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The Waking Magic is the third installment in a six-book YA Urban Fantasy series, Winter’s Blight. 

 

Everyone is drawn to magic for a reason.

 

As Deirdre, James, Iain, and Alvey travel to the Wayfaring Festival, seeking answers for the brothers and magical materials for Alvey, forces Fae and human close in. 

 

Deirdre's fight to control her magic evolves as she begins to connect with it on a deeper level. Yet she risks losing everything to General Callaghan, the leader of the Iron Guard, who hunts her to harness her power into a weapon. Meanwhile, James begins his own quest for magic, drawing him closer to the Master, a sinister being who holds the fates of James and his mother.

 

Joining the group is Cai, a wandering swordsman connected to the mysterious amulet Iain found hidden in an Unseelie dwarf's treasure horde. As Iain is faced with the ever-increasing danger of their journey, he believes the skilled, if uncooperative, man could secure both their safety and an end to the war before it begins. 

 

But facing imminent dangers both within and around the group, each of them is forced to make decisions that will alter their journey and even the fate of the country.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

 

“’Scuse me, sir.”

Cai froze in the pub’s doorway as a tall woman with long, thinning black hair and bright aquamarine eyes approached him in the lane, carrying a covered basket on her hip. Automatically his hand slid to the pommel of the double-edged sword at his side.

“What is it?” he asked, squaring his shoulders. His voice had an unmistakable Welsh lilt.

“You’re going to the Wayfaring Festival, aren’t you?” Her eyes darted to his sword, a mocking smile creasing her mouth.

“What about it?”

“You seem like a man down on his luck,” she said, nodding to his tattered, long coat. “Care to make some extra money for the both of us?” She held forth her basket and pulled back the towel, revealing pomegranates, which let off a sickeningly sweet stench.

“You want me to sell faery fruit, hmm?” Cai raised an eyebrow. “People would pay a human more than a faery, wouldn’t they? Since faeries are supposed to not know the value of a pound.”

“Yes, quite.” She chuckled in the back of her throat, the sound surprisingly deep. “You catch on quick.”

Cai stroked his short ginger-and-gray beard, then stepped down the lane a pace, pointing out several caravans driving slowly down the nearby road, full of young adults. “What do you say I try to sell to them now?” When she didn’t answer immediately, he continued, “I’m good at handling people; you must have guessed as much if you approached me. Some faeries have a sixth sense about a person’s character, right?”

Smiling proudly, the faery nodded. “Very well.” And she held out one of the bright red fruits.

Cai raised his eyebrows. “I know a thing or two about faery rules; don’t you need to give me the right to do what I want with this so I can sell it properly? Because if you’re trying to get me to sell them and then take all the earnings”—he turned away from her—“then forget it.”

“No, wait! You have my permission. Do as you wish with the fruit.”

Immediately Cai turned and drew his sword, driving it straight into the basket at the faery’s side, juice spattering like blood. She screeched as the basket and all the fruit fell to the ground. Then Cai took his flask of gin off his belt, uncorked it, and poured it all over the fruit.

The faery hissed, drawing away from the liquid as though stung, arching her back like an angry cat.

Cai pointed his sword at her. “I’ve seen your type before. Unseelie faeries with strong Water Magic can’t stand clear alcohols; it’s like how salt hurts Unseelie earth faeries, isn’t it?”

“You filthy liar!” Her voice was guttural like an angry beast. “You tricked me!”

He shrugged. “Since this fruit is mine to do with as I wish and since you don’t want it anymore, I think I’ll burn it. Have a good day then.”

“No!” The faery lashed out with her long, sharp nails. Cai dodged the blow. With the sudden movement, his left side throbbed painfully, making him wince.

This is more trouble than it’s worth.

Before she could swing again, he kicked a gin-soaked piece of fruit right at her face. She screeched in pain, dashing it away. In one smooth movement, Cai lunged forward with his blade and sliced one of her arms off.

Paying no attention to her bestial roars of pain, he held his sword at the ready, ignoring the intensifying ache in his left side as he said, “Leave this town or your head comes off next.”

She turned, staggering away, clutching the bleeding stump of her arm. Cai lowered his sword and let out a shaky sigh, cut short by an annoyed shout behind him.

The pub’s owner was at the door, gesturing at the fruit and at the bleeding arm, then to Cai, her face as red as her hair. “You’re barking mad! What do you think you’re doing? First you bring a weapon into my pub, and now you’re cutting off arms and—”

“You’ll want to burn the fruit and the faery’s arm,” Cai said, beginning to wipe off his sword on the end of his long coat.

“I’ll call the police, I will!”

“And I need a refill of gin.”

 

After getting a quick refill, which he paid for in double to placate the pub owner, Cai left the pub again. It was getting late, and scarlet streaks of sunset were just stretching over the sky. He headed toward the road, thinking of going a few miles before camping for the night.

As he walked, those he passed glanced at his dirty clothes and sour expression and gave him a wide berth. Some did a double take when spotting his sword, staring wide-eyed. Others saw the blade and scoffed, muttering about the festivalgoers and their occasional tendency to carry about fake weapons. One woman from the city, who worked in a museum that kept historical swords, recognized the blade as real and watched him closely until she was satisfied he was headed out of town.

“Nutter,” she whispered to herself before turning away, thinking the country was going downhill.

He had almost reached the road when a string of lights caught his eye. At the edge of town, right by the road, was a small Middle Eastern-styled purple tent that was worn and stained. Beside it was a banshee using magic to float colorful cloth lanterns above her tent.

Cai advanced carefully, assessing the banshee. Banshees in towns or cities were usually weak and unambitious; plus, judging by her white hair, this one was quite old. Dismissing her as not a threat, he turned away.

“You seem lost.”

Stopping, Cai looked over his shoulder, hand on his hilt.

The banshee faced him, her dark eyes glinting. “Looking for something, are you? What if I could create a spell to find what you’ve lost?”

How could she know I’m looking for something? Bah. Cai glared at her. Banshees. I forgot; they are exceptionally perceptive. And nosy.

“My prices are quite affordable.” She pulled out a small earthenware jar from her shabby, wide sleeve. “Just a bit of your blood—for spells only, of course.”

He turned, his hand never leaving his hilt. “Don’t take me for a fool, faery. You’re turning Unseelie, aren’t you? You want some human blood to make you a monster, don’t you?” He spat at the ground in front of her.

“I am willing to take an oath that your blood will not be misused.” She smiled, showing sharp teeth. “I saw what you did to that faery minutes ago. You are familiar with our rules, aren’t you?”

“I only did that because that faery was an idiot. She probably came from Neo-London. These Unseelie faeries running away from the city these past few weeks…,” Cai scoffed. “They’re dumber than all the rest. And I’m fine with dealing with a stupid faery who gets in my way, but I’m not about to waste time on you.”

“Gets in your way?” The banshee tilted her head. “It did not seem to me like that Unseelie was in your way. It seemed like you did not want her to peddle that fruit.”

Smirking, he shrugged. “Faeries are always up to no good, aren’t they? And—”

“And it’s worse when it happens right in front of you. It’s much harder for you to ignore—”

“If this analysis of me is a sample of your skills,” Cai said, interrupting, “then I’m not impressed.”

“Then what about a spell to find what you’ve been searching for these past dozens of years?”

Cai twisted his fingers around his sword’s hilt. “You’re trying to manipulate me into making a deal.”

“I am being honest. I know you are looking for something precious to you, something that belonged to your brother—”

Jerking his sword partway out of the sheath, Cai growled, “I’m warning you, faery.”

“Cai!” a mellow voice called. “That’s you, isn’t it?”

Taking a step back, Cai looked to see a dozen more caravans heading down the road toward the town. A light-haired man sauntered to him, his yellow-green eyes bright with recognition.

“All right, Gunnar?” Cai greeted him.

“Who is this?” the man asked, glancing at the banshee.

“She’s no one, just someone I am done speaking to.” Cai turned away but glanced back at the banshee a couple of times. The banshee watched them go but did not make any move to follow.

“Are you staying the night here?” Gunnar asked him.

“No. Do you have something to say to me?”

Gunnar scratched the back of his head. “Yes, well, did Singh catch up with you?”

Cai shook his head; Jacob Singh was a mutual acquaintance and the head of security at the Wayfaring Festival. Gunnar worked for him as an informal scout; he was half elf, making him adept at movement and perception in the wild places the festival was held.

“Singh wanted you to know there’s this castle on the way to the festival grounds—the old castle on the cliffs that faeries turned white after the Cataclysm. People have been disappearing around there on the way to the festival, more and more each year. There’s definitely some kind of monster there.”

“And?” Cai folded his arms. “Does Singh want me to immediately go off on a quest to slay the beast?” He sneered. “I’ve never completed a quest properly in my life.”

“Well, Singh thinks you’re skilled enough, I suppose.”

“Just tell people to stay away from the castle.”

Gunnar snickered. “Singh said you’d say that. Look, it wouldn’t hurt for you to at least try to chip in. You’ve been coming to the festival every year—you’re still hunting for some necklace, right?” When Cai didn’t answer, Gunnar continued in a lower voice, “Just think: the next person that monster kills, it might’ve been the person who would’ve brought that necklace to the festival. I don’t know if you can do anything or not, but at least consider looking into it, will you?”

Cai traced his thumb on the pommel of his sword. The familiar grip and the thought of a fight lit an old spark in his chest.

“I’ll check it out,” he said, nodding. “But I can’t promise more than that.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

The gray clouds above were laden with rain as Deirdre, wheeling Alvey’s chair, followed Iain and James into the small trading post. There were only a couple of buildings there, inhabited by the foresters and militia that patrolled the area. It was a safe spot for humans and Fae to rest and resupply, and there were several caravans parked in the area for the night.

“I am utterly spent,” Alvey whined, wrapping her gray shawl more snugly around her shoulders. “’Tis getting late!”

“It’s only midafternoon,” Deirdre said.

“There must be an inn here.”

“This place, um, doesn’t have any inns.” James looked back at the two of them.

Deirdre lifted her head and asked, “Why don’t we take a break here? We’ve been walking since lunch.”

Nodding in agreement, Iain gestured to the line of caravans. “I’ll get a few things, yeah? And then we’ll move on and find a place to spend the night before it starts raining. There must be more old buildings around here we could camp in.”

“Great. Another night under a dripping roof,” James grumbled. “Probably infested again too.”

“That was an adventure, all right,” Deirdre said, rubbing at a scrape on her left hand.

The first evening after leaving the caverns of the Unseelie dwarf behind, they’d found a recently abandoned building just as it started raining buckets. Aside from a few leaky spots, it was a reasonably comfortable night.

But last night had been another story. They had settled in an old barn that had holes aplenty in the roof. And worse, a swarm of Unseelie gnomes had made it their home. The gnomes had first tried to scare the intruders away by skirting around in the dark, rattling the abandoned farming tools, and whispering threats. When none of that had worked, the gnomes attacked.

They leaped from the dark and scurried on all fours, fiercer than angry street cats, slashing and biting at them with clawlike nails and sharp teeth. The gnomes were not charming: pale and bloated, their once-red caps stained a muddy brown, their torn clothes a bleached white, making them look like ghosts.

Once Deirdre discovered the gnomes were not very heavy, she enjoyed grabbing them and punting them away. It was like playing football, especially when she decided the front door of the barn was a goalie net.

“Most goals through the door wins!” she shouted merrily, sending a howling gnome flying through. Her friends didn’t quite respond with enthusiasm.

Finally Alvey, who had been fighting with surprising accuracy with an old hoe, pulled out the star-shard flower from the Summer Court; the light of it made the gnomes cringe and fall back. Then she thrust the flower at Deirdre and instructed her to walk around the barn and drop a petal with each step.

Glancing at the gnomes hissing and spitting in the dark, Deirdre asked, “Is it okay if I run around the barn?”

“I said walk!”

“Okay, okay!”

As Deirdre obeyed, the gnomes focused their attacks on her. Iain guarded her back as she walked quickly around the barn and dropped glowing, pointed petals, which the gnomes did not touch. With each petal she pulled, in a wink another grew in its place. The second she dropped the last petal, the gnomes let out a ghastly scream and dashed into the dark forest.

Once the initial relief wore off, it was a sore, wet night, their hard-won sleeping quarters growing damper by the second. After patching up her own scratches, Deirdre had offered to help James, who had gotten a few bites. But he waved away her help, muttering that he was fine.

He’s been like that ever since I scolded him, she thought, glancing ahead as James and Iain squabbled briefly about something. Or maybe he’s just tired. We all are. Maybe if we find somewhere comfortable tonight, we’ll all get a good night’s sleep, and—

“I’m going to sit.” James pointed at a bench in front of a public bonfire where some travelers were warming up and eating.

“By the fire, aye?” Alvey asked. “Good. I am freezing.”

“I think we’ll find somewhere better tonight.” Deirdre wheeled Alvey forward, smiling at James.

He shrugged. “Maybe. And maybe it won’t rain.”

Deirdre glanced up at the clouds. I wonder… I’ve only listened to Earth Magic the past couple of days. But can I do anything else?

“Alvey?”

“What?”

“Can I hear other kinds of magic? Like magic in rain and things like that?”

Alvey groaned, dragging her hands down her face. “Of course you can! Faeries like you can contact all forms of magic.”

“Right, okay.” As they settled down by the fire, Deirdre sitting by James on a semidry log used as a bench, she looked at the rain clouds high above. How could she reach out to them when they were so far away? But she straightened, resolved to give it a shot.

How are you today? She looked up at the clouds, grinning at herself, feeling silly. It’s not raining now, so you’ve got water in you, right? I remember learning years ago about the water cycle—gas, solid, and liquid. But you’re all vapors right now, right? I wonder what that’s like? You’re kind of at the mercy of the wind, but you’re also spread out so much.

She felt the dampness of the log under her, then felt the moisture in the air; they were not so different—

“I tell you, my son saw gnomes last night!” a woman seated on the next log over exclaimed. “They were nasty little beasts, dashing through the woods—they hissed at him something fierce! But they kept running. Something scared them. Nearly scared the life out of my little boy too.”

Deirdre and James glanced at each other; she barely suppressed a giggle, making him smile.

“But those ghosts don’t ’urt anything, s’long as they aren’t on your land,” said a man seated near her, taking a quick drink of his beer.

“Gnomes aren’t ghosts, you bleeding idiot,” cried a man with a slight Scottish accent from the other side of the fire. “Gnomes and other faeries might look like ghosts sometimes, but they aren’t! Now, the Shambly Man… That’s a ghost.”

“What’s the Shambly Man?” Deirdre asked, tilting her head.

Everyone around the fire went quiet. All eyes fell on the man, clearly waiting for him to begin. James gulped, hunching down, looking like he’d prefer to be somewhere else.

The man leaned forward, saying in a low but clear voice, “The Shambly Man, he was a normal chap, just like you or me. He worked on his family’s farm, and he was mad in love with a rich man’s daughter. Yet he was so poor that marriage wouldn’t be possible. In order to make a name for himself and win her heart and hand, he accepted a quest from her family: retrieve a lost heirloom, a diamond necklace.

“On this quest, he killed many Unseelie monsters, everything from your rotten gnomes to monster dogs. He killed the Black Shuck of Norfolk and the giant Fachan of Falkirk and strung up the Spring-Heeled Jack that roamed these very parts!

“After three hard years, he found the necklace and returned to his lady’s town, not far from here. It was a moonless night, and he was walking. Then, out of the darkness, a car careened out of nowhere; it struck him hard and fast”—he slapped his knee, making Deirdre jump—“killing him instantly. And who was the driver, you ask?”

The man paused and looked around at everyone. Deirdre was about to shout “Who?” when he finally continued, “None other than his own love, who was out for a night on the town—with her new fiancé.”

Everyone booed or sighed or muttered; Deirdre let out a shocked, “No way!”

The man nodded. “Now the Shambly Man haunts the roads of this region, searching for the road he died on and searching for his love, to give her the necklace. So if you’re ever driving on a dark night, you may look in your mirror and see a person at the forest’s edge—a person you didn’t see when you looked just a moment before.”

James shrunk down as though he’d like to disappear into the ground. “But what if you’re walking?” he asked in a squeak. When everyone looked at him, he cleared his throat and asked in a firmer voice, “Going by what you said, he wouldn’t show up if you’re walking, right?”

“You think so?” The man narrowed his eyes. “You ever feel like someone’s watching you—someone you can’t see? You ever stop walking at night and hear footsteps behind you? Ever see a shadow in the forest that, if you glanced back a second time, wouldn’t be just a stone or tree like you thought it was?”

James didn’t respond, his eyes as wide as saucers.

“Never look a second time, lad. Don’t try to see who’s watching you. Just let him keep watching from the dark.”

The man then straightened and took a drink; the others around the fire either clapped or joked or jeered at him. Deirdre clapped along, smiling. James and Alvey were the only ones who stayed quiet.

“Are you all ready?” Iain had approached them from the caravans. “The merchants I spoke with said, with these caravans headed to the Wayfaring Festival, there should be plenty of places to camp nearby for the night.”

Deirdre jumped to her feet, ignoring Alvey’s whining as they all headed out of the market and toward the woods again. As they got farther away from the people and the noise, she remembered what she was doing before the story began: connecting with Water Magic.

When Alvey snapped that she’d push herself, Deirdre let go and walked a little slower, reaching out with her thoughts and her hands, feeling at the damp air like she had earlier. The magic in the afternoon fog rolling into the forest soon spoke to her of water nearby and far away throughout the forest. It mentioned water in the hills, the trees, and in a castle. It showed her moisture collecting on the smooth, exceptionally white cliffs under the old fortress.

It filled her mind and heart with images and cool sensations of flowing, ebbing, streaming, and seeping, yearning for the rain in the clouds above to pour pure, flowing water—

She ran smack-dab into Iain’s back, stumbling backward. Iain reached out and caught her arm immediately, steadying her.

“You all right?” He chuckled. “Magic again?”

“Yes, it’s going to rain!” She pumped her fists in the air, unable to contain the excitement she felt from the magic around her.

Alvey and James groaned, and Iain’s face fell a bit. He soon recovered and said, “Is it showing you things again—is that it?”

“Yes! Well, sort of.” She immediately shared everything she’d just experienced. “And it was showing me more of the forest, and there was this castle in it—”

Suddenly Alvey rolled her chair between the two of them, asking, “Pray, where is this castle?”

“I don’t know.” She stepped back before Alvey could roll over her foot and asked, “Do you think I could ask the fog to show me? Do you think we could stay there for the night?” She directed the last question at Iain.

“Possibly.”

Alvey nodded, saying, “Scout it out; we shall decide after you discover how near or far it is. Make haste!”

“Okay, okay.” She slowed her pace, beginning to reach out to the fog again.

But it was harder to focus as Alvey talked loudly with Iain. The blond girl cupped her hand under her chin and smiled up at him in a charming way that was so unlike her, Deirdre rubbed her eyes and looked twice.

Is she being nice because he’s the one cooking all the meals? I shouldn’t let him do that; tonight I’ll help him. Whether he wants it or not.

She nodded firmly, then shut her eyes. Remembering what it had been like when she asked the cave floor to move two days ago, she reached out and told the fog: You’re in the castle in this forest. Show me you, in the castle.

She was treated to a deluge of images of fog seeping in through spaces big and small within a ruined castle. It was too much to make sense of, and she quickly pushed the images away.

To see the way there, I need to go about this differently. She opened her eyes, holding her arms out. The swirling magic in the air felt like sheer, cool silk flowing past her.

Flow right to the castle—show me your way to the castle, she thought. Show me a way that I can go with you easily.

Obediently the fog showed her the first turn in the woods, leading to an ancient stone trail that wound uphill and eventually reached the castle’s open, dry, and intact cellar.

And it’s only… She let the images float through her head again. They went through all at once, but it was not overwhelming like before. I think just an hour away. She giggled and clapped her hands. This is perfect!

 

They reached the basement almost two hours later. Only when they’d reached the winding, uphill paths did Deirdre realize just how steep they were. However, Alvey’s chair took them easily; she pushed now and then, the chair somehow doing most of the work.

By the time they’d gotten to the top, the half-elf girl was the only one not puffing or complaining about sore muscles.

“You are all so hopeless.” She snickered, though her tone demurred as she added, “With the exception of Iain, of course. It must come with the training he has done, methinks?”

He just waved a hand in response, still regaining his breath as they staggered into the basement.

The castle itself was not ancient, probably first built in the seventeenth century. It had towered above them as they walked up, dark and moss-laden, supported on its far side by steep, smooth white cliffs.

Inside the cellar was some rubbish and broken bottles, but after pushing it all into the corners of the room, they found an intact fireplace. Iain cleaned it out while Deirdre and a reluctant James tidied up places to sleep. As they did so, the rain sprinkled and then poured outside.

After they’d finished, James began to sift through the piles of rubbish.

“What’re you looking for?” Deirdre asked, sitting down next to Alvey, who had dozed off. “There’s lots of broken glass over there.”

He stopped and raised his eyebrows at her. “I just wanted to see if there was something useful. Sorry, do I need to ask for permission?”

Reminded of some of the cheeky girls at the orphanage, Deirdre resisted rolling her eyes. “Of course not. Just be careful. Who knows what might be hidden in that junk?”

James mumbled something in reply, turning his back on her.

Standing, she walked to the entrance of the basement and looked outside. Holding out a hand under the drops, she shut her eyes and listened. Rain always fell in waves of whispers. As she began to speak to the magic within it, she realized she’d always been hearing the magic in those whispers without knowing it.

There was something else out there in the rain, between the falling drops, speaking of nights ever since the first moonrise of the world—

“I am utterly starved!” Alvey suddenly said, her voice pitching high.

And I promised I’d help cook. Sighing, Deirdre stepped away from the rain and the night.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

After dinner, the group’s spirits brightened. The warmth of the hearth fire chased the numbing cold away, and the scent of pan-fried garlic, wild mushrooms, and rosemary overpowered the damp scent of the castle. Though the wind whistled outside and the rain pelted the castle ruins, Iain was warm and cozy. He sat on the floor with his back against a sturdy stone pillar, settled in for the first watch of the night, his axe beside him.

Iain had been surprised when Deirdre helped prepare supper. She hadn’t minded when he had asked her if she would tie her hair up to keep it safe from the fire and from getting into their food. In solidarity, Iain had also tied back his hair with a bandana.

It had taken longer than normal to get the food onto plates as he and Deirdre laughed every time strands of her hair had bounced out of her ponytail like metal springs. They stopped when Alvey demanded that they hurry with the food and stop chatting.

After eating dinner, Deirdre had settled down to rest after offering to take the next shift in two hours. Iain had agreed and then sat back, listening to the soothing sound of the rain.

Alvey was reclined in her chair, bundled in her shawl, and was breathing evenly; Deirdre was curled up on the floor with her back to him; and James, closest to the fire, occasionally turned in his sleep.

A cold raindrop hit Iain’s forehead; he flinched and squinted at the dark chasm of the ceiling. There was a large opening that revealed the remains of a crumbled staircase that probably used to connect to the basement. Iain scooted over, determined to remain dry for as long as possible.

After a few moments of silence, he decided to examine the amulet he had found in the dwarf’s cave a few days ago. Iain produced the amulet from his pack and held it in the palm of his hand; the surface was smooth.

On a whim, he clasped the chain around his neck, feeling the solid weight of it against his chest. It was soothingly cool even through the fabric of his jacket, like fresh, running spring water.

He stared at the surface of the amulet until his vision glazed, searching for the word that he saw days ago, willing it to appear in a shimmer as it had before. But the amulet was blank. The only engravings were the Celtic knot around the outside.

What am I even doing? I was delirious from that fight, and it was dark in the cave. It doesn’t mean anything, and it certainly didn’t want me to take it. That’s completely bonkers.

If, somehow, it did say something… maybe it’s a magical trick to get people to buy it. That would make sense.

But it hadn’t seemed like a showy trick or something dark or evil. When he had picked it up, an overwhelming sense of peace washed over him that was unlike anything else he’d experienced; it had not been like the manufactured calm of pretending he knew what he was doing. It was real.

He wanted to experience that again, given everything that he had learned over the past few days about the creature that had claimed his brother and mum. About their father. About the brewing war.

“Jewelry’s never suited me anyway.” Iain smiled wryly and unclasped the chain. He tucked the amulet back into his pack, giving it a cheeky squint to let it know he didn’t trust it, just in case.

I’ll just take one day at a time. Foremost, we’ll focus on finding Mum and guiding Deirdre to the Summer Court and then warning them. That’s all I can do.

And with that thought, he did feel a small sense of relief. He set aside any concerns of the war with the Summer and Winter Courts, of the barrier, and of his father’s role in all of it. Until they reached the Summer Court, he knew there wasn’t anything he could do about it on his own. 

* * *

 

Maybe that creepy storyteller was right. There is something constantly watching me, James thought bitterly as he lay facing the lazily burning hearth fire. Two someones. But they aren’t ghosts at all.

Ever since what happened at the cave four days ago, when his rescue plan had gone awry for reasons beyond his control, Iain and Deirdre had been keeping an eye on him, waiting for him to mess up. It was bad enough that Iain didn’t trust him to do anything on his own now—he had also involved Deirdre.

Don’t think about it. Don’t think about the cave.

But when he closed his eyes, what had happened replayed in his mind. Boyd shoving his face in the dirt. Iain being beaten, and Boyd threatening to kill him. Commander Walker’s corpse. And a sick, shivery feeling in his stomach that hadn’t gone away.

Probably because we’ve been rained on ever since… and my socks are still wet. That’s probably it. Once it stops raining, I won’t feel all cold anymore.

As James tried to sleep, he couldn’t help but recall the story of the Shambly Man and another presence he was recently made aware of: the Cait Sidhe creature. As they had walked through the foggy forest to the castle ruins, James had occasionally glanced over his shoulder if he heard something rustling through the freshly fallen, red autumn leaves, only to see nothing there.

He looked once. Not twice.

Maybe something is watching me.

That creature, Cait Sidhe or whatever it was, was the only one who could give him the answers he needed. Maybe Dad had the answers, but he would never give them up even if James hadn’t decided to have nothing to do with him again.

James shivered and scooted closer to the fire like an inchworm. Then, trying to be as quiet as possible not to alert Iain, he reached for his notebook and a pen from his pack beside him. He hadn’t gotten any privacy or quiet since he’d left Neo-London, and the near-constant chattering drained his energy. As he flipped through his notes, James felt better than he had in the past few days.

He found his notes on Mum’s letters, right next to his newest notes on magic and everything he could remember about Cait Sidhe creatures. For now, he focused on the traces of magic in the letter Mum had sent to Marko.

The paper crinkled as he unfolded one of the crumpled letters.

“You still up?” Iain whispered from behind him. “Mind keeping me company?”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah, you mind, or yeah, you’re still awake?”

Sighing, James sat up. He gathered his books and notebook in silence and then walked over to where Iain was sitting, his still-damp trainers squelching with each step.

The moment he settled down, Iain said, “Written anything down about the gnomes yet? Because I have a few notes for you on how badly their bites itch.”

“They don’t itch normally,” James deadpanned. “Unless they’ve laid their eggs.”

Iain’s smile vanished instantly.

“I’m only joking.” James snorted. “The look on your face—!”

“Cheeky.”

James shook his head. “I’m skipping the gnomes. Um, at least until the memory of the pain fades.”

“Those were one of the top creatures on your list to meet, yeah?” Iain grinned his sly grin, which was never a good sign. “More than— What are those things called that you fancy so much? Nymphs or something?”

Trying to seem unaffected by the remark, James ultimately failed when he tensed up and sucked in his breath. Iain laughed and tried to play it off like a cough.

James glared at him over his notebook as he wrote with more ferocity.

“You’re not plotting against me, are you?” Iain squinted at him. “Because it’s a little unnerving when you write like that.”

Ignoring him, James absently scratched his arm under his sweater sleeve and said, “Those bites really do itch, now that you’ve said it.”

The brothers talked for a bit longer, recounting the gnome fight again and discussing if Deirdre’s idea of a sport with the creatures would ever catch on professionally and how they might finally be interested in watching football matches if it did. Eventually they lapsed into silence.

After a few minutes had passed, Alvey jerked awake across the room with a few loud sniffs, causing James to nearly jolt out of his skin. His notebook tumbled out of his hands. Beside him, Iain grabbed his axe, alert. Then, with an incoherent mumble, Alvey flopped over and fell back asleep.

The brothers exchanged amused glances.

“Jumpy?” Iain nudged him.

“You’re jumpy.”

Then Iain swore as a fat raindrop hit his cheek from the stairwell above them. When he went to wipe it away, it smeared across his face, nearly black in the faint light. Iain stared at the stain on his hand, his breath catching.

Rust, James thought. It’s probably rust or…

They both looked up. There was a face in the darkness, and outlined in the firelight were a pair of shiny eyes. Before James could even process what was happening, Iain shoved him out of the way.

Pitching forward, James caught himself with his hands, the rough stone scraping his palms. He rolled over; Iain stood, axe brandished. A feral roar sounded, and a stout figure jumped down from its perch in the ruined stairwell.

The girls woke up, Deirdre rising to her feet, taking a defensive stance, and Alvey backpedaling right into the wall.

“Another dwarf?” Deirdre shrieked, staring at it wide-eyed.

“I can smell the blood on it.” Alvey gasped.

In the light stood a humanoid creature with long, apelike arms and a squat, muscular body. He had sallow skin, but the end of his scraggly white beard and nose were stained crimson. On its head, it wore a long, pointed hat that was dripping red with blood. In one of its claw-tipped hands was a rope that was stained dark, like the Fachan’s chain.

“It’s a Rad Cep—a Red Cap!” James shouted hoarsely.

At James’s exclamation, the Red Cap took a step toward them. Iain raised his axe in front of him, stepping between the creature and the group. James grabbed his pack with shaking hands, dropping it a few times before he produced the Unseelie book from inside; he searched for any information on the Red Cap.

“The cap. The boy understands. He knows”—the Red Cap peered around at James and sputtered out the words, pitched high with desperation one moment and rumbling deep with malice the next—“I must fill the cap. Do you understand, boy? My cap mustn’t run dry. It must flow even if it’s a thrall’s blood. Blood must flow!”

James leafed through the worn pages frantically; when he got to the page on Red Caps, he saw a hauntingly rendered pen-and-ink drawing of a man hanging from a tree by his feet, gouts of blood draining from his neck, with a Red Cap seated underneath.

“A single drop of blood smeared is enough to alert a Red Cap and send it into a frenzy after the smell…”

In the illustration, there was a patch of white in the corner of the Unseelie creature’s hat; Red Caps needed constant blood to fill the cap to survive.

That’s what the rope is for, James thought as his heart pounded in his ears. He pried his eyes away, dropped the book, and searched the ground frantically for anything that could be used as a weapon.

“Blood’s sure gonna flow if you take one more step,” Iain ground out. “I guarantee it’ll be yours.”

The Red Cap eyed them for what felt like a minute with his shiny, dark gaze. Then he raised his rope. “It is a risk I shall take!”

The rope went sailing through the air, and as it did, it arced and twisted like a snake, alive, seeking something to wrap itself around. Iain dodged it, jumping back. Then, letting out a shout, he ran forward with the axe raised.

Iain swung the axe heavily, the twin blades making the air sing as they sliced through it. The Red Cap leaped back in alarm, just barely escaping. But before Iain was close enough to strike another time, the Red Cap swung the rope again. It lashed around Iain’s ankle, and the Red Cap tugged, sending him sprawling on his back like he’d had a rug pulled out from under him.

While Iain was momentarily stunned, the Red Cap dragged him across the floor by the rope with ease, the weight of him nothing to a creature as strong as him.

“Cut the rope!” James yelled.

Iain dug the fingers of his axe-free hand and jammed the heels of his boots into the crooks of the stone, halting the momentum. He had about three feet of rope left before he reached the Red Cap.

“I’m going to string you up and drain you dry!” The Red Cap hissed. “Then I will move on to the rest.”

Iain shouted, his voice strained, “James, Deirdre—take Alvey. Now! If we make it to the woods, there’s less of a chance he’ll be able to catch us—”

But Deirdre was pale, focusing hard on the Red Cap, her eyes narrowed. She was whispering under her breath, asking for the ground to shift, telling the ancient stone that was mined from mountains to move.

She’s going to use magic! James managed to move and fall back beside Alvey, who was clinging to her chair’s handles, deathly pale.

Iain reared back and slammed the axe down onto the rope. There was a metallic clang as it met the stone floor. But the rope was not severed. He tried again and again, but none of the blows did anything to even fray it.

All the while, the Red Cap laughed. He was toying with them, letting them fight. He was going to kill them all. That same, helpless feeling washed over James as it had in the cave, but he was not about to stand around like last time.

The Red Cap tugged hard on the rope, and Iain lost his purchase on the ground and was dragged toward him.

A single drop of blood! James looked at his hand, flexing it, resolved. That’s what the book said. That’s what we need!

James turned to Deirdre. “I have an idea, but I don’t have time to explain it to you—”

“James, not now!”

“Give me your knife.” James held out his hand expectantly. “Deirdre, please!”

But Deirdre just shook her head as her whispers with the earth turned to pleading. The floor began to vibrate under James’s feet. But she wasn’t going to be fast enough.

“Deirdre”—James grabbed her arm—“if you’d just trust me!”

“James, please!” Deirdre turned toward him, dropping her arms and her focus.

All at once the ground shifted under them, the stones shooting up from the floor and grinding together. They were both sent toppling over in a mess of limbs, James landing on his elbow hard.

“Oy!” A figure appeared at the threshold from the night, the firelight glinting off the sword in his hand. “What’s all this then?”

James and Deirdre sat up, groaning, and saw the ragged, pale figure cloaked in mist and moonlight.

It’s the Shambly Man!

The man continued. “Are you a bunch of incompetent highwaymen or…”

Spotting the Red Cap, the figure stepped forward into the light, revealing a ginger man with a sturdy build and a full beard, sword in hand. He was dressed in odd, dirty clothing.

The Red Cap had stopped dragging Iain to stare at the man, and Iain was tilting his head upside down for a glimpse. Beside James, Alvey made a face and whispered something about gin.

“Oh, I get it. Your cap’s running low.” The man sneered. “You need blood, and these kids might do it for you, right? I get it.”

The Red Cap snickered at him, his dark eyes twinkling. “You’re just going to let them bleed out? How amusing.”

“Eh.” He shrugged his broad shoulders. “I’m afraid not.”

The man lunged toward the Red Cap, just avoiding stepping on Iain’s chest as he jumped over him. Then he said, “Hold still, lad” and swung his sword down, severing the rope that bound Iain’s ankle with one swift strike.

Iain stood, his eyes wide and dazed. He snapped out of his astonishment and flanked the man, his axe brandished.

But the man raised a hand to stop him, saying, “Stand down, lad. You’ll get yourself killed.”

The whites of the Red Cap’s eyes shone in the pale moonlight, disbelieving as he beheld the severed rope dangling from his hand. Then, with a roar, the creature lunged at the man, lashing out wildly with long, sharp talons.

The man tried to skip backward out of the way, but he was not quick enough. There was a sickening cracking sound, like snapping a branch underfoot, as the claws plunged into the man’s side. The man let out a low, keening groan, slumping against the wall to his right. The Red Cap pulled his hand free, the sharp fingers coming out coated in thick, dark blood.

Iain let out a strangled shout, then rushed forward and slashed at the Red Cap with his axe, delivering the blade deep into the creature’s arm, brownish blood dribbling from the wound. As Iain wrenched the blade out to swing again, the creature struck out backhanded with one clawed hand, grazing Iain’s cheek. Hissing, the creature leaped back, keeping an eye on Iain while turning his focus back to the injured swordsman.

But when the Red Cap went to wrap the rope around the man’s neck like a noose, the fibers split and fell away squirming like many worms before disintegrating into dust in the creature’s hands.

“How have you destroyed my rope?” The Red Cap bellowed. “That isn’t possible! What kind of blade do you wield?”

“You really want to know?” The man straightened, one hand pressed to his side. But whether or not the man was going to answer, the Red Cap never heard.

In just three slashes with his blade, the man felled and beheaded the Red Cap. Two slashes for the neck and one that missed and went into the wall behind him as the man swore loudly. The cap fell off the creature’s head and flaked away into brown, dried blood.

Then, in one solid kick, the man launched the corpse of the Red Cap out of the castle.

The man, breathing hard, the sound watery, turned to face them. One hand was pressed hard to his side, blood seeping through his fingers, and he was perspiring, face taut with pain. He met Iain’s gaze and shakily pointed his sword at him.

“Now,” the man said, his voice like gravel. “What are you kids doing here?”

Just as Iain was about to speak, holding up one hand in a placating gesture, the man’s eyes rolled back into his head and he fell over flat on his back on the ground.

* * *

 

Please don’t be dead. Please don’t die.

Iain dropped his axe the moment the swordsman fell and knelt beside him. He knew he had to work quickly to stop the bleeding, but he also knew a vital organ might have been punctured. There had been so much blood gushing between his fingers.

“Is he dead?” James asked flatly from behind him.

“Just… just get my med kit from my pack,” Iain snapped.

Iain went to apply pressure to the wound, peeling back the wet, sticky layer of the man’s shirt from his side. He gaped at the scars that decorated his torso, ugly white lines that held many stories. He had seen scars similar to these on veterans who lived in the military housing in Neo-London and recognized that this man had experienced war, but he had never seen scars of such variation of depth and aging on one person before.

The man’s injury did not appear as bad as he had thought—the punctures did not seem as deep, just piercing the skin.

Oh, thank God. Iain sighed shakily; whoever this man was, he would not die on his account.

By the time James had brought the kit to him and Iain closed the wound with bandages, the bleeding had already slowed. But when he pressed lightly on the man’s ribs, feeling for fractures, he noted that there was swelling as the skin began to bruise.

The others drifted over, crowding around the unconscious man until Iain shooed them away. “I think he’ll be fine, but give him some space. He’s passed out—”

“From drink, no doubt.” Alvey waved her hand through the air and then pinched her nose. “I can smell gin on him. Methinks he is a drunkard!”

Iain took an experimental whiff. He knew that smell from his days of breaking up pub brawls as an Iron Warden under Philip Prance’s supervision. However, it was not that strong. To someone like Alvey, who had a supernatural, kind of creepy sense of smell, the gin would be overpowering.

“I’m thinking he’s not,” Iain said. “He’s had some drink, yeah, but he knows how to use that sword well. He’s definitely not drunk.”

“Who even has a sword these days?” James asked.

Coming to stand behind Iain, Deirdre peered over at the man with curiosity. “It’s not very nice to call him a drunk, Alvey. He did save our lives.”

“Yeah. That was…” Iain trailed off.

That was too close.

He thought of the Fachan, the dwarf, and even Boyd—how in all those encounters, they had mostly made it out with their lives by luck alone. And he thought of the fallen who hadn’t been so lucky—Commanders Prance and Walker.

How long could they stay lucky and at what cost?

“There’s more and more of them,” Iain muttered, staring at the spot on the floor where the slain Red Cap had been. “The Winter Court really is letting more monsters off their leash.”

Deirdre twisted a strand of hair around her fingers and lowered her head. “But not all Unseelies serve the Court, do they?”

James answered stiffly, “Red Caps—they don’t usually act on orders from the Winter Court. So this, uh, has got nothing to do with… with whatever’s going on.”

“No, he just wanted blood,” Iain said, frowning. “But we’ve seen more Unseelies in the past few days than is normal for a whole year maybe. Something’s changing.”

The man on the floor stirred, groaning, his face twinging in pain, but did not wake.

Alvey twisted in her chair to face Iain and said, “Someone ought to clean his sword. The blood will ruin the blade otherwise.”

The sword was on the ground where the man had dropped it. It was slick with blood from the Red Cap, wet with rain from outside. It distinctly reminded Iain of some of the blades the dwarf had hoarded in the cave, but those had been so old they were worn or covered in rust.

“I don’t know how,” Iain admitted.

“Oh, ’tis very simple. Just a quick wiping with a clean cloth should do it.”

He was about to disagree, when Deirdre added, “He wouldn’t want his sword to be ruined.”

“Yeah,” Iain said. “I probably shouldn’t just leave it.”

He picked up the longsword from the ground, marveling at the balance of it as he held it aloft. It was no prop sword or replica. It was the real thing, and Iain’s stomach did a giddy flip at the idea of holding something so well crafted, looking like it came straight out of one of the storybooks Mum used to read.

As he carefully wiped the blade down with his bandana—neglecting to use the handkerchief Deirdre had given him and being offended when James suggested it—he noticed an emblem engraved in the leather-wrapped hilt: two white keys.

