within it and a great force for good. Men do not respect the forests anymore. They are seen as a valuable resource to use, pollute or destroy. If she could bring down the age of man, then her woodland realm would be safe and replenish. For that reason, she works to encourage her brother to come through the moon-gate and bring back the age of faery before its time. Many great faery folks, like Morgenz, sympathise with her, Alice. Only those with links to humans, who know their strengths as well as their weaknesses, have the desire to save you, to let you live out your time, ever hopeful that you will mend your ways and respect and value your earth.”

		“Why do you help us, Kellyn?”

		“My father was born of human parents but won as payment for a favour by a powerful faery. She had him raised to be her partner and I am their child.” After observing Alice’s puzzlement, he sighed and added, “Faeries are immortal, Alice, they rarely have children of their own unless they take a human as a partner, or one who is part-human. But many faeries desire offspring so they steal human children, or they take human lovers.” Kellyn lapsed into silence, lost in thought. “But that’s a story for a different time and place.” He looked up. “You must keep your wits about you today, Alice. Stay out of dark, enclosed places and do not step into any running water. You should be safe under such a bright sun; the fay prefer the moon’s rule of the heavens.”

		Rhys came to Alice’s mind, prompted by Kellyn’s warning. “I need to go now. Grace will be up, and I’ve got to get ready to take Rhys out to explore the valley.”

		“Make sure you’re back by six, Alice, and remember what I’ve said.” He caught sight of the chain around Alice’s neck. “Leave the box behind. They will realise more about your understanding of your gift and your growing power if they see it.”

		“Will do.” Alice got up and walked back to the house. When she looked back, Mr Byrd sat on the bench waving her goodbye.

		“You’re up early!” Grace exclaimed as Alice surprised her by walking into the kitchen through the boot room.

		“Yes. I woke up before six and couldn’t sleep so I went down to the garden and sat outside listening to the birds. Mr Byrd was up, too. What time am I meeting Rhys?”

		“After breakfast, I suppose. They said they’d be down for eight. Why don’t you get your picnic ready while you wait?”

		The Lloyds had finished eating by nine and Alice waited for Rhys in the guests’ lounge while his parents readied themselves for their trip and said their goodbyes. Finally, Rhys sauntered in looking very self-conscious and plonked himself down in a chair opposite Alice.

		“Hi,” he said, looking embarrassed. “How are you feeling now?”

		“Fine, thanks.”

		“I’m sorry about this, Alice. It’s my mum’s idea. I hope you don’t mind because I really don’t want to go off to Exeter, to the Records Office. Joe said you wouldn’t mind showing me around, but I can do it on my own.”

		“No, it’s okay. I was a bit surprised. I’m not used to showing complete strangers around.”

		“No, I suppose not. You don’t have to, though, I’m sure I won’t get lost.”

		Alice laughed. “Huh! I’d never hear the last of it. Anyway, I’ve made a picnic and it gets me out of any jobs my sister has got lined up for me today.” She smiled and stood up. “Come on.”

		When Alice went back to the kitchen to pick up their lunch, she decided to take Rufus with them for the day. She felt safer and more confident with the big hound around and he would give her something to talk about if things felt strange and uncomfortable.

		Rhys was pleased, too. “I’ve always wanted a dog,” he said, laughing as Rufus placed his paws on Rhys’ shoulders and tried to give the boy’s face a wash.

		Outside, Alice pulled out an ordnance survey map she had borrowed from Joe and showed Rhys what she thought they could do. “I thought we could walk up through Jay’s Wood to Lady’s Watch and climb up on that to look down the valley,” she traced the route with her finger. “Then walk around the top of the valley to the Two Sisters, down through Hob’s Wood to the stream and follow the bank to Hob’s Steps, then up Jay’s Lane back to the house.”

		Suddenly, she thought of something. Pushing the map into Rhys’ hand, she turned back to the house. “Just going to get my camera.” She disappeared and returned a couple of minutes later and the two of them walked around the back of the house and through the gate into Jay’s Wood.

		Upon entering the wood, Alice could not help but look nervously around. The woods were peaceful and nothing seemed out of the ordinary, not even the brownies were around. Rufus sniffed and gambolled ahead, nothing seemed to worry him and that made Alice feel better. Her bracelet, too, was cool and so she relaxed as they began their climb to Lady’s Watch, Rhys was taking the lead, still holding the map. However, every time a twig snapped loudly, or a woodpecker began hammering, Alice still jumped.

		To begin with, Alice didn’t think Rhys had noticed, but after the third or fourth time, he stopped and turned around. “What’s wrong, Alice. Who are you looking for?”

		“Nothing…no one. I’m just very tired.” She made a conscious effort to calm down. It must have worked because Rhys didn’t say anything else until they emerged into the sunlight at the boundary of the wood.

		“So that’s Lady’s Watch. Why is it called that?” Rhys asked as they walked up together, Rufus trotting companionably between them.

		“I’m not sure, but I think it’s got something to do with the excellent view of the Two Sisters that you get from the top.”

		“Oh, the standing stones?” Rhys questioned. Alice nodded.

		“My mum and dad are interested in them. They like pre-historic sites and they drag me around the country to look at them.” He looked at the jumble of stones just in front of them. “I think they’re a marker of some sort.”

		“What do you mean?”

		“Well, perhaps they mark a grave. You wouldn’t have seen the stones. Originally, they would have been covered by turf forming a barrow of some kind.”

		Alice was impressed. In all the years she had been coming to Lady’s Watch, she had never guessed it could be a grave, yet Rhys had easily recognised it for what it was. “How do you know that?”

		Rhys laughed. “If you’d been to as many prehistoric sites as I have, you wouldn’t ask. It’s all my parents want to do. Is there a central chamber?”

		“I don’t think so. At least, I’ve not found one.” She began to wonder. Could it be charmed so that people would be unable to find Ysabet’s grave?

		“Let’s have a look.” He wandered around the fallen stones, squeezing into small gaps but always returning disappointed. Alice held her breath, hoping he would not stumble across something he shouldn’t. “No. But this is strange, what’s it here for?”

		She shrugged and started climbing up to the top. Rhys followed. Once there, she sat down and dangled her legs over the top, looking across to the standing stones and Rhys joined her. He was still examining the stones of the Watch. “Y’know, this looks just like a capstone. I’ll have to ask Dad; he might have found out something at the records office.”

		“Do you wish you’d gone with them now?”

		He looked at her quickly then looked away. “No. This is much better than sitting in a stuffy office. Why? Would you rather be doing something else?”

		“No, this is good. It gets me out of things my sister would find for me to do.” He grinned at her and she could not help grinning back. “So, why do you think the Two Sisters are there?”

		“Are you making fun of me?”

		“Of course not! You just seemed to know about these things, that’s all.”

		“Well, I’m not sure. Dad says the position of the stones means that at certain times of the year, the moon and sun can shine through as they appear from the horizon. However, nobody really knows because there’s no written history and the people who made them lived so long ago, just after the last ice age. But whatever the reason, it must have been very important for the people who put them there to lug them up to the top of this valley. That’s all I know. Dad’s hoping to find out more. He wants to know if there have been any archaeological digs here.”

		“Don’t think so.” She looked over at the Two Sisters. Everything had taken on a new significance now that she knew about Fayland. “I always thought they looked like two old friends, laughing together.” She took her camera from its bag and started to mess around with the lens and shutter speed. “I haven’t really looked at them properly, though. Nor Lady’s Watch.”

		Rhys used his phone to take several shots, and they spent about fifteen minutes on top of and off the Watch taking photos. Rufus scampered around them, sniffing for rabbits.

		“What are you going to do with all your photos?”

		“My aunt, she lived here before, kept a sketchbook with lots of drawings of things and people in the valley. I can’t draw but I’d like to keep my own record too…” she paused then added, “I’d like to be a wildlife photographer one day.”

		“Maybe you’ll be the next David Attenborough!”

		“Now you are making fun of me!” she said accusingly. Rhys laughed good-naturedly, and she knew he wasn’t poking fun at her. “What are you going to do with yours?”

		“Show my dad. Particularly the ones of the Watch. I still think it’s a grave and I’ve a theory that it might be connected to the standing stones. Perhaps the person buried here wanted to watch the moon or sun through the stones.”

		Alice was impressed again. Rhys did seem to know what he was talking about. She smiled to herself, if only he knew how right he was!

		After a little more than half an hour, both had taken as many photos as they wanted. An easy camaraderie had grown between the two of them and Alice felt that she was going to enjoy the day and Rhys’ company. For his part, Rhys had also relaxed and no longer felt awkward and was pleased he had agreed to stay behind and spend the day with Alice.

		Whistling for Rufus, who had wandered away chasing butterflies, they started walking around to the valley’s horseshoe-shaped head. Once there, Alice stopped and sat down on a tussock of grass and reached in her backpack, pulling out two bottles of water. She handed one to Rhys who sat down beside her. Below them, the valley stretched out.

		Directly below their resting place, a steep, heather-covered slope fell to meet a rushing stream that bubbled out from a rocky opening in the hillside and continued for a couple of miles along the valley, dropping down to a ford with ancient steppingstones breaching it, forming a footbridge. On either side of the bridge, the lane ran away up the opposite sides of the valley. To the right, it climbed a mile up to Briar Cottage, finishing at the cottage’s drive. To the left, it ran further up the opposite side of the valley, climbing steeply to run through the yard of High-Top Farm, then over the crest of the hill and disappearing down to join the main road to Buckfastleigh and the coast.

		Beyond the ford, the stream gurgled away into a steep-sided gorge and running alongside it was a farm track, little more than a green lane, which disappeared into the mass of trees and foliage of Hob’s Wood that choked the gorge and eventually disappeared. On either side, the riotous woodland sprawled up the valley’s sides. It had a very different character to Jay’s Wood, the sunlight rarely managed to penetrate the canopy, leaving the wood in a permanent half-light, even on the sunniest days.

		The open heathland of the top of the valley, from the boundary of Jay’s Wood, ran around past the Watch and the Two Sisters and was in stark contrast to the green pastures of the field below, where the cattle grazed. The stubby, yellow stalks of the harvested crop field fell away below that, running alongside the stream and gently rising up the other side, meeting the boundary of Jay’s Lane, which marked the end of the farmland of High-Top Farm.

		The two sat there, sipping their water and taking in the view. Rufus sprawled between them.

		“Who owns the land?” asked Rhys.

		“Well, no one owns the top of the valley, the heathland that the Watch and the Two Sisters stand on. The cow pasture and the corn field are part of High-Top Farm, up there to your right,” Alice pointed to the buildings hugging the top of the valley. “Jay’s Wood belongs to my family, as does the small paddock the other side of the cottage, running down to Hob’s Wood.” Alice was now waving to encompass the right side of the valley from where they sat. “I don’t know that anyone owns the woods covering the gorge at the bottom of the valley after Hob’s Steps.”

		“What about the ford?”

		“Not sure. The lane that runs up to the farm is called Hob’s Lane, but I don’t know who that is.”

		“There’s a mention of some folklore about the ford and the steps.” He reached into his bag and pulled out a leaflet. Alice recognised it as one of the Devon Tourist Information leaflets they had at the B&B. Clearing his throat in a theatrical manner, Rhys began to read.

		"Once, a farmer was herding his cows across Hob’s ford, but the cows were fearful of the crossing and ran about in all directions.

		A beautiful woman was kneeling on the middle step, combing her long, golden hair after washing it in the brook. The farmer asked the woman for help and she agreed on one condition; the farmer should let her take his firstborn son. The farmer realised she was a fairy but, as he had been married for many years and he and his wife were childless, he agreed.

		A year later, unexpectedly, his wife gave birth to a beautiful boy. The farmer had forgotten his promise and so the child was not iron-warded against fairies. By dawn the next day, the child had gone.

		The farmer, realising who had taken the babe, went back to Hob’s Steps. He cried and pleaded for the fairy to return his son. The fairy appeared and reminded the farmer of his bargain. She said the child was to be raised to be her consort but, in recompense, she would grant him and his wife health and prosperity for the rest of their days.

		She sank into the brook and disappeared, and the farmer did not see his son nor the fairy again. But, each year, on the birthday of his child, a little pouch of silver coin, a cask of ale and a sack of seed corn were left on his doorstep."

		Rhys sat quietly for a while and then remembered something else. “Hob is a really old name for the devil, so I hope it doesn’t belong to him!” He laughed, turning to face Alice to share in the joke.

		But Alice wasn’t laughing. She looked very serious as she said under her breath, “Let’s hope not.”

		After a brief rest, the two resumed their exploration and walked along the heath around to where the standing stones reached up to the azure sky. Up close, they were huge. They were weathered chunks of granite, perhaps three metres tall and about one metre wide and close on a metre deep. Hewn straight, they stood about two metres apart though one leaned in towards the other, reducing the distance between the two at the top. Alice and Rhys started taking photos again, from all sides and angles.

		After she had taken enough, Alice went up to stand between the stones and, leaning in to each by turn, she laid her hand, palm flat against each megalith. The granite was rough and warm to the touch and circles of yellow and brown lichen covered the stones haphazardly. “I wonder which one is which?” she had spoken aloud, without thinking, and Rhys turned to face her.

		“What do you mean? They have got names, the two sisters?”

		Alice thought quickly and decided that there should be no harm in telling Rhys, after all, he didn’t know anything else. “My Aunty Gwen called the sisters Ayzel and Ainne, but I don’t know where she got those names from, I think she made them up…fairy stories for Grace and me when we were little.”

		Rhys lost interest after Alice mentioned fairy tales and continued taking photos, but Alice felt, deep down, that she should not have named the sisters, after all. She could not put her finger on it, but something almost imperceptible had changed, the air seemed to hum around her and the stones. She still had her palm resting upon one. It seemed to vibrate faintly, thrumming at the very edge of her senses.

		As she looked at the granite column, the air shifted and blurred, and a tall, slim, raven-haired woman appeared to be standing within the stone, as if a door had opened and there was a room within. The image wasn’t clear, Alice could see the granite of the megalith and feel it under her palm, but she could also see into the doorway and the chamber beyond.

		The woman stepped forward and took Alice’s hand, gently pulling her into the room beyond the stone. Alice resisted but could not break the hold, however gentle it seemed. “Do not worry, youngling,” the woman softly murmured. “You will not be harmed, and your young friend will be none the wiser. Come in.”

		Alice looked over to Rhys, but he seemed transfixed, unmoving, staring out over the valley, oblivious to what was happening, Rufus sitting beside him. She stepped through into the room.

		The lady laughed and embraced Alice. “Welcome, daughter of Herla! I am Ayzel. The spell-stones called to me when you touched my door and spoke my name. You are in no peril, but you called, and I came.”

		Shocked, Alice said nothing, just returned the embrace. Ayzel pulled away from her but still held her hand. “Come, sit. Collect your thoughts. I think this is an accidental meeting, but no matter, we would have met at the moon-gate tomorrow’s eve.”

		Alice gasped, remembering to breathe. “Where am I?”

		“You are within an enchantment, Alice. This is now my home.” The woman gestured around her.

		Alice was in a large, stone-built room, furnished with chairs and a long refectory table of golden oak. In another part of the room were easy chairs, facing a lit fire and a tall, oval mirror hanging over the mantelpiece. Tapestries of woven silk covered the bare walls and deep rugs cushioned the flagstone floor. A winding stone staircase spiralled away in a corner and a wooden door with glass panels looked out over a terrace. Steps led down to a garden and beyond, a lake. A handloom, next to a straight-backed chair by the windows, showed Ayzel’s occupation only moments before.

		“What about Rhys?”

		“Your companion?” Alice nodded. “He will be as you left him when you return. He will not know that anything has happened.” She laughed and led Alice to a chair. On a small side table appeared a glass of water and a selection of fruit. “Refresh yourself.”

		Alice sat without taking her eyes from Ayzel’s lovely, ageless face. “Are we in the Fayland?”

		“No, my dear. Here I stay, guarding the moon-gate, until King Herla’s return, when the age of man has passed.”

		“Does Ainne live in the other stone?”

		“They are doors into our enchanted worlds, so, yes, I suppose she does. We are Ysabet’s friends. We help her to keep the world of men safe until the proper time for Herla’s return.”

		“But Ysabet is dead. Are you a ghost?”

		Ayzel laughed. “No, youngling, my sister and I are faeries, Ysabet is a human woman. She is dead in your world, as all things must die. Her spirit is charged with protecting the moon-gate until Herla’s return. Then she will replenish and live an immortal life with her husband and their daughter-heir, and my sister and I will return to the fay and our kin, too.”

		Alice picked up the crystal glass next to her and sipped the cool water. After swallowing, a pleasant warming sensation spread out from her stomach and suddenly, she felt very calm. It was as if all the tension, confusion and fear she had been feeling as a cold knot gathering within her over the last couple of days melted away.

		“Now, my dear, you must return to your friend. This was an ill-timed meeting. Beware of Morgenz, she will have sensed the spell-craft of our coming together and will be wise to your growing gift. She will try to stop you joining with Lady Ysabet, and my sister and I tomorrow’s eve, if she can. Princess Berethast has strong allies. All will try to prevent us from turning Herla’s gaze from your world once more. You are the weakest and they will come for you. Did not my husband, Kellyn, tell you of your danger?”

		Alice nodded as she exclaimed, “Kellyn is your husband? He did not say—I mean, he told me how dangerous Morgenz and Berethast are, but he didn’t tell me about you!”

		“Take heed of his warning, dear.” Ayzel held out her hand and once Alice took it, she found herself standing back on the heath between the stones, staring at the speckled granite column. She turned to look at Rhys. He was still staring down into the valley, Rufus beside him, but suddenly he shook his head slowly, as if coming out of a daydream.

		“Did you say you’d brought a picnic, Alice?” She nodded at him and pointed at the rucksack leaning against the standing stone. “Good, I’m starving. Shall we eat here, with our backs against this stone?”

		“Okay.” She bent down to pick up the sack and made her way to the other stone, sliding down it to sit cross-legged next to Rhys. Together they ate whilst looking down at Jay’s Wood and Briar Cottage, snug on the other side of the valley.

		Although Alice’s head was full of thoughts about what had just happened, the calmness she had experienced after sipping the water Ayzel had provided stayed with her, and she was able to chat away with Rhys about schools and parents and other mundane things whilst they ate.

		“Why are you staying with your sister?”

		Rhys’ question took Alice by surprise. “I live in London but my dad’s ill and Mum needs to be at the hospital with him most of the time, so I came here for the school holiday. I’ll be going home in a couple of weeks.” She really did not want to talk about her dad and hoped he would not ask anything about him.

		“Sorry about your dad.” Alice just nodded. “You said earlier the cottage used to be your aunt’s?”

		“Yes. My dad says it’s always been in the family but Aunty Gwen didn’t have any children, so she left it to us.”

		“You and Grace, you mean?”

		Alice nodded again, mouth full of sandwich. “Yes. She was great, Aunty Gwen. She did all sorts of exciting things when she was young, travelled all over the world joining protest groups, environmental issues, you know. Once, she was arrested on a ship, The Rainbow Warrior, and the Spanish authorities impounded the ship for five months! She was in an organisation called Greenpeace and they were campaigning to stop whaling.”

		“We did something about them, Greenpeace, in school,” Rhys said. “They’re all about protecting the planet: climate change, endangered species, that sort of thing.”

		“Well, she was up for anything like that.”

		After lunch and a brief rest, Alice and Rhys made their way along the crest of the valley, Rufus trotting happily alongside, and then they started to angle downwards to avoid High Top Farm. Alice’s intention was that they followed the track through Hob’s Wood as it ran down and parallel to the stream, until they came to Hob’s Steps. Her new calmness was like a soothing balm and she felt refreshed and happy as she walked beside Rhys, sharing jokes and swiping at each other with switch grass they pulled up as they strolled along and throwing sticks for Rufus.