After examining the symbol further, Iain let out a loud, anxious guffaw. When the others looked at him in alarm, he said, “It looks like a coat of arms, like the ones the knights used to wear.”

James peered over at him and smirked. “It’s, uh, probably not a real knight’s sword, so you can stop drooling over it and its owner.” He turned to the girls and said, “Iain likes to call me a nerd, but he’s fanatical about all that medieval stuff.”

Iain clarified gruffly, “It’s just that I used to read the stories as a kid, yeah? That’s all.”

“Uh-huh. And you insisted I pretend to be Merlin to send you on daring quests and stuff—”

“James,” Iain warned. “Let’s get some sleep, all right? I’ll finish my shift, and I’ll keep an eye out if this chap wakes up.”

 

Iain vigilantly guarded his friends as exhaustion from the previous night caught up to them one by one; only Alvey fell asleep immediately, snoring.

Sitting by the glowing hearth across the room, Iain kept a watchful eye on the unconscious swordsman. Even though he had saved their lives from the Red Cap, Iain had no idea why he was there or what he wanted.

Who is he?

He knew exactly how to dispatch that Red Cap. The way he used that sword… it was like he was a warrior from a legend or something. And with all those scars he had, he must have seen a lot of combat.

The amulet glinted at Iain in the faint firelight on the floor beside him like a star blinking in the night sky. He had taken it out minutes earlier to examine it again. He wondered if it was lucky, somehow, because of how he had stumbled across it and how he wanted to keep it close.

Iain picked the trinket up, running his thumb over the surface, and took a deep breath. He knew he hadn’t imagined the word written there or how it had shimmered and appeared to him in the dwarf’s hoard of treasures. It had to be magic.

The mere mention of magic would have unnerved him over a week ago. It hadn’t mattered how many fairy tales Mum told him or how enthusiastically James had explained what it could do from the books he’d read. He had never understood it—never wanted to understand it.

Deirdre had changed that. He hadn’t realized until he met her how magic could be a part of someone and how amazing that part could be. And she had tried to help him understand it.

Ordinarily, Iain would feel silly talking to an inanimate object. But after falling flat on his back in front of everyone earlier, his pride was wounded enough to where it wouldn’t really matter. Besides, isn’t that what Deirdre could do—speak with the magic inside things?

Show me. Help me understand what you are.

He stared at the amulet, unblinking, until his eyes glazed. Then, like a trick of the light, the amulet began to shimmer and shift like cool, running water across the silver, and Iain felt himself slump back against the wall, his vision darkening.

 

The amulet was quiet and dim for a while, stored in a box until the boy was ready to wear it. “This belonged to your mother, and now it belongs to you,” the boy’s instructor, Merlin, announced as he presented the box to him. “It will guide you well and bring you comfort in the darkest of days.”

 

The sun was warm on his back, the air fresher and purer than anything and tasting of summer dew. He was running through a field toward a stone well. James was there—at least he thought the smaller boy was James for one moment. It was comforting, like reliving a fond memory, but he knew instantly it didn’t belong to him. He heard the brothers laughing and shouting—they teased each other like only brothers could.

He wanted to stay there in the heat of the sun and the careless breeze, before anything could tarnish it and before responsibilities forced them to leave that wild, green field behind. It faded much too quickly.

 

He was in a forested churchyard on a misty morning. That same boy—the scrawny, gawky one, a little older now—had no idea what he was doing that day when his older brother sent him on a hopeless errand to retrieve a sword. The amulet around the boy’s neck had shimmered when he saw the sword protruding from the anvil on top of the ancient, moss-covered stone.

Approaching the stone, the boy had pulled the sword free like it was nothing—like other men of more strength and standing had not fruitlessly tried until they were red in the face and breathless.

“I’ve got it!” the boy shouted, panting, as he ran up to his brother—a knight clad in full silver armor, the crest of Wales proudly worn on his tabard—in the encampment. “Sir Cai, I’ve got your sword as you asked!”

It’s him. He’s the swordsman who killed the Red Cap. He’s a knight.

When Cai took the sword from him, perhaps he was trying to spare the boy from all the responsibility and power it entailed, thinking that he would not be able to bear it—after all, Cai was stronger, more experienced, and a hard worker. Or maybe he had succumbed to arrogance, one weak-willed moment he wished he could take back.

Either way, when the knight claimed to have pulled the sword himself, it did not take long for him to recant his statement.

“Arthur pulled the sword from the stone,” Cai admitted to those present, his head low and humbled. “He is the true ruler of England, not I.”

Then he knelt on the ground in front of his brother, the king, as an example to the rest of the crowd present. They knelt as well, and the boy’s simple life was altered forever. But the amulet stayed with him through it all, until the end.

 

There was more—ages and ages of what the amulet had seen. As Iain came back to himself, he saw a bloody battlefield from long ago, glimpses of lush green forests, the gray stone and cold water of a forgotten well, and the dark, dank cave where the dwarf had kept his hoard.

All of a sudden, Iain was back at the castle ruins, though he’d never really left. He took in air like he had been holding his breath underwater.

He wasted no time.

“James—” He shook his brother’s shoulder, grinning. His chest felt like it would burst if he didn’t tell someone what he’d seen. “James, wake up!”

His brother swatted at his arm weakly before rolling over away from him. “Shut—go away,” James grumbled.

“It’s the amulet. It showed me things. Cai—the swordsman—he’s a knight. A real knight!” When James started to fall back asleep, Iain forcefully shook him by his shoulders. “Magic, James! And I saw Merlin! Merlin. Your favorite!”

Swearing, James opened his eyes just enough to glare at him. “You are so full of it, Iain.”

“But I’m not—”

“I’m not falling for it. Not like”—James stopped to yawn noisily—“last time.”

“Last time?”

“With the leprechaun.”

Before Iain could ask any further questions about this mysterious leprechaun, James was already asleep again. Giving up on waking his brother but not satisfied to keep his excitement to himself, Iain went to wake someone who was always ready for an adventure.

“Deirdre.” Iain gently nudged her shoulder. “Deirdre, I’ve got to tell you something.”

As she stirred, her face hidden behind her ginger curls, Iain became self-aware. He recoiled, taking his hand from her shoulder.

What on earth am I doing? How will I be able to explain to her what happened? I’m rubbish at that! And I know we’re on good terms now, but will she even want to talk to me?

“Iain?” Deirdre sat up, pulling a strand of hair out of her mouth. She glanced around, her violet eyes brightening as she woke up. “Is it time for my shift then?”

In response, Iain held out the amulet to her, took a deep breath, and said, “I saw something. The amulet—it showed something to me. Like visions, yeah?”

“Really?” She took it from his hands, running her fingers over the surface as he had. “What did you see?”

They went to sit by the doorway to the outside to talk where they wouldn’t wake the others. As they sat cross-legged in front of each other, Iain told her the snippets he could remember from the visions. Deirdre was just as excited as he had been.

“Oh my gosh!” She beamed. “You really saw King Arthur?”

Iain couldn’t help but laugh as he agreed, hardly able to believe it himself. He nodded to the amulet and said, “Maybe it will show you too, if you… ask it.”

“I’ll try it.” She sat up straighter and closed her eyes, the trinket clasped in her hands. She was only like that for a moment before her eyes fluttered open again and she smiled.

“Did you see—?”

“Yes!”

“And you saw the sword in the stone?”

“I did see it!”

She recounted everything she had seen and felt—it was slightly different from Iain’s account, but Iain guessed that was because they focused on different things. She made no mention of sensing that the boys were brothers or of seeing them running in the field.

Instead, Deirdre told him, “It showed me where it came from originally.”

“Merlin said—” Iain was unable to hold back another stupid smile as he realized what he had just said. “Merlin said that it belonged to Arthur’s mother.”

Deirdre nodded. “Yes, but it was made for her with Water Magic from a spirit or nymph or something. I could hear the Water Magic creating it.” She tilted her head. “I wonder if I could connect to Water Magic like that?”

“I guess we’ll find out when we get to the Summer Court.”

She held out the amulet to Iain, who took it gingerly from her hands by the chain.

They sat in silence for a minute, just listening to the rain outside, before Iain whispered, his eyes flitting to the floor, “Is that what it’s like—when you connect to your magic? Does it feel like what I just described?”

Deirdre leaned back on her elbows, tilting her head and humming as she thought about it. “For me so far,” she said, “magic is like getting to know a new friend—a very confusing and strange friend, but definitely a friend!”

“Yeah?”

Is she talking about me? Does that mean I’m confusing and strange? But wait… we’re friends, so that’s good. Yeah. We’re friends.

Grinning, she continued, “But this amulet, I guess, it’s like getting to know an interesting but reserved teacher you know you’ll never be friends with.”

Definitely not talking about me.

“Yeah, see, for me, it kind of felt like being punched in the gut.” When Deirdre raised her eyebrows, Iain clarified, “But in a good way! Like being punched in the gut, but instead of a fist, it’s with images and stuff.”

She giggled at his analogy. Iain couldn’t help but follow suit, realizing how ridiculous he sounded.

Somehow, though they should have been far enough away to not wake her, Alvey began to stir and grumble as if sensing a disturbance.

They went quiet, but Iain’s mind was already buzzing with possibilities and plans of how Cai could help them once he knew what was going on. Cai was a knight. He would respond to a call to action like this, and he would know what to do, how to help prevent this war with the Winter and Summer Courts.

As they headed back to the hearth, Iain told Deirdre in earnest, “I don’t really know if I believe in fate or anything, but him being here, finding us… I think it’s for a reason.”

Deirdre glanced at the man across the room and chewed on her lip. “Uh, maybe.”

“I mean, if anyone can warn the Summer Court and stop what’s happening, it’s him. He’s a living legend, a hero. People will listen to someone like him.”

“If he isn’t drunk like Alvey said.”

“But he’s not,” Iain clarified patiently. “See, Alvey only smelled gin so strongly because of her heightened senses. He might have had a little drink, but he wasn’t drunk, so…”

“Well, if you trust this guy right away, then he must be all right.” She smiled at him, her eyes full of confidence.

“Yeah.” Iain’s throat tightened. “Er, night, Deirdre.”

“Night!”

She’s right. It isn’t like me to just trust someone without thinking about it. I didn’t even trust her when I first found out she was a faery. But I was wrong. If my instincts are telling me to trust this man, like they were screaming at me to trust Deirdre, then I should listen this time.

I’ve got to try to reason with him, and then maybe we can get his help. But I’ve got to be smart about it. Cautious. I can’t make another mistake with whom I trust or don’t trust.

As Iain settled down, the amulet safe in his pack, he was resolved that Cai was exactly whom they needed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

 

The Master was a liar.

Alan had learned this well when he first met the creature decades ago, yet he had still been caught off guard when James contacted him on the radio. He had been sitting at the table in his flat, facing the window that overlooked Neo-London, when the boy’s voice, defiant as ever, had burst through the static.

James had discovered that something was after him—something owned him. The boy wanted answers; he would have them soon enough. The Master was coming to claim him, and James would play his unwilling part for the benefit of humanity.

Alan hadn’t counted on the boy being clever enough to realize what had been done to him—not even when he had found the Unseelie book hidden in his room and not when he had torn the pages free and tossed them out. In truth, Alan hadn’t given the boy much thought at all.

Still, one question James asked had shaken him in ways he did not know were still possible: “Did you know that Mum’s taken my place?”

Alan had grabbed the radio from the table, gripping it until his knuckles whitened; he pressed the Talk button for a moment, a breath, before releasing again. He was too stunned to speak, and before he could recover, the signal went dead.

What the boy said wasn’t possible. The Master’s arrangement was very clear. The boy was to be traded. Not her. Never her.

But as long as our contract holds, there is no reason to fret. I can break the barrier as long as we find the Noble faery. Deirdre.

Before he knew he was throwing it, the radio struck the wall with a snap that radiated through his bones like it came from within, like something inside him had broken. An empty ache was in his chest, an inescapable sensation that something was wrong, missing.

Is she with the Master now? Has she been there all this time? Is that why she left?

If the Master lied to me about this for six years, then what else has he lied about? What if—?

He had stood and strode to the kitchen to make tea, trying to force the troubled thoughts from his mind, to focus on the coming war and all the steps he needed to take to ensure its success. He reached for the shrieking kettle on the stove to silence it without thinking, barely looking; he grabbed the kettle where it had been exposed to flame. He only touched the hot metal for a second but long enough to blister the skin.

He pulled back and examined the injury. The flesh was reddening, shiny. A tremor shook his hand; he was more startled by his own negligence than the pain.

“Careless…,” he scoffed.

After running his injury under the cold faucet for a minute, he decided that he needed to make certain their plans were close to fruition. He would soon have Deirdre’s magic, and he needed to focus on finding her. That would clear his head.

 

That night, Alan contacted Raisa through a mirror as he had when they had last spoken. This time he would not ask to meet with the Winter King. Raisa would suffice, and he could still smell the acrid smoke in the city air through the open window. The fire started by the Winter King’s magic had been snuffed out, but the air still tasted foul.

Alan sat on the sofa. A cheap mirror was set against the wall across from him. Beyond his own reflection, Raisa’s pale face appeared.

“Is everything in order?” Alan asked. “I expect your Unseelie monster army to be waiting at the barrier and awaiting orders when we arrive.”

Raisa’s piercing eyes were like black ice. “It is the same as when we last spoke, not so long ago. This is not the reason you’re speaking to me. Why have you called?”

Alan decided not to bother with tedious pleasantries anymore. “You think you’re clever.”

“Clever enough,” Raisa said. “What troubles you?”

Alan glanced down at his bandaged hand, at the angry red burns that peeked through the wrappings, mulling over her words.

There should be nothing troubling me now. There wasn’t until the boy called. This is the Master’s doing.

Her pale mouth twitching at a smile, the Winter Queen eyed his burn. “What have you done to yourself, Alan? You oughtn’t do that. Now is not the time for carelessness.”

He hated her voice, her tone, the way she said his name, like it belonged to her. She spoke with the softness of a lover, a wife. But there was no compassion or anything human in her wild Fae features.

“There is something troubling, involving your king’s foppish emissary.” Alan hesitated before demanding, his voice hard, “Tell the Master I need to speak with him. It has to be in person.”

The Winter Queen absently threaded her slender fingers through her ghost-white hair, where a night-blooming flower was placed. “I suppose I shall. But it would displease me to make the Master happy, and he’ll be very eager to see you in such a state.”

“And what state would that be?”

Raisa tapped the surface of the mirror with one of her long nails. With an icy flinch, the mirror cracked in the middle. The line snaked down the center, splitting the glass in two. His reflection was halved. “You’re fracturing. If I can see all your little breaks, the Master certainly will. And he will not be so kind.”

Standing, Alan stepped closer to the mirror and ground out, “There are fractures visible to me from my side as well. Perhaps most wouldn’t notice the cracks in your armor.”

She stopped brushing her fingers through her hair and placed her delicately trembling hands in her lap.

“How long do flowers like that one in your hair last in the Winter Court, Raisa?” Alan asked her, biting as the frost clinging to her skin. She understood the meaning, but he added, “As long as the Winter King’s favor toward you lasts?”

“Flowers are brought here already dead.” Raisa’s smile was thin. “Much like you.”

Raisa then sent for one of the Winter Court’s familiars to get the message to the Master. They arranged a meeting place that was on Alan’s way to the barrier, near where Boyd was recovering and awaiting orders at an encampment on the outskirts of the Peak District, not too far from the younger soldier’s failure at the Forest Caves a few days ago.

“The Master is away from his estate and already planning to be in the area,” Raisa said.

“Tell the Master that I will be there.”

 

Alan drove through Neo-London’s streets; vehicle traffic was not an issue now that civilians were mostly staying indoors. However, the streets were lined with faeries, Seelie and Unseelie accused of being loyal to either Court, who were being evicted and herded out of the gates, on foot and by truck; Iron Wardens armed with batons and iron cuffs led them out. Though the Fae were varied in shape, size, and coloring, they all wore the same downtrodden mask on their sly, lying faces.

In the middle of the road, there was a memorial to King Eadred where the attack had happened, where he had died. It was littered with flowers and stuffed toys and Union flags. Around it, there was a stream of Fae being led out of Ferrier’s Town, which was a few blocks down.

As he drove, something colorful and bright caught his eye in the sea of faces and the gray of the buildings to his left. A woman bobbed through the crowd. There was a vibrant floral headscarf tied around her head, which flashed like a beacon as she darted in and out of sight.

The brakes of his vehicle protested as Alan slammed his foot down. He jolted and stared wildly out the window. He reached for the door handle to open it before stopping.

Kallista… It couldn’t be her. She left.

But when the faery drifted by his window, the truth of her nature could not be denied, and all resemblance faded besides the colorful scarf. The creature, with a greenish tinge to her skin and eyes with pupils like a cat’s, looked nothing like Kallista from this vantage point.

Alan kept driving, and as he went toward his next destination, he gripped the steering wheel until his burned skin throbbed and his pulse slowed.

Once I speak to the Master, I’ll have clarity. Once this is finished, peace will come. It has to.

 

An Iron Infantry battalion was heading to the entrance of the Summer Court in Cumbria at that moment. The infantry had trucks carrying weapons and ammunition, and most importantly, a specialized vehicle that housed the device that would weaken the barrier. Meanwhile, General Windsor was staying in Neo-London to oversee things there; the army was split between them.

Alan would meet up with his battalion later. First he had a few more crucial steps in his strategy to set in motion. And there were a few final loose ends to tie together. He needed to visit the orphanage where Deirdre, like a cuckoo bird planted in a nest, had fed off the resources he had provided for the human children.

He had visited the orphanage nearly two weeks ago; however, this time he brought soldiers and equipment with him. Mother Superior was not pleased when they came unannounced, and Alan half expected the nuns to take up arms against them. But the little orphanage was the first of many places to be taken over; squadrons would be sent all over the country to various buildings that would serve as military strongholds.

As the soldiers began to usher the girls out and into military vehicles, Mother Cunigunde stood still in the hallway, her face hard. “Where are you taking our girls, General?” she asked as he approached. “There is no place safer for them than this building.”

“They will be given all the care that they need in city shelters and homes, Mother,” Alan told her. “You should be grateful. Soon this part of the countryside will no longer be safe, at least outside this building. And this old place will serve a greater purpose.”

“And what purpose would that be?”

Alan touched the old stone walls. “For whatever reason, Unseelie faeries cannot tolerate coming near supposedly sacred or holy ground, which is why the forgotten churches of this country will be put to good use as fortresses for the Iron Guard.”

As he was leaving the orphanage minutes later, Sister Teresa stormed up to him, clearly taking the situation harder than Mother Superior and not yet possessing the maturity to contain her emotions.

“General Callaghan,” she said. “The city is no place for these girls. This is the only home they know. You cannot send them away. Please.”

He looked away from her brown eyes and her olive-brown skin that was slightly flushed from catching up to him like he could not bear to see them. “You ought to pray about that, Sister. There is nothing else you can do. Now I must be going.”

“But General!” She grabbed the hem of his jacket sleeve as he turned to leave, and he wrenched away from her like her almost touch had scalded him. She started and backed away. He couldn’t look at her face—not without thinking of Kallista. Not without feeling that empty ache.

He had to speak to the Master.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

 

Deirdre rested her head on her knees pulled to her chest, awake for the final, early-morning watch in Alvey’s place. While Alvey had helped with the watch the previous two nights, she had snapped her teeth at Deirdre when she tried to wake her, almost biting her fingers, before rolling over, snoring again instantly.

Sitting at the entrance to the cellar and watching dawn slowly brighten the forest, she thought about last night and sighed heavily—not over the Red Cap or Cai’s strange appearance but instead how useless she’d been in that fight.

The Earth Magic just wasn’t listening! Or maybe my directions weren’t as good as they could’ve been. She frowned at the morning mists. After I was able to talk to the fog so well last night, I thought I could handle anything. But that was Water Magic… not Earth Magic.

There are all different kinds of magic, and I can talk to them all, like Alvey said. But what if they only get harder and harder to talk to because some have different ways of responding? Just like the Earth Magic last night.

She leaned forward, shutting her eyes, her hair falling forward and hiding her face. There were no sounds but the weak crackling of the fire and the singing birds outside, along with the occasional pitter-patter of raindrops falling from tree limbs. The rain had stopped an hour ago, but the gray sky promised more today—and the magic in the air whispered of it.

It had all almost lulled her to sleep when she heard a shuffling noise, along with a mumbled curse. She spun around just in time to see the strange man from last night—Cai—was rummaging through Iain’s bag.

“Hey!”

He stepped back from it, hand on his head, glaring at her. “What is it, girl?”

“What are you doing?”

“Thought I saw a water canteen. Blasted thirsty, but I drank all mine.” He shrugged and plopped down, immediately wincing and rubbing his side gingerly.

“I have some water if you want it.”

He squinted at her face, his frown deepening.

She frowned right back. “What’s wrong?”

“Your eyes are purple, aren’t they?”

“Well, yes.”

“Then no, thanks. You’re a faery. Don’t need any faery water, do I?”

Deirdre frowned; she’d never heard of faery water before. “Is faery water like Pan, the faery fruit?”

Cai blinked at her. “You don’t know about faery water? You’re messing with me. Or are you stupid?”

Deirdre flushed, about to snap at him when Alvey grumbled and tossed in her seat. Staying quiet, Deirdre went to sit again, keeping an eye on him.

As she sat down, she accidentally scuffed the floor with her boot. Iain sat up straight at his place near the fire, looking around.

“What’s going—morning already?” He began to stretch, then noticed Cai, eyes widening.

Cai ignored him.

“It’s still a while until dawn,” Deirdre said in a low voice. “You can go back to sleep if you want.”

But Iain shook his head, going over and retrieving Cai’s sword that he’d cleaned. He walked over and crouched, handing it to him. “Thank you for—”

“You didn’t dull it, did you?” Cai rode right over Iain’s thanks, snatching the sword from him.

“He cleaned it for you.” Deirdre folded her arms.

Cai squinted at it, then grunted. “It’s been worse, I suppose.”

Unable to watch a grown person behave like that any longer, Deirdre shot to her feet and pointed at Cai, saying to Iain, “This can’t be the same person the amulet showed us! I mean, he looks similar, but maybe he’s a descendant or whatever, or maybe he stole that sword.”

Cai froze, looking between them. “What amulet?”

“I found this in an Unseelie dwarf’s cave.” Iain pulled out the amulet, holding it up for Cai to see. “It… called to me, and it showed me that you were a knight. One of King Arthur’s. I recognized the symbol on your sword.”

Cai’s hand shook as he ran his fingers over the amulet. He stopped, then he rubbed his eyes and stared at it like he expected it to disappear.

When it didn’t, he held out his hand. “Give it back.”

Iain frowned. “Excuse me?”

“That’s my brother’s, and I’ve been looking for it. It doesn’t belong to you, so give it back. Now.” Cai thrust his hand closer to Iain. “I’d prefer not to take it by force.”

“That’s not a nice way to ask,” Deirdre said automatically, scowling when Cai rolled his eyes.

“Look, you lot really believe I’m some knight of heroic legend, don’t you?” His words dripped with mockery.

Iain immediately replied, “Yes.”

“How very nice.” Cai gave a jeering smile, then glared. “Then help an old knight out and give him back his amulet!”

James hissed from where he slept, stirring and mumbling annoyed, sleepy nonsense.

Keeping the amulet close, Iain sat down on an overturned barrel, his expression serious and voice sincere. “I don’t think you know about everything that’s happening right now.”

“You think so?” Cai suddenly winced, then settled down as well, continuing in a more restrained voice. “You think that because I’m old?”

“General Callaghan, the head of the English army, assassinated King Eadred. Now he’s going to the Summer Court to begin a war, and he’s got this machine; it can break through the barrier.”

“Impossible. You’re mad.”

“It can break through,” Iain repeated, volume rising as he went on. “And the Court doesn’t know about it, so we have to get there and warn them. Otherwise, they’ll be caught entirely off guard.

“We need to arrive at the Court before the army does, and to get inside, we need to find the Summer Prince—he’s the only one who can get in and out of the barrier. But once we meet him, we can warn the court and war won’t start, and General Callaghan can be stopped, and the truth about the king’s death can be brought to light.”

Then he looked at Cai expectantly.

Pointing at him, Cai said, “That sounds like a good plan. But I can’t help you. So I’ll take my amulet, and you can go on your merry way.”

Iain hesitated, then asked, “What is the amulet, exactly? And why does it show visions?”

“Because it’s magic?” Cai scoffed, then snapped, “Just give it back!”

“Just give it to him!” James shouted from where he still was lying down.

But Iain shook his head. “No, not yet.” He looked Cai in the eye. “You’ll get it back when we get to the Summer Court.”

Deirdre’s mouth hung open. Are you serious?

Cai’s expression mirrored her disbelief. “You really are mad. This is the Seelie’s war. They don’t give a fig about humanity. Way I see it, they’ve brought it on themselves. They’ll have to deal with the consequences.”

Iain was stunned, knuckles white on the amulet’s chain. At that point, James finally sat up, rubbing his face, glowering.

Gesturing to Deirdre, Cai continued, “And seeing as how you have a faery traveling with you, I’d decline anyway. Faeries are always trouble.”

“You’re a knight,” Iain protested. “A whole lot more people than the Seelies will be affected by this war if we don’t stop it. This affects everyone.”

James, who had been studying Cai with narrowed eyes, smiled smugly. “He’s not a knight. He’s a ghost.” Before anyone could respond, James continued, “Just think about it. He’s been seen, uh, creeping around the roads with a sword, all raggedy, and he knew how to kill a Red Cap, just like other Unseelies he’s killed. Oh, and he’s looking for a necklace. He’s the Shambly Man!”

“The what?” Iain scoffed.

“It was a story we heard last night, back at the town,” James said. “See, he’s not… he’s not a real ghost. But he isn’t a knight either. He’s just looking for that necklace.”

“That isn’t what I saw last night, James. I saw he was a knight.” Iain shook his head, then turned back to Cai. “You killed that Red Cap last night with just three blows. The night before that, we had trouble just dealing with gnomes. Whatever you think about all this, we need your help. You’ll get the amulet back when we’re at the Summer Court.”

Cai glared at him, his furrowed brows bristling. “If I’m so strong then, what’s stopping me from just breaking your legs and taking it now?”

“Hey!” Deirdre jerked forward, fists clenched.

But Iain was completely unfazed. “You can threaten all you want, but you’ll get the amulet back at the Summer Court or not at all.”

For a while the two glared at each other, neither even blinking—until Cai groaned, dragging his hands over his face. “Fine! Fine, you filthy thief.” He rubbed the muscles around his wounded side and asked in a low, strained voice, “Where to then? Going north, I’d guess?”

James answered before anyone else could. “We’re going to the Wayfaring Festival to look for our mum’s”—he pointed to Iain and himself—“sister. Our mum is missing and in danger, and our aunt is the only lead we have. Which is why we’re out here in the first place.” Then he looked at Iain, raising his eyebrows. “Unless you forgot about that?”

Iain colored slightly. “Of course I haven’t forgotten. I promised we’d look for her, and”—he nodded to Deirdre—“I haven’t forgotten the promise we made to you either. But we can’t ignore what’s happening.”

James rolled his eyes. “If you’re right about the two courts warring forever, then can’t they take care of themselves?”

Leaning back and folding his arms, Cai nodded and said, “See, the lad’s smart. He agrees with me.”

James ignored him, looking at Iain. “Just… just give him the amulet back. Why did you even take it anyway? You said it called to you? What does that even mean?”

“Uh, yeah.” Iain swallowed hard. “It had something written on it.”

“What did it say?” Before Iain could answer, James continued with a whining pitch, “I can’t believe you took something from the cave. There was so much cool stuff in there, and no one else got to—”

“I took the items I needed.” Alvey suddenly interjected with a sniff, still curled up in her chair.

“Can you lot just be quiet?” Cai sighed. “I’ll go along with you, provided you lot can ever agree on what you’re really doing. I’ll go with you to the Wayfaring Festival, and then I’ll get my amulet back.”

Iain snapped his gaze to him. “No, you’ll get it back at the Summer Court.”

“This amulet—that you stole—is really worth all that much to you? Really? More than the opinion of your brother?”

But Iain ignored him, walking to the fire and getting out his cooking utensils and ingredients, putting the amulet in his pack. Deirdre followed but hung back, keeping an eye on Cai even as he sat back, shut his eyes, and muttered something about kids these days.

 

The scent of breakfast finally got Alvey to rise from her pretend sleep, and the peaceable scene of them eating around the fire as morning light showered outside was broken when Iain caught Cai rifling through his pack again. Iain instantly snatched it away from him and then secured it over his shoulder. James rolled his eyes and finished the rest of his food.

Beside Deirdre, Alvey muttered, “Pray, why is he coming?”

“Iain wants him to.” Deirdre then assented in a lighter voice, “Plus he did save us last night. And Iain thinks he’s the same knight that he and I saw in the amulet, one alive back whenever King Arthur was around. But that’s impossible, right? He’d be long dead!”

Alvey shrugged. “True. Even mixed bloods like me die under one hundred fifty years. Mayhap he is cursed?”

Deirdre looked over at Cai as he took a small sip from his bottle of gin and frowned at him.

“Whatever it is, I just wish he’d be a bit more polite. He’s an adult!”

 

After finishing and packing up, they headed back out into the woods, following maps and the directions Iain had gotten at the trading post yesterday afternoon. But they hardly needed them; once they were back to a main road, the road was full of wheel ruts and muddy, disturbed ground where caravans had passed through.

Cai tended to swear loudly when faced with the smallest inconvenience, such as a large puddle of mud or their first hill. Deirdre scolded him the first time he did it, only for him to snort and fold his arms.

“If it displeases your ladyship, then why don’t you tell that cook of yours to give me my amulet now? Then I’ll be out of your ginger… mess that you call hair.”

“You’re ginger too!” she snapped, pointing at him.

“Figure that out all on your own, did you?”

Seething, she hadn’t spoken to him since, trying to ignore him.

Rain fell lightly, making the road too muddy to walk through (though Alvey’s chair glided onward with ease). They turned off onto an old stone path through the autumn woods, the earthy, cool scents of rain and fallen leaves surrounding them. They were heading toward a pristine waterfall where Iain intended for them to refill their supply, as clean water might be expensive at the festival.

Deirdre and Iain walked side by side in front of the group, chatting occasionally.

“How long until we arrive at the festival?” Alvey suddenly rolled up between them, once again narrowly missing Deirdre’s foot.

“It won’t be until tomorrow even if we keep this pace,” Iain replied.

Suddenly Cai, who had been lurking at the back, pushed through them. He headed straight for a small boulder under the cover of some trees and sat down. The instant he was seated, he produced a flask from inside his coat, unscrewed the lid, and took a sip.

“What are you doing?” Deirdre asked him with her hands on her hips, still irritated by his behavior earlier.

“Oh.” Cai wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “You’re not in a hurry to get somewhere, are you? Because I’ll be needing frequent breaks. I’m old, you know. So you might as well give me that amulet now, or I’ll just keep slowing you down.”

Deirdre took a deep breath to scold him, when Iain gently touched her arm. “It’s fine. We can stop here for a while. The waterfall is nearby anyway.”

When they took a break for lunch, James and Iain were seated near, and James was whispering, not too quietly, to his brother. “Iain, bringing him along—it’s not a good idea.”

Iain hesitated, doubt briefly clouding his eyes. But he replied in a slow, firm voice, “We’ll run into things worse than that Red Cap, James. And if we can get him involved, people will follow him. They’ll listen to him.”

“Listen to a sword-wielding hobo?” James scoffed. “And, uh, he hates faeries, by the way!”

“They’ll listen to a knight. He’s seen war, and he’ll know strategy. At any rate, the Summer Court would probably believe him over… over a deserted Iron Warden charged with treason.”

After a long sigh, James said, “I don’t get this, Iain.”

“I know, but I’m trying to start trusting my instincts here, all right? Just give me time.”

After throwing his hands in the air and tromping away from his brother, James headed in Deirdre’s direction. As he walked, he took his map out of his pack and scoured it with a frown. She hesitated before going to meet him in the middle.

Smiling, Deirdre asked, “So it’s a spring and waterfall?” She looked over his shoulder at where it was marked on the map.

He nodded, unsmiling. “Yeah.”

“How did that happen?”

As if unable to resist, he straightened and replied, “After the Cataclysm, a lot of what are called faery trees appeared in the English and Scottish countryside, especially up north. They’re usually ash, beech, elm, or even extinct trees. The one up ahead is actually an oak. They’re called faery trees because they just appeared, full-grown, out of nowhere.

“Also, this one has got a spring coming from its roots, and since it’s at the top of a cliff, it makes the tallest waterfall in the area.”

“That sounds so pretty!”

SPLAT.

The two of them turned, and James let out a peal of laughter. Iain had fallen straight into an enormous puddle of mud, mixed with fallen leaves and sticks.

Cai was standing nearby, hands raised, an expression of innocence on his face. “My fault.”

Iain gasped as he pushed himself up; James was laughing and snorting but still managed to barely ask his brother if he was all right. Alvey was stunned, gaping.

“You did that on purpose!” Deirdre pointed at Cai, her face livid.

“Now, now. Let’s not go making any accusations,” he said, hands still raised. “Mistakes happen, don’t they? After all, we’re only human. Or I’m only human.”

“It was dangerous! You don’t know—there could have been rocks or something—you could have hurt him, all because of that stupid amulet! I know it was your brother’s, but why do you have to be so nasty and mean?”

He rolled his eyes, taking a drink from his flask.

Cheeks burning, Deirdre stalked closer and pointed again, nearly jabbing his nose. “And you should stop drinking! If you have too much, it’ll make you sick! Why do you—?”

She was cut off when Cai splashed some of the gin right in her face.

Iain was shouting at Cai, but all Deirdre could hear as she wiped her stinging eyes was Alvey laughing.

You little—!

Anger at Cai and Alvey boiled over as her hands grew hot. Cai suddenly cursed, jerking to his feet. Deirdre turned, seething, to see he had dropped his canteen, which was rusting and corroding fast, beginning to even turn black.

No! Not again! Stop!

She darted down and desperately grabbed it, then let out a cry; something gnawed at her hands. As she pulled them back, she found the bottom of her palms were raw and bloodied.

Gasping, she staggered back, holding her hands away from herself. At the same time, they grew cold and the flask abruptly stopped changing, though it was damaged far beyond repair.

Alvey was the first to speak, helpfully saying, “That was stupid! Why did you do that?”

Cai looked from the flask to her, muttering, “Faeries. Typical.”

“You all right?” Iain stepped toward her, his mud-covered face full of concern.

“I-I’m fine.” She clasped her hands. “I’m fine. You should go get cleaned up.”

“You sure?”

“Yes.” But as he began to walk onward, she followed, saying in an undertone, “I don’t think it’s a good idea to have Cai with us. All he cares about is that amulet, and… and he’s already been so much trouble…”

She trailed off when Iain held up a hand, saying, “I really want to clean up first, okay? I’ll go ahead to the spring and wash up. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

 

“You owe me a new flask.”

Deirdre didn’t look up from bandaging her hands. The wounds were not as bad as she’d first thought, though the scrapes were wide, covering her palms.

“I said, faery,” Cai began again, “you owe me—”

“I’ll get you a replacement at the festival,” she said, not looking at him.

“Fine.” Cai sat down, glancing at the ruined flask on the stone beside him and briefly rubbing his left side.

Deirdre’s mind was racing. That was the same magic, uncontrollable magic, like I used at that cat-themed inn or on the Fachan. But what kind of magic was it? Why was it so hard to control? She sighed, biting her lip as she looked over her bandaged hands. I really thought I was on the right track with magic except for last night. Why did this happen?

As they waited, James, after poking around the clearing for a while, began to read. Cai was sitting, leaning his back against a tree at the edge of the clearing. Alvey rolled her chair over to Deirdre, sniffing the air.

“I can smell the spring. ’Tis less than a minute away.”

“Uh-huh.” Deirdre didn’t look away from Cai.

Alvey sighed and mumbled something. Then she giggled.

Deirdre glanced at her. “What is it?”

“’Tis just…” Alvey blushed, gesturing toward where Iain had disappeared into the trees. “It almost makes me wish I had eyes.”

Deirdre stared at her, brow furrowed. “Do you want to see the spring? It should be pretty—”

Alvey shook her head. “’Tis not that. Rather…” She went on a whisper, leaning forward. “Iain is so much more mature than James, aye? And he smells better. I would imagine he is far, far more handsome.”

“What?” Deirdre’s mouth fell open as she realized Alvey had a crush. “You like Iain?”

“I would have thought that would be obvious.”

“But he’s so much older than you! You’re just fourteen.”

“That means nothing. Truly, that age difference is an advantage.” Leaning forward, she said in a sly tone, “If I ever get tired of him after we wed, I will not have too long to wait for him to pass!”

Deirdre let out a horrified gasp. “Alvey! Don’t say things like that.”

“’Tis just practical!”

“It’s unkind! And… and it’s a bit early to talk about marriage, isn’t it?”

“Not at all!” Alvey leaned back in her seat, her cheeks still pink. “We shall have to get married earlier than later, for we shall have children, at least twelve.”

Deirdre looked at her skinny figure, raising an eyebrow. “Are you sure?”

“Of course I am! And then all our children shall have large families, and bolstered by the elf blood in my veins, soon our descendants will be able to impact the entire population of England, shaping its future—and Iain and my love story will last forever!” She sighed, cupping her chin in her hands, her face now beet red. “We will be like Guinevere and Lancelot, Tristan and Iseult, Romeo and Juliet! But not stupid and dead and childless.”

Deirdre leaned away from the younger girl. She’d heard silly, lovestruck teenage fantasies before, but this was something else. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Nay.” She sighed again, still smiling.

Scratching the back of her head, Deirdre briefly wondered what Iain would say about this. Of course he’d turn her down because she’s just a kid, but… I mean, I think guys are supposed to like blondes? And petite girls? Wait, wait, it’s just a little-girl crush! Of course it won’t go anywhere! She blinked, frowning. Why am I thinking about this so much?

Suddenly out of the woods came the sound of raised voices, followed by a loud splashing. Looking over, Deirdre gasped to see Cai had vanished.

Just then the bushes and trees rustled loudly, and Cai stumbled out, rubbing a mark on the side of his face, wincing in pain.

“What happened?” Deirdre demanded as he walked over to where he’d been seated before.

He sat down again, still rubbing the area. “Your boyfriend has a decent right hook, I’ll give him that.”

Alvey cut in. “He’s not her boyfriend!”

Iain burst out of the thicket in clean but wet clothes, his bag securely under his arm, face livid. “He planned this—getting me filthy so I’d let go of my bag for a minute! Well, the amulet wasn’t even in my bag!” He pointed to his neck. “And—he threw one of my pots at me!”

“Well, you’re the only reason I’m in this mess, aren’t you?” Cai snapped back, folding his arms. “If you’d just give me the bloody amulet—”

“I said no! You won’t get it back until I say so, and you’re not going to steal it!”

“Sure doesn’t look that way,” Cai muttered. “That’s what I get for trying to steal from a thief.”

“I didn’t steal it!” Iain pointed toward the way they’d come. “I found it in the cave—it reached out to me—if anyone stole it, the dwarf did!”

“Then you stole it from the dwarf.”

“The dwarf was dead. I killed him!”

“Oh.” Cai nodded his head. “I misunderstood. You’re the type to kill and then steal, hmm?”

“He was Unseelie—he was evil!”

“Fine, yes, I’ll give you that.” Cai held up his hands. “All right. You win.”

Iain and Deirdre kept glaring at him, not believing him for a second. The older man was entirely unaffected, beginning to pick at a bit of dirt under a fingernail.

Eventually he looked up at the two of them. “We going to the spring or not?”

Deirdre was about to scream at him when Iain suddenly turned to her and the others, saying, “We should refill our water. Come on.”

As they headed into the thicket and toward the sound of rushing water, Deirdre walked beside Iain. “Cai needs to go,” she whispered. “Who knows what else he might do to try to get it back?”

“I know he’s given us trouble. And you’re probably right, but…” Iain shook his head, though he looked even less determined than before. He gestured ahead. “Let’s just go.” Then he muttered to himself, just loud enough for her to hear, “I can’t believe I just punched a knight in the face…”

Then his eyes widened, and he glanced down at her bandaged hands. “You all right?”

“It’s not bad; they’re just scraped some.”

“It’s been a while since something like that happened.” His face was thoughtful. “Do you think that’s because you’re… talking to the magic now?”

She tilted her head. “Maybe? I know it happened because I got mad, just like before. But it was like all I’ve learned about Earth and Water Magic didn’t even matter!” She sighed, shutting her eyes. “I wish it would all just go away and leave me alone.”

“You don’t really mean that.”

Deirdre looked up at him.

“It’s a part of you, yeah?” He smiled, lightly clasping her shoulder. “You’ll figure it out.”

She smiled, letting out a small sigh. “Thanks. I hope so.”

Suddenly Iain seemed to notice his hand was still on her shoulder, and he took it off quickly, pulling his arm down stiffly beside him, not making eye contact.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

 

Boyd lounged in his seat, his bruised knuckles locked together on the table in front of him. A pasty commanding officer sat across from him, looking over the report from the Forest Caves. Usually soldiers who ended up in a stark-white room like this were all clammy-skinned or wobbly-kneed because they’d done something wrong and were facing punishment. But Boyd didn’t break a sweat.

Philip always got onto him about not noticing or caring enough when he was in trouble. He could imagine being given a hard time for this—for not preparing enough or for not sprucing up first.

He could imagine how Philip would explain seriously why he should respect the law, why he should be concerned. Then he’d wave it off, and they’d have a drink and listen to a match on the radio. Just like that, all would be right again.

But he knew he wasn’t in trouble now; there would be nothing in any report that would incriminate him. The gun he’d used to dispatch Walker had been the one he swiped from Iain, a deserter, which no one would question. The dwarf’s magic could easily be blamed for any friendly fire that happened. And the only witnesses left were on General Callaghan’s side of things.

“’S like I told you in my initial report, Commander,” Boyd said, his mouth quirking into a smile. “It’s all there. Former Warden Callaghan confiscated my gun from me, shot Commander Walker, and fled the scene with the faery suspect.”

 

Shortly after the soldier finished reading his papers, he dismissed Boyd and told him to await orders. General Callaghan would be arriving soon, and he’d requested Boyd in his battalion.

As Boyd walked from the room and down the hall toward the canteen, he twisted his identity tags around his fingers and squeezed the metal until his palm stung. He realized he was angry.

The Iron Guard may not blame him for what had happened at the caves, but General Callaghan certainly hadn’t seen it that way. There was no mistaking the disappointment in his voice when he’d last called. It would be Boyd’s fault the faery had slipped his grasp.

The canteen was as stark and white as the interrogation room, but it was crowded with rowdy soldiers in training who were laughing riotously and the silent infantrymen who glared or shook their heads at them. Boyd got a tray of food and took a seat at an empty table beside another that was full.

As he ate, he overheard the conversation at the table next to him.

“I can’t picture it myself. An Iron Warden, dying in a blaze of glory, facing down a monster like that Fachan? And all that other nonsense from that radio call—it’s complete rubbish.”

“Especially being—what’d they call him—a Fancy Prancer?” another asked.

“That’s ’cause his name was Prance. It doesn’t mean anything else.” An older soldier interjected patiently. “And it’s true what happened. General Windsor confirmed it. He’s the one who got the call.”

Immediately the soldier’s words were drowned out by the others calling him a liar.

Boyd stopped eating midbite. He lowered his fork and knife, cutting his eyes over to the table.

One of the younger cadets asked thickly, “He confirmed that we’re going to war against the Summer Court?”

“No, you daft— He really did get that call from the Deserter and the Rogue Faery. The Deserter really is accusing the Iron Guard of assassinating the king. Prance was the one who started the rumor in the first place.”

Boyd’s tray slid across the table and crashed to the floor before he even realized he was throwing it. The group beside him looked up, startled.

“That’s not true.” Boyd stood abruptly, knocking his chair back.

“All right, mate,” the older soldier said, holding his hands up. “Just having a laugh.”

Boyd jabbed his finger at them, grounding out, “It’s not bloody funny either. Is it?”

“No—not in the slightest.”

“Brilliant. That was Prance’s brother…,” one of them said as Boyd turned away from the table.

He thundered out of the canteen, blindly, pushing down any thoughts that came to the surface of his mind. He had to focus on General Callaghan’s next orders. He had to focus on making Philip’s death mean something.

* * *

 

passed the security checkpoint, and stepped out of his truck. The base was located near the Peak District in a forested area. The ground used to house a church that was now in ruins, and what was currently the base was once a factory warehouse. The rules of sacred grounds still applied to Unseelie Fae, no matter how long the church had been in ruins, and they could not walk upon the land there.

The woods were lined with silver birch trees that were just shedding their yellow leaves. The bark was peeling off like layers of paint, their black knots like blank, staring eyes. As Alan walked deeper into the woods, he felt another set of eyes on him.

“I hope no one spotted you.” The Master’s voice weaved through the forest like smoke; the birds singing overhead immediately stopped and all went silent. “What would your little army think if they saw you walk into the deep, dark forest to meet me? I daren’t guess.”

“I’m alone.” Alan’s eyes narrowed as he glanced about for the voice’s origin.

“How very profound.” The Master stepped out from behind a tree directly in front of Alan, dressed in black like a shadow. “Oh, you meant more than metaphorically alone.”

Alan raised his eyebrows. The Master was usually dressed in strange, old-fashioned clothing like a gaudy Edwardian painting. However, now he was wearing modern black trousers, a black T-shirt that looked too thin for the autumn weather, and combat boots.

Not missing Alan’s reaction, the Master threw his head back and laughed. “Oh, forgive me. I’m going to a festival, you see, and I thought I’d dress the part. It’ll be fun. In fact, I’m meeting our dear boy there.” The Master’s mouth stretched into a wide grin. “I’ll just be completing our arrangement and taking James off your hands—”

“You lying snake.” Quick as a flash, Alan struck out and grabbed the Master by his neck, shoving him back against one of the birch trees. The tree shook, and leaves scattered down around them.

The Master’s pale throat bobbed under his hand, and he squeezed harder as he felt a laugh vibrating, Alan’s hand shaking from the effort of keeping himself from crushing him.

The golden eyes like shiny coins widened briefly before the Master choked out, “Darling, you can’t kill me. If you could, then our arrangement dies with me—”

“Our arrangement,” Alan ground out, “is a farce. We agreed that the boy would be the exchange. Not her. She was never meant to be part of this.”

“Can you not even say her name?”

When Alan let go, the Master gasped and slid down the tree. But he soon recovered, brushing off his clothing. “You’ve found us out then? Our little charade is over?” The Master tutted. “Ah, women can never keep secrets.”

“James told me.”

The Master’s demeanor changed in an instant at the mention of the boy. He leaped upright, smiling, and spoke to himself as if Alan was not there. “He figured that out, did he? Perfect. Wonderful. It’s just as I thought…”

“What else have you been lying about?” Alan growled.

The Master noticed him again, his head snapping up. “Why do you ask? Honestly, I didn’t think you would care at all. Why do you care?”

He studied Alan with such scrutiny that Alan had to turn his head. He felt like an animal in a jar under lights, prodded.

“Fascinating,” the Master said. “Is that why you’re such a poor, wretched mess? Because you think I didn’t do as we agreed—not completely?”

“I don’t appreciate being lied to.”

Is that it? Is that what’s been… tormenting me? Alan wondered.

That did not seem right. It wasn’t just the lying. It was much more than that.

The Master took slow, careful steps, his hands raised as if Alan were some dark creature instead of a man. “Look at you. Your property is burned to the ground, your sons have betrayed you, and your wife…”

Alan felt his face twitch. He clenched his fists at his sides, watching the Master as he circled around.

“Oh, your lovely little wife has fled from you with all her might and shudders at the thought of you. So, if you were to kill me, for example, all you’d have left are memories. And we both know you’re not strong enough to bear that.

“And without being able to complete your glorious war, well, everything you’ve worked for your entire life, everything you’ve sacrificed, will have been for nothing. All for naught. I don’t scare easily, but that thought makes my insides quake.”

Then the Master reached into his trouser pocket and produced something that gleamed in the speckled light through the shade of the leaves. “I found this shoved in a filthy hole in my fireplace.”

He tossed it to Alan, who barely caught it against his chest. He sucked in a breath at the sight the tarnished gold wedding band with a red garnet gem at its center.

“Kallista left that at my estate,” the Master said. “Before she stabbed me.”

Alan’s pulse quickened. Why was he thinking of her? He felt no love or hatred or anything discernable. Instead, she was a song stuck in his head; her constant presence in his mind was as insistent as a heartbeat.

“Something has gone… wrong,” Alan said. “You did not do as I asked. Not completely.”

“Calm down, drink some tea, and don’t worry your dear English head about it,” the Master said. “I took from you what you asked—the proof of which is at my estate.”

“Then why—?”

“I think you already know.”

Alan closed his fist around the ring. Then he resolved not to look at it again before placing it in his front jacket pocket and buttoning it securely.

“It’s touching, honestly.” Clasping his hands to his chest, the Master tilted his head and said, his voice mocking, “Kallista has always been your true heart.”

It wasn’t enough. He wasn’t strong enough to do what must be done. There had to be more steps to take to ensure he could finish this war.

Flexing his bandaged hand, Alan glanced up at the gray sky through the veil of leaves. “What do I need to do to remove any doubts, any weakness?”

The Master’s golden eyes lit up, molten with frenzy. Then he paced around, restless and buzzing. “Oh, a challenge! I do love a challenge. But this—I’ve never seen what something like this could do—”

“You do have a solution.”

“It is more of a failsafe, actually. Should you find yourself faltering in your mission or should you fail along the way, this will certainly remedy your failings.”

As Alan took a breath, it swirled in the cold air around him in a shudder.

There was a flash in the air, the acrid and electric fetor of magic, and then something appeared in the Master’s grasp: crystal so snow-white it seemed there was pure winter in the Master’s hand—cold, dead winter.

“The essence and power of Unseelie magic, the Winter King and all his beautiful monsters…” The Master held up the crystal between two fingers.

The smell and sight of it reminded him of the magic Alan had felt during the Cataclysm. Swallowing down his revulsion, he asked, “What do you want in return?”

“This I’ll give to you for free.” The Master held out the crystal to him. “I want to ensure that the Winter King’s demands are obeyed, no matter the cost. So if you falter again, shatter the crystal.”

Holding out his bandaged hand, Alan accepted it. The crystal was surprisingly heavy in his hand, and the air around it crackled with energy. “What does it do, exactly?”

The Master stomped his feet on the ground like a giddy schoolboy. “That,” he finally said, “is a wonderful question to which I have no answer. Yet.”

The sound of lumbering footfalls through the brush interrupted them.

“General Callaghan—?” Boyd’s gruff voice called through the forest.

“Your dimwitted thrall’s looking for you.” The Master’s tone was dry. “Does he know about us—the bond we have? Because I’d imagine this would be difficult to explain otherwise.”

Just as Boyd crashed through the trees, the Master vanished before his eyes. But not quickly enough.

The moment he vanished, birds began to sound their calls again, and a breeze whispered through the leaves.

“General Callaghan?” Boyd gaped. “What was—?”

“Nothing for you to worry about.”

Boyd stared, slack-jawed, where the figure had just been. His chest rose and fell raggedly, and as his bloodshot blue eyes fixed on Alan, as desperate as always, the general’s mouth twitched in disgust.

Ignoring Boyd, Alan shoved past him as he walked back toward the Iron Guard base.

“That thing—his eyes—!” Boyd followed behind like an obedient mutt, his steps loud and clumsy. “It wasn’t human.”

“Well spotted, Prance.”

He heard Boyd suck in air in disbelief, but he was no longer concerned whether or not Boyd knew the truth. It was almost over, and soon nothing would matter at all.

“I thought—”

Alan whirled around to face his soldier. “You have one last chance to prove to me that you’re worth the trouble of keeping you around. One chance. If I were you, that’s the only thing I would be thinking about. Or do you need another reminder?”

Boyd looked stricken, his head lowering. “No, General Callaghan.”

“Good. Then gather your supplies. We’re heading to the Peak District at first light.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

 

As he walked, James occasionally glanced up from his notebook to squint at Cai behind him. The strange man flitted his gaze over everyone in the group before he focused on Iain, glaring at the back of his head. Cai was as wily as some of the tricksters from the old storybooks Mum used to read; only, James found he didn’t like them as much in real life.

Still, his curiosity outweighed his growing ire. He had questions. Mostly he wanted to prove Iain wrong so he would just forget about his stupid notion of bringing some madman with them; it was not like his brother to trust someone like Cai so easily even if he was a knight.

Strong emphasis on was.

James ever so subtly fell back from the group until he was walking side by side with Cai. He eyed the sword at the man’s hip, thinking of how it had so easily cut through the Red Cap’s flesh, and cringed.

I saw the Red Cap stab him with its claws. I saw them go in deep, and I heard his ribs snapping. How is he still alive and walking then? If Iain really did see him in the amulet, and he really was a knight, then how is he still young and not all decrepit and stuff?

That would take powerful magic. A sacrifice.

An answer slithered into his mind, and the thought of it made his stomach cold. Ignoring the sensation, he flipped to a fresh page in his notebook, his pen poised as if he were about to interview a celebrity.

“So what, uh, did you trade for it, for immortality?” James asked him, his voice low. “That is how you’re alive, isn’t it? What kind of faery did you make the deal with?”

Cai just stared ahead, his mouth a hard, stubborn line.

“Why did you want to live forever anyway?” James continued. “I mean if I were immortal, I would use my time to learn everything. But I don’t think that’s what you’re doing, is it, between the being a ghost story and sword fighting?”

The man narrowed his green eyes, absently scratching at his ginger beard as he asked, “Are you interested in making a deal with a faery?”

James blinked in surprise. “Well, uh, no. I’m not interested in making one, exactly. I’m just interested in how they work and what kind of faeries are involved.”

“Why?”

“I like to learn.” James forced out a careless laugh. “Also, I’ve just found out that I’m in a faery deal, you know, against my will. I was traded in one. But there isn’t a lot of research on them besides in fairy tales, which aren’t always factual enough to collect viable information from.”

He felt like he was speaking about some other boy who had been traded like an object. It was easier to focus on the information and see it objectively that way.

“Fairy tales are more accurate than you might think.” Cai avoided looking at him. “A lot of the little rules that the fairies follow—and the way they have no regard for most humans and how deceptive they are—that’s all true in real life.”

After scribbling that information down, James hummed thoughtfully. “You know there are fairy tales about the knights and stuff too. I’ve read those. Would you say those are reliable?”

Cai grunted. “Depends.”

James was about to keep pressing him on fairy tales when he realized He’s completely avoided my first question on faery deals. He’s got me talking about something else, changed the subject. He’s clever, but I can be clever too.

“So that’s what you’ve been doing with your faery-deal-given immortality,” James said knowingly, snapping his fingers like he’d figured out an important clue. “Reading fairy tales.”

The man’s smile was faint but amused. “Fairy tales are better than most material, that’s for sure. At least they’re honest about things that matter… such as the fact that no one can learn everything.”

“Well, no one person can learn everything in a lifetime by himself,” James conceded. “But if you learn from what others have researched before you, there’s no telling.”

For the first time in a while, Cai turned his head to look at him. His features were sternly creased. “Is that what you think then? That if you learn enough about faery deals, you’ll be able to just skip out of the one you’re in?”

“Exactly.” A jolt of anxious excitement rushed through James as he flipped to the pages he’d dedicated to information on Mum. “See, I know it can be done somehow because my mum, uh, traded her life instead. Now the deal is switched to her, but I’m still marked. By the way, what does it mean to be marked? Are you marked too since you made a faery deal?”

Cai was silent for a few moments, and James thought he might not answer at first. But then he said, “What your mother did was extremely odd. I’ve never heard of something like that.”

“What, uh, do you mean?”

The man shrugged and said, “But I’m not marked, not the way you must be. The deal’s effects are upon me. And I don’t know if they are upon you, but if you are connected to it… it might be like those watermarks that they print on papers. But you’d be better off asking a high-class faery of some kind about all this, if you find one you can deal safely with for information. If such a creature exists.”

James wasn’t writing that down, just staring at his paper with a sick feeling in his stomach. The deal’s effects are upon him? What does that mean?

“You didn’t make a faery deal either.” James inhaled sharply. “It just… happened to you, didn’t it, like it happened to me?”

Cai’s voice was rough and implied that James should drop the subject. “I would never make a deal with a faery. Never.”

“So that’s a yes then.” James clicked his pen. “Do you know who did it or why? I’m just curious.”

“You want a black eye?” Cai asked flatly. “Just curious.”

James felt his face drain of color, but he looked straight ahead and said casually, “You could do that. But my brother would give you much worse than a black eye.”

Cai gaped at him, perhaps trying to grasp that he had just been threatened. “Oh, you think so, do you? I’d like to see that, seeing as how I can’t die—”

“What?” James scribbled that down fiercely.

“Oi! What are you writing?” Cai grabbed for the notebook.

James darted out of his reach and up the path and in front of Iain. His brother jolted in surprise, then frowned behind him at Cai, seeing where James had run from.

“Everything all right, James?” Iain asked.

James just nodded, breathless, and hid a smug smile.

 

After a while of trudging down the muddy, damp roads, the sky darkened as evening arrived; it was still gray, but there were bursts of orange peeking through the clouds at sunset. James looked down at his mud-caked trainers and groaned, wondering if his feet would ever be dry again. He was distracted from his misery when Alvey sighed loudly ahead of him, pushing her chair slower than normal.

James jogged up behind Alvey’s chair, leaned down, and asked, “Need a push for a bit, Alvey? I’m not, um, tired. And I was thinking about something Cai said…”

Alvey slowed her wheeling to consider him, tilting her head up. When she did so, the light reflected off her skin just so, and James’s heart started to pound in his ears when he thought of how soft it would feel.

I know she’s part Light elf, but is skin supposed to glow like that? And her hair looks good too and soft. And—

“—well!”

“Um, what?” James’s face heated.

“I said, very well. You may push my chair for a bit.”

“Oh, right.” He jerkily pushed her chair along. Then, after a moment, he composed himself, and the wheels glided smoothly. “So, I was thinking…”

“About Cai?”

James raised an eyebrow, chuckling a little. “What? No— I mean, yes, but—”

When she tilted her head up toward him again, James focused on the woods to his right, feeling guilty for staring with her knowing and not wanting to be distracted again.

“Iain seems to think he is a knight of old,” Alvey said, a smile in her voice. “Methinks he is cursed, which would prove Iain’s visions correct.”

James brightened, snapping his gaze away from the trees as his brain went into research mode. “That’s what I was thinking, because he let slip that he can’t die!”

Letting out an airy sigh, Alvey fell back against her chair. “Iain certainly has been determined and aggressive about this whole amulet affair.”

James scoffed. “Uh, you said that like it’s a good thing. It’s actually really, really irritating.”

“Well, ’tis just that they are very masculine, human traits. They are not what I am used to.”

“Right.” James continued, confused. “You’re interested in humans, right?”

“I suppose one could put it that way.”

Gaining confidence, he said, “See, I could teach you about, um, humans and stuff. What it’s like to be human so you can embrace your human half. I can answer any questions you have—”

“Describe him to me.”

“Excuse me?”

“Iain. Describe him.”

James laughed loudly, hitting a pitch. Then he whispered, “Are you serious? Because that’s kind of strange.”

When Alvey slammed her palms hard on her armrests in response, James babbled, “Uh, he’s got, uh, brown hair, I guess. Our skin’s the same brown color. Uh…”

“Tell me, is he tall and strong? He is a soldier, after all.” She giggled into her hands, and the sound was unmistakably weird in the way that only girls could be weird.

James was winded like someone had sucker-punched him. As his pulse raced, he realized that Alvey liked Iain. His stomach twisted with jealousy; it left an acidic taste in his mouth.

She likes him. It shouldn’t be surprising. Why would she like me?

He hadn’t realized how long he’d been silent for until it began to drizzle and the sun had set. Alvey complained and covered herself in her shawl. Just ahead, caravans were parked alongside the road, their headlights illuminating the falling raindrops.

To the surprise of everyone, Cai shouldered past them (shouldering past Iain perhaps a little too hard) and waved to one of the groups that was sitting under an awning attached to their large caravan around a fire pit. They looked like a large extended family.

“All right, Cai?” one of the men said brightly. “It’s been a while!”

“Only a year,” Cai answered. “And yourself? Still up to no good, I’ll bet.”

Behind Cai, Deirdre and Iain exchanged shocked glances, and Deirdre whispered, “He has friends? I can’t believe he has friends.”

There was a brief exchange between Cai and the man before the latter beckoned them over, saying, “You and those young friends of yours are free to stay with us for tonight. But once we reach the festival, you’re on your own!”

James drifted over to Iain and Deirdre as Alvey wheeled herself ahead out of the rain with renewed energy. Iain looked uncertain, eyeing the caravans warily.

The family was nothing but warm and welcoming to them, offering them a place to sleep and food and drink. James threw himself down on one of the folding cloth chairs provided and glared into the fire.

Iain opted to stand, leaning against the caravan and mostly listening as Cai talked with the group, after offering thanks to their hosts. Then, when James heard Iain hiss, he looked up to see a woman bringing out four bottles of spirits from the caravan, two in each hand.

“Are you up for a drink with the lads, Cai?” Cai’s friend asked as he threw his arm around him, laughing and already red-faced and slurring himself. “I think I already know your answer, but maybe you’ll—”

“I’ll knock one back, sure.” Cai grabbed an empty glass and held it out to be filled with frothy amber liquid.

Iain’s mouth formed a hard line, and he crossed his arms. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Cai. We have more walking to do tomorrow. Early. Crack of dawn, in fact.”

The two glared at each other, and James had no idea whose will was stronger.

But Cai looked away first. Then he threw his head back and downed his drink in one go. Afterward, he took a breath, wiped his mouth, and said to his startled friend, though looking directly at Iain, “I’ll have another glass of that. Cheers.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

 

Deirdre flitted around the caravans like a butterfly, chatting merrily with the travelers. The rain briefly let up, and dinner became a potluck event as several caravans that knew each other came together around a large fire in the middle of the road. Several trailers passed by, honking at the crowd and going around them.

After about an hour when the rain began to fall and she helped with the hasty cleanup, Deirdre spotted some men lurching away to their caravan, singing some nonsense and opening fresh bottles of brandy. They seemed surprised when Cai joined them but happily welcomed him into their circle. She was tempted to scold Cai, but the memory of the gin stinging her face stopped her.

“That venison was terrible,” Alvey said, rolling her chair next to Deirdre’s lawn chair about twenty minutes later.

Their hosts’ caravan had a very large awning on one side, looking out into the forest. And they were parked on high, stony ground on the side of the road, making for a dry makeshift patio. The rain fell steadily around them.

“I liked it,” Deirdre said, smiling at the memory of dinner. “It was nice to have meat for a change.” But then she spotted the bandages on her hands, and her smile faded. “Alvey?”

“What?”

“I need to control my magic, all my magic.”

“Why?” The younger girl grinned broadly. “Destroying the flask was stupid, but ’twas hilarious.”

“It wasn’t funny; it was an accident. A bad one. So how do I control it?”

“’Tis simple: contact your primary magic. That will help you balance things.”

“Primary magic?” Deirdre tilted her head. “What’s that?”

Alvey scoffed. “We spoke about this before!”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Aye, we have! Back in the caves.”

Deirdre quickly scanned her memory. “Well, I don’t remember, so tell me, please?”

After letting out a long-suffering sigh, drawing her hand across her brow, Alvey replied, “Very well. You need to find your primary magic; each faery has one kind that he is closest to. ’Tis what you are born with, and it does not change, no matter what may happen.”

Deirdre scooted to the edge of her chair, leaning forward. “So what’s my primary type?”

“I do not know! I know some that you are not, mainly Wind, Water, and Earth. Those types are so… exceptionally talkative with faeries who are their primaries, you would know by now.”

Deirdre’s face fell. “If I have a primary, shouldn’t I have the most of it in me or something? So you could sense it?”

The blond girl groaned, head lolling back. “That’s not how it works! I cannot tell what your primary is. You have to figure it out!”

Deirdre sat back in her chair, staring at the rain. “But… but where do I start? I mean, what types of magic are there even? How many?”

“There are not many. They correspond with the natural forces of the world: energy, space, and time.”

“So there are only three kinds of magic?”

Alvey turned red in the face and wrung the air with her hands like it were someone’s neck. But eventually she lowered her hands, letting out a long breath like the hiss of a kettle.

Deirdre fought back a giggle at the barely contained tantrum.

Finally composing herself, Alvey said in an overly patient voice, “You can categorize the types of magic based on those three forces. Energy is life, and its magic abounds in the visible and heat—Fire, Light, Flora, and Earth. On the other hand, space is all that lies between or supports life, and its magic abounds in the cold and hidden—Water, Wind, and Shadow.”

Her smile widened painfully, becoming a grimace. “Do you understand what I am saying to you thus far?”

“I think so.” Deirdre sat up straighter. “So Flora means like plants and trees, right?”

“Aye.”

“So, what about time? I remember you talking about Time Magic…”

Alvey shook her head. “You do not have to concern yourself with it. ’Tis the only magic corresponding to the force of time, and no faery can truly harness it, like they can other magic… save for the one called Father Time. I have never met him.”

Deirdre’s mouth fell open. “There’s actually a Father Time?”

“I said there is a faery called that, did I not? Who knows where he is.” Suddenly the younger girl sat up straight, sniffing the air a couple of times. “Are those nasty cows back from the other caravan?”

Deirdre was about to ask her what she meant, when she heard more voices from inside the caravan; a couple of the teenage girls in the family had returned from visiting. “Alvey! Don’t call girls or anyone cows! It’s really—”

“’Tis not rude if they are trying to… how do you humans put it? Get fresh with Iain. I heard them giggling about him earlier.” Sniffing loudly, she grabbed her wheels and began to roll inside. “They had best take care to leave him alone. I think I stole—I mean, borrowed—some curses.”

Deirdre was about to go in after her but then turned away, shaking her head. Iain can handle it. After all, she kind of listens to him since she likes him. Much more than she listens to me…

Sighing, she looked out at the rain, letting her guard down and reaching out for the Water Magic out there. It spoke mostly of rainfall in rolling whispers and patterns of drops, both here and elsewhere in the night.

But again…

Something between the drops was there, waiting for her to notice it. Frowning, she sat up straighter, reaching out to it. Beyond the humidity and water, there was a deeper pull that stirred memories of other rainy nights.

Other rainy nights…

Deirdre held out a hand, as if waiting for someone to take it. Lowering her eyelids, she listened. The strange magic’s whispers spoke of ancient, wet evenings, and the space seemed to grow between the raindrops in the present. The space was cold and dark.

Standing up, Deirdre walked to the edge of the makeshift patio. Rain fell, but she was also hyperaware of the shadows blocking the lights of the caravan behind her.

A small gasp escaping, she realized It’s the night. The spaces between the rain is the night. Is that what I’m hearing? Is this Shadow Magic?

She had always believed she was never afraid of the dark because she was brave. But now she wondered if it was because some part of her knew there was magic in the darkness.

But there’s still the unknown. She looked out at the night, hesitating at the edge. Alvey said that space magic, or whatever, is about the cold and the hidden. But what does that even mean? She stood up straighter, squaring her shoulders. I’ll just have to find out.

So she stepped out into the rain and darkness. Asking the magic questions was not necessary, as thoughts, feelings, and words flowed much more easily than ever before as she walked in the night.

I guess I must be getting used to this! She grinned, then shut her eyes. It’s so full of memory. What memories?

The magic sighed quieter than the rain, soft like a distant whisper. They were born in the night. The stars came, and they grew in the void. They were born and lived and aged. But now they are gone.

Deirdre’s eyelashes fluttered. “Which stars?”

The darkness showed her something deeper than water or the ground—reaching back before the foundations of Earth were laid and before the sun was born. The magic raced to the edges of all existence, remembering stars that were born, bursting with light, like merry children. Then they grew and changed, but then they turned giant and aged, passing like old men.

And they were gone.

Deirdre felt the sorrow of change, sharp and aching in her heart, a lump in her throat—like a family home abandoned. Wiping her eyes, she reached out again, asking for the shadows to show her something in the present.

The magic led her through the rain to places no eyes had seen—passages into the sky through thin clouds and pathways leading down into the living, breathing core of the planet.

In the darkness, everything was connected with the shadows, even things that were decaying—often the magic was especially strong there.

At one point, Deirdre could not say what hour, the clouds briefly cleared and the moon came out. It dimmed the shadows, but the magic was not gone. Deirdre stood staring up at the moon’s white face as the magic whispered of the living bond it made between the moon and the earth.

She sat down heavily on a stump as the moon disappeared, her mind and senses overcome by all she was seeing and hearing.

I can’t feel the dark, but it is there. I can’t touch this magic, but it is there.

How long she sat there in the dark, eyes closed, listening, she did not know, but eventually the rain faltered. Finally opening her eyes, she was in the forest, the sky above illuminated with the first rosy blush of dawn.

Her mouth fell open, and she shot up to her feet, looking around wildly, wondering how far she’d gone from the caravan. She had left footprints in the mud, and she followed them back.

I was out all night… She tilted her head, then smiled. But I don’t feel tired. She stretched with a happy sigh. I haven’t felt this good, this rested in… I don’t know how long!

Skipping back to the caravan, her spirits lifting higher and higher, she found it was quiet outside. A few of the other caravans parked nearby were busy with their occupants stepping out and making coffee on fires or even finishing breakfast and preparing to drive onward.

The only person outside of theirs, under the awning, was Alvey. Her chair was reclined back, and she was curled under her shawl, sound asleep.

“Alvey!” Deirdre skidded to a halt by Alvey’s chair, shaking the girl’s shoulder. “Alvey, I had the most amazing night!”

Lowering the blanket, Alvey hissed. “Go. Away.”

“Alvey, I still have no clue about primary magic or any of that, but I contacted a new type, Shadow Magic! And I—” She giggled, clapping her hands and bouncing up and down. “Oh, it was so easy! I just asked just one thing, and it was literally showing me the universe! It was too much! Ooh, Alvey, it was so exciting!”

She shook Alvey’s chair until the girl swatted her hands hard, making Deirdre let go.

“Wait one moment.” Alvey yawned, then straightened her chair. “Shadow Magic showed you all that? The very first you reached out for it!”

“Yes!” Deirdre bounced on her heels. “Isn’t it incredible?”

Alvey frowned. “Your primary may be Shadow Magic.”

“Really?” She clapped her hands. “That would be brilliant! It’s so… like… it’s really cool!”

The younger girl sniffed, suddenly shooting Deirdre a sour look, saying, “How wonderful for you. That must be why you roused me like a selfish child.”

Deirdre scoffed at her. “Okay, Miss Grumpy! I just had to tell someone. Hey, are they awake yet?”

“Aye. Do not tell them you are a faery, you fool.”

The smile faded on Deirdre’s face a fraction. “Of course I won’t; that might be dangerous. What’s gotten you so upset?”

“Never you mind.” Alvey suddenly reclined her chair again, pulling her shawl up over her face.

The sound of voices and a teakettle whistling came from inside the caravan. After one last glance at Alvey, Deirdre shrugged and bounced over to the door, wiped off her muddy shoes, then went inside to help prepare tea and breakfast.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

 

Iain stood under the awning of the caravan where they would be staying the night. It was still drizzling, and the air was damp and cold. There was a fire burning, but he was not near enough to feel its warmth. He kept his gaze fixed with hawklike focus on Cai and his mates as they sang old songs and drank across the road.

Every time Iain had looked in on him, the stubborn man had ordered another round, even when it looked as if he was done for the evening and had set his glass down.

Now Iain slid his hand in the collar of his shirt and brushed his fingers over the amulet’s smooth surface. For a moment his vision glazed, and as he focused on the soothing sound of the rain, the tension in his body lessened.

When he heard squelching footsteps, he turned to see James trudging over from the fire where he had been sitting, his shoulders hunched. His little brother leaned against the caravan beside him, folded his arms, and scowled out at the rain.

“All right, James?” Iain asked. “You want to talk about something?”

“Um, no. I’m just, you know, standing around. Like you.” James gestured to him and asked, “What are you doing over here by yourself? People were asking about you.”

“What people? I hadn’t noticed.”

When James gave a cursory glance over at the fire, Iain followed suit. There were a few stragglers who had yet to head to bed, and Alvey was chatting with a couple of girls. He didn’t see Deirdre with them.

“You didn’t notice those girls trying to talk to you? Seriously?” James shook his head and ground out, apparently doing his best impression of a grumpy bear with indigestion, “I bet you don’t even know that Alvey likes you as well.”

It took a while for the words to compute in Iain’s brain. “You’re absolutely barking.” He gave his little brother a shove. “You’re trying to pull one over on me, yeah?”

“She’s not a joke, you know!”

“Wait—” Iain held up his hands. “She’s just a girl, like a sister or something. She can’t like me.”

“Figures you’ve got girls chasing you and you don’t even notice.”

“I don’t want anything chasing me—girls and Unseelie monsters alike,” Iain quipped lamely; James didn’t even smile. “I can’t focus on anything like that right now, yeah? It’s the furthest thing from my mind.”

But girls are probably not the furthest thing from James’s mind at this point. He’s really growing up, isn’t he? He’s fourteen now, nearly fifteen. Soon he won’t be a kid anymore.

For a few moments Iain was struck dumb by that realization. Then, after snapping out of it, he said, “Anyway, you don’t need a bunch of girls chasing you. You don’t need to chase them either. You only need one girl, and—”

“Don’t! Just stop talking— Shut up!”

Iain held up his hands in surrender but went on, “You shouldn’t even be thinking about dating and stuff, yeah?”

“So if you’re not over here trying to be all, uh, aloof and cool, then what are you doing?”

“I’ve been keeping an eye on Cai.”

James swallowed hard. “Is he still drinking?”

“Yeah.” Iain let out a sharp exhale. “It’s like he’s trying to prove something. I don’t know what.”

“Uh, that he’s a jerk?” James’s tone was bitter. “Because he’s proved that already.”

Thinking back to earlier that day when Cai had splashed gin in Deirdre’s face, Iain’s neck grew hot. “I know, James,” he said. “But this amulet—it must have shown me those visions of him for a reason, because he can do something about this war. Why else would I have found it?”

James held out his hand expectantly. “Let me see the amulet.”

Iain hesitated before obliging.

“Hmm.” James squinted at the amulet, holding it up to his face and poked at it with one suspicious finger. He turned it over a few times. “It’s heavy. I thought it would have, um, energy, but it’s all normal feeling.”

“Yeah?” Iain peered over his shoulder. “Isn’t it shimmering?”

James ignored him, asking in a serious voice like he was a scientist, “So what exactly did you see in the visions?”

“It showed me places the amulet had been before.”

“Uh-huh. And what about Cai?”

“Well…” Iain rubbed the back of his neck. “It showed me when King Arthur became King Arthur, and Cai was there. He kind of took credit for removing the sword from the stone.”

James raised his eyebrows, and his voice dripped with sarcasm as he said, “You’re right, Iain. There’s so much more to Cai than him being a jerk!”

Taking the amulet from him, Iain said, “I just think that the amulet found me so I could get Cai on our side. That’s all I know.”

“Or maybe it was trying to warn you,” James suggested darkly, before walking to the caravan to sleep.

 

That night, Iain couldn’t sleep. He was sharing a cot with his brother in one of the caravans because the sleeping arrangements were sparse. James was scrunched against the wall, his back to Iain, and was muttering and twitching in his sleep.

The caravan was quiet and still, warm and dry; despite that, Iain was restless, used to taking the night shifts. And since his conversation with James earlier, he couldn’t get the amulet off his mind.

Iain rolled over on his back, the thin sleeping cot squeaking under him. He took the amulet out of his shirt and squinted at it. In the darkness, it looked like it was shimmering again, like something might appear on the surface, but he figured it could be his eyes adjusting.

Why did I pick you up, huh? And what was the point of showing me those visions? Maybe there wasn’t a reason; I just happened to be there.

When something flashed across the silver surface, Iain bolted upright. There was a small patch of moonlight shining through the caravan window across the blanket on the cot, and he held the amulet there. He squinted, trying to make out shapes as they shifted across the metal to form a word.

Trust.

Who am I supposed to trust? He slouched, running a hand roughly over his face. Deirdre, James, and Alvey are all telling me to forget Cai. Maybe they’re right. It wouldn’t be the first time I was wrong about someone…

He ran his fingers over the metal, closed his eyes, and whispered, “Show me who Cai is. Help me trust.”

He was aware of his body slumping as his vision darkened like it had before.

 

There were rolling green hills with gray rocks jutting out against a blue-gray sky. Cai looked on from the hill as young knights in training sparred with each other below; he pointed out each mistake cuttingly.

Some of the younger men sneered that Cai had no right to oversee them when there were plenty of knights more decorated and honored than he; hadn’t his king passed him over for many quests?

Cai leaped down from his perch and drew his sword; after shoving a squire out of the way, he showed the men the proper form by knocking each of them off their feet and parrying their blows. None could defeat him. The way he wielded a blade was powerful and effortless.

That had always been his strength. But rumor had it he was too hotheaded for quests—too arrogant and stubborn. Words like that had followed Cai around, and he’d struck them down as he did his foes. But there was one voice whose words could pierce through his armor like an arrow: Arthur’s.

Stone castle walls held so many secrets, talk of betrayal and doom. Alone, without any of the court present, the brothers were simply brothers again. There was no king and no steward. Just Arthur and Cai.

“…I have not made this choice lightly, Cai…”

Being passed over yet another quest, one that would occupy nearly all the other knights, felt like a hot knife twisted in his gut. “Answer this question honestly,” Cai demanded. “Have you denied me because you believe I am not fit for this quest?”

Arthur grabbed the amulet at his chest. “Cai… I do not wish to deny you glory, but I have kept you from this quest for a greater purpose: to keep Camelot standing as my steward, as I travel and see the knights off. I will not be back for months.”

“You imagine I enjoy being stranded in this castle while others seek to prove their mettle?”

“I know you do not enjoy it. In spite of that truth, you have always given your best effort to the task, for the good of us all.

“Do you not see that I hold you in the highest esteem? I fear that my circle of trusted friends dwindles by the day… Yet I know I can always trust you. I feel safer knowing that you are here to aid me.”

Cai was stunned speechless for a long moment before he knelt before him. “Then I accept your decision, my king. I will serve in your stead to the best of my ability. I will not disappoint you.”

“Stand up, Cai. I know you will not disappoint me. You never have.”

 

When Iain came back to reality, he was lying on his back, breathless, his head spinning with thoughts and questions. But his excitement was short-lived as James thrashed wildly in his sleep and smacked him in the face with the back of his hand. Rubbing his face and pushing his brother’s arm off, Iain decided to sort it out in the morning.

 

As he helped their hosts prepare breakfast, Deirdre burst inside. She was beaming, and the room grew brighter for it, shining through the rainy gray morning. Iain didn’t realize he was staring until he accidentally spilled hot tea over his hand.

The family instantly put her to work, and she obliged eagerly.

“Had a good rest then?” Iain asked her as they slid past each other while they went back and forth helping around in the caravan.

“Yes!” Deirdre nearly pumped her fists in the air, but she was holding a tray of food and stopped herself in time. Then, in a quieter voice, she said, “Something happened—I’ll tell you later!”

“Later. Count on it.”

After helping to clean up after breakfast, Iain stepped out of the caravan and into the cold, damp morning, set down the cup of tea he was holding, and stretched out his sore muscles. With each bruise that ached, his determination was renewed as he was reminded of how badly that Red Cap encounter had gone. And how much they needed Cai’s aid.

Iain thought all morning about what the amulet had shown him. There was something so familiar about what he had seen, but he could not place it. He tried to puzzle it out until his head hurt, but no matter what conclusion he came to, he still felt as if he was missing something.

Cai was a steward of Camelot as well as a knight. That obviously makes him more qualified than most people to do something about this conflict. I was right to think that, at least.

Resolved, Iain searched for Cai, carrying the cup of tea as a peace offering. In the early-morning hours of his shifts as an Iron Warden, he had heard a lot of blokes discussing various hangover cures, so Iain had whipped up a much milder concoction of his own based on those.

Cai was sleeping on the ground outside one of the caravans by the tree line; when he neared, Iain hesitated. Cai was passed out, dead to the world. For one horrible second, he was reminded of what that felt like, and it was an ugly mirror to look into.

Iain crouched down and nudged Cai. “It’s the crack of dawn,” he said firmly. “You need to wake up.”

After a minute of that, Cai opened one bloodshot eye and croaked, “You.”

“Me.” Iain grinned. “I told you I’d be here first thing in the morning.”

“If you don’t take a step back, lad—”

“Yeah, yeah. You’ll conk me. I get it.” Iain held out the steaming cup of tea to him and said, “This is ginger tea with some vitamins. It will help with the nausea.”

Grudgingly the old knight snatched the cup from Iain and raised it to his lips. After taking a swig, Cai let out a breath and leaned back, closing his eyes.