		Even after entering Hob’s Wood, Alice’s high spirits remained until Rhys turned to her and said, “There’s a woman following us, or at least she seems to be keeping the same distance between us. I didn’t see her until we’d got into the woods a little way, but she certainly seems to be very interested in us. Are you sure we’re not trespassing?”

		Alice jerked her head around. Sure enough, Morgenz was trailing them. The lean, straight body, the iron-grey hair, now braided, and the pale, thin face was instantly recognisable. She was about thirty metres away, dressed in a pale-grey tunic that blended perfectly with the colours of the woods and she carried a slender willow staff, nearly as tall as she was. Too late, Alice remembered Kellyn’s warning about remaining in the sunlight. The wood was quite impenetrable here to get away by climbing from the path back up the valley’s rise to the heath. Alice did not want to walk back and try to pass Morgenz and she remembered Kellyn telling her to stay out of running water. They would have to continue until the path brought them out to the lane running into the ford.

		“Come on, let’s try to lose her.” She quickened her pace, almost running, Rhys and Rufus started to trot beside her.

		“Who is she, Alice?” Rhys panted. “Is she the one you were looking for in Jay’s Wood?”

		Alice just nodded. She did not know what to say. Why could Rhys see her? Morgenz must have deliberately lifted her glamour, but for what purpose? Instinctively, Alice knew it must be because Rhys being aware of her only increased the danger they were in.

		“Who is she?” Rhys repeated.

		“Just run, Rhys! I’ll tell you when we get to the ford.”

		They both picked up speed, Rufus loping ahead. Alice looked over her shoulder, but she could not see Morgenz. They began to have to jump over roots that seemed to materialise on the path before them and thick thorned brambles and nettles whipped at their legs, slowing their progress.

		Suddenly, a hail of sharp missiles rained down on them, unripe nuts and acorns stinging their faces, flung maliciously at them by unseen hands. Rufus whined and yelped. Alice and Rhys had to shield their eyes from injury and so missed the large stones emerging from the hard earth path that seemed to be unscrewing from the soil beneath their feet. Rhys went down hard on his knee after tripping over one, wrenching his ankle in the process. He rolled over and sat on the path, clutching his ankle while the wound on his knee oozed and dripped blood through his torn jeans.

		Alice looked back up the path. Morgenz was walking towards them, unhurried, her willow staff raised level, and a cold smile on her gaunt face. Rufus stood beside the two, hackles raised. He started a low growl, canines showing.

		“Can you get up? Lean on me, it’s only a few yards now.”

		Rhys could see Morgenz approaching, too. He allowed Alice to help him get up.

		With Rhys limping badly, they tried to make their way towards Hob’s Lane and the safety of sunlight, only a few feet away. Now it seemed like they were walking through thick clay. Even Rufus foundered. Although the path looked firm enough, each step found them shin-deep in foul-smelling mire and Rhys’ weight pushed Alice even further down, but they struggled on until they were less than a metre from the lane.

		Then, a noise to their left grabbed their attention. Something big was climbing up to them from the brook, crashing through the undergrowth.

		Scrabbling up the bank from the brook climbed a black, shaggy-haired pony, its coat and mane glistening and dripping with water. Sturdy legs pulled it forward and strange two-toed hooves dug themselves into the bank to give it purchase. Its long neck snaked out and the pony threw back its head and whinnied. Rufus turned to face this new threat, hackles raised, barking in warning.

		Behind them, as if in response, Morgenz spoke a single, clear word, “Desist!” The word hung in the air for what seemed like several seconds. Alice ignored it and tried desperately to help Rhys continue to move on, but the boy was like a dead weight, staring ahead, eyes fixed, mouth slack, refusing to move. The dog, too, lay down, still and quiet.

		“They cannot move, nor hear, nor think. I could even stop the boy’s breathing if I wished.”

		Shaking with terror and fury in equal measure, Alice turned to face Morgenz. “Leave him alone! He’s got nothing to do with this, Morgenz!”

		The sprite smiled, a thin-lipped, humourless grimace, her staff pointing at them. “He’s got everything to do with this. For one, he is your friend, someone, I wager, you will protect. I cannot hurt you this day. The protection the Lady Ayzel gifted you remains within your body, though not for long. But the boy, he can be taken, imprisoned, exchanged, hurt, whatever my Lady Berethast desires!”

		Morgenz turned her attention to the pony. It was now in front of Alice, blocking the path to the lane. Alice once again observed its strange cloven hooves, its long sinuous neck and burning red eyes. “A brook-horse!” she exclaimed.

		“Very good, daughter-heir. That fool, Glym, was wrong. You are gifted, but it will do you no good. Nix, take the boy!”

		The pony settled himself down on the path, which was now bone dry, blocking their escape.

		Morgenz addressed Rhys, willow staff pointing. “Poor boy,” she wheedled. “Your ankle hurts so very much. I will care for you, climb up on Nix’s back, he’ll carry you to safety.”

		To Alice’s horror, Rhys pushed her away from him and limped over to the pony. Alice tried to pull him away, but Nix snaked his neck towards her, hissing and viciously biting at her with double rows of serrated teeth. Rhys started to clamber on to the brook-horse’s back and Nix irritably snatched at his tee shirt, grasping it in his teeth, yanking the boy up. Rhys sat slumped across its broad back; his face still blank. Then, in an instant, Nix leapt down the bank and dived beneath the water, Rhys clutching tightly on his mane.

		Alice screamed out, “Rhys! Jump!” But the boy and the brook-horse were gone. Only a circle of ripples fanning out across the water showed any disturbance. She turned to face Morgenz, but the sprite was gone, too. She was all alone on the path, the stream babbling on its way, birds singing in the trees and sunshine creating a heat haze on the road scant feet in front of her.

		For a few seconds, Alice could do nothing except stare intently at the stream. The disturbance in the water where the brook-horse and Rhys had entered already erased by the flow. Only the broken, flattened vegetation on the bank was evidence of their passing. She sank to her knees, unsure of what to do next, Rufus nuzzling at her, whining. Her thoughts sprang to Kellyn and Fiorell. They had both warned her, and even Lady Ayzel. What had she been thinking, bringing Rhys into this wood? How could she get him back? Kellyn was right. She was a liability! She looked at her bracelet, it looked dull in this half-light, but grasping her other hand around it, holding it tight to her wrist, she sobbed, “Kellyn! Help me!”

		She stayed where she was, listening for any clue that he had heard her and was on his way. Startled by a shadow sweeping in towards her from the lane, she looked up, fearful that Morgenz had returned. A huge barn owl settled itself on the path next to her and she watched as the shimmering air heralded the arrival of her protector. She got up and threw her arms around his neck, shaking with relief and fear.

		“He’s gone…Morgenz came…and the brook-horse took him!” Alice sobbed. Kellyn hugged her to him then gently pushed her away, holding her arms and gently shaking her to gain her attention.

		“Are you hurt, Alice?” She shook her head, tears dripping down her face. “They won’t hurt him yet. They will want to use him to bargain with, so they’ll keep him safe for the time being.” He continued to hold her as he turned to the dog, “Rufus, go home.” The dog immediately left them and trotted away to the ford. “Stay still, Alice, lean in to me. Trust me.”

		Alice followed his instructions, reality seemed to blur and with a rush of air and the beat of strong wings, Alice realised Kellyn had changed and was carrying her in strong talons. She was not sure what she may have morphed into and did not care. She closed her eyes and let herself be taken.

		When she opened her eyes, they were standing on the springy turf next to Lady’s Watch and Kellyn was himself again. “We must speak to Fiorell,” he said, “And decide what to do next.”

		“Where will they have taken him?”

		“Nix will take him to Berethast and Morgenz will follow them. Rhys will be held in Grisholme, somewhere.”

		“Grisholme?”

		“It’s where Berethast holds her court, where she resides with her allies and creatures. It exists elsewhere, outside Fayland and your world, as Ayzel and Ainne exist elsewhere, too.”

		“I met Ayzel, Kellyn.” Alice sniffed, still near to tears.

		“I know, youngling. Would that you had not, not today. The spell weaving alerted Morgenz. You are only here and unharmed because Ayzel protected you. Did you drink or eat with her?” Alice nodded. “That’s when she administered the ward. You cannot be harmed whilst it remains in your body.”

		“But what are we going to do, Kellyn? I can’t go home without Rhys. We must save him.”

		“We must see Fiorell and take her counsel. I think you will receive news of Rhys very soon, one way or another.”

		With the flat of his hand, Kellyn touched the stone next to them and spoke, “Lady Fiorell, Guardian of Lady’s Watch, please bid us entry.”

		The stone seemed to shift and ripple, turf enveloped it and the jumble of stones became hidden by a grassy mound. In front of them was a stone door that swung smoothly open, revealing a short, low passage to a central chamber lit by glowing, smokeless lamps.

		“Come, Alice.”

		Guiding her by the elbow, Kellyn took her into the stone passage. Both had to duck down, Kellyn almost doubled-up, for the short distance to the chamber.

		At the far end of the chamber was another tunnel, this one dark. In the centre, facing the dark tunnel was an ornate wooden high-backed chair. It seemed that the legs and seat were growing tree roots but the arms and back reminded Alice of a throne, beautifully carved and polished and softly shining under the lamplight. A small, round room opened from the main chamber. Unlike the central space, it was lit up brightly, furnished comfortably with soft rugs, cushions and a narrow bed. A small table and four stools positioned to one side held a pewter jug and goblets on a tray. A bowl of apples, a loaf of bread, cheese and a crock of butter together with plates, bowls and cutlery stashed in a niche on the furthest wall.

		Fiorell lay curled up on one of the cushions, her silver eyes regarding them as they entered the chamber. She yawned and stretched, flicking her long tail from side to side and rose to greet them. “Welcome, both. Be seated and pour yourself some honey-wine. You come here in dire need but refresh yourselves before we speak.”

		Kellyn bowed his thanks and they both took a seat. He poured them each a drink, gulping his down quickly. Alice sipped hers, noticing her hands tremble as she held the goblet.

		“What has happened?” She looked at both but addressed the question to Alice.

		Alice put down her goblet and cleared her throat. Her mouth felt dry and as she started to speak, tears welled up and began to roll down her cheeks. “We were in Hob’s Wood and Morgenz came and called the brook-horse to take Rhys. He grabbed Rhys and dived into the brook. Then they were all gone.”

		“Who is Rhys?”

		“My friend. He’s staying at Briar Cottage.”

		“Why were you in Hob’s Wood?”

		“We were exploring the valley.” She turned to face Kellyn, “I forgot what you said about staying in the sunlight, Kellyn. I’m so sorry!”

		“It’s done now, youngling. We need to think about what to do next.”

		Fiorell nodded. “But she didn’t harm you. Why?”

		Kellyn answered for Alice. “Ayzel gifted her a ward of protection.”

		Fiorell’s eyes opened wide with surprise. “How did that happen?”

		Alice looked up. “She came to me after I told Rhys the names of the two sisters. My bracelet called her. I was touching the stone.”

		Kellyn and Fiorell stared at Alice, concern written all over their faces. “You told the boy about us! What possessed you?” uttered Kellyn in disbelief.

		“No! I did not tell him about you! We were talking about the standing stones and myths about the valley. I just told him the sisters’ names…I told him it was a fairy story. I didn’t think it would matter, it’s not as if he believed it!”

		“I think he might believe it now!” Kellyn fumed.

		“I’m so sorry!” whispered Alice.

		“What’s done is done, child. We forget how new and strange this is to you. Well, at least we know why Morgenz took the boy, and that he will remain safe for the time being whilst they try to plan how to use him against us. We need to ask the Box of Knowing where they are holding Rhys. I hope you have it safe, Alice?”

		“Yes. It’s at home in my room.”

		“Very well. Then here is what we will do: we will go back to Briar Cottage to consult the box and then make our own plans to rescue him. I feel that Berethast will make her demands soon after sunset, so we must have as much information as we can gather by then.”

		She looked at Alice miserably sitting on her stool and her expression softened. “Alice, would you like to see something wonderful?” Alice nodded. Fiorell walked into the central chamber, “Follow me.” The little dragon walked around to stand in front of the great chair, Alice trailing after her. Kellyn got up and followed, too.

		Alice stood in front of the chair amazed at what she beheld. A beautiful woman with long dark braids hanging down her chest, intertwined with silver and gold thread and with a sparkling diadem on her head, sat regally in the chair. Her long gown was of cornflower-blue with silver silk thread embroidered in a design of roses, oak leaves and acorns across her bodice, sleeves and hem. A gossamer fine veil hung over her head and upper body. Underneath, her eyes were closed, and her long, dark lashes contrasted starkly with the alabaster-white of her face. However hard Alice looked, there seemed no evidence of the lady breathing. She was like a lovely statue.

		“This is Ysabet, your ancestor,” whispered Fiorell. “Here she waits until she is needed to meet her lord.”

		“But I thought she was long dead, she can’t be. Is she asleep?”

		"No, she is not alive. The enchantment of her tomb preserves her flesh from corruption so that she looks as she did when first interred. Her shade ventures forth to meet her lord at the moon-gate each August full moon, but her body will be rejuvenated when the time of faery returns. It is she whom I guard and protect, so that she may live again and her body and mind will be reunited.

		“Come now, we must journey to your home and see what must be done.”

		****

		Rhys hung on for dear life as the brook-horse slithered down the bank and crashed into the stream. His knees gripped the pony’s flanks in panic and his fingers knotted into the creature’s coarse black mane. Although he was aware of everything around him, his body would not obey him, it only followed the instruction of that terrible woman, Morgenz. He clearly heard Alice yell for him to jump, and he would have if he had been able to. The only thing he could do was take a deep breath as the water engulfed him and Nix carried him away.

		His mind registered the fact that it was impossible for a pony and its rider to disappear under the level of the brook. He had seen the water earlier; even in the deeper, slower sections of the brook, it didn’t look more than a metre deep. Nothing made any sense. Somewhere, although his terror was very real and his lungs felt fit to burst with the effort of holding his breath, his mind was analysing the surreal predicament he found himself in. He could feel the speed at which the pony was swimming, the sensation of water-resistance on his body and the drag of his clothing, the slimy slap of vegetation on his face and hands. Still, he could not move. His muscles would not obey his desire to release Nix and swim up towards the diminishing light he could still see above him.

		Suddenly, the brook-horse changed its momentum. Rhys felt its powerful legs spring, as if jumping, and then it was slipping and sliding as its cloven hooves grabbed for purchase on a muddy slope. They came to a stop in a subterranean cavern lit by phosphorescent light wetly shining from dripping walls and the natural vaulting of the cave’s roof.

		Rhys gasped for breath and found that he could now control his body enough to look around. The brook-horse shook itself, water flying in all directions, and Rhys found himself tumbling to the muddy floor with just enough time to fling out his arms to stop him from landing face-first. Even so, the jolt knocked the newly welcomed air from his lungs leaving him, once again, gasping like a fish out of water until once more, his lungs filled. He looked up, Nix stared at him malevolently, his blood-red eyes shining in the subdued light. His mouth opened almost in a grin, flashing his sharp shark teeth.

		Beyond the brook-horse were two figures, both women. One was Morgenz, smiling coldly at him, willow staff raised. The other made Rhys gasp again. She was the most beautiful woman Rhys had ever seen. She was as tall as Morgenz and as pale and slender, but that was where the similarity ended.

		The woman had flaxen hair that fell luxuriantly about her shoulders and to her waist in two thick braids, palely shimmering in the phosphorescent light. Her exotically shaped eyes were large and such a dazzling bright blue that they were hard to look at directly. Her body was softly rounded, her lips soft pink and a youthful bloom made her face seem warm and alive in a way that contrasted so much with Morgenz it made Rhys hopeful that her character was as different. Her bearing was regal, commanding respect and awe.

		“Get up, boy,” she said dispassionately. “Who are you?”

		Morgenz started to answer, “He’s the companion of…”

		The lady put up one hand, palm facing her companion, and Morgenz stopped speaking immediately.

		So, she is in charge, thought Rhys. “My name is Rhys. But before I answer any of your questions, please tell me who you are and why I’m here.” He looked around. “And, where exactly here is?” he added.

		The woman smiled, but no warmth entered her eyes and Rhys’s heart sank. She is no friend, he thought.

		“I am Berethast, Princess, Lady of the Forest and sister of Herla, King of Faery. You are in my realm, Grisholme. You will answer my questions, boy, and you will submit to my will as I see fit. Tell me, who are you and why are you companion to the daughter-heir?”

		Rhys frowned. Was he dreaming, half-drowned, his brain triggering strange thoughts in its oxygen-starved state? But he felt compelled to answer. “I’ve told you; I’m Rhys Lloyd. I don’t know who you mean by ‘daughter-heir’, I was out for the day with Alice. Do you mean her?”

		Berethast turned to Morgenz. “He knows nothing of faeries. Why did you bring him here?”

		“My lady, he was with the girl, but I could not take her, she was warded by Ayzel. I thought he might be close to the daughter-heir, we might be able to use him against her.”

		Berethast turned back to Rhys. “You may be right.” She regarded him for a moment, “Bring him.”

		Rhys became aware of other figures in the background, moving forward to grab his arms. He recoiled in horror. They were man-shaped but not men. Shorter than the women, far more powerfully built but with the hairless faces of dogs. They reminded Rhys of statues of Anubis, the jackal-faced Egyptian god of the underworld. The women turned and started to walk further into the cavern, two dog-men positioned themselves either side of Rhys, grabbing his arms, painfully, and pulling him forward to follow Berethast and Morgenz. Other guards fell in behind.

		The pace the women set was swift and Rhys was soon out of breath as they traversed a labyrinth of passages leading further into Grisholme. His guards roughly manhandled him as he limped and stumbled over the uneven rock and slipped on the slimy matter that gleamed and lit the caverns with its pale green glow. Eventually, the passages became broad and dry. The phosphorescent slime no longer present and smokeless torches blazed golden in sconces on the walls. The tunnels, too, were smooth-floored and appeared well used, with other passages branching off.

		Finally, they reached high double doors, oak, intricately and ornately carved with birds and leaves, acorns and flowers. Two tall men stood in front, armed and with spears crossed before the doors. They pulled their spears upright as the women approached and, with an imperious gesture from Berethast, the doors opened wide.

		Inside was a spacious hall with a carved, guilt throne on a platform at one end and seats around the walls. The chamber was vast, decorated with huge, floor-to-ceiling mirrors, interspersed were beautiful, full-height tapestries depicting woodland scenes. A dozen or so people were lounging in seats or standing chatting close to the throne, and a brightly clothed minstrel was singing plaintively, strumming a lyre. All were youthful, tall and graceful, though Berethast was the fairest of them all. They bowed as she passed by and stared curiously at Rhys. Berethast stepped onto the dais and sat down on the throne. The room hushed, and the occupants moved closer to the princess. The dog-men brought Rhys forward and left him standing looking up at Berethast’s lovely face, Morgenz at his side.

		“Well. What can be done with you?” She looked down at him, one slender finger tapping her mouth thoughtfully. “You have done well, Morgenz, bringing this boy. I thought our time had come at last when there did not seem to be a worthy successor for Gwen, but no matter, humans are weak and sentimental. This new daughter-heir will not want him harmed. You are right. We can use him to extract a bargain. It is not too late. We may still stop Ysabet and the sisters preventing my brother from entering through the moon-gate tomorrow’s eve.”

		Rhys, still expecting to wake up and find this a dream, let his attention wander. He was surprised to see that to the side of him, doors opened and a beautiful, moonlit woodland was outside. Heady scents of night-blooming flowers permeated the room and nightingales sang in the trees, pale pathways twined around the copses and elegant men and women were strolling or sitting under the trees.

		He suddenly became aware of his captors, again. Berethast was still speaking, not to him, but about him. “We will send a message, a threat that Kellyn and Fiorell must explain to the girl. She will not be able to ignore it even if they can, though they have been so corrupted by their time with humans, I doubt they will. Prepare a changeling. Send it back to the girl’s home to deliver our ultimatum.”

		“What about the boy?” Morgenz questioned.

		“Keep him alive and safe, we may still have use for him.” She looked at him thoughtfully, as if for the first time. Rhys felt she was appraising him and the impression was not a pleasant one. “Bind him to us tightly, but do not harm him unnecessarily. We can rid ourselves of him later, if it is my pleasure.” She waved her hand in a dismissive gesture, “Take him.”

		Morgenz grabbed hold of Rhys’ arm, turned him around and, with the dog-men guarding, steered him through the open doors and out into the night.

		“Where are we? How are we outside?”

		Morgenz laughed scornfully. “My lady told you, we are in her realm of Grisholme. You had better get used to it. You may be here some time, if it is Princess Berethast’s will.”

		Morgenz led him through the trees for a short distance until they came to a small, square, single-storied stone structure with a heavily constructed wooden door. There was a small window, placed high under the eaves and barred. One of the guards opened the door and Morgenz and Rhys entered, the guard following. Inside was sparsely furnished. There was a narrow bench with some bedding, a table, chair, washstand with bowl and ewer and a lidded wooden pail.

		“First things first,” said Morgenz, drawing out a thin, sharp knife from her belt. Before Rhys could react, she turned his palm to face her and drew the sharp blade across. Rhys drew in his breath as blood welled thick and fast from the wound. It had been so quick and sharp that Rhys hadn’t felt any pain, only heat. Still holding his wrist, a guard behind him preventing him from moving, she fumbled in a pouch at her waist and withdrew a glass vial with a cork stopper. Flicking out the cork, she held the vial to his wound so that the crimson blood ran in. After a few seconds, she released his palm, stoppered the vial and returned it to her pouch. The guard continued to hold him.

		Morgenz stepped closer and, lifting her hand to his head, she yanked out several strands of hair. This hurt more than the cut had. Rhys jumped and yelped. Morgenz sneered at him as she pocketed the hairs.

		By now, his palm was on fire, the blood still dropping freely between the fingers he had curled over the wound. “What are you doing?” he yelped.

		“Be silent, boy.” She fished once again in the pouch at her waist and brought out a tightly rolled linen strip. “Bind yourself!” she said, throwing the roll onto the washstand.

		The guard released his grip and Rhys stumbled over to the washstand. He filled the bowl with water from the ewer and dunked in his throbbing hand. The water turned red, but when he lifted out his hand, the bleeding had stopped, and the wound was just a fine line oozing blood. He quickly wrapped the bandage around it.

		Facing Morgenz, he said, “Why am I here? What do you want?”

		“We don’t want you—you are expendable. Remember that!” Turning to the table, she waved her staff and a goblet of red wine, a plate of cream cheese, red grapes and white chunks of bread appeared. “Now, eat, drink.”

		Rhys stood his ground but Morgenz raised her staff again. “Eat, drink!” she commanded.

		He could not help himself. Rhys was compelled to sit and his own hands and mouth, teeth and tongue forced him to sip the wine and eat the food, he swallowed reflexively. But the food and drink tasted delicious, it made him want more and more.

		“Desist!” Rhys stopped. The food and wine disappeared. A feeling of intense satisfaction and drowsiness overwhelmed his senses. “Lie down!” His body jerked him upright and his legs took him to the narrow bench. He lay himself down and, before the others even left the room and locked it, he fell into a deep sleep.

		****

		The three of them left the barrow. Alice looked back, the turf mound was gone and all she could see were the familiar stones that made up Lady’s Watch. Alice recalled how Rhys had recognised the Watch for what it really was and felt guilty that her ignorance and forgetfulness had placed him in so much danger.

		They passed without incident through Jay’s Wood. Alice thought she saw one or two brownies peering at her from behind leaves, but none appeared openly. The jays were restless and loud but Kellyn reported they had no further information. Fiorell explained the woodland creatures knew something was amiss and were worried.

		Soon, they arrived at the garden gate. Kellyn was now Mr Byrd and Fiorell had morphed into Rhys. Alice wondered how Fiorell knew what he looked like but figured she must have seen him when they were at the Watch earlier in the day. It feels like a long time ago now, she thought.

		“Alice and I will go and get the Box of Knowing. We’ll come to you, Kellyn.”

		Kellyn nodded but before walking off to the cowshed, he pointed at the ring of pebbles now glowing brightly. “Something is near. Be careful.”

		Fiorell and Alice continued to the backdoor. Alice was relieved to find Rufus curled up on his cushion, safe and sound. The big dog sprang up and greeted her enthusiastically. He seemed as pleased to see her as she was to him. None the worse after their encounter with Morgenz.

		In the kitchen, Grace was preparing a meal. She looked up as the two of them walked in. Puzzled, she said, “Oh! Hi. I thought I saw you go upstairs about twenty minutes ago, Rhys. I didn’t hear you come down again. Have you had a good day? Your parents aren’t back yet. They phoned, said they’d be later than they expected, so would you like to eat with us?”

		Fiorell and Alice shot each other a nervous glance. Luckily, Grace was too busy rolling out pastry to notice. “Yes. We had a great day, thanks, and a meal sounds good.” Alice was impressed, Fiorell sounded just like Rhys.

		“Good. It’ll be ready in about half an hour. I’ll give you both a call.”

		Alice and Fiorell ran up the stairs and pushed the door open into Rhys’ room. Something was lying in bed, huddled under the covers. Fiorell gestured for Alice to stay behind her and crept over to the bed. She grasped the quilt in both hands and flung it back.

		Something like Rhys lay there. He was grey and shivering, his clothes wet-through and muddy, sand and weed in his damp hair. He hissed like a rattlesnake at Fiorell and backed away from her, until he reached the wall the bed stood against. His eyes darted from Fiorell to Alice, still hissing.

		“Changeling, unmask yourself!” commanded Fiorell.

		The enchantment shimmered and fell away. On the bed now crouched something else. It was a similar build to Rhys, wiry and boy-shaped, but its eyes were white with black-slit pupils, and its skin a mottled, pearly grey, smooth and damp like a frog. It was dressed in Rhys’ clothes but without his shoes, mottled grey feet with webbed toes stuck out from his jeans. It started to laugh, wheezing and spluttering and then quietened, observing them both warily. Then it croaked out, “I have a message for you, daughter-heir.”

		Alice stepped forward, her concern for Rhys overcoming her fear, “Well, what are you waiting for? Give it to me!”

		The changeling produced a long, cylindrical leather tube with a cap. A red ribbon ran around the cap with a wax seal placed over it. Fiorell snatched it from the creature and examined it. “Go to your room and bring back your aunt’s box, Alice.”

		Alice turned and left the room.

		“The message is not for you, dragon, it is for the girl only.”

		“Hold your tongue; otherwise, you’ll have no further use for it!”

		The changeling squatted on the bed silently, staring maliciously at Fiorell.

		Alice returned, the Box of Knowing still on its chain. She held it out to Fiorell. Fiorell shook her head and moved to stand between the changeling and Alice.

		“Place it on the floor and think it as big as a sea chest.”

		Alice did as Fiorell commanded, the box blurred and when the air cleared, it was four times as large as its original size. She looked at Fiorell questioningly.

		“Now, unlock the lid and open it wide.” Alice obeyed. “Think about Kellyn’s kitchen. Keep thinking whilst I take care of our friend.”

		Fiorell moved like lightening, she had grown to the size of a man and she grabbed the creature from the bed and flung him in the box. It screamed and scrabbled to hold on to the sides, but there was a flash of light from Alice’s bracelet, a corresponding flash from the box, and it was gone. The interior of the box was still perfect, the lining untouched, the diaries, sketchbook and the leather book still inside. Alice just stood, open-mouthed.

		“Alice, you must lock the box and wish it small again. Bring it. We must go to Kellyn’s house, now.”

		With the box on its chain around her neck, Alice followed Fiorell, who was still clutching the tube, downstairs and through the kitchen. Fortunately, Grace wasn’t there.

		They raced out of the backdoor, across the garden and pushed open Kellyn’s door. The changeling was trussed-up on the floor with a rag in its mouth, Kellyn’s boot resting on its chest, his bullwhip caught up in his hand.

		“So, a changeling. Has he brought Berethast’s demands?” Kellyn asked.

		Fiorell, now herself, waved the tube. “Alice must open it. I think there might be a problem if either you or I do, though I suspect there will be a nasty surprise for Alice.” She held the tube out for Alice to take. “You must break the seal but be careful when you open the lid. Hold it at arms-length and don’t look directly inside.”

		“Wait!” interjected Kellyn. He moved away from the changeling and pulled some rubber gloves from under the sink, handing them to Alice. “Put these on first.”

		As nervous as she was, Alice felt like laughing, it seemed so incongruous to think of Kellyn using rubber gloves! She swallowed the impulse and slipped them on. She turned the tube around, examining it carefully, until the lid faced down, away from her. Gingerly, she pulled the ribbon from under the wax, breaking the seal. Then, still holding the tube away from her face and pointing down towards the struggling creature, she pulled off the lid.

		A cloud of fine grey powder puffed out and fell, slowly, over the prostrate changeling. Where it settled, it burned with an intense green light. Most fell on its face, sizzling, grey skin bubbling and liquefying as the chemical burned through. The changeling let out a piercing, high-pitched squeal, squirming in terrible pain. A putrid smell rose from its burning flesh making Alice gag.

		“Oh, no!” she wailed, “Stop it, Kellyn! The changeling is burning!” A blinding flare from her bracelet flashed and the powder disappeared.

		Kellyn threw a jug of water over the changeling’s face, then bent down and removed its gag. The creature whimpered. Its face a ruined, slimy mess. Where the powder had settled, it continued to burn, eating through the flesh. It writhed in agony for a few more seconds then lay still.

		The three of them stood around it, silently. Alice was shocked into speechlessness. The changeling had been a threat, but she had meant it no harm, she just wanted to get information from it about Rhys. She hadn’t thought any further than that.

		Fiorell helped Alice over to the table and pushed her down on a chair. As she did, the changeling’s body disappeared. “It is ever this way when changelings pass,” she explained. She looked at Kellyn meaningfully, “I trust that the boy’s life isn’t linked to the messenger’s?”

		“Unlikely. I believe Rhys has more uses to Berethast than just this one. Read the message, Alice.”

		“He’s dead!” whispered Alice.

		“Yes, youngling. But think—it may have been you had we not seen fit to take precautions,” Fiorell spoke softly, sitting down opposite the shaking girl. “This is not a game, Alice. You and Rhys are in much danger. If the magic had managed to kill or seriously injure you, then Berethast would have achieved her objective with very little effort and she would still have Rhys!”

		From outside Briar Cottage, Grace called for Alice and Rhys.

		Fiorell shimmered and changed back into the boy. “Come, Alice. We must play our parts and act as if nothing has happened. Your sister and her husband could still be caught up in this, as well as Rhys’ parents.” She pulled Alice up, the message tube still in her hand.

		Without thinking, Alice thrust it at Kellyn. Fiorell nodded, “Yes, leave it with Kellyn. We will meet up later this evening and take counsel.”

		Kellyn peeled off the rubber gloves Alice still wore and Fiorell linked arms with her. The two of them left the cowshed, Fiorell guiding a stumbling Alice back to the house. “Pull your wits together, Alice!” she said sharply. “We must play our parts.” Alice nodded, taking deep breaths to calm herself.

		Inside, the table was set, and Joe already seated. Grace loaded plates with steaming food and smiled warmly at them. “Sit yourselves down. I’ll be ready in a minute.”

		“Well, how was your day?” Joe asked.

		“Fine,” Fiorell answered. Alice was grateful, still terribly shocked by the manner of the changeling’s death. She needed time to come to her senses. Fiorell understood and chatted away to Joe and Grace amiably, taking their attention away from Alice. Neither suspected Fiorell was not Rhys. Her glamour was perfect.

		They started to eat the meal. “Mmm…this is delicious,” said Fiorell.

		“Yes, you can’t beat homemade chicken pie!” agreed Joe.

		“Squirrel pie is good, too. One of my favourites,” enthused Fiorell.

		Her three companions stopped eating and stared at her in surprise. Alice slowly shook her head.

		“Only joking!” Fiorell jumped in quickly.

		Grace and Joe laughed. “You had me going there, Rhys!” Joe chuckled.

		“Grace has said you are going to ask your friend Ava to stay. That’s great. When will you ask her?”

		“Yes,” Grace interrupted. “What about in a couple of days? We could move another bed into your room. What do you think?”

		Alice was horrified. She could not have Ava or anyone else come and visit her now! “Oh, I don’t know. I’ll think about it.”

		Joe gave her a great, big theatrical wink. “I see! You’ve found another friend.”

		“Joe! Stop it!” Grace interjected as Alice blushed. Fiorell smiled at Alice, making her feel even worse. Joe grinned at them both knowingly.

		The rest of the meal passed without a problem though Grace asked Alice if she was feeling unwell. “You’re so quiet, hon. I wonder, are you okay from your fall the other day?” Alice assured her she was, and she and Fiorell excused themselves.

		“Thanks for my dinner, Grace, it was delicious.”

		“Even though it wasn’t squirrel?” countered Joe. They all laughed.

		“Are you two going out again?” asked Grace.

		“Yes. Mr Byrd is going to take us out in the woods to help us spot a barn owl.” It was the first thing that came into Alice’s head, but Joe and Grace didn’t seem to think it strange, they just nodded and started to clear plates away.

		Fiorell and Alice made a quick exit.

		“Squirrel! I can’t believe you said that!” Alice giggled, calmer now and glad to be away from the tension of pretence.

		“What is wrong with squirrel?”

		“Well, nothing. If you are a dragon, I suppose!”

		Fiorell, still Rhys, raised an eyebrow. “Don’t mock it until you’ve tried it—you don’t know what you are missing! Anyway, you can talk! Spotting barn owls?”

		“Well, they fell for it.” Alice paused. “What about when Rhys’ parents return, won’t it be harder to fool them?”

		Fiorell turned to face her. “Kellyn will have to take Rhys’ place. I cannot leave my Lady Ysabet for much longer.”

		Alice nodded, and they continued to walk to the cowshed.

		Pushing open the door, they found Kellyn hunched over the table, examining the parchment he had unrolled from the message tube. He looked up as they came inside and gestured to them to take a seat. Alice moved and sat down.

		The air shimmered and the little dragon stood before them. “No, Kellyn, I must go. I have been away from my lady too long. Please read the message and I will be on my way very soon.”

		Kellyn read:

		"Attend! You know I have the mortal child, companion to the daughter-heir. By her actions, she will choose the boy’s fate.

		Berethast, Lady of the Forest"

		“So, nothing about the attempt on Alice’s life!” Fiorell responded angrily.

		“No. I think that was all water-magic, Morgenz’s doing. I do not think even Berethast would risk the wrath of her brother by murdering his daughter-heir. The changeling was a thing of water—a frog or newt. I don’t think Berethast specified the messenger, she just commanded Morgenz and Morgenz responded as is her nature.”

		“So, the changeling isn’t a type of faery?”

		“No. A changeling is rarely a creature changed, it’s usually a thing animated. It has a short life span, sometimes minutes, sometimes hours or days. Just enough to fulfil the purpose of its making. But only a faery of dark purpose would change a living creature. Berethast would not stoop so low, but Morgenz would!”

		“She wants you to attempt a rescue, Alice. She hopes to prevent you from being at the moon-gate tomorrow, to put in jeopardy my lady’s meeting with her lord. I must go! Think on this carefully, you will risk much if you go for the boy!” Fiorell turned to leave.

		“What will happen if we rescue Rhys after tomorrow night?”

		Kellyn looked mournfully at her. “Rhys will be lost, forever. He will have eaten and drunk of faery provender and no mortal can survive without it after so long. Time passes differently in the Fayland, he will fight to stay and, if we force his return, he may sicken and die.”

		Fiorell cast a pleading look at Alice. “Think, youngling. You risk too much! Farewell, I pray we meet tomorrow’s eve.” Then she was gone.

		Alice slumped onto the chair as Kellyn made her a cup of tea. “I don’t have any choice, Kellyn! It doesn’t matter what Fiorell says, I have to try to rescue Rhys. It’s my fault he has been dragged into this!”

		Kellyn shook his head sadly. “We have so little time. The full moon will open the moon-gate at midnight tomorrow. We’ve less than two days between now and when you must be at the portal.”

		“What will happen if I’m not there?”

		“There have been times in the distant past when a daughter-heir has been too young or too old to be present. Lady Ysabet and her handmaids, Ayzel and Ainne, have managed to deter my Lord Herla, but we have always known in advance and prepared for the meeting.” He shrugged. “I do not know what will happen if you are not there.”

		“You do understand, Kellyn, I have to get him back!”

		“I understand your predicament, but do you understand ours? And have you thought of what may happen if we cannot bring Rhys back?”

		“No. I cannot! I have to try. But how, Kellyn?”

		Kellyn sighed. “There may be a way and there may be help we can call on but, Alice, I cannot accompany you to Grisholme.”

		“Why?” Alice wailed.

		“Because my presence would alert Berethast and Morgenz immediately, whereas you may be able to slip through unnoticed, with help. First, though, we need to discover where Rhys is being held.”

		“The Box of Knowing?” Alice queried. Kellyn nodded.

		Alice took the chain from around her neck and placed the tiny box on the table, wishing it to its normal size. The expected warmth spread across her wrist and the box grew. “What shall I ask?”

		“Ask where Rhys is being held and who guards him.”

		Alice spoke the words then fished in her pocket for the key. She unlocked the box and pulled out the leather-bound book. She opened it randomly and waited while the book created its answer. ‘Grisholme’ appeared at the top of the page and then a drawing of a woodland scene with a squat stone building standing alone in a little copse. Outside the door stood a strange jackal-headed guard.

		“A hob-hound!” Kellyn snarled. “Ask the box to show Rhys.”

		Alice replaced the book, closed the box and asked the question. This time, the book showed a stone cell with a table and a chair, a washstand and a bed. Rhys lay sleeping with his clothing gone, he was now dressed in a woodland grey tunic, similar to Morgenz’s. He seemed unharmed except for a bandaged hand, blood seeping through.

		“Is he okay?” Alice asked. “His hand is hurt.”

		“That would be how Morgenz created the changeling. She would need his blood and skin to create the magic. But his sleeping is a concern.”

		“Why?”

		“Because usually, someone in Rhys’ situation would be too scared to sleep. He has taken food and drink and its effect has placed him in this stupor. You must get to him quickly if you are to successfully rescue him.”

		“How do we know where his prison is?”

		“The guides I have in mind for you will get you there, but you must be brave, Alice! I fear you will be sorely tested.”

		“Who will help me?”

		“You have been told Lady Ysabet had a daughter?”

		“Yes.”

		“She is Elisayne, Princess of the Fay, half human and half faery. She stayed in your world when Herla commanded the worlds of man and fay to split. She loved a human, Roth, a great warrior and chieftain, but men die and faeries do not. When Roth passed, Elisayne took his body deep underground, where Hob’s Brook emerges from subterranean caverns. She slumbers magically there still, until the return of faery. Her husband’s shade guards her until they can be reunited.”

		“She will help me?”

		“No, she cannot. But Lord Roth may be persuaded to aid you.”

		“But why? Surely he wishes for the time of fay to come as quickly as possible?”

		“He may help you because he was a man and because you are also his descendant. You will have to convince him, Alice.”

		“But how do I get to the caverns?”