Iain sat down cross-legged beside him. For several minutes, he listened to the early-morning songs of the birds, the rustling of critters in the forest, and the creaking of branches in the wind.

“What, you’re not going to pester me?” Cai asked. “Reprimand me for drinking last night?”

“No,” Iain said. “I’m not going to pester you. ’Cause I get it. Why you drink and why you’re ignoring what’s going on with the Summer Court. It’s easier not to care.”

Cai scoffed. “Oh, you get it, do you? You, a teenager who barely looks old enough to drink, would know all about that.”

“I didn’t drink alcohol.” Iain took a deep, steadying breath. “Have you ever heard of Pan? How about faery water?”

Cai snapped his head to look at him with stern green eyes, lowering his cup of tea. Then in a flash, his features twitched into a lazy smile, and he said, “A goody-two-shoes like you wouldn’t play with something like that.”

“I wish I was messing with you, but I’m not.”

Side-eyeing him, Cai asked seriously, “How long has it been?”

“Around three years.” Rolling his shoulders, Iain admitted, “Well, I nearly botched it up a little over a week ago. But still, three years sober.”

“Three—” Cai swore. “How bloody young were you?”

“When I first started? Fourteen. Maybe a little younger.”

“Kids that young don’t usually get into things like that on their own. There must have been someone older. A girl, perhaps?”

Iain opened and closed his mouth uselessly, but no words came out.

“I knew it.” Cai chuckled. “There’s always a woman involved when your life falls to shambles.”

“That’s not true,” Iain countered, frowning. “And anyway, she wasn’t all bad. She just… didn’t want to get better, but she didn’t want to be alone in it, you know?”

“So she dragged you down with her, aye?” Cai chuckled again.

“It was my choice. And anyway, I wasn’t exactly protesting.”

“Then she wasn’t worth your time.” Cai scoffed. “If a girl makes you want to better yourself for her sake, to care for her, then that’s how you know she’s not a complete waste of your energy to court.”

Iain had never considered that.

“Well, I want to be better now,” he said. “I want to be a good person—one who would never make those mistakes. I want to be someone whom people can depend on. I don’t want to shut people out anymore or pretend I don’t care.”

“And your reason for this wouldn’t have anything to do with someone in your group, would it?” Cai asked. There was slyness in his tone, but Iain couldn’t figure out what it meant.

“It’s for lots of reasons.”

He stared ahead at the line of trees across the road. The sun was still rising orange through them, and it looked as if the trees were on fire with it.

“The withdrawals were the worst part,” Iain said after a minute. “Actually, they weren’t the worst part. The worst was what I did because of them.

“After I… accidentally overdosed when I was with her, Elaine got scared and just dropped me off on my street. I was out of it, but after I woke up a day later, my dad and my brother had found out, and I was on lockdown.

“One night, the withdrawals were so bad…” Iain shook his head at the hazy, fevered memories. “I would have done anything to make it stop. So when Elaine called and asked to meet, I agreed, after everything—and when I got downstairs, I saw my little brother camping out by the front door so I couldn’t sneak out.”

Iain’s throat tightened. He felt Cai’s stare on him from the moment he mentioned James.

“You’d think that seeing him hurting like that, I’d have marched back upstairs and held out through the worst of it. It’s one of my biggest regrets that I didn’t. Instead, I just snuck out the back garden and climbed the fence.”

“You were young.” The old knight shrugged. “Youth make mistakes. I know I did.”

“That doesn’t change what happened then or a week ago when I almost—” Iain rubbed his face, exhaling.

“But you didn’t.”

Iain lowered his hands and looked at him. “Yeah, but I had thought about it.”

“So don’t do it again and do better.” He shrugged once more.

After giving a quick nod, Iain produced the amulet from his pack. Cai stiffened when he saw it and half reached out for it only to pull his arm back to his side.

“When I found it in the cave,” Iain said, “the amulet had something written on it. Something personal to me.”

Cai stared at it. “It does that sometimes.”

“It said forgiven, which is why I took it.” Iain continued, his voice strained. “I’ve let down my little brother too many times. That’s the worst feeling in the world. I want to be forgiven for that.”

The man sat there, his eyes glazed; for once, the tired look in his eyes seemed to match his ancient age. Then he finally said, “Your brother will probably turn out all right. He’s clever and resilient. And irritating.”

At the last descriptor, Iain laughed, releasing the tension in his chest. “Yeah, he is clever. I tell him that all the time, but I don’t think he believes it when it comes from me.”

They didn’t talk after that for a while. Sitting in the quiet beside him reminded Iain of being back home, of early mornings with Dad: generally silent but not in a bad way. It was strange, missing that, after everything he knew now.

But I guess I never really knew him. I don’t even know who he is now, besides a monster. That’s what Deirdre called him. A monster. Still, I don’t think he was always like that.

“You know,” Iain said, “I was raised to think about the Fae how you do.”

“Oh, here we go again.” Cai took a long, loud sip of tea.

Iain continued, “My dad said that faery magic was sneaky and twisted. He said there was no difference between Seelie and Unseelie, that they don’t care about humanity. I get why he felt that way, being in the Cataclysm—but he was wrong.

“When I met Deirdre, I started looking at Seelies differently, and I noticed something: faeries, they’re kind of like humans. See, you can’t judge the whole lot of them based on a few encounters or by group. You’ve got to judge them as individuals.”

“You haven’t been alive as long as I have,” Cai said. “If you had been, you’d notice that faeries and people seldom surprise you. The one constant about them is that they’re flawed and selfish. You’d know that they usually let you down.”

“Usually, yeah,” Iain offered. “But not always.”

Cai grunted noncommittally.

Recognizing that the conversation was over, Iain stood and placed the amulet in the front breast pocket of his jacket. “I’ll leave you alone now,” he said, nodding.

“Finally,” Cai grumbled. But as Iain began to walk away to the muddy street, he heard him add, “Thanks for the tea, I guess. It’s disgusting.”

Iain was deeply offended. “I like ginger,” he said.

“Oh, clearly.”

 

Iain was halfway to the caravan when he heard the quick footfalls of someone racing toward him. He turned just in time to see a flash of ginger hair before one of Deirdre’s boots slid out from under her in the slick mud. Reaching out reflexively, Iain caught her arm.

As she got her footing and Iain let her go, Deirdre laughed, then asked, “Were you checking on Cai? I can’t believe how much alcohol his friends gave him.”

“Yeah. I brought him some tea, and we actually”—Iain blinked in surprise—“had a civil conversation.”

“Did you really? What about?”

“Uhh…” Iain’s mouth fell open.

Deirdre gasped and said, “Before I forget any of the details, I have to tell you about last night. It was the most amazing thing—I was out all night, but it didn’t feel like it, and I connected to Shadow Magic! It came so easily to me, and Alvey thinks it is my primary type!”

Deirdre’s eyes were lit up, and she tossed her hair over her shoulders, beaming. She radiated confidence. Seeing her so thrilled about it was a welcome change from the other day when she’d wished that part of herself away.

Her enthusiasm was contagious, and Iain grinned. “Think how much more you’ll learn when we get to the Summer Court. And your parents… maybe they can teach you more about it since this is your primary magic.”

Deirdre’s mouth parted and her eyes widened. “You think one or both my parents’ primary magic could be Shadow too?”

“We’ll find out soon.”

After a pause, Deirdre began to explain all she felt and saw last night but then said, “Why don’t I just show you instead? That’s easier, and I want to try it in the daylight!”

Deirdre grabbed his arm and led him to the edge of the forest. By the caravan where they’d stayed, there was a line of trees that were cast in shadow from the rising sun. They were nearly bare, but their remaining autumn leaves created speckles of shadows and light.

“You see,” Deirdre said as she stood by one of the shaded trees, her hand resting on the bark, “Shadow Magic isn’t just the absence of light—darkness is like its own thing, material, but not exactly. Its energy is everywhere shadows are.”

As Deirdre concentrated, Iain gaped as one of the shadows on the bark leaped from tree to tree. His shock faded, and he wheezed a laugh as she twisted the darkness into shapes like a child’s shadow puppets.

“Is that a dog?” he asked, laughing harder, his ribs aching.

“Oh, it’s supposed to be a duck.”

“What kind of ducks have you seen?”

As Deirdre wiped her eyes and let out a laughing hiccup, James stepped out of the caravan. He half-heartedly attempted to stretch before giving up.

“James,” Iain called out. “You’ve got to see—!”

“Wait, Iain.” Deirdre held up her hands. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

But James had already spotted them and was trudging over. As he neared, his smile appeared for the first time that morning. “What are you talking about? Did you find something? Is it a faery?”

“It wasn’t anything important.” Deirdre swatted her hand through the air. “Anyway, did you sleep well, James?”

Although Deirdre was a very powerful faery, she was a poor liar.

James frowned, unconvinced. Then he flicked his gaze to Iain. “When are we leaving?”

“We just need to wake Alvey.”

“I’ll, um, I’ll do it.”

“Good luck,” Deirdre murmured. “She almost bit me when I tried.”

The moment James was out of earshot, Iain turned to Deirdre and asked, “Why didn’t you tell him about the Shadow Magic?”

Sighing, Deirdre raked fingers through her hair. “It’s just that sometimes James looks at me like he’s more interested in my magic than he is in being my friend. And lately he’s just been… cold, and I don’t know what’s going on with him.”

She’s noticed his attitude shift too. It wasn’t just something I’d imagined.

“I know,” Iain said. “But he’s going through a lot right now, with what’s happened with our dad and everything else. But, Deirdre, he cares about you. You’re his friend.”

“Okay. You’re probably right.” Deirdre smiled faintly. “Thanks, Iain.”

“It’s nothing.”

“It’s not nothing.”

“Yeah, okay.” Iain nodded. Then he gestured toward the road and said, “Er, I’m going to pack up. We need to get moving.”

 

Most of the caravans packed up and drove on by midmorning, leaving the walking groups behind to catch up later. Once the group had managed to rouse Cai again to start their trek, they walked along the muddy gravel road toward the Wayfaring Festival. Ushered onward by the building storm clouds overhead, Iain strode with purpose, confident that they would find Delphina and that she would have the answers they needed.

She’ll help. If she’s anything like Mum, then she’ll help us out.

Iain walked next to his brother and said, “We’re close now. Close to finding Mum.”

“I know.” James reached up and adjusted his scarf, which was meticulously clean.

“Nervous?”

“No. Why would I be?” James scoffed. “It’s Mum. She’s the same Mum.”

They caught up with another group of travelers with whom Deirdre, Cai, and Alvey were keeping pace. Iain jogged to close the distance, beckoning James to follow.

“—mayhap we can make it a double wedding, aye?” Alvey was saying, her voice taking on its usual slyness.

“Alvey…” Deirdre sighed.

When the boys caught up, Deirdre looked relieved and drifted over to them, saying, “They were just telling us about how there is going to be this beautiful wedding at the Wayfaring Festival, and almost everyone is attending!”

A middle-aged blond woman with a thick northern accent turned around and said, “Aye, it’s so. The wedding is for the director of the event and a fellow on the setup team. What a whirlwind romance that was! There’ll be a parson, of course—always been on hand for events like this for the past ten years. You’d be surprised how many weddings happen in the heat of the festival. People make choices there that change them forever, for good or ill.”

“I just hope we can find Delphina in a crowd like that,” Iain said.

“Before the wedding,” the woman continued, “most people will be at booths for buying and selling. There’re different areas for trades, food, music, and…” She lowered her voice and said, “The weird ones gather at the outskirts. Wouldn’t go there unless you’re looking to score some Pan.”

Iain’s stomach churned. He walked ahead, not hearing much of the rest of the chatter over the sound of his heart pounding. Sweat bloomed on his skin despite the cooling breeze.

Focus on finding Delphina. Finding Mum. Just focus on that. One thing at a time, one step at a time.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

 

To Vera, a walk through a forest felt like the beginning of a fairy tale. Stories were like magic to her, keeping her body and mind alive. She had not been a little girl for centuries, but her fondness for tales kept her connected to the child she once was. In the tale of her life, Vera thought that her story began when the Master had found her and taken her in.

As she tromped over crunchy brown leaves and sticks that littered the forest floor, Vera occasionally glanced behind her and saw a small black shape dart out of sight behind a tree or boulder. It had been following Vera and her brother for days.

“Cecil,” she called to her brother ahead of her, who was struggling to lift his knee high enough to climb over a fallen tree in his path. “You are not still cross with Mother, are you?”

Instead of answering her question, Cecil twisted around and gestured to his outfit, griping, “Honestly, how mortals wear their trousers this tight, I shall never know. Capes went out of fashion for this? They must seldom have occasion to move.”

Vera giggled into her hand. They were both playing a fun game of dress-up today to fit in with the humans at the festival, Cecil in his black skinny jeans and a T-shirt and her in a white peasant blouse and skirt that were hemmed so short her belly and legs were numb from cold, her fiddle in a case strapped to her back. It made her wonder if modern humans had any knowledge of the seasons.

With a wink of one of his golden eyes, Cecil flexed his hand, and dark, sharp claws flashed from the tips of his fingers; he slashed the fabric of his trouser legs at the knees. “Ah,” he said, testing the improvement of the design by bending his legs. “Right as rain!”

“I believe that some trousers are sold pre-ripped, Brother.”

“Are they, truly? Well, that would have saved me some time.” Cecil sneered and added, “When I saw your favorite creature last evening, he seemed to dislike my fashion as well.”

Vera beamed. “Oh, Alan is such a funny creature, isn’t he?”

“If he uses the crystal I gifted him last night, he may not be the same creature as before.”

Vera’s jaw went slack. “Does the Winter King know what you’ve done?”

Barking a laugh, Cecil threw his hands into the air and said, “Darling, the Winter King doesn’t even know I created that little crystal! It’s a secret. You like secrets, remember?”

She mused, “I’m interested to see the effects of the crystal. Do you think I could be there when he uses it?”

“Darling,” Cecil said, tutting at her, “you will be long gone when the Iron Guard arrives. I don’t want you anywhere near that massacre.”

As they walked on and Vera looked up at the dark green firs and pines that thickly perfumed the air, accented with oaks and their yellow leaves, she asked again, “If you saw Mother again, would you be cross?”

“Why ever would I be cross, Vera?” Cecil’s voice was coated with sarcasm. “She only attempted to murder me with a letter opener. The worst part was that she ruined my favorite shirt; they do not make shirts like they did in the eighteenth century anymore!”

Vera bit her lip. “You won’t try to kill her, will you?”

“I am not feeling very beastly today. I’m feeling more like a warm, snuggly kitten.” Cecil sighed. “As long as she doesn’t get in the way of our collecting James, I should stay snuggly.”

After he said their little brother’s name, Vera met Cecil’s eyes in the silence that followed. His throat bobbed as he swallowed hard.

Vera reached one hand behind her back for her fiddle and said, “A tune would loosen your lips. Shall I pluck out a song to poke at your dark, hidden thoughts, or will you simply tell me instead?”

“No magic is required.” Cecil laughed unsteadily. “Gods, I am nervous, Vera. I have not felt this way in… so long. Everything must go perfectly.”

She knew he was thinking of his brother by blood, who was lost a century before Vera was born. He told her of that little boy once, still a toddler when his life was taken from him. He told her of a little boy who had often slept nestled against the resting Beast with his fingers curled in the dark fur as if it was nothing more than a kitten, unafraid.

“Will James be afraid?” Vera asked.

She had heard James described by the thrall who investigated when the boy had broken the Master’s seal by speaking his name; she still pictured him as that little boy in Mother’s photograph with flour in his hair and a goofy smile on his face.

“Perhaps.”

Cecil went quiet; Vera leaped over a fallen branch. Faint sounds of the Wayfaring Festival floated through the forest: instruments being tuned, tinny radio music playing, the chatter of hundreds of festivalgoers trickling in.

Eventually Cecil asked her, “Were you afraid when I found you?”

“A little, teeny bit,” she admitted, pinching her thumb and forefinger together. “However, that changed the moment you called me your family.”

Before he came along, there was only sorrow… sometimes ribbons and dolls and little songs… but mostly sorrow.

The English ministers had no idea what to do with an orphaned Polish girl—the girl who sang foreign songs, danced, and plucked out tunes on her tiny fiddle that made men go mad or fall into a trance. She giggled as her funny playthings fell and writhed at her songs. Devil, they had called her. A demon’s daughter.

Her father had not been a demon but a Water spirit from somewhere in the Baltic Sea. He had seduced her mother with a song from his fiddle, and together they had produced little Vera, a girl who not quite mortal.

The ministers kept her away from the other children and would come poke her and flick holy water into her eyes, which grew tiresome. That was when they had deferred to a scientist of sorts: the renowned researcher Cecil Morris.

“Your eyes weren’t fully gold then, Brother.” Vera hummed to herself as they walked along, lost in the melody of memory. “They were bluish gold, like sand under shallow waves.”

“I did not shift as often then as I do now, darling. The eyes of the Beast weren’t fully mine yet.”

“And you were wearing a long coat like a doctor’s, though it was a royal purple. But you weren’t a doctor.”

Cecil had been the richest-looking and most well-dressed and groomed man she’d ever seen. He had crouched before her and looked her in the eyes as no one else had.

When Vera had asked if he were there to fix her, he replied, “There is nothing to fix. I want to hear you play. Show me what you can really do and do not hold back.”

She had played her fiddle for him, but he wasn’t as affected by it as the other men were. Then, when she had finished, he held out his hand to her and said, “I can take you from this place and show you things you’ve never dreamed of. But if you take my hand, you agree to give yourself to me fully, to stay by my side forever.”

Of course she hadn’t really known what he meant. All she could think to ask was, “May I bring my dolls?”

“You will have all the dolls your heart desires, darling.”

So she had taken his offer, his clean and smooth hand enveloping her small and callused one. He had taken her to his estate, where his thralls tended to her, and later to his business in the industrial smog of the city, which was booming then. His study there was adorned with pinned wings, horns, and hooves of every kind of faery. Vera loved to play there and talk to the bird faeries he kept in jars; Seelies were fed Unseelie fruit and blood to turn them. She liked to watch her creatures change into something new.

At first she was afraid that she would end up like one of his projects under the lens of his magnifying glass. But that fear had passed when he began to call her his sister. Unlike how he compelled his other thralls, Cecil had promised to never suppress her will with his magic. He was family.

And now our family shall be completed at last!

Vera did a little skip. “What adventures we shall have with our new brother! What shall you teach him first? How to shift as you do? Should we dance in the full moon’s light or by the roaring flame of a bonfire?”

When Cecil leveled a hard, solid gold stare at her, she listened as he warned, “Remember what I’ve told you before. We mustn’t frighten him away. You ought to be a good girl and keep our family a little secret for now, oughtn’t you?”

“Yes, Brother.” She mimed sewing her lips shut with a needle and tossing it into the forest, and they continued on their way to the festival grounds.

 

When they arrived, emerging from the forest like shadows into the fairgrounds, they settled in with a crowd at the edge of the woods. Tinny music was coming from a radio playing in the middle of the clearing, around which were gathered the strangest mortals Vera had ever seen: they were dressed in garishly bright and frilly clothing, glitter and powder smeared on their skin, fake wings and horns and flowers adorning their bodies as if they were playing dress-up as how they imagined faeries looked.

There were around ten of them; some were dancing to the music while others were sitting in the shade of an oak and pointing up at the rolling rain clouds. A couple was lying in the grass, dead to the world, heavy-lidded, surrounded by fruit half-eaten on the ground.

Vera wrinkled her nose at the familiar scent of faery fruit.

“Vera,” Cecil said. “I’m going ahead to keep a keen eye out for our boy.”

“Oh!” She brightened. “Shall I come?”

“Why don’t you practice your fiddling first, darling? Although we are mainly here for James, you have a performance later on, and it’s your big day too.”

Vera beamed. Then, as she heard more rustling behind her, she chanced a glance over her shoulder into the forest.

You won’t try to find James first, will you, Mother? Vera pleaded in her mind. You’ll stay away, won’t you? You should stay away, or Cecil might tear you apart.

Cecil headed to the middle of the festival grounds, just out of the shade of the trees, away from the woods. Vera watched him leave up the steep incline, thinking that today would be a wonderful day indeed.

 

She was practicing her scales when a strange sound came from the woods. At first she squinted at her fiddle and played a few chords, thinking that the screeching was coming from her playing.

“Oh dear,” she murmured. “This bow sounds like a dying—”

Then a long-haired black cat with gray streaks, covered in leaves and briars, burst out of the foliage, keeping up a constant stream of yowling. It was as if the cat were trying to talk like a human.

“Hello, Mother.” Vera lowered her bow and fiddle. “I am glad to see you alive and well, but you should leave before my brother sees you. You understand, don’t you?”

It took Vera a moment to realize that the cat could not answer her. With a few words sung under her breath, the curse was lifted and before her eyes, Kallista appeared.

Rather, she appeared for a split second, noticed her nakedness, screamed, and threw herself behind a tree. After letting out a few choice foreign words, Kallista managed, “I am… I am completely indecent! Vera, bring me something to wear right now. I have to find my sons.”

Vera picked up her bow and fiddle from the ground and continued practicing. “I cannot do that, Mother. It’s best that you stay away.”

“You wretched girl.” Though Vera could not see her, she distinctly heard Kallista stamp her foot on the ground. “My son is in danger. I need to go to him!”

“James isn’t in danger. The Master would never harm him.”

Kallista let out a shuddering breath. When she peered around the tree, her arms were wrapped around herself, her long hair flowing over her shoulders and torso. Her brown eyes were pleading and desperate.

“If you think that,” she said, “you’re more foolish than I thought. He will hurt him, Vera. Evil things cannot do anything else.”

“You’re wrong, Mother.”

“Vera—!” Kallista shouted. “Oh, damn all magic!”

But Vera was already walking away, her frown fading as she struck a tune on the violin as she left Kallista behind, drowning out the woman’s yelling with her music.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

 

As they drew nearer to the festival grounds, more vehicles passed them; they walked on the side in the grass by the trees. While he walked, James found himself adjusting his scarf, unable to keep his mind off finding Delphina, finding Mum. To distract himself, he produced his Unseelie book from his bag and began to read through it.

With a book in his hands, James felt safe. He ran his thumb over the worn and ragged cover and over the author’s name that had long since faded from sight. As he turned the pages, he lingered on the Red Cap page, shuddering.

“Oh, look,” a gruff voice said. “There’s the bookworm I’ve been hearing about.” There was the shuffling of gravel under boots, and Cai appeared beside him.

James walked faster, figuring the man just wanted to tease him or threaten him further. He was distinctly reminded of dealing with a younger Boyd at their house.

But Cai kept pace. He peered at the book over his shoulder and asked, “Is there anything in that book of yours about the faery that’s marked you?”

James shrugged. “There was. But someone tore it out.”

“Who? Some superstitious nutter?”

“I dunno,” James lied. “Maybe.”

There was a lull in the conversation, and he thought that Cai might leave him alone. But he didn’t leave, and he was squinting at the book with interest.

Why does he even care? It’s not like he’d help anyway even if Iain didn’t have to bribe him with that stupid amulet.

“So,” Cai said, “you don’t know a thing about the faery who made the deal? No wonder you were badgering me for information.”

“Actually, we did figure something out. We know it’s a faery cat.”

“They’re a pain in the arse.” Cai ran a hand over his face. “Which one is it?”

“I’m, uh, not sure yet.” James could no longer pretend he wasn’t interested, the pitch of his voice rising as he asked, “Have you met any?”

“I’ve slain a few when they wouldn’t leave me be.” Cai chuckled darkly. “But you have no clues as to which one it is?”

“Well, it lives on the moors.”

The man’s face fell a bit as his brows pulled together. “The ones I’ve run into have been up north or in the forests. Must be one I’ve never met.”

“Uh-huh.”

Cai bent his head until he was looking James in the eye. “What’s your plan then? How are you going to find out more about this beast?”

James gestured to the path ahead of them. “Once I find my mum’s sister, I’ll have more information. My mum went to her to, um, find out what the faery was. That’s why we’re here.”

The next words Cai spoke were uttered slowly, carefully, as if he were avoiding saying something directly. “And if your mum couldn’t… permanently end the deal, what’s your plan then? What if this thing is more powerful than you expect?”

James had seen that same look on Cai’s face before on the faces of others. It was a look full of doubt—doubt in him. Cai thought he couldn’t take care of himself, that he would fail, and that he was in over his head. But that only made him more determined to prove everyone wrong.

A faint smile tugged at his mouth; James straightened his posture, suddenly feeling taller than he was, and said, “It’s simple. I’ll find its weakness and exploit it.”

Cai’s eyebrows rose. “You’ve done this before with monsters? Have you and your brother fought many Unseelies and won?”

“You heard about the Unseelie dwarf my brother killed,” James replied. “I’m the one who told him to behead it. And anyway, I was thinking of an idea to defeat the Red Cap before you came in. So yeah, I’ve got some experience.”

Cai scoffed and folded his arms in a very Iain way. “What if this thing has no weakness—at least not one you or your brother could exploit? What if it is beyond your power even if you do know all there is to know about it? What then?”

Why is he asking? It isn’t any of his business anyway. What does he want to hear—that I can’t do it, that it’s hopeless? It’s not like he’d do it himself.

James jerked his chin up, glaring at the path ahead. “We’ll just have to figure something out ourselves. We always do.”

With that, he slammed the book shut and tucked it under his arm.

A sound clinked through the air like wind chimes, musical and light, loud enough to hear over his squeaking shoes. James looked up at the trees. The sound was coming from them, and his spirits brightened somewhat at the thought that there might be a faery creature.

That was when he saw the silver bells swaying in the branches, tied with rope, chiming and tinkling with each nudge from the breeze.

“Huh.” James pushed aside his grudge long enough to ask Cai, “What, uh, do you suppose those are for? Is it a kind of festival tradition? Or maybe they’re alarms, like for—”

“You’re the one who knows everything about monsters—you tell me.” But before James could huff and turn away, Cai went on, “It’s a deterrent. To keep something away.”

“What could be… what could be scared away by bells?”

Cai’s smile was grim, though he was clearly enjoying himself when he said, “Giant spiders, for one thing. They have been known to prowl this area.”

“Cool,” James said before he could stop himself. “And, uh, freaky.”

He was torn between wanting to see one badly and never wanting to see one.

Bursting with questions but not wanting to ask Cai anything else, James glanced over the other members of their group. Iain wouldn’t know anything about giant spiders. The thought of speaking to Alvey made his stomach knot. His gaze flicked to Deirdre, who was walking beside his brother, and he almost smiled.

Deirdre would think it was cool. She would think the bells were neat anyway.

He nearly called her name, then hesitated, feeling like he had drunk ice-cold, bitter water as he swallowed down his words. She did not seem to be interested in confiding in him—not since the cave.

Alvey it is then.

He slowed his pace to walk beside Alvey’s chair, letting the others walk ahead.

“What do you know about arachnids?” James asked.

“That, James, is certainly the question every female longs to hear,” Alvey retorted without missing a beat. “Do continue, please. I have nothing better to do with my time.”

“Your, uh, sarcasm is getting better.”

“Aye. I have been practicing.”

“Um, anyway,” James continued, “I was asking about giant arachnids, specifically. I bet you can hear that chiming above you—they’re bells, meant to deter something from the festival grounds.”

“Wonderful.” Alvey began to roll her wheels faster, grumbling something under her breath. As she snorted and huffed, her breath swirled out of her nostrils like smoke from a fuming dragon.

“Alvey—” James began.

“Can you pester Deirdre instead? I am certain she would love to hear all about giant spiders or brag about her brand-new knack for Shadow Magic and how easily it came to her!”

His mouth suddenly dry, he managed to croak out, “Shadow Magic? Deirdre didn’t say anything about any, uh, Shadow Magic.”

“Well, she has certainly been telling Iain all about it and anyone else who will listen!”

“She didn’t tell me,” James repeated, letting the words sink in. He stared ahead, his jaw clenched.

“Clearly Deirdre does not find you as interesting or trustworthy as your older brother,” Alvey said bluntly. She didn’t slap James in the face, but it felt as if she had.

“Deirdre is… Deirdre is my friend.”

“And nothing else?”

James balked and then laughed. Despite his brother teasing that Deirdre was his girlfriend when they had met in the city, he had never thought of her that way. But it had felt good when Deirdre had thought he was cool and smart and clever, being a girl and older than him. He’d never really had a friend until he met her.

A lot of things are different now. How has so much changed in so little time? Deirdre’s changed. Maybe I have too.

“She was, uh, my friend,” James clarified. “But now she’s acting like my parent or something, and she’s actually kind of annoying right now.”

“Aye, she is annoying. Well said.”

Rolling his shoulders like he could shrug off his hurt, James said quickly, “It doesn’t matter. There’ll probably be much more interesting magic and faeries at the Wayfaring Festival anyway.”

“If Deirdre and Iain let you out of their sights.” Alvey’s smile was smug.

Now it was James’s turn to be smug, and he let it seep into his voice. “You’re, uh, not the only one who has snuck off undetected before. Once I find Delphina and get my answers, I’ll be doing what I want. I don’t care what anyone has to say about it.”

Alvey stiffened in her chair, and after a moment, she actually smiled. A genuine smile suited her face quite well, and James looked away, feeling warm.

“Perhaps…” She tilted her head toward him. “I shall come with you, if you are as daring as you say.”

It took all of James’s self-control not to kick up his heels. He grinned, sliding his book under his arm and striding onward with his back a little more straightened.

“Uh, sure,” he said, his voice pitching. “I mean, I guess. If you want.”

 

The terrain around the Wayfaring Festival was rocky with small cliffs, rolling hills, and dense trees, while the festival itself was on elevated, smoother ground. To their left was a line of caravans waiting to park in the camping area, in which there were also some tents set up for sleeping away from the traffic. A rumble of thunder caused James to jolt; the sky was gray, the rain clouds full and ready to burst.

“At least we’re on high ground,” James muttered. “Then maybe there won’t be any flooding.”

Looking ahead, James grinned widely at what he saw: a massive hawthorn tree with sprawling, gnarled roots sprouting in and out of the ground. The bark was littered with knotholes, and the leaves were green, untouched by autumn’s hand. He knew what that meant, and he grabbed his notebook and added the tree to the crude map he had started from listening to others describe the grounds.

“That is one of the biggest trees I’ve ever seen.” Deirdre slowed her pace and gazed up, her eyes wide. “And look at those branches—they’d be perfect for climbing!”

After a cursory glance at her, he offered, “You know that’s another faery tree. That could mean a lot of things, but I’m guessing it’s there to help with the flow of water.”

“Like the one at the waterfall?”

“Sort of. It probably, uh, helps water flow out of the grounds when it rains.” James was unable to control his smile when he added, “It also means there are faeries living in it. Maybe… maybe a dryad or bird faeries!”

Deirdre rubbed at her arm, looking away from him. “More faeries and magic for you, huh?”

He tilted his head at her, studying her reaction, then shrugged. After placing his notebook in his sweatshirt pocket, he opened his Unseelie book again and flipped through it.

“Where do you think we’ll find your mum’s sister?” Deirdre asked as they caught up with the others.

“Well, since she makes and sells copper, she’ll probably be at the bazaar area, which, according to that lady we met, should be past the music stages.”

To their right, past the giant faery tree, were rows of stalls and colorful tents selling food, with lines already forming. A breeze swept through, wafting mouthwatering scents of cooking meat, spices, and baked goods their way.

Ahead of them, Iain’s stomach growled loudly, and Deirdre and James burst out laughing in unison. Beside him, even Cai let out a snort. Iain twisted around to scowl at Deirdre and James, but there was teasing in his eyes.

As they neared the bazaar, Cai declared he was going to find a new flask for them to pay for since Deirdre had ruined his.

Iain was quick to march over to him as he was about to leave and insisted, “We’ll meet in the middle of the festival in an hour, so don’t wander too far.”

“You think I’m gonna just walk out on you, don’t you?” Cai asked him with a smirk. “Think again. I’m not leaving without my amulet first, which you promised to give to me once we reached the festival grounds.”

“I never said that. You did. I said you would get it back at the Summer Court.”

Iain did not even flinch as Cai stepped close and jabbed a finger into his chest.

“Oh, you’ve still got leverage over me,” Cai said, his voice low and threatening, “but now I have leverage of my own.”

Iain’s face twitched, but he repeated, “An hour.”

With a quick nod to Deirdre and James and a hardy slap to Iain’s back, Cai added, “Don’t go trusting strangers with your life story, lad. That could land you in trouble someday.”

That can’t be good.

After glaring at the back of Cai’s head until he vanished into the crowd, glad he was gone, James focused his attention on his brother, who had drifted closer to him and Deirdre and Alvey as they walked.

Iain ran his hand through his hair. “Stupid,” Iain whispered to himself tersely. “That was stupid.”

“You should forget about him. He’s just… he’s just a bully, and he won’t help us,” James told him quietly. “But he was bluffing about whatever he just threatened to do.”

Iain’s posture relaxed. “You’re right, James.” He nodded. “I should’ve seen he was bluffing, but I just wasn’t using my head. It’s just—I get muddled when I think about who he is, you know?”

“You’d make a better knight than him anyway.”

His brother’s mouth fell open as he processed what he’d said. “James…” he said. “That means a lot. Especially coming from the great Merlin himself.”

Iain reached over to ruffle his hair, but James ducked out of the way in time, letting out a yelp.

The closer they came to the bazaar, the crowd became thicker, and James could see another giant faery tree—oak this time—in the middle of the field. The trunk was so thick it reminded him of an African baobab tree. Large caravans and tents were crowded beneath it.

To the east, where another enormous tree stood out among the smaller groves, there was a sea of folding chairs being set up. Under the far tree was an altar where the wedding would take place, a table with a white tablecloth draped over it. Around it, people were staking poles into the ground, racing against the rain to raise the awning.

As they continued north, the mob of people thinned out slowly, and James could see a tree line ahead of them to the left that led to a small, steady incline. There was music rising up from the trees with a small gathering of people below a few feet from the tree line.

At first James’s pulse quickened when he saw them, thinking for a split second that there were faeries dancing in the glen. He had heard of faery dances that lasted days and nights and how they sometimes swept humans into their games until they passed out from exhaustion, unable to keep up with the faeries’ zeal for dance and the living fire of their songs.

But the closer he got, the more apparent it became that these weren’t faeries; they had overly small, obviously cloth wings attached to their backs that looked like a dragonfly’s. They wore man-made clothing, and one of the girls had glitter and makeup smeared on her skin and horns attached to her headband.

Smells wafted through the air with smoke from the burning campfire and lit cigarettes, and James scrunched up his nose. There was another scent that he recognized too well, one that was so sweet it turned his stomach: Pan.

Iain walked right into him, jolting; his face was pale as he said, “Let’s keep moving, yeah? We’re almost to the bazaar.”

When James turned to tell Deirdre, she was stepping toward the sound of a fiddle playing somewhere in the distance, her eyes alight as she watched the dancing.

James grabbed her sleeve, jerking her back. “We need to stay away from there.” Before she could protest, he clarified, “Faery cultists. Some of those people are real faery cultists.”

She tilted her head. “You mentioned those before, didn’t you? What does that mean?”

“They’re people who want to be faeries or think they’re related to them.” James swallowed hard, adding, “And they think… they think that by acting like them, eating the food they eat, they’ll gain favor with the faeries.”

“Weird.” Deirdre’s eyes widened, and she took a wary step away from the cultists. “I’m glad you noticed. All I saw was dancing.”

“It would, uh, probably be bad if they found out that you’re a faery,” James pointed out. “And they would know if you danced, because they wouldn’t be able to keep up.”

Her expression softening, Deirdre said, “Thanks, James.”

Then, as they began to follow Iain, who was charging ahead, she added, “This place kind of reminds me of Ferrier’s Town.”

Ferrier’s Town…

He had often walked past that strange little faery town on his way back from school or the library, always longing to explore its markets and glimpse the wild, inhuman faces that weaved through it. He would have traded anything for just a peek at the magic inside.

It wouldn’t be enough. Not now. Not after everything I’ve seen. I’ve already seen more magic, more creatures than anyone would see in a lifetime spent in Neo-London. I wouldn’t go back for anything.

“You know a lot about stuff like this, don’t you?” Deirdre asked him, nodding to the cultists, snapping him back to reality.

“I guess.” James shrugged, though she was correct. “Anyway, they’re mostly harmless. And they don’t really know anything about real faeries—I don’t think they’d even be able to tell a Brownie from a goblin.”

“Goblins are Unseelie, right?”

In response, James flipped through his book for the pages on goblins, hobs, and boggarts, holding it out for her to look at. But Deirdre was not focused on him anymore, looking instead at a fiddler who was playing as she waltzed up the hill with a spring in her step and a musical laugh in her voice.

The fiddler was not dressed like the cultists—no wings or horns or tails or pointed ears. Behind her, a man wearing black from head to toe followed, offering paper flyers to anyone who wandered by. The moment they spotted James and Deirdre, the fiddler stopped playing and jumped in place excitedly, before the fiddler and her companion headed straight for them.

“Uh… uh—” James stammered, wondering if they should leave.

“Is he a faery?” Deirdre asked him. “Look at his eyes—they’re gold.”

The man’s eyes were gold-colored, and he was smiling a wide, almost familiar smile, as if he knew exactly who James was.

“Hello, lovely patrons,” the man said in a clear, posh accent as he closed the distance between them in a single stride, stooping into a bow. “I’m doing you a favor by inviting you to my sister Vera’s fiddle performance later this afternoon. You won’t regret it!”

He held out a flyer to each of them expectantly.

The fiddler lingered back but waved a few times. James glanced over his shoulder, thinking that she must be waving to someone else.

Deirdre took the flyer from the man’s hand, whose fingers were painted with black nail polish, and read it over. James looked up to see the man’s strange eyes staring at him intently.

“Honestly,” the man said, gesturing behind him at the faery cultists, “these people aren’t the liveliest audience, so we’re trying to find anyone we can to attend. But you two look like you’d appreciate true art, given that you’re walking around reading—”

The moment the man reached out for James’s book and turned it over to read the title, he cut himself off. Something in his demeanor shifted then, and his showiness from before faded as he asked, breathless, “Where did you get this?”

“From, um, a bookshop in Neo-London.”

Why is he so interested? James wondered. He doesn’t look like he’s read a lot of books. He looks like a punk.

“Truly? How funny.” The man laughed. “There were only a limited number of copies of that book ever sold, and most of them were destroyed pre-Cataclysm. Judging by the state of your copy, I’d wager it’s the second edition, released in 1930. Neo-London—now that is the last place I would have expected to find it!”

Had it been raining, James might’ve drowned from how long his mouth stayed open. Eventually he stammered, “My book… my book’s missing some pages.”

“Interesting. Which ones? I know my own copy front to back, cover to cover.”

“You’ve read Servants of the Winter Court?” James’s face heated when he realized how quizzical he sounded.

But the man just laughed. “I know I don’t look it, but I’ve read a great deal of Fae lore in my studies. Some of it is fairy-tale nonsense like they”—he gestured limply to the cultists behind him—“would believe, but that book of yours is the real deal. I’d probably be able to tell you exactly what information you’re missing if I could see your copy.”

“Really?” James gaped. “That would be… that would be great. See, this one section on Moorland creatures was torn out, so…”

“I think it could be kismet that we ran into each other and that you found that book of yours before anyone else in that city.” The man held out his hand for James to shake and blurted merrily, “I’m Cecil.”

James stared at his hand, not taking it.

Lowering his hand, Cecil continued, “A person’s name or title holds a lot of power. What are you called?”

“James, where did you—?” Iain had apparently noticed that only Alvey was following him; he strode over, coming to stand behind James, his arms folded across his chest, and scowled.

“Ah, and there is my answer,” Cecil muttered, throwing his hands in the air as if thanking some mystical power.

Turning to Iain, Cecil held out a flyer and said, “Now you look like someone who is desperate for a good time. Care to hear a fiddle performance later?”

Iain studied him with scrutiny, not taking the flyer or uncrossing his arms. “Thanks, but we’ve already got plans for today.” Then, jerking his thumb toward the bazaar, he said to James, “Let’s go.”

“Some music might just put a smile on that grim face of yours, darling,” Cecil called after Iain as they left.

As they walked away, catching up with Alvey, James snorted a laugh, looked up at Iain and asked, “Did he just call you darling?”

His brother’s ears were reddening. “I think you misheard,” he muttered.

“I don’t think so.” James grinned at Deirdre, asking, “You heard him say darling, didn’t you?”

Deirdre giggled into her hands, her hair bobbing as she nodded. “I did!”

Unable to help himself, James prodded Iain’s arm and asked, “Do you, um, know which way we’re going, darling?”

“James, are you looking for a smack to the head?”

Gesturing grandly with one hand, linking her arm through Iain’s, Deirdre said in an airy, posh tone, “It’s this way, darling! Come along!”

Iain’s face colored, and all he could seem to do was stammer.

Alvey snapped back, “Stop teasing him!” But the Cheshire cat grin on her face should have warned them as she added, “’Tis quite cruel. He cannot help being so easily flustered. Can you, darling?”

Once a laughing Deirdre dropped Iain’s arm and James could see that Iain’s brain was functional enough to have a conversation again, James showed him the Unseelie book and said, “Cecil told me he has a copy of this Unseelie book I found and that… and that he can tell us exactly what we’re missing—the pages that Dad tore out!”

“We’re probably about to find out everything we need to know from Delphina anyway.”

“Okay, but she might not know the faery cat’s weaknesses and stuff—”

“James.” Iain slowed his pace to focus on him fully. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why not? Because he called you—”

“Because,” Iain said with a sharp exhale, “something was off about him. We have no idea who he is or what he wants. That area he was in was not a good place to be.”

“I know that.” He huffed. “I’m not stupid.”

Iain leveled him with a serious look. “I know you’re brilliant. You planned this, all of this. You’re the reason we’re here, about to find Mum.”

Then you just don’t trust my judgment. Or me.

“Right,” James continued, undeterred. “And how, exactly, is having Cai around less dangerous? Or do you just ignore things like that when it’s your judgment to make?”

Iain had nothing to say to that. James knew his words stung, but he pushed back the guilt he felt, knowing that what he’d said was true.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

 

There was one photograph of Delphina that Mum owned. It was an instant photo distorted with exposure of two teenaged girls sitting beside each other in a church pew. They were wearing matching long black velvet skirts and red sweaters, and they might have looked identical if not for the contrast in their demeanors. Mum had her cheekiest grin on, posing for the camera like a model with her hands under her chin. Next to her, her taller, gaunter sister sat up straight, her smile controlled.

As Iain walked, he searched for that face in the sea of the crowd and wondered if she would still be recognizable.

Mum had shown Iain that photograph when he was around eight or nine, and it had been odd realizing that she had been young once too. She hadn’t just always been Mum. She had a whole life he’d never known about, a sister he’d never met, a family he’d never know.

She had been sitting at the kitchen table, her head in her hands as she studied the photograph on the table. Even then, Iain had noticed the hidden sorrow she carried with her and wore in private—it was bone-deep, weighing down her thin shoulders. Sometimes he had worried it would crush her.

But when he and his brother were there, she put on a smile.

She showed him the image, saying, “I was sixteen here. Delphi was eighteen. We’d left Ukraine a few years beforehand. It’s strange to think I was in Neo-London the same time as your father.” She’d nudged him, asking, “What would’ve happened if we’d met then? What do you think he’d have said?”

“He’d say you’re pretty,” Iain had answered in earnest.

She had laughed and then dragged her hand across her eyes, swiping tears away like she was angry with them. “I was just thinking about my family, about people I miss. Sometimes you can love someone so much that it makes you sad.”

“Like your sister? You miss her?”

“A little, but sometimes you can miss people who are not even gone. People you live with every day. Love is… strange like that.”

 

As he walked, he kept thinking that he could still smell the faery fruit, and his heart had yet to stop racing since he’d arrived at the festival. When someone bumped into him, he nearly jolted out of his skin but blamed his jumpiness on Cai trying to grab the amulet from him.

The amulet…

Iain reached into the breast pocket of his jacket and produced the amulet. Not wanting to lose it or have it picked from his pocket, he hesitated a moment before clasping it around his neck and tucking it into his shirt.

The metal was soothing against his skin, like a cold, wet washcloth on a fevered forehead. As if soothing the fever away, the coldness of it made him focus on the task at hand, forgetting about the fruit. The fog in his mind cleared, and his heart calmed.

Mum needs us. I’ve got to focus.

“Excuse me. Do you know of a coppersmith named Delphina Demeter?” Iain asked a vendor who had intricate iron pieces displayed at his table. Alvey and Deirdre stayed a fair distance back. “My brother and I are looking for our aunt, and we’re in too much of a rush to search every booth.”

The man scratched at his scraggly beard. “Don’t know about a Demeter, but I’ve seen a woman selling copper. Heats, hammers, and shapes it right in front of you.” He leaned over his table, pointing down the line of stalls. “She’s right near the end of the festival grounds. Keep walking toward those trees at the other end, and you can’t miss her.”

“Thank you,” Iain said and motioned for the others to follow him.

 

James’s eyes were usually roving and hungry in a place like this with so many trinkets to see, but he kept his head upright, his vision fixed on the path ahead, his strides determined. Nothing distracted him now.

After Iain slowed to match his pace, the brothers walked side by side and did not need to speak. In that rare moment, they were of one mind with one goal.

They walked down a final line of stalls. Woodsmoke twisted in the air like snakes, and as the trees came into view, an odd, rhythmic sound could be heard: the ting, ting, clang of metal being struck.

Deirdre let out a soft gasp behind him. “It’s beautiful.”

The stall in question was straight ahead of them, the table adorned with shiny copper pots, kettles, cups, and cauldrons, displayed on colorful, floral scarves just like the ones Mum used to wear in her hair—just like the one around James’s neck.

To the side of the stall, a young man with lighter skin but with the same thick, dark hair that ran in their family sat on a stool beside a basket of copper sheets, hammering away at a copper vase with neat, precise strikes, creating decorative divots in the metal. Beside him, wood burned in a grill for heating the tools. He had a pencil behind his ear, and on the other side of him was a pile of A-level textbooks he was apparently studying.

Behind the booth, a willowy woman was leaning over and adjusting each art piece just so. Her long hair was pinned into a braid around her head, and she wore glasses that drooped to the tip of her thin, pointed nose. She was wearing a turtleneck sweater and a long black velvet skirt, with elegant copper flower earrings dangling from her ears. She looked so much like Mum that Iain’s heart clenched.

Frowning, Delphina glanced over to the young man, who had sighed, and said to him, “You can take a break to study when I say so. Just finish that vase first.”

“Yes, Bibi.”

Iain stared at the young man, wondering if he was part of their family too. He knew that term was used to mean aunt, but that relation wasn’t possible. Then he remembered it was also a term of respect for a matriarch.

Delphina looked the part as she straightened her posture and met their gaze with watchful eyes the color of caramel.

“Hey, Bibi, we have customers,” the young man said with a huge grin as they approached.

“Delphina Demeter?” Iain asked as he stepped up to the booth, James right behind him. “You’re Kallista Callaghan’s sister, aren’t you? We’re her sons. I’m Iain, and this”—he gestured over his shoulder—“is my brother, James.”

“Uh, hello,” James said, popping out from behind him.

The words lingered in the air like the smoke from the fire.

Delphina’s gaze widened and flicked from Iain to James, her mouth a hard line and her nostrils flaring as she exhaled. Then she shook her head and let out a string of foreign words, then slammed her hands on the table, making the copper pieces quake.

“I knew it,” she hissed, hunching her shoulders and clawing at the table scarves.

Then she threw back her head and barked a humorless laugh. “I knew that she would send you here one day, come crawling back! So what did she send you here for with your smiles and your doe eyes, huh? Did she send you for money? Did that worthless gazho husband of hers leave her? I would not be surprised; I told her he was no good.”

Iain’s stomach went cold. He froze, barely breathing.

“You mean… you mean you don’t know where she is?” James asked in disbelief, quaking, his voice growing louder with each word. “How can you not know? She— You were the last person who saw her.”

Delphina lowered her arms, straightening, her mouth parting. “Kallista isn’t with you? Explain yourselves right now.”

“Bibi—?” The young man started to speak, but she shot her hand up to silence him.

When his little brother turned to him, his green eyes searching his, and croaked, “Iain, she has to know where Mum is,” Iain snapped himself out of his shock.

Leaning over the table toward Delphina, Iain stated firmly, “She hasn’t come home in six years. That’s why we’re here. To look for her.”

Delphina took a step back, her hand out as if searching for something to hold her upright, and brought her other hand to her mouth. “I told her not to do this. I told her to go home. But she didn’t listen. Why did she never listen?

“You, Jal,” she said after a moment, looking at James. “You’re not still cursed, are you?”

James blinked at his second name before he shook his head, swallowing hard. “No. Mum—we think she took my place.”

Delphina ran her hands over her face, smoothing back her hair and resting them on her head. She stayed like that for a minute before turning to the young coppersmith. “Give us a minute. I need to sort this out.”

He left immediately, taking his textbooks with him.

Clearing her throat, Alvey interrupted. “Firstly, I have need of some fine copper. I assume your prices are fair? It would be proper of you to give Iain a discount since he is your kin.”

Deirdre, James, and Iain all sighed in exasperation at once. While Delphina settled on a price that suited Alvey, who began to examine each piece of copper with her hands, Deirdre browsed the jewelry as well.

When it came time to pay, Iain handed Delphina some extra coins and asked for the jangly bangles Deirdre had been eyeing to be added to their purchase. He was not as embarrassed about the gift as he thought he would be, and Deirdre’s squeal of surprise was well worth the money.

Delphina then brought her chair around to the front of the booth and sat down heavily. She offered the stool to one of them, but they were too restless to sit.

Once she was settled, she began, “Your mother did come to me six years ago, asking what I knew about children who were marked by magic. Told me that some faery had said her baby was in danger.” Sighing, she continued. “I’d had dealings with Fae before, only because of this festival. I wanted nothing to do with them otherwise. But they appreciate my art, for whatever reason, and their money is good. So yes, I’d heard of marks before. I told her what I knew about thralls… A nasty business.”

“Did you tell her someplace to go for help?” Iain asked.

“I told her to go home.” Delphina scoffed. “I told her the same story we grew up hearing—that any infant who someone tried to curse would be safe because of their third names. Names have power.”

Beside him, James’s head snapped up from where he had been glowering at the ground. “What—what do you mean by that? I’ve, um, heard that before,” he said.

“For someone to be sold as a thrall, the faery that owns them must know their full name. In some traditions, a person has more than one name,” Delphina explained. “For the Roma, we have names for the gazhe to hear, and we have names for our community to hear. Then some of us have a third name for protection.

“No one knew Jal’s third name!” Delphina threw her hands in the air, scoffing. “That is why I told her to go home because Kallista had never told anyone.”

Beside him, Iain felt James go rigid and he heard him suck in a breath. Iain placed his hand on James’s back, steadying him.

Her hands curled into fists in her lap, gripping the fabric of her skirt. Delphina said, her voice laced with bitterness, “But of course she had to do something about it anyway. She couldn’t just listen or let things be. She was always stubborn and arrogant like that. Never thinking of the consequences—”

“You’re wrong,” James snapped.

Delphina raised her eyebrows at him. “Oh, you think so? You don’t know her like I do. Why do you think she went after that creature instead of going home to her family? It was because she could not refuse a challenge. It’s because she was too proud and too stubborn to leave things as she found them.”

“What about his father?” Alvey asked calmly. “Would he have known James’s third name?”

Delphina gaped at her. “You don’t mean—? That can’t be true.”

“Well,” Iain said, his voice low, “it is true.”

Delphina said, her voice hollow, “I knew he was… I thought he was a selfish man, but I never thought he would do something like that. Not to Kallista. Not to his own son. But perhaps any credit I gave him was too much.”

After a brief silence that followed, Iain asked quietly, “Do you know where she could have gone to find out more about the creature?”

But Delphina was already shaking her head. “I don’t know where she is. I have no way of knowing.”

James stepped forward, breathless, and began, “The creature that has her is a faery cat, and it lives in the moorlands.”

“I cannot help you.”

“She’s in danger—” Iain began, his voice firm.

“What do you mean you can’t help?” James demanded. “And she… she wouldn’t have—”

Standing to her feet, Delphina shouted over them, “Whatever happened to her, it’s her own fault! If she had just listened to me for once, we would not be in this mess.”

Iain wished he could be angry like James was, but all he felt was cold, deep sorrow. It seemed like they had been so close to finding Mum. Now they were back where they started, only more confused and lost.

He heard the jangling of Deirdre’s new bangles on her wrist before he saw her sidle up to him. When she tilted her face to look at him, her eyes were full of sympathy.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “What do you think we’ll do now? We have to find your mother.”

“I don’t know,” he admitted, quiet enough so his brother would not hear. “Maybe the Summer Prince could help us somehow. I… I don’t know. I just can’t believe she won’t help us. Her own sister. It’s unthinkable.”

I was so wrong about her. How could I have been so wrong? How did I let this happen? James… How is James going to cope with this?

I can’t let him down again.

 

The festival grounds became more noisy and lively as the wedding drew closer, with more people streaming to the southeastern clearing and wedding ground. Delphina grumbled to herself as they passed about how she knew the marriage wouldn’t last but how she hoped the copper napkin rings she gifted to them would at least get her some publicity.

James stood, his hands clenched into fists, his face a blank mask, shut down, until Deirdre touched his arm gently, asking, “Why don’t we go do something fun? It will take your mind off things for a while.”

“That’s a great idea,” Iain said, and he fished through his pack for his wallet and gave James a couple of notes. They were dangerously low on funds, but his brother needed the distraction.

“Are you coming?” Deirdre asked him, rocking back on her heels. “I saw a lot of neat-looking booths and games on the way here. I bet you could win one of those throwing challenges!”

She was radiating so much excitement that it made him wish things were different and they were here under different circumstances. That they could just be like other young people who were there for the fun of it.

Iain shook his head, his smile faint. “I wish I could, but I think I should stay here.”

“What about meeting Cai?” she asked.

Glancing at the ground, Iain said, “I’ll meet him, just like I said. I think I’ll talk to Delphina a bit first. Maybe she’ll have a change of heart or something.”

I’ll just give Cai his amulet back, and he’ll be on his way. But maybe he’ll stay. One more chance—that’s what I’ll give him. Just one.

Tilting her head in thoughtful contemplation, Deirdre pointed out, “You believe in people a lot. People like Cai, who don’t really deserve it.”

“I—” Iain broke off, stunned for a second. “I don’t really know about that.”

“That’s a good thing, by the way,” Deirdre clarified, waving her hand with a jingle of the bangles. “You’re a good person, Iain.”

The coldness in his chest faded, replaced by a comfortable but overwhelming warmth. She couldn’t have known how badly he’d needed to hear it, even if he didn’t quite believe it was true yet and even though he was working toward it. He didn’t think a good person would have ever made the mistakes he had in his life.

It was then that Iain realized what had felt so familiar about what the amulet showed him. The vision’s purpose hadn’t been about showing him Cai’s titles or capabilities at all.

Cai’s like me; all he needs to light a fire inside him is someone believing in him, like how Arthur believed in him.

Iain, resolved, nodded to Deirdre. “You go have fun with James. Keep him busy, yeah?”

“I’ll do my best!” Deirdre clapped her hands together.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

 

Losing Deirdre was not difficult. She was unused to so many people being in one place, while James had learned from growing up in Neo-London how to slip through a crowd unnoticed and how to make himself invisible even with his mother’s colorful scarf still around his neck like a lantern in the cold gray autumn day.

Sorry, James thought with a twinge of guilt as he darted around shoulders and ducked behind stalls, leaving Deirdre behind. But I’ve got to do this, and I know you would stop me.

He had one of his notebooks and pens out at the ready, the section open to everything he knew about Mum, yet he could not seem to bring himself to write down what he had just learned. Writing down that he had nothing would give it life, and then it would be real.

Beyond the chattering of hundreds of voices, all tinged with different accents and pitches, the swift and rollicking melody of a fiddle could be heard. The song danced in a sudden gust of stormy wind like a leaf, leading James to the area of the festival reserved for performances and stage shows.

Ahead of him inside a small tent, he could see the fiddler, Vera, playing on a flimsy wooden stage that buckled under her boots as she danced about. People were clapping and stamping, laughing and cheering. James stood and stared, unable to pry his eyes away, as people shouldered past and bumped into him.

The rapt audience was packed in the tight space, everyone’s eyes focused on Vera. James tucked his notebook into his front jacket pocket, thinking that he would write about it later; he found himself beginning to smile, the fire in his chest beginning to smother.

Magic.

James recognized that feeling; it was a bit like how the cursed name in Mum’s letter made his head spin. It took away his control and snuffed out his will, coating it with magic to make him forget why he was there.

But he wanted to keep his pain, remember his purpose and what he needed to learn. As intrigued as he was, a breath of excitement filling him, he resisted it, shaking his head, and his mind cleared.

“Excuse us, lad,” a man said as he knocked into him. The man had his son perched on his broad shoulders, and the boy let out a shriek as he felt the first droplets of rain on his head. His dad laughed and his mum, walking beside him, reached up to hold his hand.

James watched them, longing unfurling in his chest.

Rain began to pour, and James ducked under the awning of the fiddler’s tent and waited in the back.

As people streamed out of the tent as the show ended, covering their heads with their flyers or opening umbrellas they’d thought to bring, James walked against the current, his gaze focused on Vera and Cecil. Cecil was talking wildly with his hands with Vera, laughing, until his sister poked his arm and nodded in James’s direction.

“You did make it after all.” Cecil’s smile faded as James drew closer, and his golden eyes flicked over him. “What did you think—?”

“You look so pale.” Vera interrupted him. “Did something happen?”

James wondered if what had happened, what he had learned, was written on his face for them to see. Unsure what to say, he glanced away, suddenly self-conscious. He was good sometimes at hiding what he felt, but here in front of the two of them, he could hide nothing; he was visible.

“I, um—” James swallowed hard. “I got some bad news. I was coming here to see if you could look at my book.”

“You ought to sit,” Vera suggested brightly. “I could play you a song to cheer your spirits.”

“No,” James said. “I mean, um, I don’t—” After glancing behind him to make sure they were out of earshot, unable to stop himself, he asked in a whisper, “What you did with that fiddle—that was magic, wasn’t it?”

Vera let out a loud gasp. “Oh! However could you suggest something so strange and incorrect?”

“Darling, it’s fine.” Cecil gave her a pitying pat on her bare shoulder. Then he looked at James as he said, “There is no need to hide what you are when James has clearly already figured it out. Have you not?”

James swallowed hard, chancing a glance at Vera, whose perpetual grin was distracting, and said, “I’ve heard of faeries that use music to, um, enchant people. Not that I… not that I was enchanted or anything.”

Vera chuckled, then she leaned toward him and whispered, “I’m only half faery—half Water spirit, to be exact. That’s how I can play so well!”

“Water spirit?” James’s voice cracked in his excitement, and he produced his notebook from his jacket pocket, flipped it open to a new page, and began to scribble down what she’d said. “You mean like, um, a nymph?”

Vera flushed and looked down at her pigeon-toed feet. “Is it because of how I’m dressed?”

Ignoring her, Cecil chuckled and said to James, “Have you heard of a Fossegrimmen? They are male creatures that live in Nordic regions and are known for luring humans to them with their fiddles’ songs.”

James began to scribble faster. “I’ve heard of things like that, but I’ve never found any book on—”

Cecil laughed, but his smile wasn’t cruel or teasing. “I apologize, but—it’s just uncanny. When I was a young man around your age, I carried parchment around with me at all times, writing down as much information as I could. It’s how I got started as a researcher.”

“You’re a researcher?” James gaped at him. “It’s just—you don’t look, um, like a researcher. But that’s what I want to be—someone who studies faeries and magic for a living.”

He had never quite said that out loud before or even admitted it to himself. Saying it now, he realized it was true. That was what he wanted to do with his life—after all this had passed, after everything settled, and after Mum was back.

“Honestly,” Cecil said, “I am not much of a researcher anymore. It used to be my life. These days, however… Let’s just say that after a while, I realized I was not content to simply gain knowledge. I wanted more than that.”

“Like, uh, what? What’s worth more than knowledge?”

“Experience.” Cecil gestured to Vera, saying, “It’s one thing to study how magic works. It is on another level entirely to experience it for yourself. There is no greater thrill.”

Glowering at the ground, James thought out loud. “Well, yeah, you can do that. You’re not human.”

“You know, Vera isn’t my sister by blood, but by choice,” Cecil admitted. “I, myself, am completely human, and yet I can use magic just as a faery can.”

“That’s not possible,” James countered instantly. “I know a half elf, and she can’t use magic. She can manipulate it, but not, um, anything like a faery.”

“I thought the very same,” Cecil said. “Most people do not know how magic truly works, and the faeries aren’t keen to share. But I never take anything at face value, James. A good researcher never does.”

James’s arms lowered to his sides. He looked up, meeting Cecil’s eyes, his mouth falling open. “But you—your eyes—”

“I am still human. I can explain all that to you if you have the time. I can even show you.”

On the stage beside him, Vera held her breath.

“I don’t have time,” James said, looking down, his shoulders slumping. Then he produced the Unseelie book from his pack and thrust it toward Cecil, asking, “You said you might be able to remember what’s in the pages I’m missing, right? It’s really important.”

Vera was staring at him now, and she said, her eyebrows pinching together, “Oh, that’s why you resisted my song when the others didn’t. A song cannot soothe your pain. Your sorrow—it runs so deep you cannot escape it.”

He was cold suddenly and shivered. “It’s my mum.” He worked the words out slowly. “She… she’s missing, and I need to find her. I need this book to find what took her. It’s the only clue I have.”

Before he’d even finished getting the words out, Cecil reached out and placed a hand on James’s shoulder. “I’ll do whatever I can to give you the answers you require, James,” he told him, the theatricality gone from his tone. “I promise.”

James had heard promises before—assurances that everything would be fine. But nothing was fine. And promises never did a thing for him.

“But we shall have to recover those lost pages first,” Cecil continued, his gaze expectant.

James blinked. “How can we do that?”

“I can use magic. But I’ll need you to help me find the items I need and to help me focus the magic.”

James felt his spirits lift a little. “Um, okay.”

“Oh, yay!” Vera let out a yip and leaped down from the stage, landing solidly on her feet. Then she threw her arms around them both, pulling them to her, squishing James’s face with her hand. “This will be an adventure!”

 

“Before we go to the forest where most of the items I need are located,” Cecil said as they walked down a line of stalls carrying goods of all kinds, “we need to pick up a few things here. Crystals for the magic and parchment to fill the torn pages of your book.”

“You use crystals?” James asked, walking beside him. “That half elf I mentioned—she has these orange ones with fire magic that explode when you throw them! Can we find ones like that?”

Cecil raised one thin eyebrow at him. “Why ever would you need to blow something up?”

“Um, well…” He trailed off.

“It is quite all right.” Cecil leaned in conspiratorially, saying, “I shan’t tell a soul. It’s just curious, you see, because everyone is drawn to magic for a specific reason.”

James blinked. “What do you mean?”

“I started researching magic simply to quench my curiosity. People say that to learn everything is to demystify life’s mysteries; I disagree. It’s not possible to know everything, and the more I uncovered about the world, the more questions arose. And, in turn, the more I learned about myself, the more questions I uncovered of the Self. My reason for pursuing magic shifted. It became my way of embracing my true nature.”

Furrowing his brow, James mulled over his words.

“What has drawn you to magic, James?” Cecil asked. “I will not judge you. Every reason is valid.”

“I’m just curious,” James said, shrugging. “That’s it.”

Once they’d found the parchment, which had to be the same age and coloration of the parchment in James’s book, they then paused at a booth carrying salt lamps, sage, and crystals of all kinds, both crude and polished.

Cecil grabbed a flint and was about to pick out a few crystals, but when he saw James eyeing some, he said, “You choose. Just select ones you feel drawn to. At least three types.”

“Uh, I can’t let you buy them,” James said, rubbing his arm and glancing down.

“Nonsense.” Cecil waved his hand through the air. “You cannot well stop me, can you? We’ll need crystals for the spell anyway.”

James turned to the vendor and looked over the crystals. He hesitated, picking a few up and putting them back down, unsure what he was supposed to be feeling. He settled on a cluster of apophyllite, a hunk of gold pyrite, a few dozen cuts of clear calcite in a drawstring pouch, and a jagged piece of tigereye.

“Now tell me why you picked those crystals,” Cecil said as they walked away. “What drew you to them?”

“Um, I don’t know.” James stowed the purchases in his backpack. “I guess the clear crystals look like the one my friend uses.”

“And what about this one?” He pointed to the shiny yellow tigereye gem in James’s hand.

“I guess—” James laughed self-consciously. “I guess this one just looks really cool.”

They reached the northern edge of the festival grounds, away from people, and headed into the forest.

“James, come look.” Cecil was kneeling on the ground by a tree and motioning. When James peered over his shoulder, he saw a nest on the ground with two skeletal remains inside. “They must have fallen, and the mother must have abandoned them.”

“Oh,” James said, frowning. “That’s… neat?”

Cecil picked up one of the delicate skeletons by the skull and held it in the palm of his hand. “I imagine this must simply look like a tragic part of nature to you,” he said, tilting his head up. “But you’ll soon learn that everything has power inside it. Wind, rain, earth, and fire, things dead and living—all nature has power in it.”

He handed the bird remains to Vera, who cooed and cradled them in her hands like she was holding live birds instead of their remains.

A breeze blew through the forest, making the distant bells chime.

“Should we be here?” James asked casually, images of giant spiders coming to mind.

“The spiders are fearful enough of the sound that they won’t come even this close. We’re perfectly safe.” Cecil walked with purposeful strides through the forest. “Regardless, I am certain we could easily defeat any foes we encounter!”

James let out a laugh, thinking he was joking. But Cecil’s confidence did not waver.

“But, um,” James protested, “we don’t have weapons or anything. And we’re not…” He trailed off, embarrassed.

Anyone looking at the three of them would be able to tell they weren’t fighters; James knew he was the least of them in that regard. Even Vera looks like she could knock me out if she wanted to.

“Magic is and always will be the strongest weapon,” Cecil said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “That is what draws you to magic, is it not? Beyond curiosity, you want to defend yourself.”

“I—” James gaped, realizing he was right. “I guess.”

“It’s not wrong to desire safety or protection. But I can’t help but wonder why you need it.”

As they headed toward the final spot Cecil suggested they check, James admitted, each word coming out stilted, “In the past few weeks, my, um, friends and I have gotten into some trouble, and”—he let out a shuddering breath as he remembered the fetid scent of the dwarf’s cave—“there was nothing I could do about it.”

“What will happen once you have the means to defend yourself? What will change?”

After a moment, James admitted, his voice low and controlled, “If I can take care of myself, then I won’t have to depend on anyone else. Ever. People will see that I’m capable and stuff, you know?”

Cecil did not reply, but before James could wonder why that was, he spotted a tree that stood out in the forest ahead of them. The bark was dark brown with many twisting branches ending in sharp points like needles. All the leaves had fallen.

“I’ll need a branch from that tree,” Cecil said, pointing.

“It’s a blackthorn tree.” James stepped up to it. “People used to say it was bad luck—that it only grows in the Winter Court, which isn’t true at all. It was known for something else, but I can’t remember—”

Without thinking, he reached up and grabbed a low branch, snapping it off the tree. “Ouch!” He dropped the branch like a hot potato. One of the sharp thorns had pierced his index finger, drawing blood.

Before he could react, Cecil took his wrist and pressed a handkerchief to the injury, sopping up the blood. James winced as the man squeezed the cut too hard.

“We oughtn’t let that sacrifice go to waste,” Cecil said brightly, letting go of James’s wrist. He held up the stained cloth and the branch and waved them around, chuckling. “It can be used for many different kinds of spells.”

James felt himself pale. “You mean… you mean blood?”

“Blood is a powerful source of energy.” Cecil sighed in a wistful, nostalgic way. “There’s so much new for you to learn about magic. I envy that.”

“But—” James gaped. “Unseelies use blood.”

The Red Cap, the dwarf, the Fachan… Monsters need blood.

“That they do. Seelie and Unseelie techniques are equally useful, I find.”

Vera caught up to them, walking like a doe through the foliage, making hardly a sound. Pointing to the tree and then to both of them, she exclaimed with a cheeky grin, “By the pricking of my thumbs, something wicked this way comes!”

I remember now: people thought blackthorn was cursed, that witches used it for spells. But that’s not what this is. Is it? Witches haven’t even been around since way before the Cataclysm.

“James?” Cecil called. “Shall we restore those pages now? Firstly, I will need to teach you some basics.”

Cecil and Vera were already walking back toward the festival grounds, the light shining through the trees in the distance.

The breeze picked up again, scattering cold rain droplets across the ground and chiming the bells like a warning. They warned him not to follow the two odd siblings.

But he ignored the warning.

Clenching his fists, James nodded once. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s do it.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

 

“How about this one, lass?” A saleswoman with a tanned, worn face raised a leather wallet with blue beading. “It’ll go nice with your hair.”

Deirdre let out a wistful sigh. “I wish I could—it’s so pretty! Isn’t it, James?”

Looking over her shoulder, she did not see James as she expected—he was gone.

“Lose your boyfriend?” The saleswoman snickered, putting the wallet back down.

Ignoring her, Deirdre darted around the area, looking over the sparse crowd on her toes, expecting to catch a glimpse of his bright scarf.

Nothing.

“Did you see anyone come here with me?” Deirdre asked the saleswoman, darting back.

“You came here alone.” She raised her eyebrows, smirking. “You better keep him on a leash next time.”

Deirdre retraced her steps quickly past the stalls, looking around, her hair whipping from side to side.

Where is he? This place is so big—how will I find him? I have no idea when he left me!

After several fruitless minutes of speaking to merchants, asking if they’d seen him, Deirdre fell back, standing on a makeshift boardwalk underneath one of the large trees in the area as the rain fell faster. She thought and thought, trying to come up with a solution or plan until her head ached. Then she glanced up at the tree, spotted the silver bells, and considered climbing up to get a better vantage point.

“Good evening!”

Deirdre turned at the silvery voice, spinning around and searching for the source, but saw no one.

“Good evening! Down here!”

In one of the puddles that stretched under the boardwalk was what first looked like a pinkie-sized white water lily. But the yellow center was a small face with long, dark, stemmed eyelashes, and the white petals covered a small body like feathers or fur. And two of the large petals began to beat fast, like hummingbird wings, as the tiny woman flew up to eye level with her.

“You’re a faery!” Deirdre cried, pointing.

The faery nodded. “Aye. I am a Water Garden faery.”

Deirdre slowly smiled, tilting her head. “What are you doing here?”

“I and my kinsfolk are making sure the festival is not flooded.” The faery beamed, her face positively sunny. “There is a wedding happening, after all. There is nothing worse than a good woman not being united with the man she’s smitten with.”

“So you know them—the bride and groom?”

“Aye. But you are searching for the human boy who left you behind, correct?”

“Yes! I…” Deirdre’s smile vanished, and she clasped her hands together hard. “James left me behind? He ditched me?”

“I saw him wait for you to focus your attention elsewhere and then depart. He left you intentionally, so he is not lost!” The faery flew a bit closer, whispering, “That is fortunate, for some who are lost at the festival are never found.”

Deirdre turned away, her stomach aching and suddenly feeling hollow. I can’t believe he ditched me! Why would he do that? Was it something I did?

Then she caught sight of the faery still hovering less than a foot away and asked, “Do you have any idea where he went?”

“Nay. But…” The faery swooped down, fluttering over to her side and plucking a short hair off her sleeve. “This is the boy’s, or it belongs to one of his kin. I can use it to create a guiding spell for you. If you wish it?”

“Of course!” Deirdre wiped her eyes. “Thank you!”

The faery swung one of her small, white-and-yellow arms, conjuring from the air three beads of water, which joined into one. She repeated it until there was a ball of water almost as big as she was. Then she flattened the water into a disk and dropped the hair on it.

Immediately the water lit up, the hair disappearing and turning into white light, wavering one second but then splitting into two threads of light, shooting in two directions and looking like a compass with two needles. One of the beams was stronger and brighter than the other.

“Here.”

The faery tossed the disk to her; Deirdre gasped and held her hands out, hurriedly asking the Water Magic to stay shaped as a disk.

For a horrible moment, the water splashed onto her hands, as if it would fall apart and to the ground. But then it re-formed itself, lifting up to hover just above her hands, the needles of light remaining.

“Those lights will lead you to the human or one of his kin,” the faery said, flying over the disk and pointing down. “But this is a weak spell and shan’t last long.”

Deirdre nodded, but before she could thank her, the faery quickly bowed and then zoomed away into the trees, heading in the same direction as the music of a wedding march.

She blinked, frowning. “Why did that faery bow?”

Then she shook her head, looking down at the water disk. I’ve got to act fast before it stops working. One of these lights must point to James… which means the other is Iain. Let’s see…

Glancing up, she spotted lichen on a nearby tree and held the disk out, comparing the directions of the needle to where the lichen faced. The stronger light points to the northwest, and that’s where Iain and Delphina are. So the other light, pointing due north… it must be James!

She hurried off, following the light as quickly as she could.

 

The rain was falling harder, but the coverage propped up everywhere, from awnings over stalls to hanging tarps to large half-crescent umbrellas attached to the trees themselves, kept her mostly dry. When a raindrop did fall on the compass, it distorted the disk for a moment, but then the spell returned to normal.

As she continued, the compass guiding her on, its cool moisture soothed the wounds in her hands from when she accidentally broke Cai’s flask yesterday.

Magic is so strange. She looked down at the water floating just above her fingers. It can do so many different things, and… exist in so many different forms. But there’s so much to learn about magic and about that Shadow Magic and… and all of it! It’s amazing, and…

Her smile faded as she looked up from the compass. Losing magic would be better than hurting people, of course. But I don’t want to lose it, not ever. I’m glad I have it, no matter what! Iain was right; it’s a part of me.

But then she shook herself and began to walk faster. But that’s so selfish! I mean, I shouldn’t want magic more than I want people to be safe! Right?

The water disk suddenly began to waver, rippling like a wave was going through it. She felt that the magic was coming loose, slowly leaving the disk to go its way. So she walked faster, jogging when she could, heading farther north.

 

She had just reached the edge of the woods when the Water Magic disk wavered. The two lights flashed, and then the disk dissolved between her fingers, the cold, pure water flowing to the ground.

Looking around, her heart plummeted into her stomach when she saw no one. There was only woods, the sound of wedding music to the far south, and the various melodies in the west, all muffled by the falling raindrops. It seemed to suddenly get darker as she peered between the drops, searching desperately for some sign of James.

I can hardly see, it’s so dark now… Deirdre let out a small gasp, then laughed at herself. Of course. I’ll search this way!

Placing her hand on the shaded side of a tree, she tapped into the shadow, reaching out to it and all the shadows of the forest. It was easier than calling out to someone by name. In an instant she was aware of every shade and shadow cast by the clouds, the raindrops, and the rustling, falling leaves.

And there was someone only a few yards away, creeping slowly through the woods. She couldn’t tell who it was, but judging by the shadows, it wasn’t a tall or large person.

It must be James! But why did he come all the way out here?

She stepped from under the tree into the drizzling rain, pulling her raincoat’s hood up over her head more snugly as she called out, “I know you’re there!”

She sensed the person immediately stop.

“Come on, this isn’t funny.” She continued walking through the woods. “Why did you leave me behind? I was really worried! And you could have gotten lost!”

“Stop!”

Deirdre froze, mouth hanging open as a distinctly feminine voice rang out from the woods.

That’s… definitely not James.

“Who are you?” Deirdre asked, peering, taking another step.

“I said stop!” There was a low hiss, then the voice said, “Someone stole my clothes. Can you find me some?”

“What? Why would someone steal your clothes?”

The woman groaned, muttering. “What does that matter? I’m wet and freezing!”

“Well, hold on.” Deirdre slipped off her long raincoat. “Put this on, and we can go get something. I passed a few clothing shops on the way here.” With her magic, she sensed the person move to just the other side of a nearby cluster of thick bushes; she balled up the jacket and threw it over the hedge.

“Ow!”

“Did you get it?” Deirdre called.

“Yes. Wait one moment.”

A minute later, the coat wrapped tightly around her, the woman came around the hedge; the hood of the raincoat was pulled over her head, around a shadowed olive face, framed by thick, wet dark hair.

“Where were the stalls?” the woman asked, shivering.

“This way.” Deirdre pointed, then bit her lip. “Um, you didn’t happen to see a boy back there, did you? A fourteen-year-old?”

The woman scoffed, giving her a sharp look. “You think I was messing around with a teenager, that was why my clothes were gone?” She turned, walking past Deirdre, muttering in a low voice, “Typical gazhi.”

“Gazhi?” Deirdre followed her, smiling lightly. “That’s Romani, right?”

“Yes.” Glancing at her, the woman raised an eyebrow. “How did you know?”

“I have some Romani friends.”

“Well, good for you.”

Deirdre hesitated at the woman’s bitter tone but pressed, “Actually, I was looking for one of them. I thought—”

Holding up her hand, the woman said, “Listen, we can talk all about it, but first buy me some clothes, would you?” She gestured to the clothing stalls, which had just come into sight. “Something warm, please.”

“Okay!” Deirdre began to jog away, calling back, “Wait right here!”

The woman sighed. “It’s not as if I can go anywhere like this.”

 

A few minutes later, Deirdre returned with boots and a woolen sweater and skirt, spending the last of her coins. The sweater and skirt were scratchy but thick and would help keep out the cold and damp.

Retreating a bit back into the woods, Deirdre kept watch while the woman changed and after a minute or so said, “So I was looking for one of my Romani friends when I bumped into you. I thought you were him, because… um…”

Should I mention magic to her? Deirdre bit her lip. Would that make her suspicious or anything?

“Well,” she went on quickly, “he’s Romani too, and his name is James. And he—”

“What?” The sound of the woman dressing stopped. “How old did you say he was?”

“He’s fourteen. And still really short, probably shorter than you. And he’s—”

“What’s his full name?”

“His full name? He’s…” Deirdre trailed off, eyes widening.

Why would she want to know? Is she connected to the army and Alan somehow? But no, that makes no sense! If she was in the army, why was she be in the woods here without any clothes?

“Is he…” The woman’s voice caught. “Does he have green eyes? And an older brother, Iain?”

“I, um…” Deirdre bit her lip, wishing someone else was here to help her decide what to say.

“Does he have a mother named Kallista? Is he looking for her?”

Deirdre turned around, gaping. The woman stepped out from the other side of the tree, her eyes wide and her face set.

Now that Deirdre saw the woman without the hood for the first time, the resemblance between her and the boys was unmistakable. She had Iain’s hair and nose but James’s build and large eyes.

Hands flying to her mouth, Deirdre gasped. “Are you related to Kallista? To Delphina and to James and Iain?”

“I am Kallista! And you know my sons!” The woman grabbed Deirdre’s shoulders and gave her a shake. “Where are they? Where are my sons?”

Deirdre was still stunned, but a smile was breaking out on her face. “You’re Kallista!”

“Yes, we’ve established that!”

“And you’re here!”

“Yes!”

Joy bubbled up into a delighted scream, and Deirdre grabbed Kallista’s hands and jumped up and down. “You’re here! And you’re safe! And you’re right here—you’re not in some horrible place!”

“Yes—settle down!” Kallista raised her hands, her voice firm. “Now, where are they?”

Deirdre froze and gaped, then burst out, “James is lost, but Iain’s with Delphina because we came here to ask her if she knew where you were, but she didn’t, so we split up, but Iain stayed with her, but James ditched me, and this faery gave me a magic compass to help me look for him, but that’s when I found you and—”

“Stop!” Kallista stepped forward, looking Deirdre in the eye. “What do you mean, James is lost? I need to find him right away. He’s in danger.”

“Danger?” Deirdre tilted her head. “From the Cait—?”

Kallista shushed her. “Do not say that name. He will know when you say it. He’s already here, which is why I need to find my son before he can.”

“Is the—is he a faery cat?” Deirdre asked. “That’s what James thought, and Alvey, she’s a half elf who’s been traveling with us, thought that too.”

Swatting her hand through the air as if to bat away Deirdre’s words, Kallista continued, “I don’t know what he is, but he isn’t always a faery cat. Sometimes he is a man. I followed him here with…” She trailed off.

“What?”

Taking a step back, Kallista eyed her intensely and asked, “How do I know you aren’t one of his thralls? I haven’t seen you before, but I cannot be too careful.”

“I’m not a thrall! And I don’t even know what he looks like.”

“He has gold-colored eyes.”

“Wait, wait.” After sucking in a breath, Deirdre continued in a hushed voice, “We saw him earlier. He was talking to us.”

A wave of emotions flickered across Kallista’s face, first pale fear, then sorrow, and finally staying on fierce anger. She clenched her fists like if the creature was standing there, she would fight him that instant.

After a moment, she swallowed hard and said, “You told me Iain was with my sister. Maybe James has gone back to them? We can hope.”

“I didn’t think of that.”