		“Do you know the level shelf of rock that juts out over the pool the spring emerges into?”

		“Yes. I used to go swimming there with Grace and Dad.”

		“You must go there, kneel and stare deep into the pool and wish for entrance. Melisine, a water sprite, will come for you.”

		“A water sprite! Isn’t Morgenz a water sprite?”

		“Yes, but the lady will help you.”

		“How do you know?”

		“Because she is my kinswoman.”

		A sudden thought came to Alice, she thought of the folktale Rhys had told her when they were at the valley’s head above the pool. Could Melisine be the fairy in the story?

		“One other will aid you as a guide, but he will have to be coerced and only his fear will keep him loyal to you. You will have to watch him carefully, but his nature means his presence in Grisholme will be unnoticed.”

		“Who?”

		“Glym. We will go to him now.”

		“But what about Rhys’ parents? How can we conceal his absence or mine? I told Grace you were going to take us out to look for barn owls, but they won’t expect us to be out all night!”

		“I will take care of that. We need to find Glym.”

		Together, they stole out into the garden and through the gate. Jay’s Wood was peaceful. The evening sun was still warm, though soon the light would be fading. As she looked up in the trees, Alice could see brownies peering down at her, chattering in their high-pitched squeaky voices. They ran along branches and kept pace with the two travellers as they strode up towards the wood’s limits.

		Once they reached the upland, Kellyn turned left, away from Lady’s Watch, skirting the trees for about a mile until he came to an old, gnarled elder tree. He laid his hands upon the trunk and, sternly and strongly, he commanded, “Open!”

		Alice watched as a small arched door appeared in the trunk. Kellyn pushed the door and stepped inside, beckoning Alice to follow. They had entered a circular room, apparently a kitchen. There was a hearth and oven against one curved side, next to a sink. A table and stool stood on the other side and an easy chair was in front of the smouldering fire. Game was hanging from hooks in the wall, and herbs and vegetables lay piled on the table. A ladder ran up to further rooms above. Glym was snoring loudly, slouched in the chair.

		Kellyn walked over and shook him. “Wake up, you little thief! Where did you get these vegetables? Briar Cottage’s garden, I’ll bet!”

		The spriggan jumped, startled. “Wh…what are you doing here and why have you brought her? I’ve kept my promise to Lady Fiorell, so what do you want?”

		“I’m giving you the opportunity to make up for the harm you have done by sneaking off telling tales about Alice to those who would move against her.” Without waiting for a response, Kellyn continued, “Because of your tales, a boy has been snatched and is held prisoner in Grisholme. You will accompany Alice to Grisholme to rescue him.”

		The spriggan looked horrified. “It’s impossible! Lady Berethast and Morgenz will know as soon as you step foot in Grisholme, and my life will be forfeit!”

		“I am not going. You will guide Alice and help her rescue Rhys.”

		A sly look appeared on the spriggan’s face. “Yes, of course, Kellyn Nightshade. I will do as you ask. The daughter-heir will be safe with me.”

		“Do you think me simple, Glym, to trust you? You will not be going alone, Lord Roth will accompany you and should you betray Alice, you will be the first to suffer!”

		Glym gulped. “Lord Roth! He will kill me as soon as he sees me and if he does not, Morgenz will as soon as she learns of my part. Do what you like, I will not go!”

		“You will! Or have you forgotten Lady Fiorell’s words of warning?”

		Glym threw his twiggy hands up to his face and started to weep. Alice felt quite sorry for him. She could not stop herself from thinking of the changeling, another creature who suffered because of the will of stronger magical beings. “Don’t worry, Glym. We will protect you.”

		Kellyn gave a dismissive snort. “Do not be taken in by his blubbering. He does not think about the welfare of anyone but himself and would betray his own grandmother if he thought it profited him.”

		Alice glanced at Kellyn and frowned. “Please help me, Glym. Rhys is my friend and he is in danger because of me. You can help me save him and I will never forget it.” The spriggan continued to wail but Alice caught sight of him looking intently at her through his stick fingers. “I’m sure Fiorell and Kellyn would be very pleased with you, too, if you helped me.”

		“B…but what about Lord Roth?”

		“He won’t harm you, Kellyn has promised. No one will, Glym, if you help me. But I think Fiorell would take a very dim view if you do not.”

		“Count on it, spriggan!” Kellyn snapped.

		Glym lowered his hands but continued to sniff. “Grisholme is perilous even for me, daughter-heir. I do not know if we can travel through without our presence detected. Lady Berethast will have the boy guarded well, so that even if we find him, we may not be able to rescue him without a fight.” He gave her an appraising look. “I know of Lord Roth’s fighting skill, but I am no warrior, and neither are you.” Turning to face Kellyn, Glym said, “Her gift is no match to that of Morgenz or Berethast, so there would be no contest. If discovered, then we will die. It’s best to forget the boy.”

		Kellyn answered. The menace in his tone unmistakable. “The boy is in peril directly because of your meddling, Glym. You will help Alice and you will ensure that you, Alice and Lord Roth are not discovered. I shall be waiting outside Grisholme for your return! Now, gather whatever you need, we are leaving.”

		Kellyn had his bullwhip in his hand. Alice could see Glym keeping a wary eye on it as he collected various items: a leather belt with a pouch attached and a small hunting knife. Two throwing daggers he tucked into each of his boots. All the time, he was muttering under his breath and casting dark looks at Kellyn. Alice asked if there was anything she could carry, but he ignored her. Finally, he snatched a stout walking stick, as tall as he was, from beside the door and stomped outside. Kellyn and Alice followed. Together, the three of them set out to walk the couple of miles to the head of the valley.

		“It would be an easier approach to follow the brook back to its source at the well-head.” Kellyn explained, “But we would be seen and probably followed. Berethast’s spies will not want to cross open ground to follow us as their approach would be obvious, so I think we are safer up here.”

		Glym snorted his disdain but did not contradict.

		“Tell me more about Lord Roth,” Alice asked.

		“There is so much more to tell, but not enough time. He was a chieftain around these parts and won the hand of Lady Elisayne through his valour and justice.”

		“Ha!” shouted Glym. “He was dangerous, and she believed herself better than other faeries.”

		Kellyn rounded on him. “Spriggan, hold your tongue! Lady Elisayne is amongst the very best of faeries, both in judgement and compassion, and her consort was the very best of men. Neither have done you harm and, unlike you, only ever wanted the best for those around them!”

		Glym lowered his head and continued to trudge along the ridge of the valley.

		“How will Lord Roth help me if he is a ghost?”

		“He is not a ghost as you understand. He is a shade, a guardian spirit, animated to defend and protect his lady. He will help you undertake any mission that falls under that charge. He will fight for you, defend you and help you escape Grisholme, then, he will return to his tomb. It is up to you to persuade him of the justness of your cause.”

		“Does he know where Rhys is held?”

		“No, Roth has no business in Grisholme, but the tunnels and caverns of Grisholme can be accessed through the chambers he and Lady Elisayne lie in. He will be a formidable protector. Glym will guide you to Rhys’ prison.” He added sarcastically, “I’m sure he has visited them before!”

		“Why can Lord Roth enter Grisholme, but you cannot?”

		“I can enter, Alice, but my presence would alert others. Lord Roth is not faery, neither are you, so my hope is that neither of you will be noticed, unless you are seen or use magic. Glym, they know and will ignore.”

		“What you haven’t explained is how we get the boy out!” growled the spriggan.

		“I’m afraid magic will have to be used then,” Kellyn answered, “But quickly. Snatch the boy, use the spell-stones if you need, but it’s the box which will return you to this world. I will know where you are and will come to your aid immediately.”

		“A little light on detail!” Glym complained. “Does the girl know that as soon as she uses magic we will be hunted and caught?”

		“Alice will know what to do when she gets there. Your job is to guide her and Lord Roth to where the boy is imprisoned. You don’t need to know anything else!”

		“Really!” Glym replied unconvinced.

		Out of earshot, Kellyn whispered to Alice, “The spriggan is right. Once you use your spell-stones or the box, Berethast and Morgenz will know and come for you directly. Only use them if you are in grave danger, or you need to escape Grisholme. Do not worry about Glym or Lord Roth. They have other means of escape at their disposal. Remember, I can only help you once you are back in your own world, Alice.”

		By this time, they had reached the head of the valley and were beginning the difficult descent to the pool. The sun had already set behind the valley’s western side and a fiery red glow bathed half the valley, leaving the other side in increasing shadow.

		Kellyn pointed out the headlights of a car approaching Briar Cottage. “The boy’s parents’ return.”

		“How will you explain our absence?”

		“I won’t. I will just stop them all from noticing that you and Rhys are not around. They simply won’t question where you are and go about their business without alarm.” Alice looked doubtful and Kellyn smiled, “Trust me, youngling, I know what’s to be done.”

		Alice and Glym struggled down the slope, slipping on the smooth grass and tripping on heather and roots. Kellyn strode down without noise or hindrance, holding a hand out to steady Alice but leaving Glym to himself. The spriggan complained constantly under his breath and Alice found herself offering her help to him, occasionally, only for Glym to reject her rudely.

		“Save your efforts, Alice,” Kellyn advised. “For you will never make him a friend and you need to make haste. For your safety, you must be in the cavern before the last light fails.”

		Eventually, they made it to the granite shelf that stuck out over the pool. The water lay about a metre below them and Alice watched bubbles rise from the fissure in the rock from which the water escaped.

		“Lean over the rock, Alice, hold the spriggan’s arm,” Kellyn pushed Glym down beside her. “Speak your words to Melisine and remember what I have told you. When she appears, it will be quick. No time for farewell.”

		Alice stared into the blackness of the deep pool, fear knotting her stomach. The water was crystal-clear, but the fading light made her feel she was staring into the inky blackness of space. Even the first stars reflected in its depths.

		As she watched the pinpricks of light, they seemed to coalesce and swirl. She found herself meeting the gaze of the pale water sprite as she rose from the pool. “What is your wish, daughter-heir?”

		Feigning bravery, Alice answered, hoping her voice did not betray her fear. “I wish you to take me and my companion to Lady Elisayne and Lord Roth.”

		“That I will do. But beware! I cannot return you once you have entered their domain. Only Lord Roth may determine whether you can leave.”

		Alice nodded and before she had time to speak, Melisine jumped from the water like a leaping fish, snatched hold of Alice’s free hand and pulled them both into the pool. The water was ice cold and chilled Alice to the bone in moments. Melisine turned to face her and smiled, beckoning her with her other hand as she gripped tightly to Alice. In turn, Alice’s grip on the struggling spriggan increased as she kicked her legs to follow the sprite’s lead.

		After a minute, Alice’s lungs started to burn with the effort to keep from breathing but just as she thought it impossible, her feet touched the bottom of the pool and she realised Melisine was standing. She pushed up her body and found herself waist-deep in a low cave with luminescence lighting up her surroundings. She looked about as she heaved the spluttering spriggan onto his feet.

		Melisine smiled again, her pointed teeth perfectly white, shining in the silver-light of the cavern. “Spriggans make poor swimmers.” She pointed out three stone steps leading up from the water’s edge to a small passage. There was another space beyond. “Lady Elisayne lies in enchanted sleep within. Beware! Her lord’s shade stands as protector at her side. His judgement will be swift, so your explanation needs to be quickly made.” Her gaze returned to Glym. “Your stickman should stand behind you lest Roth does not ask him his purpose before he strikes!”

		Glym shivered beside her and stepped closer, holding onto her clothing.

		“Thank you, Lady Melisine.”

		The water sprite giggled again. “Just Melisine, daughter-heir. But take my blessing, for Lord Roth will see it upon you.” She leant forward and her cold lips brushed Alice’s forehead. “Now go and good luck be yours.” She slipped back into the water and disappeared.

		Alice turned to the spriggan, cowering behind her. “Okay, Glym. Let’s go.” She started wading towards the steps, the spriggan as close to her as her own skin.

		On her hands and knees, Alice pulled herself up the deep steps to the tunnel. Glym held tightly on to her clothing, frightened. Once on level stone, she paused and took in her surroundings. In the dim light, the movement of the water played on the tunnel’s walls and she could hear it slapping against the steps behind her.

		She could feel Glym trembling and reached around to comfort him, though she was just as scared, her teeth chattering and her body trembling with fear. He hissed and shook her hand away. “Do not bother to comfort me! Your falseness is known, you do not care that you likely take me to my death!”

		“Kellyn said Lord Roth is my ancestor. I’m sure he won’t hurt us.” She wished she believed it.

		“Won’t hurt you, you mean!”

		“Is there some reason why he would attack you?” The spriggan didn’t answer, he just shook, muttering curses Alice could not understand. “Well, we can’t stay here, and we can’t go back, so we don’t have a choice.” Alice started up the gently sloping passage, trying to calm her breathing and slow down her racing heart. Glym followed, like her shadow.

		The passage was short. A few steps brought Alice to the entrance of a large cavern. The same luminescence that lit the grotto was present here. It shone gleaming from silver seams in the rock, like veins of fiery quicksilver running through the grey stone. The floor of the cave was smooth and flat, the rock eroded by thousands of years of fast-flowing water. A small channel of water still flowed along one side and disappeared, gurgling, into a round hole in the cave floor, joining the pool further down, its passing echoing unnervingly around the cave.

		A deep rock shelf thrust up from the floor just before her, about two feet high, leaving only a small space at the entrance to the cavern where they stood. On the raised shelf were two structures. One was a stone tomb with a carved relief of a man lying as if asleep on top of the heavy sarcophagus’ lid. The other was a luxurious wooden couch, carved, gilded and swathed with fine cloth. On that lay a slight form shrouded with white linen. Alice could tell the figure underneath was female, her head lay on a pillow and her hands crossed over her breast.

		With some trepidation, she stepped towards the shelf and crawled up onto it, Glym shadowing her every move but careful to remain behind her. As Alice stood, a tall figure seemed to coalesce out of the gloom behind the sarcophagus and stepped around it, blocking their way further into the cavern. He stood with one hand on the pommel of a great sword that he slowly started to slide from its leather scabbard, the metal hissing as he brought the gleaming blade out. His face and body concealed within a long, hooded cloak; only unnaturally bright shining blue eyes were all Alice could make out.

		A deep voice broke the silence, echoing around the cavern, “I am Roth, guardian shade, charged with the protection of my lady, Elisayne. Who are you that disturbs her slumber? Speak swiftly and true if you wish to live!”

		Her heart in her mouth, Alice held up her hand in a placatory gesture. Her mouth was dry with fear, making speech difficult. “I am Alice,” she said hoarsely, “daughter-heir and this is Glym, my guide.” Her voice became stronger, “We’ve come to ask for your help, Lord Roth, to rescue a friend of mine taken by Princess Berethast and held in Grisholme.” She waited nervously for a response.

		“Your words ring true and you possess the spell-stones. You may be my kin, but why do you come with a grave robber? The very one who tried to desecrate our place of rest!”

		Alice turned sharply to face Glym, cowering under the gaze of Lord Roth and wringing his hands.

		“I did not think you wanted your treasures! I did not see a need for you to have them! Please, sire, I meant no harm!”

		Alice turned back to face the shade. “Kellyn bid him to accompany me as my guide through Grisholme to make up for his spiteful action against me and because it’s his fault Morgenz took Rhys. I did not know about his thieving.”

		“I will let him live, for the moment. But you need to explain more to stop my hand against him.”

		“Yes! Yes! She will explain everything, and you will see how reformed and important I am!”

		“Silence!” Roth bellowed, making both the spriggan and Alice jump, startled.

		“I don’t know where to begin or how much you will know,” Alice gabbled. “My name is Alice Villiers and my Aunty Gwen lived at Briar Cottage, where my sister and her husband live now. Aunty Gwen died and she left me my bracelet…err…spell-stones. The jays chose me, and Kellyn and Fiorell said that I am the daughter-heir of King Herla and Lady Ysabet. But Glym”, she turned back to the spriggan, “told Princess Berethast about me and she sent Morgenz after me. Lady Ayzel warded me so Morgenz couldn’t take me. But she called the brook-horse to take Rhys, my friend, to Grisholme where he is a prisoner. I must rescue him and Kellyn said you would help me and be my protector because you are my ancestor. Glym will be able to guide us to the prison in the wood.” She stopped for breath. “But we’ve got to hurry because the moon-gate will open tomorrow, and I have to be back by then…”

		Lord Roth raised his hand to stop the jumble of words from Alice and drew back his hood, staring hard at her. He looked like a middle-aged man with long, sandy hair and was clean-shaven, apart from long moustaches. He smiled, suddenly, showing strong, white teeth and took his hand from his sword.

		“You are indeed my kin and you do favour my lady and our own daughter, Aylrith, long since gone.” His smile faded. “Your tale is muddled and long but Melisine has blessed you, I see it on your forehead and the companions you speak of; Lady Fiorell, dragon-mage, and Kellyn Nightshade are known and well-loved by us. Yes, if I can, I will aid you. But you, thief!” he rounded on Glym, his hand back on his sword, “You, I do not trust! I will look forward to an excuse to dispatch you!”

		Glym was shaking again. “The girl speaks the truth! Kellyn asked me to be her guide and I accepted, gladly! I will do anything to help rescue the boy!”

		“Remember your words, spriggan. You may be asked to do anything!” Roth sternly answered. “We will need the thief to lead us through Grisholme, for although I know of one of its entrances, I have never traversed its paths.” He returned his gaze to Alice. “But, come, be seated and take your ease whilst you tell me, slowly, all you know.” He backed away and raised his hand to point into the gloom behind his tomb. As if in answer, the cavern beyond brightened and Alice could see couches and a low table.

		Alice followed Lord Roth and seated herself opposite him. Glym slid down next to her, still in contact with her though his eyes did not leave Lord Roth. Plates of fruits and a jug of water appeared out of nowhere and Roth poured out two cups of water. “Please refresh yourself, Lady Elisayne would wish you warded. Whilst you do, retell your story, slowly, missing nothing out.”

		Alice sipped her drink and reached out for an apple, biting into the crisp and juicy fruit. Glym refused to eat or drink. Roth shrugged, “It will not harm you, though it will not ward you either.”

		As Alice retold all that had happened since she first saw Fiorell, Roth sat back, folded his hands in his lap and listened attentively. “Tell me, who is this boy that Berethast has decided to detain? What is he to you that you would risk so much to aid him?”

		“I don’t really know Rhys, we only became friends today, but Morgenz ordered Nix, the brook-horse, to take him instead of me. A changeling delivered a message that Berethast was holding him and that his fate was in my hands. Rhys is only involved because he’s my friend and Ayzel’s ward meant Morgenz couldn’t kidnap me.”

		“What counsel did Lady Fiorell and Kellyn give you?”

		“Fiorell thinks I shouldn’t risk a rescue because Berethast is using him to stop me being at the moon-gate in time. But Kellyn understands that I have no choice.”

		“Did Kellyn explain that even if we find him, it may be too late to bring him home?”

		“Yes,” said Alice miserably. “But I have to try. It’s my fault he was taken, I forgot Kellyn’s instructions to stay out in the open, out in the sun, so Morgenz and Nix were able to ambush us. Poor Rhys, he knows nothing about faeries.”

		“You are risking much for honour, friendship and compassion. These are noble traits and I will help you if I can. Are you refreshed?” Alice nodded. “Then we must go, time is not on our side.”

		The food and drink disappeared and Alice and Glym stood up, facing Lord Roth. He looked them up and down. “You are armed, spriggan, and used to stealth and slyness, you I do not worry about. I will not protect you, but I will take vengeance should you try to betray us or hinder our cause. Do you understand?”

		Glym nodded. “I expect nothing from you and as soon as I have fulfilled Kellyn’s demands, I will leave. I will guide the girl and help her reach the boy unnoticed, but I will not help rescue him nor flee with either of you from Grisholme.”