Kallista nodded, then gestured. “We need to find them and get out of here. I heard that creature say terrible things—that the military is coming here.”

Deirdre’s hands went numb. “They are? Here?”

“Yes. And once they get here, they’ll just attack the festival without restraint. We need to leave before this becomes a battlefield.”

“W-we have to tell everyone!” Deirdre gestured in a wide circle. “Everyone needs to know and run away!”

Kallista placed her hands on her hips. “How will we do that?”

“Um…” Deirdre snapped her fingers. “The wedding! A wedding is going on, and almost everyone is there! We just need to go there and announce it, like from the big tree near it, so everyone will hear and know!”

Leaning back, Kallista looked at her incredulously. “We are not doing that.”

“Why not?”

“If you did that, everyone would panic and run over each other!” Kallista sighed, rubbing her temples. “We need to tell someone who is in charge, someone in authority. Then they’ll handle it so we can get out of here.”

“Right. I don’t know many people here, but…” Deirdre pursed her lips, thinking, then let out a heavy sigh before saying, “I guess we should go find Cai; he seemed to know people.”

“Who is Cai?”

“He’s…” Deirdre shifted, rubbing the back of her neck. “Well, he’s really poorly behaved, actually. But he ought to at least know whom we should talk to.”

Kallista folded her arms, considering with a frown for a moment before saying, “And if he’s well known, even if they don’t believe you or me, they might believe him.”

“Yes. Assuming he does help us. But I can’t think of anyone else!”

“Do you know where Cai is?”

Deirdre nodded. “He might still be shopping or maybe he’s drinking; there were all these alcohol vendors near the wedding, near the center of the fair. I bet he’s there.”

“Let’s go. Quickly.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

 

After standing about by Delphina’s stall for a minute, Iain said, “I should go meet Cai.”

Delphina barely looked up from the copper earring she was hammering with a tiny chisel tool. Her glasses slid down her nose. “Good idea. Lurking about like that, you’re intimidating any would-be customers.”

After taking a slow, steady breath, Iain asked, “Are you sure there’s nothing else you know that could help us find your sister? She’s your family.”

Delphina shook her head. “That is what I told her. We are her family. But once she met Alan, she chose him over family. And just look at what that choice got her. I knew he was a worthless husband and father from the start.”

Clenching his jaw, Iain managed to swallow back the bitterness in his throat. “My father’s done terrible, vile things, but he wasn’t always like that. He was good to her. I know he was.”

It was odd, having distinct memory fragments of his father when Iain wanted to grow up to be like him. Before his little brother was in his life, he remembered special moments between him and Dad, days they’d spent together, stories he’d told, being held tightly like Dad never wanted to let him go, and witnessing tender affection between his father and Mum when they thought he wasn’t nearby.

I know he loved her. He couldn’t even bear to talk about her after she left.

“I’ll tell you what, nephew.” Delphina looked up from her work with a thin smile. “I will give you two pieces of free, parting advice for the first and last time I see you: family will always disappoint you, and if you don’t go home, you’ll meet the same fate as Kalli.”

“With respect, I think you’re wrong on both counts, Auntie.” Iain adjusted his pack on his shoulders, ready to set out again. “When we find Mum, is there anything you’d like me to tell her?”

Delphina was silent for a moment. “You are a bit like her, you know. Stupidly optimistic, with foolish romantic notions… But if you do find her, tell her that I am sorry I did not try hard enough to knock more sense into that hard head of hers.” Delphina’s smug smile had faded. “She never did listen.”

“I’ll tell her you’re sorry.”

“That is not what I said.”

Iain shrugged. “Yeah. I guess that’s my stupid optimism at work. I can’t help it.”

She waved him off with a swat of her hand.

When he turned around, Alvey’s chair was right behind him; he jolted, having forgotten she was there. “Are you ready to go?” he asked her. “After I talk to Cai, we need to find Deirdre and James and decide where we’re going from here. I think the Summer Court seems like our best bet now.”

“No, I’m not finished shopping.” Alvey folded her arms. “I have nails, wood, and a copper necklace chain, but I still need rock crystals. However, I heard some folk in the crowds speak of exactly where to find them. I will retrieve the items I need while you talk with that gin lover.”

Iain gestured uselessly around them. “You really shouldn’t wander on your own. This place isn’t exactly safe.”

He was slightly wary when she smiled her Cheshire cat smile, as it usually meant mischief or sass was incoming.

“Ah, but I am not on my own.” She pointed to the air, tracing her finger through it toward the woods. “There are Water Garden faeries all around us presently, and most are probably familiars of the Summer Court. Should the need arise, I can get help from them easily.”

Glancing around, Iain saw nothing, but his mouth twitched at a smile. He was not certain why, but the presence of faeries and magic did not make him as anxious as it did in the past. It almost felt comforting to know they were there.

“Even so, we won’t be able to find you again easily; this place is huge, yeah?”

The girl’s cheeks flushed a light pink, yet her voice was a little ominous when she said, “But I can find you. I would know your scent anywhere. I could even track you down halfway across the country if I needed to.”

A horrified, strangled sound came from Iain’s mouth before he could stop it. He recovered after a moment and said, “Regardless, we should have a meeting place to be safe. The tree in the middle of the festival grounds is a good spot.”

“Fine.” She rolled her chair away after a wave of her hand and a flash of her smile.

 

As he walked, Iain considered that Mum had never told James and him stories of Delphina when their aunt was older or after Mum met Dad. He had known that Mum’s family did not approve of her marrying a gazho, and that was why they had refused to meet her sons. But he had not considered that this exile mentality extended to Delphina, her big sister: the person who was supposed to look out for her.

There was a rift between the sisters. Years and years had passed, and still Delphina refused to forgive her sister. The thought made Iain’s stomach feel cold and empty, and he decided a rift like that would never form between James and him. He would not hold his brother’s mistakes against him, and maybe with time, James could learn to do the same for him.

* * *

 

Cai sat under a small, elevated grove of trees not far from the central tree; strung above him was a canopy covering the temporary benches beneath. From there he watched as people took their seats for the wedding. While there were several areas in the seating that were covered, many people were stuck with just their umbrellas. The umbrellas were many colors and sizes, cast light gray in the rain, making them look from the distance like an impressionist watercolor painting.

For the first time in a while, Cai had the feeling of looking at the world from the outside. This feeling had been present occasionally after he’d left his father’s lands and house, and ever since he began living in this new age, it had occurred more often. Unlike in the past where his brother looked to him for support and advice (which he usually didn’t follow), there was no one looking to him now.

There were people who knew him, especially at this festival, but no one who relied on or truly trusted him.

Not that I’m particularly trustworthy, he thought, his hand floating over his still slightly sore side. While small wounds—like the Red Cap’s blow two nights ago—healed quickly, old, grievous ones took longer, often never fully healing. He could not always push through the pain. Not when it mattered the most.

I wouldn’t last long dealing with the faery courts. He sat hunched over, hands on his knees. That Iain boy… He thought back to their conversation that morning, shaking his head. He’s no fool. But he just doesn’t understand.

Out of the corner of his eye, Cai spotted someone break from the streams of people toward him. Speak of the devil…

“I found a replacement flask,” Cai said to Iain as the young man walked over and ducked under the shelter of the canopy. “If you’re true to your word, you’ll pay for it.”

Iain was silent, right hand twitching restlessly at his side. With a steadying breath, he reached into his shirt and pulled out the amulet. Then, after unclasping it from around his neck, he held it out to Cai.

“This is yours,” Iain said. “And I don’t know why or even if it wanted me to pick it up, but I shouldn’t have kept it from you. That was wrong of me.”

Cai stared at the amulet in Iain’s hand, narrowing his eyes. “What’s the catch?”

“There isn’t one.”

“You’re just giving it up now after all the trouble you’ve gone through to keep it?” Cai looked up at him, smiling mirthlessly. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“The only lead we had to find our mum was a dead end, and we’re no closer to finding her now than we were six years ago,” Iain said. His voice and face were steady, but Cai recognized the dull, tired look of disappointment in his eyes as the young man continued, “Yeah, we could use your help, but I need to focus on my brother right now. I can’t do that if I’m focused on you and keeping this amulet.”

Is this for real? Cai knew Iain wasn’t lying, but it felt wrong to be handed something he’d spent decades fighting and searching for.

And it felt equally wrong to be given it by someone he’d been trying to trick and outmatch who was ultimately pushed to the edge by something else.

When Cai didn’t move, Iain continued, “What’s going on in the country right now, it’s important. I’ll make it to the Court and warn them on my own if I have to. Though I think you’re more qualified in every way to do it.”

Cai straightened, his mouth a thin line. “I only saved you from the Red Cap because I was there. I tried to steal from you. I’m not always a paragon of sobriety or even basic modern manners. Do you think I’m qualified just because I’m a knight?”

“Initially, yeah. When I saw you slay that Red Cap and after the amulet showed you were a knight, that was all I saw. Your title.” Iain let out a breath. “I know you can read people well, but so can I, and I recognized something familiar in you. Maybe people have never expected much of you either. And maybe having one person believe in you can push you to act.”

“Think so?” Cai replied, not meeting Iain’s eyes.

“I do. See, there was this bloke, and he was my commanding officer in the Iron Guard. His name was Philip Prance, and he decided to trust me with information about this war that’s coming—he believed in me.”

Iain shook his head, chuckling wryly. “He was a good soldier, skilled in combat, and eloquent when he needed to be. And he was good at getting people to like him, to listen to him, to trust him. I’m rubbish at that. But he could get even the meanest, roughest bulldog of a person I know to listen to him, so he probably could have gotten you on his side easily. And he wouldn’t have stolen your amulet or kept it from you or punched you in the face or anything like that. But he’s dead.”

Iain stretched out his hand farther until the amulet was right in front of Cai’s chest. “So I’ve got to do what he would have done, because someone, anyone, has to do it. But if you won’t, then for my brother’s sake, I won’t keep you around. See, I can’t let him down again, and he doesn’t think you’ll help even if I disagree.”

Cai hesitated, his fingers twitching, before he took the amulet from Iain’s hand. He closed his fist around it; it was heavy and dead in his hands, not cool or strangely alive as it should be. Suddenly clammy, he placed the amulet into his pocket.

Hoping the empty feeling that had fallen on him would disappear if he ended the conversation, he stood up with a groan and shouldered his pack, turning away. “Well, I’ll wish you luck at least. You’re crazy, so it probably won’t help you much. And forget about the flask.”

He didn’t know what he expected as he walked away, but the silence of no one calling or shouting at him was worse than anything. As he walked into the crowds, Cai dimly realized he had nowhere to go, nowhere to be, and nothing to search for.

For a moment he thought of turning around but shook his head. There’s no point. He sighed, running his hand over his eyes, feeling sick with himself. I need a drink, a big one.

* * *

 

Iain expected to feel more disappointed when Cai turned his back with a wave and walked away, but he didn’t. He was just glad he’d said what he needed to say and that he’d given Cai his amulet back.

Deirdre was right. I guess it’s a good thing to believe in people sometimes… I gave him another chance, and now it’s on him to do with it what he will. If he does anything now, it’ll be because he wanted to and not because I was keeping the amulet.

However, Iain had not shouldered through the crowd for long until he overheard bits of conversation. The wedding had started, and the festival’s crowd in the booth areas had thinned out, making the murmuring and gossiping around him easier to pick up. A few words stood out to him.

“—the Iron Guard really coming here?”

Iain froze in his tracks, his pulse quickening. When he turned to ask the person what he was talking about and where he got his information, he could not pinpoint who had said it. He felt the absence of the soothing, cooling amulet and of Cai then.

If the Iron Guard is coming, then everyone here is in danger. We need to warn them.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

 

“Magic is about intent,” Cecil said. “It’s about control.”

Cecil sat cross-legged on the ground in front of James. They had found a dry patch of dirt under the shelter of a tree. Between them, Cecil had placed a plain wooden bowl he’d bought from one of the stalls and dropped a single, clear crystal inside. The rest of the crystals were in a pile around them.

Vera sat in the tree above them on a low branch, swinging her legs. She hummed and looked at the swirling clouds in the darkening sky that were threatening to spill over again.

“Right.” James inhaled, tasting rain in the air. “So how do we restore the book?”

Cecil wagged a finger at him. “You’re not ready for that yet. First we’ll try something that doesn’t require quite as much accuracy and finesse.”

Scooting closer to the bowl, James peered down at the crystal. “What kind of magic are we trying then?”

“If I recall correctly”—Cecil raised his eyebrow—“I believe you said something about a fire crystal?”

James grinned, and then, after thinking a moment, scooted back from the bowl again, eyeing it like it would burst into flames without cause.

Laughing, Cecil picked through their items on the ground until he found the flint.

He held it up to James, showing him, and said, “Each movement and thought must be precise, intentional.” Taking another crystal, Cecil struck a piece of flint hard against it until it sparked. “If you want fire, you get what energy you put into it.”

The spark landed on the crystal in the bowl. James expected the spark to die instantly, but it seeped into the clear crystal like burning coal melting through a sheet of ice, smoke rising from it. The spark buried itself inside, a pinpoint of light inside making the crystal glow orange.

“Is that all it takes?” James practically vibrated in his seat with excitement. “Just fire and… and stone?”

Cecil looked at him through the fingers of rising smoke. “Not quite.” He took the blackthorn branch, snapped it in half, and tossed some of the needlelike twigs into the bowl.

“This type of tree is special because it contains magic innately within,” Cecil said. “The Frost faeries protect that tree and the berries it produces by imbuing it with magic. Hence, why we use it for spells.”

James jotted all that down as fast as he could manage. “So faeries can give their magic for us to use? So if I had, um, a faery friend… she could lend me some of her magic, right?”

“It’s more of a taking than a giving, I’m afraid,” Cecil scoffed. “Faeries seldom share willingly. They like to hog their magic even though they have plenty for others to use.”

“That doesn’t sound right.” James shook his head, shaking off an uncomfortable chill, and said quickly, “So how do we start?”

“With each movement, I pour my intent until it smothers the intent of the object. It paralyzes the will of the magic already there, replacing it with mine. A hungry, angry spark, a vicious snap, and thoughts of burning flames.”

Cecil took the crystal from the basin and, with a flick of his wrist, sent it skittering across the ground. For a moment it did nothing. Then with a pop, the crystal burst like fractured glass, a licking flame rising up from it with sparks. It burned continuously without catching anything else on fire. Then Cecil breathed out slowly, concentrating, and the flame was snuffed out.

“Now.” Cecil held out a fresh crystal to him. “You try it.”

James pushed up the sleeves of his sweater and carefully arranged the objects he needed. He was hesitant at first with the flint, his gestures jerky and shaky. Cecil’s gaze was on him through the entire process, watching his every movement.

“Come on,” he snapped, striking the flint again. After it finally sparked, he held the crystal and flint over the bowl just as Cecil had done. But there was no orange pinpoint inside it.

When he threw the crystal with a grunt, it thudded on the ground dully. A long minute passed. Nothing happened. And then the crystal blackened to a lump of coal.

“You did it!” Vera cheered, throwing her arms in the air. Then she amended after seeing James’s sour expression, “Did you not want coal?”

“Well,” Cecil said airily after retrieving the rock, holding it in his palm, “it’s a little warm at least.”

James’s face heated as if he might burst into flames instead.

“I do make it look easy and glamorous, but magic takes time to master, James,” Cecil said. “And forgive me, but you’re so… gentle with the objects. It’s rather precious, actually.”

“Gentle?” James’s voice cracked.

“I do not mean offense.” Cecil held up his hands in surrender but could not hide the amusement in his face. “I told you magic was about intent and control. I saw none of that when I watched you.”

If Cecil’s intention was to rile him, then he succeeded. James scoured the supplies he’d picked out, his mind whirring and buzzing with possibilities. Then, without another word, he got to work.

He knew the ingredients he needed were all there in front of him—he only had to, in theory, will them to behave as he wanted them to. But James’s kind of magic was more than intent—it was what he had learned from years of being a bookworm with nothing to do but read.

As he arranged and struck each object with the flint, he listed what they were: “pyrite, containing sulfur; cave crystal, containing potassium nitrate, and”—James snatched the coal from Cecil’s hand with a cheeky grin—“charcoal, containing, uh, coal.”

He struck the flint a final time with as much force as he could muster, a spark of fierce determination filling him.

The heat blossomed there until the spark sank into the crystal. Instead of glowing orange and bright like the fire crystal had, this crystal was denser and heavier, like it had shadow instead of light inside it.

“What do all these chemicals produce when mixed together properly?” James asked, holding it in the air and rearing his arm back to throw it. “Black powder!”

When he chucked the crystal into the air away from them, it did not even land before it exploded in a burst of fire, the roaring Boom of it reaching them before the flash of it did. James jolted as comet tails of fire rained down from the sky.

“Oh my gods!” Vera shrieked. She caught herself from falling out of the tree in time by clinging to the branch.

Cecil was staring at James rather than the streams of fire. He clapped his hands, and there was no mocking in the gesture.

“That was fantastic, James. Clever, clever!” Cecil kept shaking his head and laughing like he couldn’t believe it. “Honestly, I’ve never seen anyone take to magic so quickly, so inventively. I give you extra praise for theatricality. That was intent at work.”

Breathless, James picked up the Unseelie book beside him and flipped through the pages. “So,” he said, chin raised, “can we try restoring these pages next?”

“Hold on a moment.” Cecil took the book from him. “I remember being just as eager as you are to learn magic. It’s such a thrill, isn’t it?”

He opened the book to the missing pages, holding it up for James to see; smiling, he ran his black-tipped fingers over the parchment. “Did you find the book in this state of defacement? I’m curious.”

James ran a hand over his face, pushing his hair back. “It was… the,, um, pages were torn out after I bought it. By my dad. So…”

Cecil chuckled, then said quickly when James looked up, “Forgive me, it’s just an odd thing to do, to deface a book so specifically. But there is nothing amusing about it. It sounds like a rather cruel thing to do, honestly.”

Nodding once, James glanced away and picked at blades of grass beneath him, yanking them up and snapping them.

“Can’t you just tell me the information I’m missing?” James asked. Though he wanted to learn a new spell, he wasn’t sure he had time to spare after the crystals had taken so long. “It’s about a creature called Cait Sidhe. Do you know anything about it?”

A gust of wind blew across the field, shaking the tree above them. Rain began to fall again, the drops becoming more frequent by the second.

“Cecil.” Vera had leaped down from the tree and came to stand beside him. She placed her hand on her brother’s shoulder. “You should tell him.”

Cecil snapped his head around to look at her. “Not yet.”

They were speaking as if James was not sitting right there. They knew something he did not. He reached for one of the other black powder crystals he had prepared and clutched it.

“But he already knows so much,” Vera went on, her voice rising like a gleeful melody. “He is so close to figuring it out, and—”

“Vera, be silent!”

Instantly the girl’s mouth shut, her teeth clicking together like her jaw had been forced closed. She flinched like she’d been struck, and her chin quivered as tears formed in her eyes. James frowned, not sure why she would cry over such a small spat.

Cecil’s eyes widened, and he stood. “Oh, my sweet pet,” he said, reaching for her. “I release you.”

As if on cue, Vera’s mouth opened again. She rubbed her jaw with one hand as if it ached. “How could you?” She let out a sob.

“Darling, you know I did not mean to hurt you. I could never.”

Scrunching up her reddened face, she wiped messily at her nose. “I will not be silent. I shall walk in the forest and talk as much as I want.”

With that, she headed toward the forest, the sounds of her shuddering sobs dwindling.

Rising, James began to collect his belongings that were scattered on the ground and shove them into his backpack. When he went to grab the book, Cecil reached it at the same time.

“You’re not leaving before you have all your answers, are you?” he asked, not letting go. “That isn’t what a good researcher does, James.”

James tugged on the book, but it didn’t budge. The wind was beginning to whip the rain toward them. In a matter of seconds, he was wet and shivering.

“If… if you don’t want to give me the information, then fine, but don’t pretend you don’t know it,” James ground out.

“What is so important to you about finding this creature?”

“I told you!” James snapped. “I have to find my mum.”

“And what happens then? What changes if you find her?”

James opened and shut his mouth uselessly, stammering, no clear words coming out. He shook his head and wiped rain from his face. “Nothing— Everything. Everything will go back to how it was. Everything will be okay again.”

Cecil made a low sound of amusement before releasing the book. James held it against his chest like it was a lifeline.

“Have you ever heard of the Moorland Beast?” Cecil asked. “That is the information your father so lovingly tore from your book.”

Recognition sparked in his mind. “I know this! I’ve read— No, I’ve only heard about it. It’s one of the great cats of England that prowls the moors. It’s been terrorizing the moorlands for hundreds of years. It must be a Cait Sidhe!”

“Yes.” Cecil smiled. “It’s a great beast with claws, teeth, and golden eyes. To look upon it, they say, is to be cursed. Yet you search for it. Would you be afraid to look into his eyes?”

James answered instantly, “No. I wouldn’t.” But then something clicked.

The beast has golden eyes…

James could barely hear over his heart thudding in his ears, nor could he speak around the tightening of his throat like a cruel hand around it. He felt the crystal in his palm and squeezed it until it hurt.

“Say you do find your mother and vanquish the beast,” Cecil said, stepping to the side. Each step he took, James took another so that they were always facing each other. “Do you honestly want your life to return to how it was before? You want to go back to being invisible? That lonely boy in his room, poring over his books and studies as I did, like it was our only refuge from the dull and hateful world…”

“How did you—?” James’s breath caught.

“But now books are not enough for you. You desire more, as I did. One day,” Cecil continued, “your brother didn’t come to pick you up from school, and you had to walk home by yourself—something you’d never done before. You decided to forge your own path home, one that took you past Ferrier’s Town. And I cannot forget the look of pure wonderment on your face at what you saw there. Was it at the faeries, the colored lights and lanterns? No. It was magic. And I knew then that you would be such an apt pupil, a protégé, if I had the chance to teach you everything that I know.”

When Cecil halted in front of him, James backed up until he bumped into the tree behind him.

Cecil spread his arms in a wide, open gesture, and said, “I am Cait Sidhe.”

Movements and the raindrops felt slow and fast at once. Before James quite realized what he was doing, he grabbed a branch off the ground and wielded it like a cricket bat, ready to swing, and snarled, “Where is my mum? What have you done with her? Bring her back!”

Cecil eyed the branch with disdain. “You and I are both wielders of magic now, James. Do not insult the both of us by threatening me with a stick.”

James chucked the branch and held up the crystal in his hand.

“I taught you,” Cecil said with a sigh, “magic is about intent. You have no intention for that crystal to go off like it did before.”

“You want to bet?” James ground out.

“As much as I relish a gamble, I do not imagine you will blow up the only person who can give you the answers you desire. I shall freely and generously give them to you. Whatever you ask of me, I will answer honestly.”

“Then answer me now!”

“Fine. Your mother is safe for the moment.”

James felt like there was a dam inside his chest that was about to burst and that letting go of it would break him. “You’re lying.”

“We will discuss it”—Cecil held out his hand for the crystal—“if you give that to me—”

“Don’t come any closer,” James warned, his voice straining over the sound of the rain. He held up the crystal higher, raised his arm to strike. “What do you want with me? Why did you take me as your thrall? Why?”

“Your father was the one who sold you. I merely agreed. Anyone who would toss their child away so carelessly does not deserve him or to see how amazing he will become.”

James wanted to strike him. He wanted the creature that stole his mother away to be a beast, to be unreasonable and cruel. It was easier to hate something if it was a simple monster.

“James.” Cecil caught his arm. He grabbed James’s other arm, but the grip was not tight or restraining. “I will not hurt you. It is the last thing I would ever want to do. I only want the chance to tell you everything you desire to know.”

The crystal fell from James’s hand. It thudded to the ground and did not burst or crackle with fire. The intent poured from it, the darkness of the black powder leaving it. All that was left was a blank crystal, waiting to be filled with new, unknown magic.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

 

By the time Vera returned from the forest, her bow and fiddle in her hands, the rain had ceased again. When she walked up, James and Cecil had moved closer to the edge of the woods, managing to find a dryer place to stand and begin their discussion. Her face was still marked by tears, but she smiled at them when she approached.

“Vera, darling.” Cecil walked over to her, and she embraced him, pressing her face against his chest. They whispered to each other for a minute, and when Vera pulled away, she was grinning again.

She bounded over to James, and he did not know what to do so he just offered her a weak smile. Then he jolted when she grabbed his shoulders.

“Come, come,” she said and began to turn him around. “You will sit, and I will play a song, and Cecil will talk and answer your questions. He loves to talk.”

James allowed himself to be pushed and guided, and once they’d reached a clearing with a tree stump in the middle, she shoved him so that he sat down on it.

Wincing, he asked, “What kind of song will you play? Are you going to use magic?”

“I shall play for atmosphere!” Vera exclaimed. After positioning her instrument under her chin and raising her bow to the strings, she played as Cecil walked up and stood in front of James. The song seemed to match the weather—gloomy and dark—the notes low and long and somber.

James retrieved his notebook from his pack and held his pen at the ready.

“Well, James,” Cecil said, lifting his hands. “Would you like me to start when I first met your father or when he decided to make an agreement with me with the price of your life?”

James’s mouth parted. He gripped the notebook in his hand. “You mean you knew him before?”

“He was quite young when our paths first crossed at the Winter Court. He was a soldier in the Iron Guard, and he was on a little mission to find the faery who had caused the Cataclysm. His search led him to the throne of the Winter King himself.”

This time his jaw fell open. “Dad—he went to the Winter Court by himself? I’ve never heard of any human ever returning. There’s not much even written about the Unseelie Court because so few have even seen it.”

“I’ve been there quite a few times.”

Immediately James listed off questions in a nervous jumble: “What kind of plants grow there? Is it always snowing? And how does life survive there? Which animals live there? What kind of magic—?”

Cecil laughed. “We will have plenty of time to go over all my notes and research on the Winter Court at a later date. We have time for one of your bigger questions today. Choose wisely, based on what you need to know now.”

James clenched his fists, then exhaled sharply. “Okay. Tell me why he gave me up and what he got in return. It was the machine, right? The one that can supposedly bring the barrier down—”

At once Vera stopped playing and gasped. “Oh, this is my favorite story about my favorite creature! I must be involved in this. We can all play parts!”

“Creature?” James asked.

Cecil shot Vera a withering look. “That is simply my sister’s special name for your father.”

He wanted to ask why that was, but he could not get the words out. James shuddered, and he wrapped his arms around his middle like he could warm the numb coldness that had spread into his chest. He was chilled from more than just the wind and rain.

After setting her instrument down, Vera waltzed over to stand in front of James. “I shall play the role of your father,” she said and slipped on a stern and grim expression and raised a finger at him like she might scold him. “And Cecil will play himself.”

Cecil snorted. “It’s the role I was born for.”

“Yes, brother, but you must take this seriously,” Vera chided.

Straightening, Cecil said, “Of course, darling. Of course.” When Vera’s attention was focused elsewhere, Cecil offered James a sympathetic look, but it did nothing to ease the discomfort he felt.

“Um, can’t you just tell me?” James asked. “I just want to know the important details.”

Vera pointed her slender index finger around the clearing, jabbing to trees and stumps and rocks, her eyes narrowed in concentration. “Cecil, this shall be the interior of the manor. Those trees shall be the walls, that rock is your favorite chair, and where James sits shall be the hearth.”

Darkness fell over the area like the roof of a dome appeared overhead. Stone walls built themselves up around them. In an instant the forest vanished, replaced with the inside of an old-fashioned manor. James let out a yelp and shielded his eyes as flames rushed up around him. He lost his balance and nearly fell off the stump but caught himself on his elbow.

“What—?” James could still feel the seat under him, and when his feet brushed across the ground, he heard the rustling of leaves even though all he saw was a wood floor.

Hesitantly he reached his hand out and touched the flickering orange flames in the hearth. They were not even warm; his hand went right through them. He looked up to see Cecil standing in the middle of the room, his hands behind his back and an amused smile stretched wide on his face.

“You have got to tell me how you did that,” James said. A raindrop fell from the sky and landed on his hand, and an anxious, shaky laugh bubbled from his mouth. “What kind of distance does a spell like this have? And what space can it span…?”

Any questions James had died in his throat as he saw the figure of his father shimmer into view like a shadow, like a ghost.

“Cecil—!” James shot up and stepped back.

“He’s just an illusion, James. That is all. Vera will play her part well.” Cecil’s silvery voice echoed oddly through the space, and he walked toward him, stopping between the hearth where James stood and the armchair in front of the fire.

His pulse thudding, James forced himself to look at the illusion of his father. He was younger, his face less gaunt and lined, yet he had somehow never looked wearier. His tall stature usually accented his confident posture, but now it only served to make him look warped, his shoulders slumped like a tree grown crooked under a barrage of wind.

“Alan Callaghan.” Cecil strode toward him. “What brings you here? Last I heard from you, you had decided you weren’t fit to be the savior of humankind and enact your vengeance on the Summer Court. You cut ties with the Winter King.”

“Yes.” Alan let out a ragged breath. “And in return, he unleashed his monsters.”

Cecil shook his head, his long hair falling forward and shadowing his face. “And is that the reason you are here? There is nothing I can do to sway the mad Unseelie king. I am but an intermediary.”

“I know.” Dragging his fingers across his face, Alan said, “If I do nothing, justice will never be done. I’ve taken the steps needed, but I’m faltering. I’m only human, and what I have to do, what I have done… My family, my sanity, my life—I’ll lose everything.”

“Again I ask, why are you here to see me?”

“I want to ensure their protection—my wife and son.” Then he shook his head. “No. That’s not enough. I want to ensure that another Cataclysm never happens again.”

“What would you have me do?”

Alan’s voice was strained when he began to speak. “I want you to take this”—he scrabbled at his own chest, his fingers digging into the fabric of his shirt—“take all this useless remorse and desolation and weakness from me. Take it and keep it. Then I can do what needs to be done.”

“I see; your heart is what is causing you such sorrow. But without it, are you even alive?”

Letting out a hoarse, wry laugh, Alan said, “It’s better that I’m already dead. A dead man has nothing to lose. And what use am I alive if I can’t even look after my family? I can’t do anything for them or my country, like this, the state I’m in.”

Then Alan tossed the bag he was holding to the ground. Items spilled from it, clanging, and the sound of it made James jolt. Gold gleamed in the false firelight, and coins skittered and rolled across the floor, their sounds tinny and faint. They looked like items he had collected from the house in a mad rush.

“This is all I have,” Alan said, gesturing to the floor.

Cecil sighed. “I have no use for trinkets and money. A sacrifice is required of you. You know this.”

“Is what I am giving not sacrifice enough?” Alan asked, his voice thundering. He crossed the distance between them in a few strides. “You deal in flesh.”

“I deal in life. A sacrifice for a sacrifice.” Cecil shook his head. “That is how magic such as this operates.”

“Please—”

James flinched as his father’s words broke off. He watched as the man who seemed both familiar and a stranger to him buried his face in his hands, lowering himself to his knees before Cecil, his broad shoulders trembling as he wept.

He had never seen any vulnerability from his father before—even if it was just an illusion.

“Stop,” James whispered.

“Traditionally, a firstborn is offered,” Cecil suggested grimly. “I would make sure that he is taken care of, treated well.”

“No.” Alan stood to his full height, towering over Cecil. “I would never give my son away. Not for anything. It would break Kallista. I can’t.”

“Stop,” James said again. He emerged from his place by the hearth toward Cecil and the figure of his father. “I don’t want to see any more.”

“But if there was another child, another life, barely formed, that I could trade…” Alan covered his face again, shaking. “Oh God… But not when I’m still like this. You’ll have to do what I ask first, and then I’ll give you the child when it’s older.”

“That’s enough!” James shouted.

As if his voice had shattered the illusion, the images faded, replaced once more with the damp, green forest around them.

Vera was standing where his father had stood, in front of Cecil, and she was smiling. “Did I overdo it, brother?” she asked. “Or was that as dramatic as you remembered it? I improvised a teeny little bit.”

“Shut up,” James snapped.

Vera jerked back, her hands fluttering to her mouth in alarm.

“That was my father you’re mocking,” he ground out. “That was my life he was trading. And… and you’re making light of everything about it.”

He charged toward the stump blindly and began to gather up his belongings, shoving them into his pack.

“And now you know the tale of the creature without a heart,” Vera said in a singsong voice.

Cecil came up behind him. “You wanted answers, James. I never promised you would like them. I agreed to take you because I wanted to teach you. I honestly did not expect you to care so much about how your father—”

“I don’t.”

But he could not deny how much that image of his father had shaken him. He had never seen that side of him before—a side he hadn’t even known existed. It had been easier to face that he had been sold as a thrall when it was a monster that had done it and not someone broken.

After taking a deep breath in and out, steadying himself, he asked, “How can magic… how can it take a heart like that? How is that even possible? How, um, is he still…?”

When he trailed off, Cecil offered, “The magic I use often deals in the figurative, in the metaphorical, in symbols. So even though his physical heart still beats in his chest, your father is no longer burdened by all it represents.”

Cecil bent his head slightly to meet James’s eyes, continuing, “It is not so uncommon a thing, James. Mortals will their hearts away for many reasons and unto many vices. They drown them in liquor or in faery water as not to care or hurt. They give their hearts to anyone who will have them. They dull and sedate them to the harshness of the world and to stave off guilt or shame or cruelty.”

Thinking of his brother, James felt his throat tighten.

“Your father is not so different from people like that—only, to his credit, he took it much farther than anyone before him by employing magic. He believed his reasons to be noble for the betterment of his country.”

Before any more questions or complicated, unwanted thoughts set in, James waved it all away and finished packing his belongings.

Then Cecil picked up the Unseelie book from the ground and handed it to James. “I’ve taken the liberty of restoring your pages for you. You’ll find everything is there. I should know. I wrote every word.”

“You wrote Servants of the Winter Court?” James stared at the book, running his thumb over the worn blue cover. “And I found it.”

“Like I said. Kismet.”

“I… I think I need to leave,” James told Cecil after a pause as he shouldered his pack. “My brother will be looking for me, and I ditched my friend.”

“Of course. No one is stopping you, James.” Cecil gestured to the line of trees and the fairgrounds peeking through. “But there is so much more for you to learn, new spells to master, new faeries to study. If you truly want to be able to fend for yourself, then you have a ways to go with magic.”

James worked his jaw, thinking. “What about my mum?” he asked.

“I told you she was safe.”

“But is she free?” James’s voice faltered. “Can I see her?”

“I’ll be honest; our deal still stands. That is how magic works.” Cecil’s golden eyes glinted. “However, if you keep in contact with me, I am certain we can work something new out that will be beneficial to all involved. You can free her, James.”

As James headed toward the festival grounds, he looked back once to see if Cecil and Vera were watching him. Once. Not twice.

But they were no longer visible in the forest.

I can still save Mum. I can still do this. Nothing has changed.

He couldn’t help but feel like everything had changed. His backpack was filled with crystals he’d created, his notebook full of new information he’d never even dreamed of knowing, and his mind was filled with images he’d never wanted to see and information he wished he didn’t know.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

 

Kallista wasn’t quite what Deirdre had expected. For some reason she’d envisioned her as being exactly like James: smart and likable but often willing to listen and follow someone else’s lead.

But as they walked under the covered trails of the festival, using the largest central tree as their guide, which was decorated with hanging lights and lanterns, Deirdre wound up following Kallista. Aside from asking a couple of questions, Kallista took charge and found them the driest, easiest paths. Deirdre would have just taken the most direct path, dry or not.

Though I guess keeping out of the mud might save time, and she might think I’m no good with rough terrain. Though she could have asked… Deirdre shook her head. No, she’s just being thoughtful. She’s smart, like Iain.

But…

Before Deirdre could voice what she was thinking, Kallista asked, “How do you know my sons?” The woman squinted at her, then added, quieter, “You… you’re a girl.”

Deirdre tilted her head. “What does that have to do with my knowing them or not?”

Kallista waved her hand through the air. “Never mind that. Did you come all the way here from Neo-London with them?”

“Yes! First I was in trouble in Neo-London, but I didn’t do anything wrong. And James wanted to find you, so I went with him so he wouldn’t get himself hurt. And Alan—General Callaghan—sent Iain after us, but Iain decided to help me instead. After he cuffed me. See, Alan wanted me brought back to Neo-London because I’m a faery…” She trailed off as Kallista stiffened.

Is she upset because I told her I’m a faery? Maybe she hates faeries too. Like her husband.

After biting her lip, Deirdre said, “I’m not an evil faery or anything. I’m not Unseelie. And I didn’t even know I was a faery until recently.”

At the sound of her voice, Kallista looked up at her in alarm, bewildered, as if she had forgotten Deirdre was there. She shook her head, saying, “No, I am not worried about that. If you are a friend to my sons, then you must be all right, faery or not.”

Putting a hand to her chest, Deirdre let out a sigh of relief, smiling.

After a minute of silence, she came up to walk beside the older woman. “Kallista, can I ask you something?”

“Hmm?” Kallista hardly glanced at her, scanning the two paths in front of them before taking the narrower but sturdier wooden boardwalk. They were forced to walk single file again as they went down it.

Deirdre followed behind, asking, “Why did you marry Alan?”

Kallista halted, looking back over her shoulder, eyes hard. “Excuse me?”

“Why did you marry Alan? I mean, you seem pretty nice, but he’s kind of…” She trailed off, looking away and realizing it might not be polite to call a woman’s husband “evil” to her face.

Facing back ahead, Kallista walked at a brisker pace, wrapping her arms around herself. “Why would you ask me something like that?” She huffed. “I barely know you.”

“But was he always like this? I’m wondering because Iain held out for Alan for a while. I always thought it was because they’re family maybe.” Deirdre shrugged. “But I don’t know a lot about family, so I could be wrong.”

For a while they continued in silence; her insides squirmed. I’ve probably overstepped. I was never good at these things!

Just when she was going to change the topic by asking how Iain learned to cook so well, Kallista slowed her pace and turned to look at her.

“When we met…” She sighed, brushing her hair behind her ear. “He had a quiet steadiness and kindness to him. And since we were both alone in the world, we became each other’s family and created our own. I never doubted that he cared for me.”

Deirdre folded her arms, thinking with a small shudder of the cruel look on Alan’s face the last time she saw him that made her feel like something being hunted. This image Kallista shared of Alan didn’t feel possible.

“But”—Kallista let out a thin sigh—“he always carried hidden burdens, a pain that I couldn’t touch. He withdrew, and suddenly he was beyond my reach. He just changed, like his heart had turned cold.”

“Yeah, okay,” Deirdre said without thinking, nodding to herself. “I wonder what happened?”

Kallista didn’t respond but walked again, faster than before.

 

Once they had gotten closer to the wedding, where the ceremony was in full swing, it only took a couple of inquiries to find that Cai—known well for being a weirdo who constantly carried a sword with him—was in a large, rowdy open-air bar. Kallista stiffened, and her expression sharpened as they dove into the noisy, smelly, and pushy crowd. Deirdre hurried through and found Cai at the bar with an empty mug in front of him, drinking a second one.

“Cai!”

When he saw her, his face sobered slightly, and he sat up straighter as he asked, “Where the hell are those lads? They’re letting you roam around by yourself to get into who knows what and noticed by who knows who? Idiots.”

“Listen, we”—Deirdre gestured to Kallista, who joined her—“have to talk to you! Kallista saw soldiers coming toward the festival.”

Cai didn’t even glance at her as he took another sip. “Sure she did.”

Deirdre stomped her foot, her fists shaking in fury. “She did! She’s Iain and James’s mother, and she’s not a liar! We have to let everyone know they’re coming, or they’ll hurt everyone here!”

“Their mother?” Cai set his drink down, twisting in his chair, looking over Kallista before turning to Deirdre. “Iain said they hit a dead end with that hunt. Are you sure she’s their mother? Do the lads know she’s here?”

Deirdre shook her head. “No, I just found her, by accident, really. And yes, she is their mother—just look at her!”

Turning all the way around in his seat to face them, Cai asked Kallista, “Why would the military be coming here? It’s been well over a decade since they last tried to ransack or break up this or any similar festival.”

Kallista looked him in the eye, unwavering. “I overheard they were sending at least two battalions and… and a general. They’re coming straight here, and they’re looking for a faery of some kind.”

Deirdre gulped.

“That many men for one faery? He must be one hell of a beastie.”

“Well, we’d be foolish to stay here and find out, yes?” Kallista placed her hands on her hips as she gave Cai a sharp once-over. She raised an eyebrow at him.

Picking at her nails, Deirdre kept her gaze lowered. He’s coming for me. Alan’s coming. It’s just like that awful Boyd said. And all these people are in danger because of me. We have to do something.

“When and where did you last see them?” Cai asked. “What do you think their ETA was?”

Kallista considered before replying, “I suppose a couple of hours from now if their pace slows at all.”

“It won’t.” Cai slipped off his seat, straightening and stretching to the side with a grunt. “If what you’re saying is true, some advance troops or scouts may be here soon or are already here.”

“We have to tell everyone!” Deirdre persisted, gesturing toward the crowds around them.

“No. I’m going to tell Singh, the head of security. Most likely, he’ll have all of us”—he waved his finger in a circle, pointing at the two of them—“go on a little trip. See if this is real. If it’s not, well…” He let out a dry chuckle. “Wouldn’t be the first time they’ve locked up silly women and faeries for troublemaking.”

Kallista flushed, eyes flashing; Deirdre scowled at him. “That’s not a nice thing to say! And why would you lock us up? We—”

Cai rolled his eyes. “Do you even understand English, faery? If you run around saying those things, you could cause a panic. You could start a stampede, people running over and crushing each other just to get out of here. And it’d be all your fault for yelling out the news like some bloody crier.”

Deirdre felt Kallista level a knowing I-told-you-so look at her but ignored it. “Okay, but we’re going to go out there, and”—she pointed at Cai—“you’ll see the soldiers, and you’ll see that we aren’t lying.”

Cai gestured for them to follow, saying in undertone, “You’d better hope so.”

* * *

 

James trudged back to the area where he abandoned Deirdre, half expecting to see her still examining with oblivious rapture the trinkets in the stalls. With a pang of guilt, he realized he did not give her enough credit. She was nowhere to be seen.

After deciding to head to the center of the fairgrounds where Iain had told them to meet him, James left. As he walked, he took out the Unseelie book from his pack, and with a deep breath, he opened it to where the missing pages had been.

“What…?” James sucked in a breath, his eyes flitting over the pages. There were words written inked in the margins in swirling, neat cursive handwriting. When he flipped through the pages frantically, he saw that the whole book was littered with jottings.

“I can’t believe it,” he thought aloud, his voice rising to a squeak. “It’s fully annotated! Look at these notes—tips and facts and observations—this is brilliant!”

Turning the cover over, he saw that the binding was more secure, and the front cover was less frayed, the blue fabric vibrant instead of faded. The name of the author, embossed in silver, was no longer rubbed away, clearly readable: Cecil Morris.

He gave me his copy. This is the original.

With a tremor in his hands, he flipped to the back pages; there were blank pages left for note taking. A message was there in Cecil’s handwriting:

James. While this book was written with the intention to understand Unseelie Fae, I have included a few extra details about Seelie faeries here for your benefit. I hear you intend to visit the Summer Court. I have only been myself on one occasion many, many years ago, and it is a truly splendid place. However, while there is beauty and pleasure in abundance, I caution you that Seelies and their ilk can be just as dangerous and deadly to mortals as the Unseelies. I doubt you will need to know how to best them since I am certain you can outwit them, but in case you find yourself in trouble in the Court, I hope these notes aid you well. Sincerely, Cecil.

James was torn between gratitude and guilt. This person had agreed to make him a thrall when asked. He had kept James’s mother from him for six years, and whatever had happened to her during that time was harrowing enough to haunt her letters with grief. And yet Cecil had not forced his will on anyone. He was an intermediary, like he had said.

He’s giving me a chance to find Mum… He said I could save her.

After staring hard at the book in his hands for a long moment, he shoved it back into his bag, not liking how confused it made him. He tried to push all thoughts of what Cecil had shown him out of his head and focus on finding the rest of the group.

It was not long before James spotted his brother. Iain was always easy to pick out of a crowd; he was tall and always charged through with purpose, rarely distracted by anything. Iain’s face was grim until he saw James and made a beeline for him.

“Where’s Deirdre?” Iain asked, peering around as if expecting her to pop out.

“I… I must have lost her,” James lied. “She was, um, right behind me a minute ago. Maybe she’ll meet us at the center of the festival where Cai is.”

“I don’t know if Cai will be continuing with us to the Court,” Iain said as they began to walk side by side down the row of booths toward the large central trees.

James balked. “Did he finally give up trying to steal from you? Or did you knock his block off?”

“No,” Iain answered. “I gave him the amulet back, and I told him that he could stay and help us or leave with it.”

“Obviously he’d leave with the amulet if you gave him the option,” James said with a scoff. Then he frowned thoughtfully and asked, “So then why did you, uh, do it?”

“I don’t think you’re right about him, exactly, but you were right when you said I shouldn’t keep the amulet from him. If he’s going to help us, then it should be his choice. Whether he cares or not… we’ll find out.”

James nodded. “Okay.”

“Now that we’ve hit a dead end with Mum, I think it’s our best bet to ask for help once we get to the Summer Court.”

When James looked up at his brother, he saw the well-hidden exhaustion and weariness lining his face, and the dark circles under his eyes were more prominent than ever.

James looked ahead with his head high. “You don’t need to worry anymore, Iain. We’ll find Mum, and I have the information we need. And… and I can look out for you too sometimes.”

After halting to rummage through his pack, he produced the book again. Holding it, all he felt was determination to use it for a good purpose and a burst of confidence that he had done the right thing, the smart thing.

“See this?” James held open the book and pointed to the pen-and-ink illustration of a large monster cat prowling low to the ground. “This is the Moorland Beast, and it’s the Cait Sidhe Mum mentioned in her letter. I have all the information we need about him.”

“James—” Iain was clearly about to scold him, but he stopped abruptly like he was restraining himself. Then he asked, measured, “You and Deirdre went to meet that guy then?”

“Uh, yes. Deirdre and I went together, so it was safe.” James let out a nervous chuckle. “I told you I could take care of myself, Iain.”

They neared a booth where James had ditched Deirdre, and he decided to ask if the vendor had seen her. He approached a stall of leather and beadwork and asked the vendor, “Have you seen a ginger girl recently? We, uh, just got separated.”

“I saw her here about an hour ago, fretting about her losing her boyfriend.” The woman appraised him. “You him?”

“Uh, must be another ginger girl. She’s, uh, not my girlfriend.”

Iain, who was standing to the side, peered over at him curiously, squinting.

“What?” James asked him.

“Nothing.” Iain shrugged.

“Wait a moment, lad,” the vendor said when he turned to leave. “I just remembered I saw her again just a few minutes ago. She was with a dark-haired woman, and they were headed that way.” She pointed to the southeast corner of the festival.

Dark-haired woman? Maybe she found someone to help her look for me.

“James,” Iain said as they headed toward where the woman pointed. “After we find Deirdre… it’s probably nothing, but I overheard someone talking about the Iron Guard coming here.”

James’s limbs went numb. “So?”

“So if it’s true, we’ll need to warn people, help them get out. If the Iron Guard is coming for Deirdre, we’ve got to do something.”

It was his first instinct to deny what Iain said and rationalize what he heard. But James was uncertain.

Cecil knew we were coming, and if he could track me, then the army could too, couldn’t they? I know Cecil said he’s an intermediary, but whose side is he really on? And if the Iron Guard is on their way, then Dad must be with them.

Cold fear pumped through his veins. He was the only one who knew that his father was capable of anything, that he would hold nothing back. They were all in danger.

“James,” Iain said gently. “I know you don’t want to get involved in this, but if they’re really coming…”

“Fine,” James said. “We can warn everyone, and then let’s get out of here.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

 

“They are coming, sir.”

The scout, a short man named Gunnar, who had the same faint ethereal glow as Alvey, appeared from the trees ahead. Deirdre and Kallista were in front of Cai, who brought up the rear of the party. They were taking a deer trail through the misty woods toward the southeast border of the forest. There were four men in the festival’s militia and the head of security for the festival, Singh, a bald, dark-skinned man with a thick salt-and-pepper beard.

“Lead the way.” Singh nodded to Gunnar, who immediately turned and took them down a more obscure trail, heading due south.

“The head of the main force is moving slowly,” Gunnar said as they went; he made no noise as he walked. “It’s almost as if they are taking their time on purpose or as if they’re afraid of leaving something behind. If we’re quiet, we can get a better look from the southern ridges and report back to town with no problem. I didn’t see any scouts or point forces.”

“But there may be some about,” Singh said. “We’ll assess their main force and head back immediately.”

Deirdre couldn’t help but whisper to Cai, “I guess that means you owe someone an apology, doesn’t it?”

“You’re right.” Cai turned to Gunnar. “I’m sorry when I said half elves are useless. You’re somewhat useful sometimes.”

“Well, thanks then,” he returned with a small snort, shaking his head as he led them on.

Cai looked at Deirdre. “Happy now, your ladyship?”

“That’s not what I—”

“Quiet, everyone,” Singh snapped. “We’ll want to keep a low profile in case there are scout forces, and that means silent movement, everyone.”

As they continued, she became painfully aware of how loudly she and Kallista were walking. The others were almost as quiet as their scout; with little effort, they avoided drier leaves, twigs, and anything else that could create a notable sound in the woods.

She tried to do the same, but with much of the ground being covered by leaves, she could never tell which steps would be loud and which ones would not. And Kallista, in boots that were a bit too large for her, was even worse.

“Stop it,” the man in front of her snapped at the two of them after Kallista stumbled over a branch in the path. “Do you want to get us ambushed?”

Deirdre bit back an angry remark, then looked down, brow knitting. As clouds thinned and the sky overhead grew lighter, her and Kallista’s shadows grew darker and more defined on the ground.

I wonder… could magic help? She narrowed her eyes, reaching out for the shadows below; they immediately moved in response, rippling like water in a pond.

Could you help? Deirdre asked them. We’re being noisy, and I don’t know what to do.

Their shadows expanded somewhat, creeping up and around their shoes. As this happened, the sounds of their footsteps completely stopped.

The magic wasn’t moving anything out of the way; Deirdre felt herself step on and snap a twig as they continued. But there was no sound at all.

It’s absorbing the sound. She held back a happy laugh with a hand over her mouth. It’s just taking all the sound away! It can suck up light and sound—that’s amazing!

As they went on for several more minutes, Deirdre held her head up, smiling, knowing they were now the quietest in the group. When Cai once stepped on a twig behind her, she turned and raised her eyebrows at him pointedly, not saying anything.

“Nice trick you’ve got going, faery,” Cai whispered.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she replied, still smiling. Especially because it’s not a trick. I just have the best magic in the world.

 

The southern ridges were a long row of pale gray, sheer cliffs, about a fourth-mile high at the south edge of the woods. Deirdre and Kallista hung back with the soldiers in the woods as Singh, with Cai following, crawled forward with binoculars to peer over the ridge.

Below was wild English countryside. There were few fields and no farmland; woods grew sometimes in small groves but mostly in sprawling messes, cut off only by roads and stone fences, both new and ancient. Here and there on the uneven horizon were dark gray buildings.

But those sights paled in comparison to the large force of soldiers and armored vehicles approaching from the south along the widest and most ancient road. They were like a long, slow-moving dark snake coming up the countryside, slithering ever closer.

It was more soldiers than Deirdre had ever seen in one place before; she broke into a cold sweat. Alan’s in there, somewhere. He’s coming to get me. She rubbed her arms. I wish Iain was here.

She heard Kallista exhale beside her; she was also hugging herself, looking quite pale. But when she noticed Deirdre looking, she lowered her arms and raised her head.

“Are you all right, Deirdre?” Kallista asked in a whisper.

“Not really. But I will be, once we get out of here.”

“You’re right. We’ll be fine.” The older woman looked at the approaching force, her expression set. “We have to be.”

Cai and Singh crawled back over, not rising until they were in the trees with everyone else. Once they were back, Cai said, “They’re pretty slow, which is good.”

“But they’ll be here within an hour.” Singh dusted his clothes off. “We don’t know if they’ll regroup before the attack, but if they do—if they want to launch a full attack to overwhelm us—we’ll have a bit more than an hour. Maybe two. Plus they’re not familiar with the area, and it’s easy to get lost in these woods. But we’re still short on time.”

“Are we at all prepared for this?” one of the men asked, his gaze restlessly darting to and from the fields.

Singh shook his head, stroking his beard. “I never thought they’d attack us, much less come out in full force. It’s like they’re going to war.” He hissed through his teeth, then gestured to them all. “Let’s return and begin evacuations. I’ll come up with a plan as we go.”

As they began to leave, he spoke with Gunnar about sending him back out later with a small handful of other half-faeries to keep an eye on the army’s movements. Deirdre glanced back once at the river of soldiers slowly but steadily heading for them, for her. Her knees went weak, making her stumble, though her magic sucked up all the noise.

Kallista supported her elbow, helping Deirdre regain her balance and whispering, “We’ll be fine. We’ll find my sons and leave immediately. We’ll be gone well before any of them arrive.”

“Right.” Deirdre smiled at her. “You’re a lot like Iain.”

She faltered slightly, though a small smile lit her eyes, warming her expression. “How do you mean?”

“He’s just good at this—you know, being reassuring. I never would have guessed it though, when we first met.” Deirdre let out a small chuckle. “But now we’re friends, and he’s really dependable—”

“Ramble about your boyfriend later,” Cai cut in. “And shush. We still don’t know if there are any scout forces sent out.”

Deirdre rolled her eyes at boyfriend, her mind leaping to Alvey. If she heard Cai say that, she’d probably have a fit…

“Halt!”

The group froze; out of the trees ahead, a small cluster of armed soldiers was headed toward them. Cai swore under his breath.

The soldiers noticed Singh and his men were armed and slowed their approach, raising their guns.

“Weapons down, now, and hands behind your heads.”

“Give us a break.” Singh grinned, not moving. “We’re just doing some hunting for the festival. Is that a crime?”

“We don’t have time for this,” Cai muttered.

“Weapons down, now.” The soldiers aimed. “Then you’re all coming with us.”

“On my mark,” Singh whispered to his men.

Suddenly Cai shoved Deirdre and Kallista forward onto the ground, Deirdre’s surprised yelp cut off by a faceful of leaves. He unsheathed his sword and tossed his scabbard at the cluster of soldiers, hitting them solidly.

The soldier’s tight formation worked against them; a couple dodged, one being struck by the scabbard. Both bumped into the soldiers around them, who were pushed off-balance. Two soldiers still fired but aimed poorly. Cai rushed the closest to him, getting shot in the shoulder but barreling into him and shoving him down by driving his hilt into the man’s stomach and knocking the wind out of him.

“Gunnar, go!” Singh ordered as his men began to shoot and charge. “Leave this to us!”

A couple more shots rang out, one followed by a grunt of pain. Spitting out leaves, Deirdre looked up to see Singh and his men were now fighting close range with the soldiers, guns used as clubs. Cai sliced clean through one of the soldier’s guns, even though blood streamed from his shoulder.

“Is he insane?” Kallista breathed, jerking down farther as another gunshot just grazed Cai’s arm, right before he brought the pommel of his sword down hard on the soldier’s neck.

When Deirdre froze, staring, Kallista grabbed the girl’s arm and yanked her to her feet; they retreated behind a large oak tree, just as rain pattered down again.

Gunnar had vanished into the woods, and the soldiers, a group of ten still standing, held their ground against Cai and Singh’s four men. And as one of Singh’s men got beaten down and another sustained a heavy blow to the head, it was clear who was winning.

A couple of the enemy soldiers fell back a pace, raising their guns, aiming and waiting for a clear shot. One’s gaze passed over Deirdre and Kallista’s hiding spot; he aimed his rifle toward them.

“We need to run.” Kallista’s grip was a vise around her arm.

“But—” Deirdre’s protest went dry in her mouth as the soldier edged closer.

We’ll get killed—Cai and those men will get killed!

Deirdre pulled her arm out of Kallista’s grasp, placing her hands on the shadow of the large tree.

If you can drain out light and sound, then do it to him! She urged the darkness. Now! Like you did with our footsteps!

The shadows rushed forward noiselessly; the soldier didn’t notice even as they crept up his legs. Then he cried out as they rushed up onto his gun, flinging it away from him. But they billowed up like a sheet over his arms and then over his head. He staggered, alternately clawing at his face or waving his arms, struck blind and deaf.

Yes! Deirdre’s gaze darted to the other soldier who had fallen back and was now aiming at Singh. Now him! Do the same to all of them!

As quickly as if someone put a cap over a lantern, the enemies’ own shadows leaped up from the ground and wrapped around them. Singh and his men fell back, alarmed, then scattered as one soldier began to fire his gun blindly, accidentally killing one of his comrades.

Deirdre’s mouth fell open; she and Kallista darted back behind the oak tree as one of the wayward bullets rocketed past them. Oh, no, no no—

“Are you doing this?” Kallista grabbed Deirdre’s shoulder, eyes flashing. “Stop it! You’re making things worse!”

For a moment Deirdre was about to agree with her and call her magic back. But then she shook her head, saying, “No. I can do this. We can do this!”

“We?”

Deirdre shut her eyes and reached through the shadows beneath her to the ones below the ground, touching the Earth Magic in the soil. Move, both of you; darkness, guide the earth to move beneath those soldiers and knock them down!

She didn’t have to see it; she felt the shadows and ground beneath the enemy soldiers suddenly jerk hard, pulling back like a sudden rip current, throwing them off their feet.

Now push those guns away!

Stalagmites burst from the ground underneath the soldiers’ guns, sending them flying out of their reach.

And stop them from moving. She opened her eyes, adding, But gently!

Stepping around the tree, she watched as the earth smoothly curved up around the soldiers, linking and holding them down like a stone giant’s arms, tight enough so they couldn’t move but not tight enough to crush them.

Breathing out, she reached out to the shadows, a small smile forming. You can go back.

The darkness that covered the soldiers slipped away as if it had never been there. But when the soldiers began to shout and swear, she flicked a finger and whisked small shadows back over their mouths, blotting out the noise. It was so smooth and easy that she couldn’t help but giggle, then walked out toward the others with her head held high.

Singh, his men, and Cai were staring, flabbergasted.

“That could have been worse, I suppose,” Cai said as Deirdre reached him; he wasn’t smiling but was frowning less than usual.

“Could have been worse? Ha!” She punched his arm playfully, laughing. “That was amazing! It was perfect! It was—” She spun around and finished in front of Kallista. “See, I told you. I told you we could do it!”

“Yes, I suppose so.” She glanced at the soldiers, then back at Deirdre. “Who is we, exactly?”

“Me and the magic, of course!”

“Oh, of course. More magic.”

Singh stepped over to them, eyes sharp on Deirdre. “You did this?” When she nodded, he pointed at the livid, bound soldiers. “You’ll need to remove those gags, at least for one of them. We need to question them. Quickly now!”

Deirdre pumped her fist, unable to stop smiling. “Of course. That’ll be a picnic!”

Cai raised an eyebrow at her, snorting. “I’ve never heard a faery say that before. What kind of faery are you?”

“One who is getting the hang of this whole magic business”—she tossed her hair—“because she’s got the best magic there is!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

 

Iain and James had weaved their way through the festival grounds, asking about their friend and being sent in the direction of the southeast border of the forest, citing that a ginger girl and Cai had headed in that direction with a handful of men. There were hushed, anxious murmurings of some of the festivalgoers in that area, and a grim silence had fallen over others as they pointed toward the forests.

As James walked into the cool, damp forest down a winding and sloping deer trail, he saw the forest anew. There weren’t any blackthorn trees—just oak and elm and birch—but he wondered which plants and animals held magic to be manipulated and what secret powers the unassuming mushroom, patch of moss, or scavenged animal bones contained.

Iain was right about the Iron Guard. When they saw the line of soldiers and trucks moving like ants on the distant road below, the brothers exchanged grim looks.

Minutes later, gunshots exploded through the air in the distance. Iain grabbed his shoulder, but he did not need to shove James this time—he had learned from the chaos that broke out at the Iron Guard camp at the dwarf caves that gunshots meant down.

The only sounds were of their own shallow breaths and James’s heart thudding in his ears. They were too far from whatever was going on to hear anything else besides sounds of gunfire.

After a minute, Iain gestured for them to get up. As he rose on shaking legs, James asked, breathless, “Do you think Deirdre’s—?”

Before he even got the phrase out, Iain tensed up, whispered something to himself, and then produced his axe from his pack. The brothers rushed forward without another thought across the rocky terrain, through the trees and toward the area where the shots had come from.

They did not get far before they were caught.

“Looks like you missed all the action,” a gruff and familiar voice said to their left. Cai was standing there with his arms folded, and there was a fresh wound on his shoulder. Then he gestured for them to follow, holding up a finger when James opened his mouth to ask questions.

Scowling, James lagged behind while his brother jogged to catch up with Cai’s pace, falling in line beside him. Every time his brother looked at the man, it was like he saw gleaming armor where there was actually grime and dirt.

“You’re injured,” Iain pointed out. “I could take a look at—”

“It’s nothing.”

“Is everyone—?”

“Oh, the faery girl is fine. Don’t you worry.”

Iain just scratched at the back of his neck, at a loss for words for a moment before saying, “You decided to stay and help.”

Cai smiled wryly. “Uh-huh. But don’t think it was just your little speech that swayed me. There were several factors. So wipe that cheeky smile off your face.”

Iain just kept grinning, walking with purpose, his posture straight.

It was not long before they came to a clearing in the woods; there were Iron Guard soldiers struggling on the ground, held down by hands of Earth and silenced by Shadows.

All that magic… It’s so powerful.

As they neared, James could barely pry his gaze from the magic, wondering how he could replicate it or if there was anything in Cecil’s notes about Shadow Magic; however, when he did look up, he saw his brother wasn’t looking at the magic but at Deirdre.

She spun around to face them, lively and grinning, and then she bounded over. Iain reached out to steady her as she barreled toward him, but it did him no good as she simply ran right through his open hands and threw her arms around him, pulling him into an embrace.

Iain froze, his hands suspended.

“You were right!” Deirdre let go of him and stepped back. “This magic—it’s part of me, and I wouldn’t trade it for anything. Did you see? Did you see what we did? The magic and I took out all those soldiers, and it was as easy as breathing!”

“You’re really getting the hang of it, yeah?” Iain grinned. “You look good. Confident, I mean. It really suits you.”

Deirdre giggled. “I am confident, and I do feel like I’m finally understanding the magic and everything…” She trailed off, her eyes narrowing slightly as they fell on James. She half reached for him like she might hug him too, then stopped and clasped her hands in front of her.

Maybe she didn’t realize I left her? But I guess she looks kinda mad.

Rocking back on his heels, James started. “So what kind of magic did you—?”

“You ditched me,” Deirdre whispered, leaning close and pointing at him. “I was terrified you’d been lost, and I couldn’t find you—”

Iain was looking between the two of them, his head tilted. He couldn’t have heard what Deirdre was whispering, but James was not about to let her tattle on him. It would ruin everything.

“It was just for a minute,” James countered quickly. “I thought you were following me. I guess you, um, got distracted or something.”

Deirdre’s pale violet eyes flashed. She stepped closer, arms folded tight, and whispered, her voice tight and strained like she might cry, “And now you’re lying to my face. That isn’t what friends are supposed to do.”

“I am your friend. You’re just… wrong.” The hurt in her eyes really twisted the knife, but James fought back against his guilt, pushing it aside for now. Wanting to get away, he strode onward to the clearing with his head down.

Cai and Iain caught up to him, talking. He didn’t catch what they were saying until Deirdre began to jump in place with excitement. “Come on! Someone’s waiting for you. Someone who misses you both so much!”

They reached the clearing with the soldiers, and James looked up from the ground when Iain grabbed him, his fingers like a vise around his arm. “Iain, what are you—?”

“Mum?” Iain’s voice was faint, strained. “It’s Mum.”

James froze, his breath trapped in his lungs.

How many times had he imagined this moment, finding her or her coming home? He had always known and rehearsed in his head exactly what he would say to her. But all those words faded away when he saw her for the first time in six years.

She was different and the same as on the day that she had left. Her dark, wavy hair was completely down, not braided in the front, and she wore no colorful headscarf. She was thin, and she was standing stiffly, tense. But her eyes were just the same as they’d always been as they fixed on them—brown and warm like the richest spices, comforting, and bright.

Iain’s axe hit the ground with a thump and he went to her.

She had always seemed petite, but Mum looked as if she might break in two, her bones brittle and frail. “Brishen,” she said as Iain reached her, her voice just as fragile. She reached up and cupped his face, trembling. “You were just a boy when I last saw you…”

“Mum.” Iain bent to her level and wrapped his arms around her. The moment he did, her tense posture slackened, and she gasped and began to weep. Iain buried his face against her shoulder.

James jolted as he felt a hand on his arm, the gesture unfreezing him. Deirdre was looking at him, nodding to his family and telling him to go to them. When James walked forward, Deirdre stepped out of the way, her hands clasped and a faint smile on her lips.

“I’m so sorry…,” Mum was saying, still holding Iain close.

“No, Mum,” Iain whispered. “No. It’s— You did what you had to. For Jal.”

“You’ve taken such good care of your brother.”

His voice tight, Iain barely managed, “I… I don’t think I have, Mum. I don’t know if I have.”

“Why would you say that? Brishen?” Mum reached for his face, but he could barely look at her. When he pulled back, he roughly wiped at his damp eyes with his sleeve.

When he saw James standing there, he straightened, composing himself, and beckoned him over. James had never expected to feel hesitant or shy in front of Mum, all the times he had envisioned finding her or saving her. All the fear faded when she and Iain pulled him into an embrace.

“Don’t go,” James whispered, barely aware he had spoken aloud, like saying what he wished he’d said as a child now would change what had happened then.

They stayed like that for a long moment, squeezing each other tightly.

When Mum pulled back, she wiped at her eyes and laughed brightly. “Look at you, Jal,” she said, standing back to give him a once-over. When she studied his face, both joy and pain flickered there. “You look so much— You’re so handsome, and— Is that my scarf?”

James grinned, running his fingers over the material. “I’ve worn it because I knew we’d find you. I knew you hadn’t just left us. And when Marko gave us your letters, we went after you. We were going to find you and rescue you from the Cait Sidhe. We figured it all out from your letters.”

“How did you find us?” Iain asked.

Mum shook her head, squeezing her eyes shut tight. “I… I escaped. I heard that he was looking for you, Jal, and I couldn’t—”

“He let you go?” James asked, breathless. “The Cait Sidhe?”

“No. I ran. He wouldn’t let me leave.”

James’s stomach went cold, but he did not want to feel that aching, familiar disappointment now, not when he should be celebrating seeing his mum again and not when everything should finally be okay again.

“And then your friend Deirdre found me,” Mum said, her mouth stretching into a smile. “And she brought me to you.”

The brothers looked to their friend, who was standing with her hands clasped and pressed against her mouth, her eyes gleaming. Mum gestured for her to come over, to join them, but Iain got to her first.

“You’re brilliant! Deirdre, you’re amazing!” Iain ran over to her and embraced her, lifting her up and twirling her around once before setting her back down gently on her feet.

Deirdre’s eyes went wide with shock as it happened, but then she let out a shriek of laughter.

Then, realizing what he had just done, Iain held up his hands, placating, his face flushed, and said, “Er, I’m sorry. That was— I got a little carried away, yeah?”

“It’s fine,” Deirdre said, giggling, rocking back on her heels. “That was kind of fun!”

“It’s not fun when he does it to me—like when I won that essay contest,” James cut in. “Usually there’s a headlock and a hair ruffle thrown in there. But I guess, uh, he decided not to do that to you.”

“Well, of course I wouldn’t.” Iain crossed his arms, clearly unaware that James was teasing him.

Deirdre snorted a laugh, covering her mouth.

At that point, Cai cleared his throat and stepped in, apparently ready to interrupt with some terrible, unwanted information about the Iron Guard. Mum grabbed James’s hand when he tensed.

James expected Cai to make some kind of snide remark about their reunion and was surprised when he didn’t.

“You’ve all seen the Iron Guard heading for the festival grounds,” Cai said, gruff. “We need to decide here and now what each of us is willing to do. The fact remains, the military is coming, and they will not hesitate to cut down anyone who gets in their way.”

Iain, his expression hard, opened his mouth to speak, but Mum spoke first. “Then we must leave before they even get here. The Master is after James. We need to leave before he finds him.”

His mouth was dry, but James said, “I agree with Mum, but we can’t leave without telling people the army’s coming.”

Iain looked between him and Deirdre and then nodded. For once, they seemed to be in agreement. “The Iron Guard—they’re here for us. And we’ll do our best to stay safe, but we’ve got to warn the Summer Court about what Dad’s planning.”

At the mention of their father, Mum sucked in a breath.

“James and I made a promise to Deirdre,” Iain continued quietly, gesturing to his friend next to him. “And I have to see it through. And I have a responsibility to try to warn the Court.”

Mum was already shaking her head like she was saying no to a toy in a shop they wanted, her expression stern. “We are leaving right now. I have just gotten you back, and I am not losing you.” She planted her foot solidly on the ground. “No more magic. No more faeries. No more war. And… and we will simply go someplace where the Master will never find us.”

James’s hold on his mother’s hand slackened. No more magic?

He had never thought that Mum would want them to go back—not to Neo-London but back to how their lives used to be. That wasn’t what he wanted anymore.

“Mum.” James turned to her. “I have to— We have to see the Summer Court. It’s like Iain said—we promised Deirdre. And… and I can still find a way to break the Cait Sidhe’s deal. You just have to trust me.”

Mum gaped at her sons, not quite believing that they had both talked back to her. Had they been younger, she might have given them a little smack to the backs of their heads with her hand.

She still might, given her expression.

“Deirdre,” Iain said suddenly, looking to her. “What do you think we should do? I think we should defer to you since it was your idea to come out here to scout.” But he looked at her with a faint, admiring smile, like he already knew what she was going to say.

“We have to stay and help,” Deirdre said resolutely, sticking her chin out. “We have to defend the festival.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One

 

 

Before heading back toward the festival, Singh had interrogated one of the soldiers. The soldier was young and bristling mad, easily spilling that the military was attacking the festival because it was harboring Deirdre and other powerful, anti-military faeries.

When Singh had scoffed in disbelief, the young soldier twisted against the earthen ropes holding him down and shouted about how Deirdre was going to muster the faeries and launch a cowardly attack on the military as they headed north, catching them from behind.

“You’re human! Don’t you understand?” The soldier looked between Singh and his men. “She and all the faeries just want the same thing—England, all of Britain, for themselves! They’ll do anything to get it! The Cataclysm, the king’s assassination—” His eyes flashed to Deirdre. “They’ll stop at nothing.”

Deirdre gulped as a couple of Singh’s men glanced back at her; one gripped his gun’s holster. She felt Cai’s gaze on her but refused to meet it.

Singh just shrugged. “It’s fine to defend people against the Fae, but you’re attacking all the festival, including the humans here. Aren’t you?”

“Only because you’re harboring them. Do you even realize what’s happening? They could ruin everything at the barrier, attacking us while we’re sieging the Summer Court—” Suddenly the soldier went pale, gaping, finally realizing just how much he was saying. Then he kept quiet.

Now Singh and his men were heading back to the festival. Iain, James, and Kallista walked several paces behind them, talking together, with Deirdre and then Cai behind.

Cai was silent, which grated on Deirdre until she turned around and said, “I never killed anyone.” When he didn’t answer, she pressed, “Everything he said was a lie. I promise.”

“If you say so.”

Deirdre gestured toward him, snapping, “You won’t believe me because I’m a faery? You’re just like that soldier and… and everyone else who just thinks faeries are a bunch of sneaks. But I’m not!”

Cai held up a hand. “It doesn’t matter if I believe you or not. It won’t change that the military is coming. And you want to try to help everyone here, don’t you? That’s why you and Kallista came to me.”

“Y-yes.” Deirdre bit her lip. “How long until they get here? A couple of hours?”

“I’d bet on an hour.”

“Do you think Singh will be able to get everyone out in just an hour?”

Cai shrugged. “Probably not.”

“The land and woods will delay the army though,” Iain said, falling back to walk with them.

Deirdre asked Cai, “Is there any sort of plan? I saw you and the others talking before we moved out…”

After glancing from her to Iain, Cai replied, “Most likely, Singh will set up blockades while trying to move everyone out the west and north sides. There are also some faeries here who can set up magic barriers, if they’re willing. But since it’ll all be put up in a hurry, nothing will hold for long.”

“Where will the militia be positioned? Even if there’s more of them”—Iain gestured to the group of men ahead of them—“they’ll only cause a slight delay if Singh won’t be letting any of his men go on the offensive.”

“You’re right on that. It seems they’ll be grouped at the last blockade, acting as a single line of defense once the military makes it that far… probably near the far western end of the festival. Singh doesn’t need to worry as much about the north since the ground is uneven and there’re thick hedges around that area where those musicians and cultists are now.”

“But isn’t there anything else we can do?” Deirdre asked. “What if… what if I used my Earth Magic to make some bigger blockades or something?”

Cai raised an eyebrow at her. “And how long do the effects of your magic last?”

Deirdre slowed, thinking. “I… actually don’t know. Is it temporary?”

“I don’t know. I’ve seen both temporary and permanent magic. But…” Cai considered her. “How long have you been using your magic? A few years?”

Deirdre looked down, blushing. “A couple of weeks, I think.” When Cai gave her a quizzical look, she continued, “I grew up in an orphanage that was right beside a church. We never saw any magic or faeries there, so maybe that stopped things from happening. I think?”

“In that case, yes, your magic is probably temporary.” The man chuckled, shaking his head. “A couple of weeks, huh?”

“But there should be something we can do to help slow them down,” Iain persisted, looking Cai in the eye. “Does anything come to mind?”

For a while Cai didn’t answer, scratching his beard. Eventually he looked up at the trees; Deirdre followed his line of sight automatically, just as they passed one of the overlarge oaks. The small silver bells were there, ringing as a breeze rushed by.

“Those keep out spiders?” Deirdre asked, pointing. “James mentioned something like that.”

“Yes. The spiders are in the southern woods. They’re why the military isn’t cutting straight up from the south and is instead coming in from the east.”

“Could the spiders help? Or are they evil?”

Iain looked at her in surprise; Cai shook his head. “They’re not evil, just hungry. They’re monsters, but they’re not connected to the Winter Court. They’re just territorial predators.”

Deirdre tilted her head at the bells. “And you can’t communicate with them?”

“No.”

Iain gestured up to the bell. “What would happen if we removed them all?”

They heard a small gasp from ahead of them; James and Kallista slowed to walk closer to them, James asking, “Would the spiders attack randomly? Or is there some way to lure them toward a certain place or group, like the military? Is there a scent or something—”

Kallista cleared her throat, stepping between her sons, putting a hand on each of their shoulders. “No one is doing anything with giant spiders. We just need to get out of here as fast as we can. It’ll be fine.” She gave Cai a withering look before steering her boys onward.

Cai made an odd coughing sound; Deirdre looked and stopped in surprise to see him chuckling. It wasn’t a bitter or sarcastic laugh, and his face lit up and suddenly looked quite younger.

“What is it?” Deirdre asked, smiling.

He waved his hand dismissively but chuckled again. “Mothers. Mothers are mothers. And I thought I was the only one crazy enough to think of removing the bells, but I suppose not.”

Deirdre walked alongside him, asking in a low voice, “Do you really think we should do that? Wouldn’t it be dangerous?”

There was a lively glint in Cai’s eye as he answered, “We’re already in danger, aren’t we? And if we began removing the bells from east to west”—he pointed at the closest bell, then to another large tree in the distant woods—“the spiders would begin coming up from this side first. And even if they arrived a bit late, there’s no way the military could ignore them. James mentioned scent; the smell of oil in guns and machinery is often sweet and appetizing to monsters like these spiders.”

“So they’d attack the military first?”

“Most likely.” He looked at her, slowing his pace. “You’re actually serious about this?”

Deirdre nodded. “If it’ll help! Especially…” She looked away, continuing, “It is my fault all these people are in danger. I have to do something.”

“You’re fine with going along with an idea of mine then?”

Deirdre frowned at him. “Of course. You’re not always very polite, but if it’ll help, then yes. Plus”—she raised her eyebrows—“Iain didn’t seem to think it was a bad idea either.”

“Ahh, there it is; the plan has the boyfriend’s approval.” Deirdre scoffed, but Cai continued, “You’re athletic, aren’t you? A good runner and climber?”

She folded her arms proudly. “Uh-huh! I was the best ever in the orphanage.”

“In that case”—he lowered his voice further, glancing at Kallista, who was still talking with the boys—“you need to be the one to remove the bells. I… can’t do it.”

“I’m fine with doing it”—Deirdre stretched out her arms—“but you’re not that old! I think you wouldn’t be a horrible climber.”

Cai snorted. “Thank you for the vote of confidence.”

Pursing her lips, Deirdre briefly mused over everything they’d just discussed. “You really think it’ll help us?”

“I think it’s the best chance we have, yes.”

“I mean, couldn’t I maybe help by using my magic to delay the soldiers when they get closer? That way I wouldn’t have to worry about the magic crumbling away because it’s temporary!”

“You really think you can do that? Use your magic while on the front lines of a real battle?”

“Yes.” Deirdre bit her lip. “Probably.”

Cai glowered. “How many times have you used your magic well in stressful situations? That Alvey brat was complaining about your magic being all out of control and bizarre.”

Rolling her eyes, she said, “Okay, maybe I haven’t been that good at controlling it! But I’m much better than I was a couple of days ago.”

“You want to help, right?” She nodded, and he continued, “If you want to help people, you have to know your strengths and limits. You know you can get the bells. But you’re limited by your lack of control over your magic. If you try,” his voice cracked, but he continued, “to just do whatever the hell you want without acknowledging your limits, you won’t help anyone. You could even hurt those you want to help. Understand?”

“I…” Deirdre sighed and glanced at Kallista and her sons, walking arm in arm.

He’s right. Even if I’ve gotten better, who knows if I’ll be able to control my magic if things get really dangerous? I can get better; I know I’m getting better! But… She clenched her fists, determined. I need to keep doing small steps. And being in a battle would not be a small step.

“Okay.” She smiled at him, brow set. “I’ll do it.”

Cai lent his map of the campgrounds, marking the trees with the bells, instructing her which ones to do first to last. They selected a rendezvous point near the final tree, as well as a secondary and third backup point in case the area was overrun or some other problem occurred.

Then Deirdre handed over her heavy backpack for Cai to carry, slipping off the copper bangles Iain had bought her and placing them inside. Then Cai gave her a small, empty, crumpled leather bag for carrying the bells, which she tied securely around her chest and shoulders.

“What should I tell them?” Deirdre pointed to Iain, James, and Kallista, not wanting to think of any objections Kallista might have or all the questions James would ask.

“I’ll explain things,” Cai said, shoving her backpack inside his large pack. “You want to get going without having that conversation, don’t you?”

“Yes, thanks! Oh, check this out: I can use my magic to get away without them noticing. Look!” She wrapped the shadows around her feet again, and immediately her steps were silent.

But Cai was entirely unaffected. “Yes, lovely. Hurry up!”

She turned and shot off for the closest tree, the one they’d just passed.

“Hey, Deirdre!”

Wincing at the voice, she slowed and looked over her shoulder; Iain and Kallista were still walking onward, talking, while James brushed past Cai.

Not James, not now, she thought, tensing at the memories of realizing he had left her behind and his utter lack of any apology when they were reunited.

He caught up to her, asking, “Where are you going?”

“I have to go do this thing with the trees,” she said, pointing toward the nearest one. “Bye!”

“Wait! What thing? What trees?”

“I have to go. I’m in a hurry!” She turned and began to run.

But he followed, asking, “Are you taking the bells down? Is that safe?”

“James”—she slowed a bit—“I’m doing this alone!”

“But I could help! Won’t you need someone to help carry those bells?”

“James, you’re not very fast!”

“But what about when you get the bells and the spiders start moving? You’ll need—”

She screeched to a halt, heat rising up her neck; she rounded on him and shouted, “I don’t need your help! And I definitely don’t need to be worried about you ditching me again!”

He blinked, then squared his shoulders. “Deirdre, I’m—”

“James.” She took in a breath, giving her a chance to level her voice. “I don’t want you to come. I’m doing this by myself, so stay with Kallista. Now goodbye!”

James didn’t reply, his eyes wide, shoulders drooping. Guilt twisted at her stomach, but she ignored it, turning on her heel and running away through the trees, faster than she’d ever run before. Tears stung at her eyes as she ran, but she swiftly wiped them away.

* * *

 

“This is where Alvey said we’d meet if we got separated.” Iain gestured up to the largest tree in the woods in the middle of the fairgrounds. “But maybe we should still split up and—”

“She can handle herself,” Cai said dismissively. “She’s from the faery realm. Besides, if you want to help with evacuations, you’ll need to wait to hear Singh and the mayor’s final plan. They should be finalizing things inside the mayor’s caravan there.”

He jerked his head toward the largest RV, parked among a cluster of caravans under the towering oak tree.