		Roth nodded his understanding. “But, Alice, you are vulnerable so you must obey every command I give.” It was Alice’s turn to nod. “You need a weapon to protect yourself with in case I am out of your reach.” He walked over to a wooden chest against the cavern wall. Opening it, he withdrew a slim iron dagger with a jewelled, gold hilt. Rubies, emeralds and sapphires glinted in the subterranean silver-light. “This dagger blade was forged from star-metal. It fell to earth within a great ball of light in my father’s time. Nothing is stronger, and it is deadly to faeries, as is all true iron.” As if to demonstrate, he held it out towards Glym, who hissed and backed away. From the chest, he also brought out a tooled leather belt with silver links and a leather sheath for a knife. “I think this should fit your waist; it is Elisayne’s. There is something else to give you. It is precious to my lady and so must be kept safe and returned at the end of its use.”

		He walked towards the shrouded woman lying still upon the couch and pulled back the white cloth that swathed her upper body. Gently, he slipped his hands beneath her neck and brought away a fine gold chain with a pendant attached. “This charm will counter the effects of the faery magic that bewitches Rhys.” He handed the jewel to Alice.

		Alice examined it and was amazed to find it was like the little acorns that shone and glittered at her wrist. This was larger. An exquisite emerald green gem nestled in a golden acorn cup.

		“If you unscrew the stone, inside the cup is a cordial. One drop of the elixir in Rhys’ mouth will purge him of faery food or poison, one drop in each eye will allow him to see faeries and the Fayland. A drop in each ear will allow him to understand the language of the fay. I think you will need to open his senses to the fay, but, be warned, he will always see them ever after.”

		Alice nodded and clasped the gem around her neck and tucked it under her tee shirt with the Box of Knowing rubbing up against it.

		“Now, we must go.” He walked past Alice and Glym and proceeded speedily along another water-made tunnel lit with the same silvery veins.

		The two of them hurried to catch up. Glym no longer held on to Alice but he remained walking beside her in silence.

		

	
		

		Day Four

		

		For several hours, they marched. Alice and Glym almost ran to keep up with Lord Roth’s demanding pace. They passed through long tube-like tunnels and crossed caverns of various sizes, some strewn with boulders that they struggled over and some carpeted in soft, grey silt. Others had stalactites and stalagmites reaching towards each other like high columns in cathedrals, dripping as they wound their way through. Always to the right-hand side, a narrow channel of water seethed along. The channel’s bottom must have been of varying depths as sometimes a spray of cold, misty water droplets was thrown up, dispersing in the air around them. Soon, Alice’s clothes were damp—either from her exertions or the moist air.

		Alice looked at her watch. It was half past two in the morning. “Lord Roth,” she gasped, holding her side as stitch caused her to stop, “Please, I need a rest to catch my breath!”

		Roth stopped and turned. “Of course, you do, my child. I am sorry, we need to make haste, but I had forgotten that you cannot keep my pace and require sleep.” He looked around. “We can stop here for a rest and some refreshment.”

		He led them over to the side of the stream. Here, the channel was wider and lower, and the water flowed calmly. A fine, soft silt covered the floor of the cave and Alice sank to her knees, thankfully. Even Glym, who had kept pace seemingly without effort, squatted down beside her, glad of the respite.

		Roth produced a leather water bottle from a pack he had shouldered in Elisayne’s cavern and knelt beside the stream, filling it to the brim. He handed the bottle to Alice who drank greedily and then flopped down on the sand. Glym refused the water when it was offered, producing his own bottle. Roth refilled the bottle and placed it in his pack.

		“We will rest here for a while. The portal is not far.”

		“We seem to have walked for miles, but surely Grisholme isn’t that far away. Nix took Rhys just before we got to the Hob Steps.”

		“Grisholme is not part of your world, Alice. It is elsewhere. Distances are not measured the same and its entrances hidden in different places. We need to enter in an unexpected place. One which I hope is not guarded but may be many miles away from Rhys.” He turned to face Glym. “You know the entrance I’m taking us to, it is the one you fled through when I discovered your treachery.”

		Glym did not meet his gaze. He acknowledged gruffly, “I know it.” He sipped his water then replaced the stopper and looked up, “But it is guarded.”

		“Who stands guard?” Roth questioned harshly. “Speak now because we near caverns that are not protected by Lady Elisayne’s will.”

		“Your question should be ‘what guards’ not ‘who’.”

		“Don’t try my patience! You will be in as much danger being our travelling companion.”

		“A fegwyrm nests in the cavern of the portal, with Lady Berethast’s blessing. It stalks the caves and tunnels seeking out anything approaching Grisholme without cause. You, it cannot harm. But it will know of the girl’s presence, it will sniff out her flesh.”

		“It will sense you in the same way, spriggan, so if we come across it, you had best fight for Alice’s sake as for your own!”

		“I know it!” the spriggan snapped. “I have warned you.”

		Alice, almost too tired to ask, quizzed, “What’s a fegwyrm?”

		“Something we do not want to meet. It is monstrous. It is half man-shaped, half serpent, with bony scales and a taste for live flesh. It has a cunning intelligence, making it a dangerous foe and one whom Lady Berethast uses well for such a task. It is grim news! Sleep for a while, Alice, you are safe enough here. You will need all your wit and strength to travel the next mile to the portal.”

		Despite the horrors of the day, and those she may still have to face, Alice could not keep her eyes open any longer. She slipped into a deep sleep, the ward helping her body regain its strength. Roth stood guard, the tip of his mighty longsword resting on the silt, his hands closed over the pommel. Even the spriggan seemed to doze.

		Glym woke from a fitful sleep when Lord Roth shook him. “What is it?” he asked irritably.

		Roth held a finger to his lips and whispered, “I can hear movement at the mouth of the tunnel leading from this cave. You must creep over and see what lies in wait.”

		Glym got up and, throwing knife in hand, he made his way carefully to the mouth of the tunnel, hesitated then slipped inside. A few minutes later, he re-emerged, running silently over the silt back to Lord Roth and the sleeping Alice.

		“A pair of hob-hounds scouting the tunnel. They stopped at the entrance to this cavern, but they did not see us and have returned beyond the tunnel.”

		“And the fegwyrm?”

		“No sign of it, nor smell! But it won’t be far.”

		Lord Roth walked over to Alice, still fast asleep on the soft silt. Gently, he shook her shoulders. “Alice, wake up. It’s time to leave.”

		Alice sat up and stretched. She felt remarkably refreshed. Roth, observing her, smiled in satisfaction. “My lady’s ward has helped?” he questioned. Alice nodded and yawned. “Here,” he said, handing her the water bottle and an apple and cheese wrapped in a cloth.

		Alice took it, drank most of the contents and hungrily ate the food.

		Roth refilled the bottle. “When we enter Grisholme, you must not eat nor drink anything that I have not given you. If you do, Berethast, or Morgenz, or any other sprite in league with them will manipulate you. Do you understand, Alice?”

		“Yes. Kellyn told me about poor Rhys.”

		“We must hope his captors have not seen fit to give him much more to eat or drink. It will be very hard to persuade him to leave if they have. Even Lady Elysane’s cordial will not work well if Berethast has decided he must stay.”

		“Kellyn said Rhys will become ill. Could he die?”

		“That is usually the fate of mortals who leave Fayland after eating faery food. They pine away and will not eat nor drink until they starve themselves. It would be kinder to leave your friend where he is than take him away, if that is the case, but the sooner we get to him, the greater his chances will be. Come now.”

		The three picked up their gear and made their way over to the tunnel. Glym, once more, quietly made his way inside and then motioned to the others to follow him. The tunnel curved before them, blocking their sight of the cavern beyond. Alice could hear nothing except the rushing of the water to her right, churning quickly in its channel, narrower and deeper, here.

		“We must be quiet and vigilant,” Roth whispered in her ear. She nodded her understanding. He turned to the spriggan. “Our safest way would be to get into the water. It will mask any sounds we make and afford us some cover. The fegwyrm dislikes water, from what I know.”

		Glym nodded. “But that won’t deter the hob-hounds.”

		“No, but perhaps they will not look for us there.”

		The three of them walked over to the water channel. It was deep and narrow, and the water churned by noisily.

		Glym approached Alice with a short leather strap. “Melisine was right. Spriggans do not swim nor wade. We float or are swept away. I need to tether myself to you to stop that happening.” His small black eyes glinted in the silver-light, the crack of his mouth in his bark-like skin set in a firm line. He no longer looked like the pathetic creature cowering before Fiorell and Kellyn. He was proud and disliked having to ask for her help but had no choice.

		“How?” Alice asked.

		“Give me your wrist.” She held up her right hand and he tied a loop around it and a corresponding one around his twiggy left arm. His walking stick was already strapped to his back along with his tightly bound pack. “You must get in first.”

		Lord Roth was already in the fast-flowing water, holding out his hand to help Alice down. The water was thigh deep on him but when Alice dropped down, the water was over her waist. She gasped at its coldness and had to brace herself, with Lord Roth’s help, until she could stand against the flow. Glym pushed himself from the bank and Alice felt the strap tighten on her arm as the water tried to take the stickman tumbling away from her. Eventually, he righted himself.

		The three of them crouched down below the level of the bank. The water was nearly at Alice’s neck. She held on to Lord Roth’s arm and, in turn, Glym also caught hold of her shoulder, his lightness meant his body was pulled easily away, bobbing in the current.

		“We need to hold on to each other and keep our heads below the channel. When we round this bend, the cavern will be in sight. There is a stone bridge over the water. The entrance to Grisholme is over the bridge and behind a crystal curtain.”

		Alice and Glym nodded. Alice’s teeth were already chattering, the cold water chilling her so that her hands and feet were already numb. Roth looked unperturbed, even Glym didn’t look like he was suffering, just struggling to stay upright. Bent double, Lord Roth taking the lead, followed by Alice and Glym, they waded up the channel, keeping to the side to stay out of sight.

		At the tunnel’s end, Alice could sense a huge cavern opening up to her left. The noise made by the water lessened and the channel widened, the current eased and the water became shallower. Lord Roth was crawling on his hands and knees and still found it difficult to keep his head below the lip of the cavern floor. Alice and Glym fared better. Ahead of her, Alice could see a low, arched stone bridge spanning the water from the cavern floor to what looked like a solid glass wall from her vantage point.

		“The crystal curtain,” whispered Roth, his hand cupped to her ear, so she could hear him above the water, “the entrance to Grisholme. Wait here.”

		He turned and left, crawling along the stream until he reached the stone arch. Carefully and slowly, he pulled himself up to look over the side of the channel onto the cavern floor, twisting his neck to look around the pillar at the start of the bridge. Immediately, he whipped his head back, crouched low for a few seconds before crawling back.

		“We have a problem! I cannot see the hob-hounds. They must be in another tunnel and there are many entering this cavern. However, the fegwyrm is slumbering on the bridge, hidden by the parapet. We cannot pass over without waking it and the crystal curtain is unbroken this side of the bridge.”

		“Can’t we stay in the water, hidden, and pass under the bridge to the crack in the curtain on the other side?” Glym suggested.

		“Yes, but we’ve still got to climb up from the channel to reach the crack. The crystal is as smooth as glass. I don’t think it can be done.”

		“There are toe-holes in the arch closest to the curtain. I have climbed there myself. The girl and I can use them, but you must distract the fegwyrm whilst we do and hope the hob-hounds don’t return too soon! Once we’re past the curtain, we’ll hide and wait for you. The fegwyrm cannot kill you—after all, you are already dead! You can disembody yourself and join us later.”

		Roth looked hard at the spriggan, weighing up his plan. “How do you know this, wood sprite?”

		“Because entering Grisholme is risky, even for me! If I have need of entering, it is always secretly. Berethast has no love for lowly spriggans!”

		“Very well.” He turned to Alice, “Alice, be brave! Follow Glym and do as he says. Do not try to help me, even if you think I need it. I will find you on the other side of the curtain.” He turned to Glym, “If you harm her or our quest, I will find you!”

		Glym scowled. “Come on, let’s go.” He pulled on the leather strap, jerking Alice off balance. Only Roth’s steady arm stopped her from going under. They crawled along the bottom of the channel, the cold water up to their necks, slowly gaining on the bridge. Once under the arch and hidden from the cavern and the bridge, Glym waved at Lord Roth. He and Alice crouched, panting, and watched as Lord Roth crawled out of the water and started to walk towards the bridge, sword in hand.

		A few metres from the bridge, Roth stopped. Alice felt Glym grab her arm. His grasp was tight and commanding. She turned, and he placed a twiggy finger to her lips and mouthed, “Stay still.” She nodded and immediately became aware of noise above her.

		A low dry rattle had started up, like marbles shaken in a tin, followed by a strange scraping. Suddenly, a nightmarish horror appeared, slithering from the bridge. A huge beast came into view, half man, half serpent. Its head was like a grotesque gargoyle, its fleshy lips grinning, a blue forked tongue darting in and out past long, sharp, inward-pointing fangs. Its torso and arms corded with muscle and long, black claws tipped its fingers. From its waist, coils as thick as Roth’s body supported it upright and propelled it forward like a desert sidewinder, the rattle at the tip of its tail proclaiming its challenge.

		An overpowering smell of rotting flesh seemed to emanate from it, adding to her terror. Alice nearly gagged and clamped her hand to her mouth.

		The fegwyrm stopped, coiling its tail under it. Rising high above Roth, it stayed outside the swing of his great sword. “Be ssstill, little man,” it hissed. “Who are you to ssseek entrance to Grisssholme? Beware, otherwissse you will feel the poisssoned might of my clawsss and fangsss!”

		Before Roth could answer, it looked up and beyond him. “Ah, othersss come! I will wait, observe, and relish the battle!”

		Alice could hear the thud of many feet running quickly towards Lord Roth. A great howling started up. Peering around the arch as far as she dared, Alice saw another strange sight. Two men thundering on all fours, running like dogs towards Roth. As she stared, she realised they had the faces of hounds. One opened its jaws and howled again.

		Roth, backing away from the fegwyrm, satisfied that it did not intend to strike, turned to face this new threat. Laying down his sword, he drew a short throwing spear from its harness across his back, quickly took aim and dispatched it in the leading hound’s direction. It sailed over the distance and skewered the hob-hound through its skull; the creature dropped like a stone.

		The other hound, barely glancing at its fallen comrade, bounded over it and leapt at Lord Roth’s throat with its fangs bared. By now, Roth had his broadsword and held it, two-handed, over his head. As the enraged hob-hound flew towards him, Roth brought the sword down in a great shining arc, slicing through from its shoulder to its groin effortlessly. Its separated body fell to the floor, its intestines and blood soaked up by the silt, its paws still twitching on the ground.

		Glym pulled Alice back around the arch. “Hob-hounds! He has dealt with the stupid creatures easily but the fegwyrm is another thing! Roth will have to take care!” Alice stumbled against him, hand still across her mouth, eyes starting in fright. “Remember what he said, Alice, we cannot interfere! We must move! Come, whilst the fegwyrm is distracted, we must make our escape.” He pushed Alice in front of him and they stooped as they waded under the bridge.

		Once there, Glym grabbed Alice’s arm to turn her around to face the side of the bridge. She looked up. The bridge’s span rose about three metres above them. Close to the cave wall were little more than notches in the rock, about a foot apart, allowing ascent.

		“Here, climb!” urged Glym. He clambered around her and, releasing the strap he had tethered himself to her with, he started to climb the stone, clasping notches with his fingers and pushing up from where his boots precariously held in the shallow depressions. Reaching the parapet, he bobbed his head over, quickly, then turned around and urged her to climb. “Lord Roth has the creature’s attention. Come, now, whilst it is distracted!” He hauled himself over the top of the parapet.

		Alice wasted no time in following him up. The footholds and handholds were shallow but able to take Alice’s fingers and trainers. Glym was peering over at her and when she came within reach, he yanked her arms and pulled her over. “Quick, now. Up!”

		She stood up, instinctively turning around to see what was happening to Roth, but the spriggan propelled her around again to face the crystal curtain. “Concentrate upon our escape or you will kill us both!” he hissed menacingly.

		Before her was a marvel. A sheet of sparkling rock crystal slipped and flowed down the cavern wall like a frozen waterfall. Within its depths, rainbow colours sparkled, reminding Alice of stained-glass windows in a cathedral.

		“How do we get in?” she mouthed to Glym.

		He turned, “Follow me.” The spriggan walked quickly forward, sidestepped and just disappeared!

		Startled, Alice ran to touch the curtain, scared he had abandoned her. The spriggan’s bony arm reached out to her left side and dragged her through a narrow gap. Alice understood, finally. The crystal wall was in two parts, one slightly in front and overlapping the other. Looking at it straight on, it appeared to be one glassy sheet but there was a gap, large enough for them to wriggle through.

		Alice followed Glym and then stopped in amazement. In front of her was a sunny woodland, as beautiful as her own Jay’s Wood. “Where are we, Glym?”

		“Welcome to Grisholme, daughter-heir. Quick, we are still in danger. We must hide, and I know just the place!” He disappeared under an overhanging holly branch with Alice close behind. They were inside the perimeter of the holly’s branches sweeping around them in a low circle, touching the woodland floor. “We will be unseen here. We’ll wait for Roth to pass through.”

		Alice, shaken and scared, settled herself on prickly brown leaves and bare earth, her back against the holly trunk, shivering with fear and cold in her wet clothes. “Will he be alright?”

		Glym nodded and started checking his pouch, replacing the leather strip and taking a swig of water.

		Taking heart from Glym’s reaction, she took off her socks and trainers, wringing out her socks and emptying out the water still sloshing around her shoes. She could not do anything about her jeans or tee shirt. They would have to dry naturally. She squeezed as much water out of her hair as possible and ran her fingers through it so it was out of her eyes.

		“Roth is right. You do look like Lady Elisayne,” Glym offered.

		“Did you know her?” asked Alice, surprised, but glad for some conversation.

		Glym snorted, “No, not really. Why would she notice me? But I did see her when she walked through my wood.”

		“What happened to you, Glym? Why are you bad?”

		“I’m not bad. Life is not that simple! With powerful friends, it is much easier. Haven’t you noticed?” He sneered, “Now I’m little more than your bondsman, I’ve no choice in the matter. If I don’t obey…well, you have heard what Lady Fiorell and Kellyn Nightshade have threatened. Lord Roth, too!”

		“But Roth said you tried to rob him, and you did threaten me by sneaking off to Berethast!”

		“Little I got from it. Always someone meddles with my plans!”

		Alice decided little benefit would come from speaking further and she rested her head back against the trunk, closed her eyes and waited anxiously for Lord Roth.

		****

		Lord Roth turned around; the hob-hounds forgotten. The fegwyrm was observing him carefully. It reared up once more on its huge coils, rattle sounding at the tip of its tail, swaying and sniffing the air, running its forked blue tongue over its long, pointed fangs, tasting the aroma of spilt blood.

		“Who daresss to crosss to Grisssholme?” it repeated.

		“I do not!” exclaimed Roth. “I just hunt the hob-hounds who defile my Lady Elysane’s domain.” Roth could see Glym and then Alice scale the parapet onto the bridge, facing the curtain. Keeping the fegwyrm’s attention through talking seemed their best option for escape.

		“This cavern marksss the beginning of Lady Berethast’sss realm. You know that, shade. Yesss, I know what you are. I can sssmell living flesh and you are incorporeal.”

		“Very true. I am Roth, Lady Elisayne’s consort, her guardian until her father, the King’s return. But I will not tolerate Grisholme’s denizens polluting her resting place, testing her boundaries. Inform your lady, if you please.”

		“I care not,” the fegwyrm spat. “I am no lackey to do your bidding!”

		“Then I bid you farewell. I don’t suppose you need help with these?” Roth gesticulated at the corpses bleeding out on the cavern floor behind him.

		The fegwyrm licked its lips and it coils moved closer. “I will take care of them. Go your waysss and do not come back!” Resting one muscular arm on the ground, it suddenly lashed out its tail and deftly caught up the intact hob-hound, pulling the corpse towards it, a trail of blood and brain left behind.

		Roth did not wait to see the outcome. He moved to snatch his throwing spear from the skull of the hob-hound as the fegwyrm pulled it towards him and then turned and retraced his way back across the cavern towards the tunnel from which the three had entered earlier. Only when he was sure the fegwyrm was devouring its meal, relishing every bone-crunching mouthful, did Roth walk down to the water and wash the gore from his weapons. He checked to make sure the fegwyrm’s attention was not upon him and quickly slipped in, making his approach to the crystal curtain in the same way the others had, confident that the fegwyrm’s interests lay only in its unexpected feast.

		****

		Alice realised she had fallen asleep only after Glym shook her. “Beware, daughter-heir. Someone is approaching.” The spriggan left her and crept towards the holly branches, gently pulling one aside in order to peek through. “It is the shade, he has come.” He beckoned and pulled the branch back enough to allow Lord Roth to pass through.

		“You aren’t hurt, are you?” Alice asked, concerned.

		Lord Roth smiled and bowed, “No, Alice, I am well, as you see.”

		“He was never in any danger.” Glym said contemptuously. “The danger was all ours…is all ours. He cannot be harmed.”

		“The spriggan speaks the truth.” Roth faced Glym, “Your aid was well given. I thank you.”

		Glym frowned and sat down. “So, what’s your plan now?”

		“How far are we from where the boy is being held?”

		“If we do not have to hide or deviate from the quickest route, perhaps eight hours. But if more guards are sent to relieve the ones you killed in the cavern, then we will have to take a more difficult route because this forest will be crawling with hob-hounds looking for us.”

		“I do not think so. The fegwyrm believed me when I explained their killing as retribution for scouting too close to my lady. It did not sense your presence; it was too distracted smelling blood and anticipating the taste of fresh meat.”

		Roth turned his attention back to Alice. “Can you continue? We can stop for a short while but we must leave soon.” He passed her the water bottle. “Drink sparingly. There isn’t any safe food nor water to be had now, except that which I carry.”

		Alice nodded at him. “Thank you, I am thirsty but I’m not tired. I can leave now.”

		“Well, everything’s okay then.” Glym sneered. “I’m alright, too!” he added pointedly.

		Alice and Lord Roth ignored him and the three of them were soon on the trail that wound its way through the forest.

		The forest was peaceful, a surprisingly tranquil place, Alice thought. Birds trilled in the trees and any number of insects and small mammals scurried around, unconcerned by the presence of the companions. She had imagined Grisholme to be ugly, dark and twisted. A place filled with evil monstrous creatures, like the fegwyrm and the hob-hounds. Alice was delighted when she spotted red squirrels and laughingly pointed them out to the spriggan and the shade.

		“Lady Berethast is protector of the forest, Alice. Here in the elsewhere, you will find species that man, in our world, has long hunted to extinction or destroyed through destruction of habitat or introducing animals not meant to be in our lands. Here, wild boar, wolves, bears, wild cats, all roam safely and live naturally as prey or predator. Insects, birds and plants, too. All are protected.”

		“Is that why she hates us so much, because she thinks we are ruining the earth?”

		Roth nodded. “Faeries are sometimes cruel, they do not have our sensibilities, but they revere nature. Unlike man, they do not have the desire to use our earth badly; polluting our oceans and rivers, laying waste to our forests, endangering all life in the name of profit or progress. What you see as advancements in technology, in power and productivity, they see as wanton destruction. They can be dreadful enemies, but their motivation comes from a deep sense of grief.”

		Alice did not know how to respond but Roth’s words made her feel ashamed.

		The track they travelled was broad and free of debris and vegetation. They made good time but Lord Roth and Glym were vigilant. Several times, one of them indicated that they should leave the track and hide, but each time there was nothing more threatening than a deer or a badger or a wild pig family with many little piglets, crossing over into the trees.

		Alice looked at her watch. She could not guess the time of day, and anyway, Lord Roth and Kellyn had explained that time here passed differently. She had to trust that her watch still recorded the time in her world. It showed ten in the morning, she had fourteen hours before she had to be at the moon-gate.

		“Do we have enough time to get to Rhys?” she asked Glym.

		He shrugged his thin shoulders. “It will take most of the day to get to the prisons, even if we are not challenged. Your greatest test will be to dispatch the guards and then to persuade the boy to leave without raising alarm. But that will be your concern, I will have kept my promise and I’ll make good my escape!”

		Leaving the spriggan muttering under his breath about foolish questions, Alice caught up with Lord Roth.

		He looked down and smiled, “What worries you?”

		“Time. Do you think my watch tells me the correct time in my world?”

		Lord Roth looked down at her watch. “I do not know of your time pieces, but I think there is no reason for it to be wrong. If you are also concerned about whether we have the time to rescue Rhys, then, with luck on our side, I think we do. I do not think Lady Berethast suspects we are here; otherwise, we would know by now. I think it likely her guards will be watching other entrances, nearer to where the brook-horse entered. The spriggan is right. It is when we reach the prison and try to take Rhys back that our difficulties will arise.”

		“But what about her dead guards?” She shuddered as she remembered their terrible howling and the wrongness of their man-shaped bodies speeding over the cavern’s floor like dogs. “Won’t she be very angry?”

		“The hob-hounds are constructs of magic; they are not born; they don’t have personalities. They are like changelings in a way, but the magic is permanent until their deaths. She does not care about them. They are just puppets that do her bidding. No one will miss them, and if they do, they will either believe the fegwyrm’s account or believe they were just too easy a meal for him to ignore. The important thing is that she has no reason to believe we have entered Grisholme yet.”

		Alice felt somewhat comforted by this and their hike through Grisholme continued uneventfully.

		****

		Rhys slowly regained consciousness. His head was pounding, and images of flashing light affected his peripheral vision. His mouth was dry, he did not seem to have enough spit to moisten it and he felt like gagging. He tried to sit up, but his limbs were sluggish and slow to respond. Once he managed it, he wished he had not. His headache increased, and he knew he was going to be sick. He staggered off the hard bed over to the bucket. Slapping away the cover, he retched and slumped onto the wooden chair. Resting his elbows on the table, he held his head in his hands, waiting for the swirling sensation to abate.

		“I’m not dreaming!” he finally said to himself.

		He looked up and saw the ewer next to his elbow. He reached for it, greedily, remembering the taste of the wine, but there was only water. “And no cup!” he muttered. However, his thirst was overpowering. He drank from the jug, the water slopping past his mouth, soaking the strange tunic he realised he was wearing.

		Feeling a little better, he stood up. His trainers were gone, thrown into a corner. He retrieved them and put them on. He spent some minutes examining his clothing. Where was his own? He looked around the cell for them. Walking over to the door, he tentatively tried the latch, assuming the dog guards would be on the other side. It was locked.

		Next, he moved the table under the small, barred window, climbed up and looked out. He could see the path he had come down, though empty now, and beyond, a glimpse through the trees showed a larger building.

		“That must be Berethast’s throne room,” he spoke softly to himself, because the sound of feet scuffling beneath the window alerted him to the presence of others, though he could see nothing.

		He climbed down and sat back on the chair, his back to the door. “What’s going on?” speaking softly to himself, he tried to figure it out.

		He listed the strange things that had happened over the course of the day: Alice’s strange behaviour in Jay’s Wood, the appearance of Morgenz and the strange power she wielded with her staff, Nix and their journey to Grisholme and then, Berethast.

		“They don’t want me, they want Alice!” he concluded. “But why? Nothing makes sense. It’s like I’m in a fairy story. It can’t be real!”

		“But it is,” a cold, clear female voice spoke behind him.

		Rhys turned, scared by the sudden appearance. He hadn’t heard anyone enter. “What are you, really? Am I dreaming?”

		Morgenz stood there, gaunt and deathly pale, smiling mockingly. Rhys thought her smile made her look worse than when she did not.

		“No, boy, you are not. However, you have been drawn into a realm that is not your own and of which you should not know. Your companion, the daughter-heir, seems to have forgotten her obligation to you, but that might change. For now, you are here and by my lady’s wish, no further harm will come to you yet. Lady Berethast’s judgement was correct, you know nothing.”

		She stood a while, silently contemplating him. “You know nothing of us. Men are foolish. They have forgotten the past. You have reduced our greatness to stories, told to amuse or frighten your young. You will now learn the error of your ways for the destruction your kind have worked upon the world. Maybe, Princess Berethast will be forgiving. For the time being, you will remain here to draw in the daughter-heir, the one you call ‘Alice’, to us.”

		She will follow Berethast’s orders, Rhys thought. She dares not harm me but she wants to scare me. Well, she won’t!

		Morgenz spoke, “Lady Berethast has decided you will stay here, possibly for the rest of your life, however long that may be. She may change her mind if you misbehave or she becomes bored with you. Either way, you have lost your freedom. You will do as I say or regret it at your leisure.”

		She clicked her fingers and two graceful women came in. One brought linen and fresh clothing, but not his own, he noted. She straightened the covers on his bed and laid the linen and clothing down.

		The other carried a jug of water and a beaker and placed them on the table. She threw the old water into the pail and, replacing the lid, took them away. A guard handed the first woman another bucket, she left it under the table.

		Morgenz spoke again. “You need to drink otherwise you will continue to feel unwell. You cannot eat yet. Rest. The hob-hounds will come for you later to allow you some exercise. Your fate is yet unsure, but”, she smiled, “it doesn’t look good!” She turned and left, the hob-hound closing the door behind her. Rhys heard a lock slide into place.

		He peeled off the grey tunic and trousers and splashed some water into the bowl on the washstand. There was a cake of herby-smelling soap left by the first serving woman and he washed himself. He found linen towels, dried himself and quickly put on the clean tunic and trousers left for him. He put on his trainers and sat back at the table.

		“What am I going to do?” he whispered dejectedly. He poured himself another drink, gulping it down to try to settle his churning stomach. “My best chance of escape is when they let me out for exercise,” he reasoned. “But where will I escape to?”

		Panic started to race through his body, his queasiness worsened and, once again, Rhys vomited. “Get a grip!” he shouted at himself through gritted teeth. “You won’t achieve anything doing this to yourself! You must wait—you have no choice. Perhaps Alice will come. But then what?”

		He went back to the bed and flopped down, still feeling very weak. “Just wait and see. Go out to exercise, acquiesce, don’t make them suspicious and then see what you can do.” Without any other means of planning, Rhys closed his eyes and rested.

		****

		Alice, Lord Roth and Glym spent the rest of the daylight hours following the same trail. Apart from hiding from two hob-hounds, loping up the trail to relieve the guards in the cavern, Lord Roth surmised, they met no challengers.

		Glym had taken the lead and suddenly halted, waving them into the thick undergrowth at the side of the path.

		“The prison house is in the next glade, but within its sights is Berethast’s throne room. I don’t know whether the boy is held there, it seems most likely, but we need to find out. We cannot now use the track; we must crawl through these bushes. Fortunately, they extend to the back of the prison house. We must be quiet and watch and wait, otherwise…” he pulled a finger quickly across his neck, under his chin, “we are dead!”

		As carefully as possible, Alice crawled through the thick, thorny bushes sandwiched between Glym and Lord Roth. The spiteful thorns tore at her skin and clothes and a dry dust made her thirsty and her eyes to tear. Her companions made no sound and Alice tried her best to be silent. She could not use the spell-stones, so they frequently had to freeze if they heard anything moving, allowing it to pass by and out of earshot.

		The light was fading as they finally reached the prison’s backwall. Thankfully, Alice took another swig from the water Roth carried and after, she peered around the corner of the building when Glym said it was okay. Alice could see a grand hall with twinkling lights a short distance away. Soft light spilt from doors thrown wide into the forest and musical harmonies from bells and harps played sweetly. She could even make out slender figures dancing together or talking and laughing in or just outside the building.

		Glym skirted around to the front of the prison and beyond, keeping out of sight. He reappeared about half an hour later and beckoned the others close. “There are two hob-hounds guarding the door. That must be where the boy is. Morgenz and others are just now walking towards the cell. I overheard Morgenz order the captain of the guard to make sure the caverns leading from Hob Steps are guarded. She is expecting to catch you there, girl. She goes to see the boy now. We should be safe here if you don’t accidentally call on magic, daughter-heir. Roth, if you dematerialise, you could enter the prison with them. Then we may know what to do next!” he hissed sarcastically.

		Dismissing Glym’s mockery, Lord Roth calmly walked around the side of the prison house. Before he had gone two strides, he disappeared.

		Leaving the captain of the guard and his men, Morgenz, a servant bearing a tray and two men at arms, walked to the prison door. One of the hob-hound guards slid back the bolt and opened the door for them. Roth, invisible, crept in too.

		Rhys was feverishly asleep on the bed and Morgenz bent over him, touching his forehead with the back of her hand. “He will not last long unless we feed him.” She shook him roughly and Rhys’ eyes flickered open, but his gaze was unfixed, he focused on nothing. “Lift him up,” she commanded.

		The two guards each held an arm and pulled Rhys into a sitting position, but his head just slumped down onto his chest.

		The servant lay the tray on the table and drew back the cover. Roth could see cheese and fruit drizzled in honey. A goblet of wine, half-filled.

		“Bring light!” Morgenz ordered. The hob-hound brought a lantern from outside and Morgenz raised her staff. The lamp lit immediately, and Roth could see how ill Rhys was. His hair was slick and plastered to his sweaty face. His lips were blue and his complexion grey. He looked like a breathing corpse.

		“You!” exclaimed Morgenz to the serving girl. “Bring the food, feed him. You,” she pointed to one of the guards, “Hold his head up and open his mouth.”

		The two followed her orders. The woman broke off small pieces of cheese and pushed it and honey-coated pieces of fruit into the boy’s mouth. Rhys started to chew automatically. When he swallowed, the woman placed the goblet to Rhys’ mouth and tipped a little in. He swallowed again.

		As Roth looked on, the boy’s pallor began to improve; the greyness changed, and a hint of colour came to his cheeks, his lips took on a normal pink hue and his eyes stopped their unfocused flickering from side to side.

		“Give him more,” she waved her hand at the serving woman. To Rhys, she gave one command, “Eat!”

		Rhys focused his eyes on the plate of food and the wine in the woman’s hands. He snatched the goblet, drained it and passed it back for more. He crammed as much food as he could into his mouth, trying to chew and swallow as fast as he could.

		“Slowly,” Morgenz ordered.

		The boy carried on eating and drinking in a normal fashion. After a while, he began to look better. Eventually, all the food and drink were gone. Rhys belched and lay back, head resting against the wall, a satisfied smile playing on his face. He looked intoxicated.

		Morgenz turned to the guards. “Take him outside to relieve himself.” Facing Rhys, she said, “Rhys, go with them, do not wander off.” She stopped one of the guards, placing her staff to his chest. “After, he needs exercise for an hour, then return him here and make sure he has enough water to drink.” The guard nodded his assent.

		Rhys stood up and walked out in between the guards without a question. The three walked over to a low washhouse a few metres off into the trees and went inside.

		Morgenz turned and walked out of the cell. As she passed the serving woman, she said, “Bring the boy to me after he returns.” The woman nodded.

		Roth followed both women out of the prison and silently returned to where the others were waiting.

		“I have seen Rhys. The boy appears unharmed except that he has eaten and shows all the signs of its toxic effects. We are in luck because Morgenz has ordered the guards to exercise him after his visit to the washhouse. This will be our chance to grab him. The boy is quiet and intoxicated after feeding. Only two guards watch him, and they won’t anticipate trouble. But this may be our only opportunity! Morgenz has ordered the servant to bring the boy to her as soon as the guards return him.”

		“I know where they will take him,” said Glym. “There is a clearing off the path to the right. At this time in the evening, no one will be around. All will be gathered in Berethast’s throne room, then later, her women will prepare her for the moon-gate and the others will eat and amuse themselves.”

		“Lead us on, spriggan. We must be concealed before they arrive.”

		Glym turned and pushed back through the bushes away from the prison. After about twenty metres, he started to force a way back to the path, the others following. Once they were at the edge of the trail, they made sure no danger presented itself and quickly ran across to an adjoining path.

		“It’s not very far and there are bushes surrounding the glade. We should have no trouble hiding,” Glym whispered.

		They jogged quietly along the path until a grassy glade appeared, bathed in moonlight. The three turned off the path and forced themselves into the undergrowth, squatting down to conceal themselves.

		Glym fidgeted. He had intended leaving the others after leading them to where the boy was. This wasn’t part of his original escape plan, helping them fight hob-hounds and escape with the boy, but he had been thinking whilst they journeyed through Grisholme. This may also be his chance to show others that he was worthy of their respect. Then they would not be so eager to push him around. Kellyn Nightshade and Fiorell would see his value! During his last interview with Lady Berethast and that witch, Morgenz, he realised how very little they thought of him; he was unimportant, expendable and their opinions would not improve. Perhaps this was his chance to show them all his worth.

		“I’m going to scout back down the path,” he told his companions. They both looked at him, surprised. Then Glym saw suspicion on Roth’s face. “Do not be so quick to judge, shade!” he hissed.

		“You have given me no cause to judge, so far. But then I remember your words in my cavern and your thieving ways!”

		Glym glowered. “Everyone can make mistakes but if there is no way back, then there is no point trying,” he spoke softly now.

		Roth shook his head. “What will you do if you come upon them?”

		“The hob-hounds will challenge me, but they will not be surprised by my being here. They are not looking for me. Maybe I can walk with them to your hiding place and help you dispatch them. If not, perhaps I can kill one anyway and snatch the boy whilst you come to help me.”

		“Anything we do must be quick and quiet. The further we are from Berethast’s palace, the better. Once they are alerted, it will not take them long to catch us.”

		Glym nodded. Roth came closer and held out his arm. Startled, Glym gaped but regained his composure quickly and grasped it in true warrior fashion. “Good luck,” Roth said gravely. “I will assist you as soon as I can.”

		A brief smile appeared on the spriggan’s face. The first genuine one she had seen, Alice realised.

		“Stay safe.” The twig-man said, then turned and crawled out of the undergrowth and walked back down the path.

		“Do you think we can trust him?” Alice whispered.

		“We have no choice, yet there was something changed and genuine about him. I think we can. Now, Alice, when we have Rhys, you must work fast. The faery food will have poisoned his mind and he will not want to return with us. All he will be concerned about is getting his next meal and he will do anything within his power to stay here, thoughts of family, friends and his own safety overruled by his desire to feed again. Elisayne’s gem is our only hope of saving him. The elixir contained should purge him of the toxins. You have to get him to drink it. Glym and I might not be able to help you do this and we won’t have much time before Berethast responds to the alarm.”

		“How?” Alice asked, worried.

		Roth looked at her sternly. “Find a way, daughter-heir. We are risking ourselves because of you.”

		Alice blushed and looked away. Roth patted her arm and then pushed his way to the glade’s edge and waited.

		Alice came to stand beside him. The glade was peaceful. Nightingales sang and rabbits nibbled the grass around the edge, alert to all danger and ready to bolt back into the undergrowth. The moon was still riding high above the treetops, the glade bathed intermittently in the moonlight as clouds scurried across the sky.

		“Good,” whispered Lord Roth. “The rabbits will alert us to their coming before we see them.”

		“Why hasn’t Glym frightened them?”

		“Because he, too, belongs in the wood.”

		Glym crept along the path trying to keep to the shadows as much as he could. He felt good, happy even. Roth’s arm-shake and parting comment had filled him with hope and pride, a feeling he was unused to, but one he liked.

		Then, he heard footsteps. He waited a few seconds and two hob-hounds either side of a stumbling boy came into sight. The guards each held an arm and half-dragged, half guided the boy towards the exercise ground. Rhys was talking quickly, non-stop, the guards ignoring him. As they came closer even in the moonlight, Glym could see the heightened colour of the boy’s cheeks and his glassy-eyed stare. He was babbling on about when he could have a drink, when he could meet Berethast and whether she would be eating with him. He gushed about how beautiful she was, how beautiful the place was and how kind they were to show him around. It was like watching a shambling, gabbling drunk.

		He waited until they came level with him and then stepped out of the shadows, arms raised.

		“What have you here?” he asked conversationally.

		The nearest hob-hound let go of Rhys who slumped against the other. “Who’s there?” it growled, drawing out its short, stabbing sword.

		“A friend, a spriggan. I’m on my way to the palace.” Glym bowed down low and the hob-hound relaxed its stance. Then, quickly, out of his boot, Glym pulled a throwing knife and the next second, a silver hilt protruded from the hob-hound’s chest. It dropped to the ground, moaning.

		The other guard pushed Rhys roughly down onto the ground and jumped over him to attack the spriggan. As he leapt, he let out a blood-curdling shriek, which ended abruptly when Lord Roth, appearing between the spriggan and the hob-hound, buried his spear into its gut. It howled with pain and lay writhing on the grass.

		Roth bent down, wrapped his arms around the boy’s chest and forcibly picked up Rhys who was on his knees. “Come on!” he yelled at Glym. Rhys started to shout for help and struggle, kicking back at Roth. Roth continued to hold him, running towards Alice anxiously waiting in the bushes.

		A bell started ringing behind them. “It’s the alarm!” shouted Glym. “They’re coming!”

		Alice emerged, and Lord Roth pushed Rhys onto the ground down on his knees. He continued to hold on to him. Rhys was thrashing around in panic but when he caught sight of Alice, he redoubled his efforts to escape. “Don’t take me away!” he whined. “Help! Help!”

		Alice had the pendant in her hand. “Unscrew the acorn and let a drop of the elixir into his mouth.”

		Rhys clamped his mouth shut as Alice approached.

		“Glym! Quick! Force the boy’s mouth open!”

		The spriggan stepped forward and roughly held Rhys’ head still. “Pinch his nose, girl!” he snapped.

		Alice did as she was told. She watched carefully as a small drop of liquor slid into Rhys’s mouth. She stood back just in time as Rhys gagged, the spriggan released his head and the boy doubled up and vomited on the ground in front of him.

		“Now, once more!” Roth yelled. Glym grabbed the boy and Alice repeated her actions. This time, Rhys just spluttered and fell back against Lord Roth in a dead faint.

		By now, lights and noise had reached the path approaching the glade.

		“Use the box, Alice. Take yourself and Rhys out of Grisholme. Glym, help her.” He dropped the boy gently to the ground and turned, sprinting towards the oncoming foe.

		Alice took the box from its chain and placed it next to Rhys. She pictured in her mind the Lady’s Watch and the box grew. With Glym’s help, they managed to flop Rhys into the box and Alice felt her bracelet’s heat. By this time, hob-hounds had run into the glade, full pelt. They howled when they saw Glym and Alice, bounding quickly over, their tongues lolling out.

		“Go now!” Glym urged as he turned to face the creatures, pulling out his other throwing knife, holding it before him, crouching with his knife arm outstretched.

		Alice jumped into the box and, at the last moment, grabbed its side. She felt herself tumbling, rolling head over heels, then she landed on something soft that grunted underneath her. She had landed on top of Rhys.

		It took her a few moments to recover but Rhys was already pushing her off him. “Get off! What’s going on? Where are we now?”

		She quickly got up. “Rhys! You are okay!” She moved to hug him, but he held out a hand to stop her.

		“I think so, but I feel so sick. Where are the dog men?” He stopped and looked at her. “You came to get me. I didn’t know what to do. Thanks!”

		This time, she did hug him.

		****

		Glym waited for the hob-hound that reached him first to jump at him. He thrust his knife into the creature’s neck and pushed it aside. As he did so, another jumped up. Glym leapt aside but the hound viciously bit into his shoulder as Glym slashed its throat. Hot blood poured over him as they both tumbled onto the grass. Two other hounds came running up, but they ignored their fallen comrades and raced on, trying to find the scent of Rhys and Alice. Lord Roth was nowhere to be seen, but from the noise, Glym knew he was still fighting. He rolled the body of the hob-hound off him and, as quickly as he could, made his way back into the thorny undergrowth.

		Hob-hound blood covered him. It would disguise his scent, he thought. The pain in his shoulder was horrific and his arm hung uselessly at his side. A bright light flashed further down the glade and things went quiet. “Roth is finished,” he whispered sadly. “Time to go.” He turned and started to creep through the thicket.

		****

		Alice fastened the Box of Knowing back around her neck and looked around. They were on the springy turf outside Lady’s Watch. Jay’s Wood was a dark smudge below and, across the valley, the Two Sisters stood out sharply, dark against the paler sky. She could see fleeting glimpses of the full moon as clouds passed by. “Fiorell!” she called. Nothing. “Fiorell! It’s Alice! Where are you?”

		Rhys stared at her. “Who are you calling for? You’re not going all ‘Lord of the Rings’ on me again, are you?” He looked around nervously.

		“Kellyn said he would come to me as soon as I escaped Grisholme. I thought Fiorell would be here to help us if we needed it and to accompany us to the moon-gate.” She looked at her watch, eleven-thirty. “I don’t know what to do!” she cried.

		“What’s the moon-gate? Why can’t we just go back to Briar Cottage?”

		“You don’t understand! You’re not even supposed to be here!”

		“I know that much,” countered Rhys. “Morgenz made it quite clear the danger I was in by being brought into this and how little I mattered!”

		“I’m sorry, Rhys. You shouldn’t be involved; I made a mistake. But I’m new to this, too, and I don’t know what I’m doing most of the time. I just do what I think will work out. Right now, I’ve got to find my friends and you can either help me or make your own way back. I have to be here.”

		Rhys was silent for a few moments. “Well, Morgenz is such a cow. I’d like to get my own back, so I think I’ll stick around and help you, if I can.”

		Alice smiled gratefully. “Thanks,” she hesitated, “But there’s something I must do to you, first.” Rhys looked warily at her as she brought out Elisayne’s gemstone. “If you are to help me, you need to know what is happening. Now you’re out of Grisholme, I don’t think you will see faeries.” She moved towards him, unscrewing the acorn gem.

		“What’s that?” he asked nervously.

		“I need you to let me drop this liquid in your eyes and ears. Then you will see and hear everything I do. But Lord Roth said it means you’ll always see faeries.”

		Rhys gulped and then shrugged. “Just do it.” Alice smiled and gently and carefully, she dripped the elixir into his eyes and ears. Rhys blinked but didn’t complain.

		She turned back to face the stones of the Watch. “When Kellyn and I were here last, he put his hands like this, flat on this stone and asked Fiorell if we could enter.” She felt the familiar warmth as her bracelet glowed.

		Rhys gasped and jumped back. The air in front of him seemed to shimmer and thicken, as if a heat haze had just appeared. He watched in amazement as turf crept up and around the Watch and a stone door appeared in the burial mound.

		“You were right, Rhys. This is the grave of my ancestor, Lady Ysabet, wife of King Herla of the Fay. Fiorell is her guardian dragon.”

		Yesterday, Rhys would have laughed but today was different. He was different. “Can we get in?”

		Alice pushed on the stone door and it swung open to reveal the tunnel.

		They entered together and soon were in the central chamber. “Fiorell?” Alice called, quickly scanning the dragon’s little antechamber. It was empty.

		Alice walked around to face Lady Ysabet’s chair, she wasn’t there. “They’ve gone!” she wailed. “Quick, Rhys, we’ve got to get to the standing stones.”

		They turned to leave. To their horror, standing blocking the entrance was a familiar tall thin figure clutching a willow staff. “Morgenz!” they cried out in unison, too scared to move.

		“Well done, daughter-heir,” she said, her words dripping with malice. Ignoring Rhys, she fixed Alice with a terrible glare. “You have surpassed our measure of you, you are indeed resourceful. But now you are undone! You cannot get to the moon-gate in time, so our efforts have not been wasted!”

		She turned her head to look scornfully at Rhys, “So you can see us! No matter. You will come back with me, Lady Berethast wishes it!” She raised her staff and Rhys stood transfixed as Morgenz approached him.

		As she walked, she spoke to Alice, “You are untrained and unknowing, no match for us! All use of magic leaves a trail, its own unique fingerprint. We knew, as soon as you used the Box of Knowing, where you were, but you have given us even more than we could have wished by opening up Ysabet’s grave. Even if without your presence, Ysabet and the sisters persuade Lord Herla that the time for his return is not yet, I will bring so much destruction here that Ysabet, after this night, will no longer have the Lady’s Watch to keep her guarded and safe. Her wraith cannot survive without its enchantment. The time of man shall end!”

		Aghast at the harm she had caused, Alice felt her blood boil and hatred build towards Morgenz for what she was trying to do to her friend and her threats against Ysabet. Her fury unlocked her paralysis, movement returned to her and, without thinking, she snatched Elisayne’s dagger from her belt and threw herself at the powerful woman.

		Her attack came as a complete surprise to the faery. She stumbled back, managing to fling her hands up just in time to shield her face and push Alice away. However, the cold iron of Elisayne’s dagger grazed her arms as Alice wildly slashed, trying to defeat her.

		Morgenz screeched in agony and quickly blocked further attacks with her staff, pushing Alice back, out of arm’s length. Visibly shaken, hurt and now terribly angry, she levelled her staff and started an incantation, all the time glaring malevolently at Alice.

		Alice’s skin started to crawl, and her eyesight dimmed. She felt her bracelet heat up and dimly saw a light flashing. Morgenz’s incantation faltered and the heat at her wrist increased, her bracelet working against the magic, protecting her.

		A loud crack echoed around the stone chamber and she heard, rather than saw, Morgenz’s staff clatter to the floor. The faery’s glamour broken, Rhys stumbled towards Alice, helping her to her feet. Just then, a welcome voice boomed, “Desist!” followed by a further whip crack.

		“Kellyn!” Alice cried, her sight clearing.

		Morgenz was kneeling, Kellyn’s whip coiled around her neck. Her staff lay broken in two and out of reach. She scrabbled uselessly at the leather tightening around her neck, her eyes bulging and her face turning blue. “Stay perfectly still, Morgenz, or die—the choice is yours!” She dropped her arms, straightened them. “Now stand!”

		The faery pulled herself up to her full height. Kellyn relaxed the tautness of the whip and Morgenz gulped air in shuddering gasps. “You are not welcome here; you cannot return on pain of death!” Morgenz fixed her eyes on Kellyn and hissed her hatred and defiance. “Return forthwith to Grisholme but remember, your life is forfeit if you step into this place again!”

		A blindingly bright white light flashed, and Morgenz was gone.

		Kellyn turned anxiously towards Alice, “Are you hurt?”

		Alice shook her head. Relief in her voice, she said, “I thought you had forgotten to come. I thought she would take Rhys back and destroy the Watch!”

		“Yes, she would have but she’s gone, sent back to Grisholme. Now, we must leave for the moon-gate before it is too late! Quick, your box, Alice.”

		Without further explanation, Alice once more imagined, this time of the Sister Stones. Her bracelet gleamed, and the box grew.

		Kellyn looked at Rhys as if noticing him for the first time. He stood there struck dumb by the weird happenings. “You too,” said Kellyn, pointing at the box. “You are not safe to be left alone yet.”

		After jumping in the box, Rhys found himself lying between the standing stones and the valley’s slope falling away into darkness. He could make out very little else of the landscape around him.

		Alice quickly joined him but this time, he had the sense to roll away before she appeared. They both stood up, Alice replacing the box on its chain, dropping it under her tee shirt.

		“Where is everyone? We can’t be too late!”

		In response, Rhys pointed across the valley and up. A large black silhouette appeared against the starry sky, moonlight reflecting off metallic, scaly wings. “It’s a dragon!” he cried fearfully.

		Alice spotted it too, swooping down towards them. “It’s Fiorell!” yelled Alice.

		Fiorell, as large as a horse, glided down gracefully. A strong disturbance of air blew against them as her wings countered the currents rising up from the valley. Alice and Rhys staggered backwards, shielding their eyes from the turbulence. Fiorell landed before them, tucking her wings against her flanks.

		“Well met, Alice,” she said. She inclined her head towards Rhys, “You too, boy.” Rhys stood, open-mouthed.

		She stooped further, allowing her rider to dismount. Lady Ysabet stood beautiful and ethereal before them. “Welcome, daughter, welcome, young warrior. I know of your troubles, Fiorell has told me of your faithfulness and bravery and I give thanks for your safe return. Now let us prepare to meet my husband.”

		The wraith glided over to stand between the Sister Stones and, as Alice had done a day earlier, she lay both of her palms against each stone. A silver light escaped from beneath each hand and the outline of doors appeared.

		Alice and Rhys watched in rapt silence. Alice became aware of a flurry of feathers as a large barn owl swooped down from the sky, landing on the grass in front of her. Kellyn became himself again.

		He strode over to the stone on Ysabet’s left just as the door opened and Ayzel stepped through. “My lady,” Kellyn bowed. He took up her hand and brought it to his lips. “Ysabet,” he nodded over to the wraith.

		“Husband,” whispered Ayzel, and they embraced.

		The other door opened, and another beautiful faery stood there. “Sister. We meet again.” Kellyn gallantly helped Ainne over the threshold and the three women turned to Alice.

		“Dearest, stand with us.” Ysabet’s voice was melodious but commanding. Hesitantly, Alice walked towards them. As she drew level, Ayzel and Ainne linked arms with her, and the three of them stood behind Ysabet as she held up her arms to the sky.

		Fiorell and Rhys stood together, behind, watching the clouds unveiling the moon now full, huge and glowing, shining through the stones.

		Between the stones, the stars in the sky winked out and the night air rippled like a curtain of black flowing water. Then it silvered and continued brightening until finally dissipating like morning mist. Another landscape appeared as if a door had opened. Like a deep gash in the blackness, it bled light into the night’s sky still blanketing the valley. In awe and fear, Alice stepped back but the sisters held her firmly, comforting her, telling her to hold fast and not to be afraid.

		

	
		

		Day Five

		

		Held, as if suspended between the stones, the alien landscape contrasted sharply with the starry night sky.

		Through the portal, early evening sunlight shone on rolling grassy downs meeting an ocean, crashing onto a pebble beach. The smell of the sea rushed through the gap carried on a fresh breeze, and seabirds wheeled and cried as they dipped into the surf.

		A great white stallion stamped and reared before them, expertly controlled by its rider. He raised himself in his saddle, a tall, powerful man in leather hunting garb. His fierce, handsome face lean and angular, crowned with majestic antlers growing from curling brown hair flowing past his shoulders. A gold band encircled his brow. Hanging across his back was a huge ash bow and quiver, bristling with arrows. He was wild, untamed and otherworldly.

		Behind, more men, similarly dressed and armed, mounted on coal-black horses, fretting and whinnying. Some huntsmen held magnificent sea eagles gripping their leather gloves, other eagles were swooping and diving around the party. Lithe hunting hounds skittered and barked around the horses.

		All had just come to a halt—horses, dogs and men—breathing hard.

		As Ysabet stepped towards them, a snowy owl glided across the valley, skimming the grass and landing softly. The air shimmered. Berethast now stood beside Ysabet, her beauty, flawless, her fair hair shining in the moonlight. The women inclined their heads to each other and, together, stepped through the moon-gate.

		Ayzel and Ainne, with Alice in between, followed. Kellyn, too, stepped through, beckoning Rhys to follow. Only Fiorell, the guardian, remained.

		They passed into a wide, green meadow. Behind them, two stones stood tall, the moon-gate showing as a dark strip of night beyond. Sloping above, was a deep forest’s edge with huge, ancient trees. Below them, the grassland sloped gently down to the sea. Alice saw brightly coloured tents and pavilions pitched at the pebbly beachside, small figures moving around the camp.

		The cool breeze whipped the hair from their faces and the air smelled clean and briny.

		The leader swung down from his saddle and strode over to them. He was smiling broadly, flashing white teeth and looking as dangerous and unpredictable as a wild animal. He lifted Berethast’s hand to his lips. “Sister,” he acknowledged. Then he scooped up Ysabet in a close embrace. “My love,” he whispered. Berethast frowned.

		Just at that moment, a scream of rage burst through the moon-gate and Morgenz appeared, running over to Rhys, staff in hand, grabbing his arm. Two hob-hound guards, swords outstretched, followed her, taking up position either side of Morgenz and Rhys. “Lord Herla, King!” she shouted as Rhys struggled to free himself. “This boy is my Lady Berethast’s prisoner!”

		Alice gasped and Kellyn, stern-faced, uncoiled his whip, turning to face Morgenz.

		Berethast glared at her servant, palm outstretched to stop her, concern and irritation written across her face.

		“Hold!” shouted the king.

		He pushed Ysabet gently behind him and looked thunderously at the tall faery and her guards. Rhys still struggled frantically to break her grip.

		Herla’s men-at-arms dismounted, swords hissed as they withdrew them from their scabbards. Kellyn stood still, whip in hand, waiting anxiously. All looked to the king.

		“Explain quickly, Morgenz, why you bring such discord to this happy meeting and what you mean by bringing your creatures here,” Herla growled.

		“My king, he is chosen by Berethast and has been stolen from Grisholme. I have come to take him back.”

		“Brother,” purred Berethast, moving to stand beside him, “Morgenz is my servant, she acts rashly but speaks truly. Let me deal with this.”

		“No!” Alice ran forward, facing the king. “They took him to try and stop me from being here. Ask Kellyn! Ask Lord Roth!”

		“I claim him as my own, brother,” Berethast spoke softly, “It is my right.”

		Ignoring her, he moved towards Alice. “You speak of Roth! What part has he played? Is my daughter threatened?”

		Herla turned as Ysabet touched his arm. His face anguished, his body poised for violence. “Elisayne is safe, husband. The little one is our daughter-heir and the boy is her friend. My lord, I think he has a part to play in her life beyond this day. He has a brave soul.”

		Kellyn, who had also moved to stand beside Alice, nodded. “My lady speaks the truth, sire.”

		“Nevertheless,” Berethast raised her voice, “I still claim him. He knows of faeries. He cannot be returned!”

		Herla glowered at Morgenz. All could see his simmering anger and tension mounted amongst his men. “Leave him!” He pointed at the hob-hounds, “Begone!”

		The hob-hounds backed away, they seemed confused, shaking their dog heads as if dazed, dropping to all fours, whining. Then, in their place were wild dogs, their clothing and weapons strewn before them. Hackles raised, they howled in fear, turned to the forest and fled. The hunting hounds bayed and immediately gave chase.

		Morgenz dropped Rhys’ arm and looked questioningly at her mistress. “To me, Morgenz!” Berethast snapped.

		“Come!” ordered the king. “We ride to our camp.” He glared at Berethast. “Once there, we will settle this matter.”

		Herla gently helped Ysabet onto his horse then leapt up behind her, flicked his rein and used his knees to guide the huge horse around. His feet urged it into a canter towards the beach.

		The huntsmen mounted up and approached each of the others, holding out muscled arms for them to swing up onto their mounts to follow.

		Alice found herself seated in front of one of them, gripping on to the mane of the biggest horse she had ever ridden. Its hooves threw up turf and she clung on as the horse gathered speed. She just hoped Kellyn and Rhys were riding with her. She dared not look around to check.

		The party slowed as they approached the camp. More men appeared, their horse master shouting orders. Everyone was dismounting and the huntsman behind her lifted her down to Kellyn and Rhys.

		“The ladies Ayzel and Ainne await you. Follow them,” Kellyn nodded towards a large yellow tent. Ayzel was beckoning her. “Rhys, you come with me.” He strode off.

		“Are you okay, Rhys?” Alice asked. “We won’t let them take you.”

		Pale and obviously shaken, Rhys smiled, “Thanks.”

		“Come on, boy!” yelled Kellyn, waiting a short distance away.

		“Better go. See you later,” he said bravely. He turned and jogged over to Kellyn. Together, they walked on down over the pebbles and stooped under the canvas roof of a large, open-sided pavilion. The king, his hunting party, Lady Ysabet and the others already gathered there. Alice could see Berethast speaking to Morgenz, a little apart from everyone else, her anger clear.

		Alice quickly joined Ayzel, holding open the tent flap. “Worry not, dearest. Lady Ysabet will speak for Rhys. Herla will listen.”

		Inside the tent, a graceful attendant poured wine into three crystal goblets. Alice looked at it dubiously as the woman handed it to her. She smiled. “Do not fear, my lady. You will come to no harm.”

		Ainne nodded in agreement then dismissed the servant. “You have nothing to fear here. Neither does your young companion. My sister’s husband will explain everything, and Rhys will tell his story, too. Rest now. King Herla will speak with you later.”

		Ayzel took Alice’s arm, guiding her to a seat. “Relax and refresh yourself. We will join the others soon.”

		Alice drank thirstily and sat down to wait, nervously, on one of the low couches arranged on three sides of the tent. She could not help but wonder what was happening to her friends.

		****

		Herla guided Ysabet to one of a pair of finely carved and gilded chairs raised up on a low platform. He handed her a goblet of wine. Then, pouring himself a drink, he sat next to her, glowering, waiting for all to assemble. Finally, Kellyn and Rhys made their way to stand in front of him.

		“Well?” he said, taking in the two of them as well as his sister and her servant. “It is clear that events have unfolded of which I need to hear and judge!”

		Berethast stepped forward and bowed her head, sweeping her arms out low before her. “Brother, I claim this boy as my own. It is our people’s right. Forgive my servant. She acts as she thinks will please me, but she forgets her place. I will correct her for her insolent behaviour at the moon-gate.”

		“My lord,” Kellyn interrupted, “your daughter-heir spoke truthfully. Morgenz took the boy to entrap Alice. Only through her courage and with help from Lord Roth did he escape. Furthermore, Morgenz sought to destroy the Lady’s Watch and so deny your wife her sanctuary!”

		Herla sprang to his feet, throwing the goblet to the ground where it smashed into a thousand diamond pieces. “What! You dare to threaten my wife?” Seeming to grow in stature, he stood, towering above them, pointing at Morgenz. His rage mounted, and tendrils of blue light sparked from his fingers.

		Berethast, alarmed, took a step back and glared at her servant angrily. “You fool,” she mouthed.

		Morgenz had been standing straight and proud, but Herla’s fury broke her defiance, made her fall to her knees, immobilised and mute. She stared back at Berethast, pleading with her eyes.

		“Brother! King! Morgenz did bring the boy to me and I found him interesting. He escaped with help, but I did not know of Morgenz’s treachery. She did not act on my orders.” She looked down at Morgenz.

		The kneeling woman met her gaze, outrage plainly etched on her face at her mistress’ words.

		Berethast adopted a piteous look, “I believe she has gone mad. Her grief witnessing man’s devastation through the ages too much for her. It is a heavy burden we endure.” She sighed, “I will see to it that she is cared for and brought back to sanity.”

		“You were always good at honeyed words to soothe and deceive. Do not think me a puppet that you can play, sister! Your servant has gone too far! I do not know how much a part you had in her actions, but I know of your treacherous demeanour. Take her punishment as a warning!”

		Berethast pulled back, putting more distance between herself and her servant, fear clearly etched on her beautiful face.

		The Horned King resumed pointing at Morgenz who was cowering now. The blue light shone ever brighter as it played around his outstretched fingers. Then, it snaked its way towards the kneeling woman, crackling with energy. Morgenz opened her mouth in a soundless shriek, engulfed in a penumbra of blue light. Then she started to shrink.

		The company watched in awed silence as the sprite became ever smaller until, at the size of a fly, there was a bright blue flash and she was no more. Berethast shot her brother a look of horror, there was another blinding flash and she was gone.

		“She has fled to Grisholme, but she is unharmed,” Kellyn whispered to Rhys.

		He walked over to where Morgenz had knelt and squatted down. Picking up a round, grey pebble, the size of his fist, he approached the king. Kellyn handed the stone to Herla, now sitting back on his throne. No one else had moved.

		Herla examined it and was satisfied. He showed it to his wife. “You are avenged, my love.”

		Ysabet nodded. She took the pebble and handed it back to Kellyn. “You know what to do, my friend.” He nodded and returned to stand with Rhys.

		Curiously, Rhys looked at the pebble Kellyn held out to him. Within the stone was a large cloudy white crystalline teardrop. He looked at it, fascinated. Within the crystal, locked inside the pebble, he could see the tiny moving body of Morgenz, her hands outstretched, palms touching the mineral surface of her prison.

		Kellyn walked over to the breaking waves and waded thigh-deep into the surf. He drew his arm behind his shoulder and hurled the pebble as hard as he could. It arced up further than Rhys could have imagined before splashing into deep water.

		“It is done!” Lord Herla bellowed. “She is banished until time and tide brings her prison to land!” He stood and offered a hand to his wife. “Now we must meet our newest daughter.” He turned to Kellyn and Rhys, “Attend!” and started to walk towards the yellow tent, tenderly aiding his wife over the stony shore.

		****

		Alice fidgeted, frightened about what the outcome of Rhys’ audience with the king would bring. The air in the tent was too hot and stuffy and she could feel trickles of sweat running down her neck, making her hairline damp. She felt stifled and queasy. The sisters were speaking softly to one another, their attention having strayed from the girl. Alice stood up and before they could prevent her, she raised the tent flap and stepped outside.

		A glorious, breath-taking sunset greeted her as the sun dipped into the sea, the horizon shot through with crimson, pink and gold and every hue in between.

		Walking up from the shore, she could see the imposing figure of the king, antlers dark against the backdrop of sea and sky, with Ysabet. Relieved, she also recognised Kellyn and Rhys amongst the men of the king’s hunt, unharmed and unhindered.

		A delicious smell wafted on the breeze, of roasted meat and freshly baked bread and pastries filling the air, making her mouth water. To the side of her tent, a sumptuous feast was laid out on a horseshoe-shaped table; bowls piled high with luscious fruits and dainty pastries, platters of steaming meat and bread, rounds of cheese and crocks of butter and cream, flagons of ruby red wine and malty dark ale. Five high-backed chairs graced the round head of the table and benches curved either side. Elegant men and women dressed in bright silk, leathers and furs stood behind, ready to join the feast.

		King Herla strode up, smiling, his arm linked through Ysabet’s. “Here we meet, Alice.” He turned to wait for Kellyn and Rhys to catch up. “Kellyn Nightshade, Rhys, you will join my lady and Alice. I would speak with you.”

		The tent flap lifted, Ayzel and Ainne joined the gathering outside and Herla stepped inside, the others following. He seated himself on a couch and beckoned to his wife to sit beside him. “Sit,” he said to the other three.

		He addressed Alice, “Know, child, that my wife has told me of all that has befallen you. You are indeed a worthy heir, strong in your power, courageous and resourceful. You will need all of these to sustain you in the long years of your life. You were born with a duty to fulfil. Succeed in your own small way, within your own small sphere, and humanity will have their time to prosper. It is my greatest hope that they will come to love their earth and understand the error of their selfish ways. They must turn from their path of greed, ignorance and self-destruction. Your greatest challenge will be to encourage those you meet to do this.” He smiled, “Humans have a saying: ‘From tiny acorns, mighty oaks do grow.’ This is your challenge, to show others what must be done.”

		“I…I don’t know how,” Alice said in a small voice.

		Ysabet stood and stepped over to her. She knelt on the ground and looked deep into Alice’s eyes. “You do, my love.” She held Alice’s hands. “You have done so much already, and you are so young. Kellyn will guide you but you have Gwen’s life and achievements to inspire you. You must not be afraid.” Alice nodded, overwhelmed and unsure. Ysabet squeezed her hand, “Trust us.” She returned to Herla’s side.

		“Rhys, I come to you. Fate has played its part and now there is no turning back, you will see faeries around you, always. You are brave, and I would ask that you help your friend, my daughter-heir. Take her cause for your own and so support each other. Do you think you can do this?”

		“Yes, I think so.” He sounds so certain, Alice thought.

		“Good. You will have my gratitude always. I have a gift for you,” he clapped his hands and a huntsman came in cradling a small black bird. “This is Hrafn.”

		The man held out his palm. Rhys looked at Herla, puzzled, but the man continued to hold out the bird, so Rhys held out his hand. The little bird hopped on to Rhys’ palm then calmly walked up his arm, coming to rest on his shoulder. It ruffled its feathers and croaked “Hraf-n” then stuck its head under a wing.

		Herla smiled. “This is Hrafn from Huginn’s brood. He is fay—a raven of Odin and will faithfully serve you. He will warn you of faeries, but he will also collect information and take and bring back messages from your friends and the fay. You need not worry that others will see him, he is glamoured, they will not know. Neither will you need to care for him, he will see to himself. Though he will always be hungry and demanding of your indulgence! Be firm and fair with him and he will be loyal, till the end of your days.”

		Rhys turned and looked down at the fluffed-up creature nestling below his ear. Alice could tell how gratified and curious he was. “He’s not afraid,” she whispered, “But I’m terrified!” Kellyn heard her and patted her leg reassuringly.

		“Now, you have my thanks, but you must return to your own world, the longer you stay here, the more difficult it will be for you to leave.”

		“But what about the feast?” Rhys asked, disappointment and longing in his tone.

		“You know you cannot eat it,” Kellyn said. “Faery food is toxic to mankind.”

		“But the wine I drank?” Alice questioned, alarmed.

		“Just wine, daughter. Our feast is to celebrate my wife’s return and that of Kellyn and his lady and Lady Ainne, thanking them for their steadfastness and sacrifice. You must return, or you may never do so. Kellyn will take you to the moon-gate.” His gaze lingered softly on Alice, “We will meet next year, Alice. Remember.” He stood and crossed the space between them, gesturing that Alice should stand. She did so, and he leant down and kissed her forehead. He did the same to Rhys. “Take my blessing, keep safe.” Then, holding his arm out for Ysabet to join him, he left the tent.

		Alice and Rhys both looked at Kellyn, their desire to stay plain to see.

		“This is why you must leave. Come then. We will ride. Let us find some horses and we will tell you, Alice, of all that happened.”

		Half an hour later, they found themselves in front of the moon-gate, the strip of the earth’s night still blacker than the twilight surrounding them.

		Kellyn slipped from his horse and helped Rhys and Alice down from the one they had shared. “Good night, younglings. We will meet mid-morning at the Lady’s Watch and talk through everything you have learned this night. Fiorell will be waiting for you on the other side. Go through now. I’m anxious to return to my Lady Ayzel.”

		Without another word, he remounted and took up the reins of the second horse then waited to see them through.

		Rhys shrugged at Alice, Hrafn protesting at the unexpected movement, and together they stepped through the stones.

		****

		Dawn was fast approaching, the sky silvering behind them as they stood looking down to the darkness still held in the crook between the valley’s sides. They looked back. The standing stones loomed dark against the grey but there was no glimpse of Fayland. All Alice could see in the new light was the waving grass of the upland beyond the stones.

		There Fiorell waited, still in her dragon shape. “Come, I will take you home.”

		Rhys looked anxious, troubled by something. “How did Morgenz and the hob-hounds get through the moon-gate with you guarding it?”

		Fiorell rolled her eyes and answered exasperatedly, “I cannot stop the fay from entering Fayland, boy. Morgenz and her guard have safe passage, as all faeries do. I stand guard to stop your kind from stumbling through whilst the gate is open.”

		Rhys nodded. “Sorry,” he mumbled.

		She shook her head and knelt so firstly, Alice, followed by a sheepish Rhys, could climb up on her broad scaly back. “Hold tight,” she shouted above the loud beating of her wings and then with a great leap, they were airborne.

		Alice shut her eyes tightly and her stomach flipped, but Rhys was whooping and shouting in excitement. “Look, Alice, it’s wonderful!” She opened her eyes and the dark valley spread out beneath her. Her hair whipped about her face and the breeze cooled her as she clung tightly to Fiorell’s neck. Rhys’ arms were tight around her waist, but he leant from side to side as he tried to see everything beneath them, Hrafn balancing on the boy’s shoulder with ease, squawking with pleasure.

		In minutes, they were over Briar Cottage, the boundary stones shining bright. Fiorell landed gently in the paddock below the house. Alice and Rhys slid down onto the grass and watched as Fiorell shrunk to the size of a cat. Hrafn squawked in alarm but Fiorell ignored him.

		“Go quickly home. We will speak of all things tomorrow. Kellyn will find you. I must await my lady.”

		“I have this,” Alice held out Elisayne’s green gem. “I must return it to Lady Elisayne, but I don’t know how.”

		“Give it to me. I will make sure it is returned to the lady.” Alice knelt and placed the pendant around the dragon’s neck. Fiorell accompanied the two back to the cottage, stopping at the boundary stones, gleaming brightly in the presence of a fay. “Good night and well done. You have earned our gratitude and high esteem.” With a flourish of her tail, she leapt into the night.

		The return to their world had brought back the alarm and exhaustion of the night. Without a word, Alice and Rhys walked around to the backdoor and quietly entered the sleeping house.

		****

		Glym staggered up the valley’s side towards Lady’s Watch, leaning heavily on his walking stick. He could feel the venom from the hob-hound’s bite coursing through his body with every beat of his heart. The bite throbbed excruciatingly and he was losing a lot of blood. He realised he would be lucky to reach his home alive. “Fool!” he spat. “This is the reward you get for helping! A lonely, painful death! I don’t suppose any of them even care what has happened to you!”

		He crawled over the valley’s lip but then rolled over on his back and collapsed, unable to move any further. Lady’s Watch loomed over him and stars twinkled in the sky.

		As his eyes seemed to dim, he became aware of someone walking over to him. She bent down and cradled his head in her hands. “Fiorell,” he whispered, surprised but grateful for any company. He did not want to die alone.

		“Shush, Glym. Be still and drink this.” She unscrewed the emerald acorn and dripped a few drops into Glym’s mouth. “Swallow, Glym, all will be well. You have shown us your true nature and we are much in your debt. Sleep now. When you wake, all will be well.”

		The spriggan swallowed the bitter liquid and fell into a deep sleep.

		Fiorell, now in her dragon form, picked him up gently in her claws and cradled him as she flew the injured wood sprite back to his elder tree home.

		THE END

		

	
		

		Characters, Places, Objects

		

		Ainne, Lady: One of the two faery sisters, guardian of the moon-gate

		Alice Villiers: human girl, daughter-heir

		Ava: Human girl, school friend of Alice

		Aylrith: Daughter of Lord Roth and Lady Elisayne, half faery

		Ayzel, Lady: One of the two faery sisters, Guardian of the moon-gate, wife of Kellyn Nightshade

		Babbacombe: Coastal town and beach in South Devon, England

		Berethast, Faery Princess: Sister of King Herla of the Fay, Protector of the Forest

		Box of Knowing: Magical box that the daughter-heir can use to solve problems, move things magically

		Boundary Stones: Enchanted ring of pebbles around Briar Cottage that warn of danger/ magic

		Briar Cottage: Home of Gwen then Grace and Joe’s B&B. Inherited from Gwen by Grace and Alice

		Brook-horse: Faery creature, servant to Morgenz and Berethast

		Brownie: A small tree-living faery

		Buckfastleigh: A town in South Devon, England

		Changeling: A creature made from magic, used to deliver messages / perform tasks

		Charm: being or possessing enchantment

		Cowshed: Agricultural buildings belonging to Briar Cottage, Mr Byrd’s home

		Devon: coastal county in the southwest of England

		Elisayne, Lady: Daughter of King Herla and Lady Ysabet, wife of Lord Roth

		Elsewhere: An enchanted realm

		Exeter: City and port on the coast of Devon, England

		Faery: The inhabitants of enchanted realms, fairy, fay

		Fay: See above

		Fayland: The realm of faeries ruled over by King Herla

		Fegwyrm: Half man, half serpent, guarding Grisholme

		Fiorell: Dragon mage and shape-shifter, guardian of Ysabet and the Lady’s Watch

		Glamour: Something or someone enchanted

		Gift: The ability to see and know faery, to use faery magic

		Glym: A spriggan

		Grace: human, sister of Alice

		Greenpeace: An international organisation dedicated to saving the planet

		Grisholme: Faery realm of Princess Berethast

		Guardian: A protector of the moon-gate

		Gwen Villiers: Daughter-heir, Great Aunt of Alice and Grace, previous resident of Briar Cottage

		Herla, King: Faery king

		High Top farm: Farm sharing the valley with Briar Cottage’s residents

		Hob-hounds: Faery guards of Grisholme, changelings magically constructed from wild dogs, man shaped with jackal heads

		Hob’s Brook: Stream running through the valley

		Hob’s Lane: The road leading from the Hob Steps ford to Hight Top Farm

		Hob Steps: Ancient steppingstone bridge crossing the stream at the ford

		Hob’s Wood: Woodland at the lower end of the valley into the gorge

		Horned King: King Herla

		Hrafn: Enchanted baby raven given to Rhys by King Herla

		Huginn: One of Odin’s ravens, father of Hrafn

		Jay: Woodland bird, member of the crow family

		Jay’s Lane: Road running from the Hob Steps to Briar Cottage

		Jay’s Wood: The wood above Briar Cottage

		Joe: Grace’s husband, Alice’s brother-in-law

		Kellyn Nightshade: Faery, protector of the daughter-heir, husband to Lady Ayzel

		Lady of the Forest: Another title for Princess Berethast

		Lady of Summer: Another title for Lady Ysabet

		Melisine: Water sprite, Kellyn’s kinswoman

		Mr Byrd: Kellyn Nightshade’s disguise; an old gardener

		Megan Lloyd: Rhys’ mother

		Moon-gate, the: The gate to Fayland, between the Sister-Stones, open during August full moon

		Morgenz: Water sprite, Berethast’s servant

		Nix: Water horse

		Protector of the Forest: Princess Berethast

		Rainbow Warrior, the: A Greenpeace protest ship

		Rhys Lloyd: A mortal boy, Alice’s companion

		Roth, Lord: Shade and guardian to Lady Elisayne, his wife

		Scoff: Rhys’ name for Hrafn, the raven

		Shade: ghost

		Sister Stones, the: Neolithic standing stones, markers of the moon-gate to Fayland and entrances to the enchanted realms of Lady Ayzel and her sister, Lady Ainne

		Spell-stones, the: Enchanted bracelet worn by the daughter-heir

		Spriggan: A wood sprite

		Sprite: Faery

		Steve Wilkes: Doctor who attended Alice and her aunt

		Steppingstones: Neolithic bridge over the Hob Brook ford

		Tom Lloyd: Rhys’ father

		Torbay: Coastal area in South Devon, England

		Ward: A spell of protection

		Wild Hunt, the: Faery huntsman accompanying Herla, the Horned King

		Wraith: A spirit

		Ysabet, Lady: Human wife of Herla, Guardian of the moon-gate, ancestor of Alice and all daughter-heirs
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