“The mayor?” Iain asked, looking back at Cai.

“Singh’s cousin. He’s the unofficial head of the festival.” Cai cut off Iain’s question by saying, “It just kind of happened over the years.”

Around them, some of the stalls and vendors were packing their things and leaving. Only a select number of groups and families had been notified, those who could be trusted to not raise a fuss and make excuses to leave early, creating more room for the later evacuations.

Kallista and James were seated close to the base of the central oak tree, chatting. Cai noticed Iain grinning at the pair and glanced over to see Kallista wetting her thumb and wiping a smudge of dirt off James’s nose. The boy was caught off guard but soon protested, flushing.

“How long do you think the meeting will take?” Iain asked, stepping closer to Cai. “They’re running low on time.”

“I can’t say. Listen”—Cai gestured to Iain’s pack, which held the young man’s small axe—“is that toothpick of an axe the only weapon you have?”

“Right now, yeah.”

“You’re quite horrible with it.”

Iain raised an eyebrow. “Thanks.”

“But the axe itself isn’t awful. I would hate to see it be misused by some amateur.” Cai let out a groaning sigh and raised his eyes to heaven as if contemplating some great trial. “If you’d like to use it without chopping your head off, we can work on that while we wait for the mayor and Singh.”

Immediately Iain’s face lit up. “You’re serious?”

“It beats waiting and doing nothing, doesn’t it? But if you don’t want—”

“No.” Iain grinned, his eyes determined. “Let’s do it.”

 

“What are you doing with that? Put that down.” Kallista had strode over, placing her hand on Iain’s shoulder as he held the axe with both hands.

“Cai’s just giving me some pointers, Mum,” Iain said, smiling at his mother.

“That”—she pointed at the axe—“is not safe, and I don’t want you using it. Put it down or away where it can’t hurt anyone.”

Cai rolled his eyes but kept his mouth shut, wanting to see if Iain would stand firm.

“Mum, I’ve learned how to use a gun in the military, and this”—he hefted the axe—“isn’t any more dangerous.”

Kallista paled slightly, her fingers slipping away from her son’s shoulder. She looked between him and Cai, finally looking back to Iain as if seeing him for the first time.

“Don’t you understand?” she asked in a whisper. “We’re together now, and… and I don’t want you using it.”

Iain kept his mother’s gaze. “I think there is a need for it, Mum. We’re together, but we’re not out of danger; it’s coming right for us. We just found you—I want to protect you.”

“You are my child. You do not need to protect me.”

“And James.” Iain’s voice lowered. “I have to keep protecting him, too, and Deirdre.” He paused, then added as an afterthought, “And Alvey.”

Kallista stepped back, speechless for a moment until she rounded on Cai. “How do we even know you can teach him? James told me about you. You tried to steal from Iain, and you were drinking just an hour ago! You’re not fit to be doing this!”

Cai’s insides squirmed, but he rubbed his chin in a purposely careless manner. “Why don’t you ask your son if he thinks I’m fit for it? He’s the one I’m teaching.”

“Don’t change the subject—”

“Mum.” Iain stepped beside his mother, placing his hand on her upper back and meeting her eyes. “It’s fine. I promise.”

Inside, Cai let out a small sigh of relief and had to hide a smile.

She stepped back from them, shaking her head twice before turning and walking away, hair whipping and fists balled.

“She brings up a good point,” Cai said, looking at Iain, crossing his arms. “I do drink some. I…” He gestured to his left side. “I have old wounds that can flare up easily. They can—have—stopped me from doing what is needed. Modern medicine doesn’t seem to work for me, perhaps because of the curse… I don’t know. So I take a drink here and there to help with the pain.”

“Here and there?” Iain asked, eyebrows raised, a smile tugging at his mouth.

Cai ignored the comment and continued, “But I’ll need my head clear for the rest of the day. But that means the pain may get the best of me.”

Iain agreed slowly, unsure where this was going.

Cai took in a deep breath and let out a long sigh, ending with gritted teeth. “I do what I can, but you can’t rely on me. I’ve been stopped by this damned pain before, and I’m sure it’ll happen again. I wasn’t in London when the Cataclysm happened, but I traveled with a large family who was fleeing the city, heading north. I was disoriented at that time by the new, modern world. But they… took a shine to me, tolerated me somehow. And I protected them from the monsters that began to pop up.

“But as we neared Scotland”—Cai’s gaze dimmed—“we stumbled into a territorial clash between two Fachans.” Iain stiffened, but Cai continued, beginning to pace. “Of course the two beasts turned on us. At first I thought I could handle them, but then”—he lightly tapped his left side—“my mortal wound from ages ago, it flared for the first time.

“I never knew such pain existed. And because of it, I could do nothing. Not to save myself, not to save even one of the people who had taken me in… and believed in me.”

He stopped pacing and rounded on Iain, hand clenched hard on his hilt. “So when worst comes to worst, I can’t just push through it, understand?”

“I—” Iain broke off, his voice tight. Then he recovered, straightening. “I understand.”

“Good.” Cai realized he was clutching his sword and let go, his hand aching as he said, “Glad you’re taking it so well. You seemed like the type to believe sheer willpower can overcome everything.”

Iain scratched the back of his head, saying, “I know it can be more complicated than that. But even if you can’t push through, I’ve got your back.”

“Right.” Clearing his throat, Cai barked, “Now stand up straighter, and lift the axe off the ground! Your stance is horrible.”

 

During the next half hour while messengers entered and left the mayor’s caravan and while the area around them emptied of people, Cai drilled Iain on basic swings with the axe. He criticized almost every movement, pointing out every single mistake. However, most were quite small, and he was pleased to see Iain took it in stride. After the first ten minutes, Iain’s motions with the weapon were more relaxed, fluid, and natural.

He’d be better with something less clumsy, like a sword. Shame all the ones in this fair are just for show.

Because the axe was not very heavy and Iain was fit, the drills and swings were constant, and they only paused for one break. Cai wanted to get Iain’s muscles as used to the correct axe swings as possible in the limited time available. It wouldn’t make the boy an expert, but it’d at least lessen his chance of hurting himself or losing control while attacking or defending.

“Cai!”

They looked to see the mayor’s caravan door open. Singh, followed by the mayor, exited, the latter heading straight for him. The mayor looked quite like his cousin, though taller and less physically fit.

Cai noticed Iain stopping to listen and cleared his throat loudly. “Who said you’re stopping? Run through the drills again!”

Iain complied as the mayor reached Cai and asked, “Will you be staying to work with Singh? He seems to think you’d be helpful.”

“You honor me, sir.” Cai mock-bowed, smirking. “Happily for him, I’m not short on decent ideas.”

“You have some strategy?” The mayor waved his hand dismissively. “We already have one decided.”

“I put my plan into motion nearly an hour ago.”

Iain stopped midswing, head turning toward Cai, and the mayor gulped. “What does that mean? Is this like that time when you flooded the west road two years ago without my permission?”

“As I recall, Singh asked me to drive out the Unseelie hounds on that road, and it was the most effective plan,” Cai said with a shrug, looking up at the forest canopy. “Removing the bells should work just as well.”

The mayor let out a small bark of laughter, then his face paled, eyes bulging. “You’re serious. You’re taking them down?”

“I imagine at least ninety percent of the bells are removed by now,” he lied, not missing a beat as he looked the mayor dead in the eye.

“Dammit, Cai!” The mayor stepped forward, hands clenching and unclenching. “Why didn’t you ask me? Or Singh? If the bells are gone—”

“The spiders will swarm the east side first, and that’s where the army is coming from. And you already started evacuations.” Cai gestured to the empty lots around them in the woods and the ever-growing streams of people heading west, departing. “So unless you’re doing a truly horrible job of everything else, it’ll work out just fine.”

“But what about us? What’s to stop the spiders from attacking us, especially Singh and his men?”

“Already taken care of. I’ve got several people collecting the bells,” Cai lied, “and they’re to bring them to the last line of defense—Singh and the militia. The spiders won’t be able to touch them.”

“This—” The mayor jabbed a finger at Cai. “On your head be it. I’d lock you in jail if I could!”

Cai shrugged and noticed Singh waiting a few paces back for the mayor. “By the way, don’t you have an evacuation to go finish?”

 

“Is that where Deirdre is?” Iain asked the moment the mayor left. “Collecting the bells?”

“It was her idea.” Cai tilted his head with a smirk, beginning to walk toward James and Kallista. “And your brother’s.”

“What’s going on?” James asked, standing up and putting the book he was looking at into his backpack.

Cai looked at the three of them. “I have a rendezvous with Deirdre to take care of those bells she’s fetching. But Alvey hasn’t shown yet. You might want to go and get out of the way.”

“I’m not leaving without Deirdre,” Iain immediately said, stowing his axe. “Isn’t that why you’ve been doing this—so I can stay and help her escape?”

“You’re not staying behind!” Kallista looked at both her sons. “Cai is right. We need to get Alvey and leave immediately—that was our plan.”

“But Deirdre wasn’t separated from us then,” Iain pointed out. “Mum, we won’t be far behind. Cai said she’s probably already got most of the bells. And Alvey really does need you two to help her get out of here.” His gaze rested on James, who after a moment nodded in agreement.

“I…” Kallista shook her head, letting out a weak scoff. “I’m not leaving either of you behind. We just found each other!”

“If you’re staying with Iain,” James said, looking at his mother, “then fine. I’m going to get Alvey now and go ahead with her.”

Kallista stared, stunned as James turned to head off. But he stopped when Cai thunderously cleared his throat.

“You know where the girl is?” Cai asked, grinning. When James didn’t answer, Cai continued, “You’ll need to attract a Water Garden faery; they’re all over the festival grounds and can help people find anything. They like children too, so they’ll probably help you without asking for a payment.”

“I’m not a child—”

“You’ve all been traveling with that half elf… something of hers could work to attract the faeries. Do you have anything?”

For a moment there was silence; James shuffled his feet once or twice before saying, “I, um, have these.” He reached in a small pocket in his backpack and pulled out, wrapped in a clean, spare sock, two tiny, bright petals. “They’re from the Summer Court.”

“When did you get those?” Iain asked, giving his brother a small nudge, grinning.

“After the gnomes. I just thought, you know…” James shrugged. “They’d be interesting to study. Alvey didn’t mind.”

Cai picked up one petal, looked it over for blemishes, and then held it up toward James. “Use this petal to attract a Water Garden faery. Hold it over a puddle or stream, and there’ll be a fairy or two there in a half minute. The faery might ask for the petal; if it does, don’t give the petal until the faery swears on the petal’s light to take you to Alvey. It must say those words, otherwise it will leave you flat.”

“The faery will know where she is?” James asked. “How? And how will it sense the petal—”

“Can you do this without a million questions, boy?” Cai snapped.

James didn’t reply but took the petal back. He glanced at his mother, asking, “Are you staying, Mum?”

“I—” She ran her hand over her brow, scowling. “Of course I’m going with you.”

Turning, she quickly embraced Iain, who was at first stunned but warmly reciprocated.

“Be safe, and don’t…” She sighed, stepping back from her oldest son and giving him a worried, angry, and sorrowful look that only a mother could manage.

“We’ll be together again soon.” Iain gave her shoulder a squeeze.

After one more meaningful look, she turned and headed northeast with James.

Cai cleared his throat, folding his arms. “Iain, Deirdre probably only has half the bells by now. Maybe a bit more than that but definitely not ninety percent.”

Iain looked at him sharply. “Then why did you tell the mayor—?”

“I didn’t want to risk him trying to stop things. But this changes nothing. We’ll help with the evacuations and then meet up with her, just as planned.”

“I…” Iain sucked in the side of his mouth. “If she doesn’t show sooner than later, I’m going to go find her.” He cut off Cai’s protest, saying, “If you’re worried about your wounds, you don’t have to come. I get it. But I won’t leave her out here alone, not when the military gets closer.”

Cai’s pride stung, but he kept his expression impassive. “Fine. Let’s hurry on then.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

 

“You better get a hurry on, miss,” the shopkeeper said as he handed Alvey the small pack of nails, the last item she needed for her necklace.

She frowned and gripped the amber hard at the urgency in the man’s voice. “Pray tell, why?”

He whispered, “The military is coming here. After some faeries or something. I imagine they’re just wanting our goods to use them in their absurd war. At any rate, it won’t be anything but trouble for a half elf like you.”

Alvey’s eyebrows shot up. “You can tell what I am?”

“Yes, yes. I know several like you. Now go on then, find your family.”

Turning away, Alvey went south toward the magic of the largest central tree, putting her goods away in her bag and stowing it under her seat. The man, she knew, wasn’t lying; the scent of anxiety and fear had been rising for the past couple of hours, along with the noise of packing and departing.

But ’tis only the human military, she thought, shaking her head. Craven fools. In the Court, no one as much as batted an eye at the mention of the military. How much trouble could they cause, truly?

She shrugged away all thought of the military and ignored the scent and sounds of fear around her. Instead, she focused on her own worries.

The memory of that morning when Deirdre had woken her to ramble about her magic made Alvey’s jaw grind. Deirdre had been so happy she could use her magic, totally ignoring Alvey and the idea that she might have liked to be able to use magic herself.

She’s so selfish, Alvey thought with a sniff, changing course out of the way of a line of carts heading west. Not to mention… Shadow Magic. Why does she have Shadow Magic?

Two things were for certain: Deirdre was a type of Noble or High Faery, given her appearance, developing intellect, and sheer magical power, regardless of her lack of control and lack of horns (though those could just not have grown yet).

Alvey also knew Deirdre’s primary magic was Shadow Magic, which was extremely rare for Noble Faeries. Magic types were commonly passed down through families, and there were only a couple of bloodlines with the potential for a Shadow primary. And Deirdre didn’t much resemble those families in scent.

But there was one other option: Alvey’s adoptive parents had traded her for their only child, a girl called Deirdre. Alvey didn’t know why, except that some curse was involved. Father rarely spoke of his blood daughter, and Mother tried to avoid even thinking of her.

But the child was presumed lost and probably dead. The curse was time sensitive, and after the time of its influence passed, the Court had tried to find the girl. But no one, not her parents nor the prince and his hunters and hounds could find her.

“’Tis true,” Alvey muttered to herself, “that Deirdre must be dead. They would have found her otherwise. Deirdre is, after all, a common girl’s name, so there must be some explanation. It must be a coincidence. However…”

She clenched the wheel of her chair hard and pushed onward forcefully. I do not like the idea of Deirdre coming to the court. Methinks… I should simply leave her behind. I have a golden opportunity right now in the chaos of this attack. After all, Deirdre does not really need the Court. She is getting far better at controlling her magic.

Swallowing down the bitter taste of guilt, Alvey continued rationalizing. And Deirdre did not seem to really want to find her parents either. She was letting off a scent of fear when she spoke of them. ’Tis as if she does not wish to be a faery!

Yes… if she does not go to the Court, it will be best for everyone.

“Alvey!”

Alvey slowed at the familiar, shrill voice and listened as James, followed by another, approached her. She sniffed, fearing the other person was Deirdre—but the smell was different. The other person’s scent was almost exactly like that Delphina’s, except more like James and Iain.

Could it be?

“Is that your mother with you, James?” Alvey asked, turning her seat around, sniffing the air again.

“I—uh—” James let out a small, bemused and slightly disappointed chuckle. “How did you know?”

Alvey put on her most charming smile and held out her hand toward the woman. “I am delighted to make your acquaintance. You are Kallista?”

Kallista took her hand gently. “Yes. And you’re Alvey then.”

“Aye. I am sure your sons have spoken of me, especially Iain?”

Kallista faltered. “Of course they have.”

Alvey immediately released Kallista’s hand, her fingers flexing as if rending something angrily. “Iain did not speak of me?” Alvey asked, her voice thin. “Not at all?”

“Alvey, we need to get out of here,” James cut in. She sensed him reaching for the closest handle of her wheelchair. Only Kallista’s presence stopped Alvey from smacking his hand away.

“Because of the military? Do not fret; they are most certainly not a force to be feared—”

She jerked in her seat as the sound of gunfire sounded off far too close for comfort. Gripping the handles of her chair, she sniffed the air; the wind carried the scent of smoke and gunpowder.

It was well within a mile.

“Let us leave!” she said, pointing west.

James let out a small snicker as he began to push her away. “That was the idea.”

Alvey scowled but held her tongue.

“Let’s follow this caravan ahead, there,” Kallista ordered from behind James. “They’re moving northwest toward the rendezvous point.”

“We shall—” Alvey gulped, her throat suddenly dry. “We shall be reuniting with Iain, aye?”

“Yeah,” James replied. “Also with Deirdre and Cai.”

“Cai? Why?”

“We don’t have time for this now,” Kallista cut in, now in front of her. James turned Alvey’s chair a bit sharply, pushing her faster down a drier, more level road.

She had been gripping her armrests hard for nearly a minute, her arms and hands beginning to ache, when James asked in a low voice, “Are you all right, Alvey?”

“I am perfectly well,” she replied, though her wavering voice betrayed her.

“We’re going to be okay.” James lowered his voice further, saying, “Even if they catch up with us, I… I’ve learned some magic.”

She let out a sharp scoff. “I am certain you did.”

“No, I really did.”

In the same low voice, he went on to describe the small explosion he’d made, using an approach to magic that Alvey had never heard of before.

“Where did you learn all that?” Alvey asked, tilting her head back toward him. Gunfire went off again, and she cringed down.

“I picked it up around the festival,” he answered, once again changing paths, following his mother, and passing between two wheezing caravans.

“Nay, someone must have taught you,” Alvey pressed, sitting up straight again.

“Maybe I’m just a natural.”

“Absolutely not! ’Tis impossible for you to have simply picked it up and… and do things that I cannot do!”

“Alvey…” She didn’t have to see to know he was giving her a smug look. “Are you jealous? Because if you are, maybe, uh, I could show you—”

“Nay, I am not jealous!” She turned away, folding her arms tight, her cheeks flushing as he snickered.

The army attacking… James using some sort of odd magic… Is the world perhaps coming to an end? She let out a small growl. Of course it would come to an end before I am even married! Oh Iain… Chin trembling, she lowered her arms. You did not even mention me once to your mother? Is that how little you think of me?

She hung her head and wiped seeping tears away, suddenly feeling that death right now would not be such a terrible thing.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three

 

 

The battalion reached the east entrance to the forested festival grounds, having followed the hilly, winding, ancient roads. Alan sat in the passenger seat of the military truck as Boyd drove behind the large storage container that housed the device—the machine that would soon break the barrier to the Seelie Court.

It was raining off and on for a while, but the sky had finally settled on a steady downpour, providing cover as the muted grays and greens of the Iron Guard vehicles blended in with the surroundings and the foggy, wet air. However, Alan’s mind was far from the late autumn rain. No, his mind was stuck in summer. Set on Kallista.

Reaching up, Alan patted the pocket of his uniform jacket absently, feeling the weight of both the winter-white crystal and the wedding band inside—both gifts from the Master. He quickly lowered his hand, grimacing as he realized that his conversation with the Master had done nothing to ease his discomfort. He was still thinking of her—felt he was aware of her presence even.

Of course, the Master had not been lying to him entirely. Because of the trade years ago, Alan had been able to do as he’d always planned to ensure the Courts were destroyed. He had barely flinched at the thought of Boyd executing Iain. But he had not expected his wife to linger in his thoughts—to make him feel like something was wrong. To haunt him.

Funny how ghosts in tales are always sallow and dressed in black.

Where she tread in his mind, it was always summer warm—bright like the colors she wore, like when he’d seen her last. She was wearing that yellow dress she left in, and the sight of her in it used to stun him speechless.

“I’ll be leaving for a week or two,” Kallista had told him on that morning six years ago.

He had not known then that she was leaving him. That she was going to meet the Master. That she was never going to come back.

She had stood in the kitchen, wearing that yellow sundress, hands on her hips. “You’ll take good care of the boys, won’t you? I know you will. But you must remember to take care of yourself.”

“Of course.”

She’d looked up at him then, her mind working furiously behind her dark brown eyes, searching. “I miss you,” she said, her voice brittle. “I meant that I will miss you while I’m away. I’ll always miss you.”

“It won’t be for long, love,” he’d answered. The words never carried weight.

She had cupped his face, tilting her chin to meet his gaze. There was something desperate and searching in her face then—something that made him aware that something was wrong and missing. There was no hiding from her; she looked through him. That discomfort that he felt now had been only a spark then.

The discomfort had not faded even after she had been gone for a few days, then weeks, and then long after she was supposed to have been back. That was when he had sought out Marko for leads, hoping that knowing where she was and why she left would ease his mind. When he received no answers, he had put her as far from his mind as possible. For a while that had worked.

But now…

“General Callaghan.” Boyd grunted, and the truck slowed to a halt on the road. “We’ve stopped. The infantry will be awaiting your orders.”

The several squadrons under his command were prepping to scour the festival grounds to neutralize any Fae threats they could encounter and to subdue and detain any civilians who gave them trouble. The soldiers, armed with batons and handguns equipped with iron or silver rounds, stood under the shelter of the trees, and they saluted as Alan arrived to brief them.

“They’ve anticipated our coming here,” Alan informed them. “So we will have to expect that they’ve hidden the faery somewhere and are protecting her.” When a few of the soldiers glanced at each other questioningly, Alan clarified quickly, “These types of festivals are known for being quite rowdy. We’ve heard nothing since we’ve arrived, which gives me the impression they’re clearing out.”

“What about the civilians, General?” one soldier asked. “Won’t they get caught in the cross fire?”

Alan nodded solemnly. “The Seelie faeries present will fight to protect King Eadred’s executioner. She is a powerful faery and a key figure in their strategy. Some misguided humans may be on the side of the Fae as well. It may be difficult to discern innocence, but our main focus is to find and capture the faery traitor with as little loss of life as possible.

“In addition, any Unseelie Fae you encounter may pose an equal threat, even though they have been warned to let us pass because of our conflict with the Summer Court. Faeries—all faeries—are unpredictable, and they are not on humanity’s side.”

There was a sound of boots scraping across the soaked, muddy gravel as a younger soldier scuffed his feet, clearly uneasy. “General. I don’t mean any disrespect, but are we not giving those Unseelies what they’ve wanted by doing this? Sieging the Summer Court, I mean.”

“It may feel as if we are doing exactly what the insane Winter King has requested of us, that we have given in to his threats… But this surge against the Seelie Court is a necessary step, albeit a difficult one,” Alan explained calmly. “The Unseelies are disorganized and chaotic. They are not as strong or as disciplined as the Seelies. With both Courts warring against each other and now against humanity itself, we have no choice but to end the threat however we can. The greatest threat to us are the Seelie Fae, and by attacking them first, we will appease the Winter Court. While their monsters are focused on destroying their ancient enemies, we, the Iron Guard, will focus on the task we’ve always been assigned: protecting our people from Fae.”

Boyd, who had been sullen since their conversation in the woods after the Master had visited, was watching him closely now, his posture upright, that same bold look in his eyes as he used to have—one that told him he believed in this cause with everything he had. The other infantrymen had that same look on their faces, their doubts gone.

The sensation of wrongness, of discomfort, and any thoughts of Kallista faded from Alan’s mind for the moment. He was so close now; he couldn’t let anything sway him again. He would not falter.

“With Neo-London as our stronghold, with the fortresses we are occupying,” Alan continued, “the Seelies will learn not to trifle with us again. Once they face justice, we will then wipe the Unseelies from the face of the earth. And humanity will never suffer another Cataclysm.”

The squadrons, emboldened and assured, left for their assigned areas, some on foot and others in trucks and a few in tanks with the turrets traversed to a nonthreatening position. The soldiers in tanks were heading to the usual exits of the grounds to keep anyone from fleeing. Alan walked to the large vehicle housing the machine, where the lead engineer, Levi, was waiting for him.

The back doors of the truck, enforced with steel and iron, were open, revealing metal steps to the raised platform. There was a small makeshift laboratory inside, almost mirroring the one in the Iron Architects department in Neo-London, where Levi’s experiments on technology and magic, with Alan’s funding and support, had taken place. Stark white, cold, and metal, thrumming with technology—the room was truly a captive faerie’s nightmare.

The spiderlike machine was bolted to the metal floor for stability, and there was a chair beside it. In testing, they had used a hospital bed for transporting the faerie subjects but had since upgraded to a more durable option that would ensure no faery—no matter how powerful—could escape the iron restraints attached.

As Alan strode up the steps and into the narrow room, Levi, who had been examining the machine and checking items off a sheet of paper, looked up to greet him. His skin was clammy and sweating as usual, as though he was perpetually nervous. But perhaps that was only when he was around the general.

Alan closed the doors and fastened them behind him, giving them privacy.

“I was just finishing the final tests, and some of my colleagues discovered these delightful little Flower faeries hovering about in the woods.” Levi gestured to the glass wall ahead of them, behind which creatures the size of moths flittered around, their movements jerky and fearful. “Our biologists are keen to study some samples later on—”

“Is the machine in working order?” Alan asked.

Levi’s smile faded slightly, but then he recovered, pushing his glasses up as they drooped down his nose. “It certainly is—”

“Show me how to operate it,” Alan demanded.

That would be the answer, surely. That would rid him of everything holding him back, if he could be the one to destroy Deirdre. She had somehow caused his most loyal soldier, his own firstborn son, to desert his army and defy him. She had stolen James away, putting the boy and the deal he had made with the Master in danger.

It’s her. She’s what’s wrong.

Levi was staring at him when he snapped out of his thoughts. Alan met his gaze with a hard look that made the man jolt.

“General Callaghan,” Levi began hesitantly, “I should be the one to operate the device. My technicians and I are the only ones who know exactly how to work it—”

“I am certain you will try your very best to teach me in the little time we have.” Alan gestured to the machine, walking over to it.

With a resigned sigh, Levi got to work. After he summarized the basics in as simple terms as he could manage, Levi began to situate the machine so it was facing the glass with the faery creatures buzzing behind it.

“Now that I’ve shown you the basics of draining the plasma and energy, I can demonstrate just how it will work once the plasma is inside it and redirected.” He squinted at Alan, saying, “I suggest you simply subdue them; they are still useful for my research. A little power released from the device will knock the little things unconscious…”

Alan took over the controls from Levi. He focused the device on the faeries behind the glass. It was over in a flash of light and a surge of electric, thrumming energy—a second. There was little left of them; fragments and flakes of their petal-gossamer bodies floated, charred as ash, to the floor behind the glass. Ones who had escaped the blast of energy lie twitching on the ground.

The whites of Levi’s eyes shone whiter than ever.

“Thank you for the lesson.” Alan walked to the doors and opened them. “Now, when I deliver the faery to the truck shortly, I expect you to stay out of my way.”

Levi sucked in a breath, pursed his lips, but did not argue. Before he left the truck, he said, “You seem confident, General, that this faery is a Noble. What makes you so sure? Without the proper tests, there is no way to know for certain. You seem very set on this faery containing the energy we need.”

“If I were judging by appearance alone, it is clear from her human looks that she possesses powerful magic,” Alan said. “In my experience, the more human-looking the Fae, the more potent the magic. Take the Winter Queen, for example.”

Levi let out an anxious laugh. “You’re… you’re joking, aren’t you? No one’s ever seen the Winter Queen.”

“Well, she doesn’t have horns, if that’s what you were picturing.” Alan smiled wryly, then continued, “Furthermore, one of my soldiers reported to me firsthand of Deirdre’s power. She caused an earthquake and a cave-in, and she killed a highly dangerous Unseelie dwarf that had been causing trouble for the Iron Guard for years in the Forest Caves.

“Beyond all that evidence, I do not need any tests to know what kind of creature she is.” Alan looked Levi in the eyes as the man edged to the steps outside. “It is one thing to study Fae in a lab. It is entirely different to see the truth of them and their magic on the battlefield or in the aftermath of the Cataclysm. After living through that, you learn to rely on your instincts rather than some scientific test.”

 

Just outside, Boyd and two other soldiers were waiting with one of the tanks, which looked almost like a dark, bulky creature that was dripping with rain. It took four soldiers to operate the weapon—one soldier was already inside the metal beast to drive it. Boyd would traverse the turret while the other soldier would load the ammunition, and Alan would command them from the turret basket and operate one of the two machine guns if needed.

The heavy metal hatch closed, and the tank drove out into the open field, an armed squadron following behind.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four

 

 

“Last one!” Deirdre pulled the silver bell off the tree, dangling from the branch beside it. Hauling herself up to sit on the damp branch, she slipped the bell into her pack, shut it closed, and then shimmied down the tree, the many large limbs making the descent easy.

Her hands were sore and had some splinters, but she hardly noticed. There were twenty trees total, and she’d raced through the forest from east to west, south to north. A few minutes earlier, she had retrieved the bell from the westernmost tree, where the steady, hasty stream of evacuation had slowed her down somewhat. She had planned for this to be the last bell, but when she double-checked her map, she realized she’d forgotten one near the central tree; it was so close, the note for the center tree had overlapped it.

So she had raced back through the empty festival ground. The booths and chairs were still out; as she climbed down the tree now, she could glimpse in the distance the sea of chairs, dais, and the altar left over from the wedding. But there was no sign of life. Earlier people had stacked furniture, odds and ends, and even bags of rubbish as makeshift barricades, but many things were left in the haste to escape.

Now as she landed, she heard the steady grinding, marching, and snapping of wood made by the military approaching from the east. She had not heard or seen any sign of the spiders yet, even now as she looked one last time toward the southern woods.

Maybe the spiders won’t come in time…

She yelped and crouched as gunfire went off, much too close, from the east. Peering around the tree, she saw movement in the woods. It was too far to make out any distinct shapes but close enough to hear the sound of combat. Someone let out a horrible, pained scream, chilling her to her bone and freezing her in place.

“Deirdre!”

Digging her nails into the tree, she turned to see Iain running straight to her.

“Iain! I thought you were… soldiers or something!” She let out a nervous laugh, bringing her hands to her chest.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said, putting an arm on her shoulder and beginning to steer her away from the commotion. His touch banished all paralysis, and she kept up with him easily as he asked, “Did you get all the bells?”

“Yes! Now I need to meet up with Singh and—”

An explosion went off from close by, and they both ducked down behind a nearby tree. The sound of gunfire burst out, punctuated by men shouting. Deirdre peered around to see a small skirmish between soldiers and armed men in the militia a few yards away. Some of the men she recognized from the scouting mission earlier.

And they were losing.

This isn’t right! She pushed herself to her feet, reaching out to the shadows all around them. I should help—

But before she could even finish her thought, a gunshot rang out again. One of the militia fell, a bleeding hole torn through his chest, and he did not move.

No… She clamped her hands over her mouth, unable to tear her eyes away. All noise around her faded, her vision blurring except for the sight of the man, dead—dead when she could have saved him, if only she had done something.

Then another in the group was brutally hammered in the skull with the butt of a rifle. A gut-wrenching crack split through the air, and he collapsed.

“No!” She slammed her fist on a tree beside her, and shadows leaped out from behind it. Iain jerked back with a startled shout as the darkness gushed toward the skirmish like a rampaging river. The wind died, and the air grew stale. The men screamed and scattered, trying to escape. The darkness swept over them all, and Deirdre could sense the magic corroding the guns to dust—and beginning to decay the men’s fingers as well.

The men screamed in pain and horror—they were no longer attacking each other, but all, friend and foe, were scrambling wildly as the darkness ate at them like invisible, gnawing worms as it also consumed sound and light all around them.

No, no, no! Stop! Deirdre begged the magic, slapping her hands over her ears. The darkness only grew denser and wilder, swirling like a whirlpool in the forest and tearing away even at the trees and ground.

“Deirdre, that’s enough!”

She jerked as Iain grabbed her shoulder, snapping her gaze to meet his eyes. “I-it’s not listening to me! It won’t listen to me!”

“It’s going to be all right—you’re listening to me now, yeah?” When she nodded, he continued in a steady voice, “You know this… this is the same magic as last night. It’ll listen to you again, just like you’re listening to me now.”

“I—” Deirdre inhaled, eyes shut, then breathed out, lowering her hands from her face. “I know. I know you’re right. I need to…”

Just focus. She turned all her attention toward Iain’s hand—warm, reassuring, and steady. Focus.

Eyes still shut, using the sensation of Iain’s grip as an anchor, she reached out again to the magic. She could still sense it swirling about, eating away at the men and the woods, but it had slowed, gnawing uncertainly, weakly.

Stop that, now, she ordered.

It obeyed. It was no longer decaying with its touch but otherwise was unchanged.

Why? Why won’t you stop moving and… No. Her eyes flew open, looking at the shadows. We both know the job isn’t done. I have to save Singh’s men and stop the soldiers. But how? Sucking out sound isn’t enough. The darkness is so good at pulling at things that…

Her eyebrows raised. I wonder if it could just tug on the soldiers? Like the moon was being pulled at last night? That— I remember! It was gravity.

As she raised her hand, the shadows lifted, hovering in the tree limbs like a storm cloud. She could see the militia and the soldiers there; pointing just one finger, she lowered strands of the darkness toward each of the soldiers, each time with a whisper.

Pull them down to the earth. Hold them there.

The darkness leaped onto the soldiers she targeted, sweeping over them like a blanket and flattening them to the ground. It was much like the earthen binds from earlier, but smoother, easier, and even gentler, gravity holding the men down to earth, increasing just as much as needed.

Now stay.

The small, dark pools of gravity obeyed, pinning the men in place, not growing weaker or stronger even as she lowered her hand and all other shadows faded and vanished.

“You did that?” Iain was beaming at her, eyes wide, half unbelieving. His hand was still on her shoulder.

Unable to contain her relief, she reached up and clutched his hand, letting out a brief, relieved chuckle. “Yes. Yes! Thanks to you.”

“Deirdre…” For some reason Iain was suddenly flustered, shuffling his feet and shifting his gaze around as if he were uncomfortable, but he smiled.

It was quite a sight to behold, making Deirdre let go of his hand and ask, “Are you all right?”

“I’m… I’m fine, I—”

“You!” One of the militia had spotted them; the rest of his group were retreating northwest, glancing scared looks at the shadows pinning the soldiers on the ground, then at Deirdre. “I don’t know if you’re faeries or what, but if you’re not with the army, get out of here! They are coming.”

As if in response to his words, gunfire rang out, very close, along with cracking and grinding of one of the many weak, makeshift barricades being demolished.

“Right.” Iain nodded to her, and they turned and headed straight west. “We’re going to meet up with Singh if we can, yeah?”

“Yes.”

The woods around them were growing darker. Afternoon was waning, and night came early in the forest. Its coming made her less anxious, even as her heart began to race as they ran.

Iain was right. I do have my magic for a reason. I don’t know what it is yet, but… She smiled, a strange sense of relief washing over her, despite the chaos of the battlefield. But I can’t wait to find out! I want to know what this magic is for. Even if…

Even if it means going to the Summer Court. Even if it means facing my parents, whoever they are… it’ll be worth it. She flexed her fingers, feeling a spark of Shadow Magic there, as alive as fire but soft as velvet. My magic is worth it.

 

It seemed that for each step they took, the military took two as they sprinted through the woods. There was the chaotic noise of small skirmishes, the explosions of barricades being destroyed, and then the grinding noise of a tank leading the assault, drawing closer and closer, leaving the others behind.

As they neared, a horrible fear grew that they were all chasing her, distracting her and making her look back too often. The fourth time she glanced back, her foot caught between two roots and twisted forward. A horrible pain shot up through her ankle.

Iain immediately stopped, asking if she was all right. She brushed his question away, going on like nothing was wrong. But her foot hurt more with each step.

This is nothing. I can treat it after we’re safe!

But she was limping by the time they reached the lines of barricades, the largest and most fortified. This was where Singh and his men were located; she could see glimpses of the militia, watching over the barricade and preparing to fight the assault. Or for retreat.

This is it! She began to run behind Iain across a stretch of wide clearing just before the barricade. If we get behind there, we’ll be okay! We’ll be—

A deafening explosion boomed above them, followed by a hollow crack as a tree split in two with the force of the cannon fire. Iain pushed her back, and they both fell, the collapsing, splitting tree just missing them, making the ground quake.

Deirdre’s head shot up, and she blew hair from her mouth, looking around wildly. What was that? It couldn’t be—

Then she froze, spotting a small tank, stalled by too many trees growing close together at the edge of the small clearing. Crossing the clearing was a large armored car, heading straight for them in the middle. Scattered rounds were coming from behind the large barricade, but the fallen tree blocked the gunfire.

Deirdre squinted at the dark windows of the armored vehicle; she reached out with her magic, sensing as though looking inside herself.

Though she’d only personally met him once, she knew him immediately: Alan. And that sickening feeling of being hunted, setting the hair on her neck on end, overwhelmed her.

“We have to go!” She leaped to her feet even as Iain was still rising, then winced and buckled down on one foot. Her left ankle didn’t just hurt; it felt broken.

Iain reached to pull her up, but she pushed him away hard. He didn’t try again, shocked.

“I-I can’t.” She gestured quickly at her injured foot.

“I’ll help you then!”

Her gaze darted wildly toward the truck, which was barreling toward them; they had only seconds.

“You go ahead; get to Singh and get help!” She took off the pouch with the bells and shoved them into his arms.

Immediately he shook his head. “No. I’m not leaving you.”

Help me get him out of here, Deirdre ordered the darkness around them, looking past Iain at the barricade. If I can get him out of here and over there, at least he’ll be all right!

Because once Alan gets here, neither of us will be safe.

The shadows obeyed and wrapped around all the trees around them. Iain started, automatically stepping back to look up. The vehicle slowed but still continued driving toward them.

Shutting her eyes, she zoned in on the trees, seeing them through her magic’s eyes. Gravity was pulling on the trees, trying to constantly draw them straight to the ground; like reaching out and grabbing a sheet, she pinched at the forces near the base of the trees, then pulled them all straight to the side, hard.

The trees cracked and then splintered down the middle, falling with horrible groaning as an entire chunk of their trunks was torn out from underneath them. They fell to the earth, some getting caught in the branches of others that were out of her reach, but most crashing straight down into the clearing.

She knew none of them would fall on her from the beginning, but one collapsed slowly, turning, raking through the limbs of others, straight down toward Iain. He noticed just in time and dove aside toward the barricade. The tree crashed to the ground, leaves and branches flying everywhere. It barred Iain from her but also blocked any chance of her own escape.

But now that Iain’s safe…

Facing the vehicle and tank, she raised her hands, which she willed to grow warm with magic. Tears springing to her eyes, she let loose all her fear, all her anger, and all her disgust toward Alan and everything he meant to her: a liar, a cruel man, and a horrible father.

And—tears fell as Kallista’s voice and face when speaking about Alan came to mind—a horrible husband. Everything… everything is his fault!

Her magic ran loose, leaping through the woods, alternately muffling sound, blocking out light, sometimes eating away at man and tree, and sometimes pulling people to the ground with bursts of intense gravity. She didn’t care what it did, just as long as it kept them all away from her.

And as the screams, shouts, and sounds of confusion reached her, for a moment her breath caught, eyes opening with hope at what seemed like a very real chance she’d be all right—

A gunshot cracked through the air; something struck straight through her shoulder, knocking her back. Blood streamed through her fingers as she, mute with shock, grabbed her shoulder. Her connection to her magic froze, growing numb as her mind reeled.

Looking back up, the last thing she saw was Alan, taking one step over her and raising his gun, bringing the butt of the rifle straight down toward her face.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Five

 

 

I’m still bleeding.

Deirdre came to, feeling wet blood on her face. Then her ankle caught on something, and she hissed sharply in pain, eyes fluttering open. She was being dragged by the arms, and at first the woods around were just a blur of yellow, red, and brown and the gray-green of the military vehicles. Something hot was biting at her wrists, and she immediately knew the iron cuffs were back.

Then she was dropped as carelessly as a sack of luggage, falling hard to the forest floor. Groaning, she tried and failed to sit up as someone stepped past her; she heard the loud flapping of a large tarp being taken up and, with some struggle, being thrown off. There was an odd hissing sound, and the faint buzzing of something mechanical.

“What’s that?” she asked, her voice slurring as she shook her head and tried to sit up again.

“Quiet.” Alan’s voice was hard as he wrenched her to her feet and pulled her onward; she stepped down onto her damaged foot. She cried and buckled forward, the pain making her vision blur and threaten to fade. But she was hoisted up, pushed through the doors inside the back of a truck, and then thrust onto a chair, her arms pulled up. Alan yanked down iron restraints onto her arms, holding them down. Beside her was something hot, and iron was whirring mechanically.

What is this? What’s happening?

She forced her vision to focus on the strange machine beside her. Alan was standing nearby, tugging long, thick, dark tubes from the machine and drawing them out. She tried fruitlessly to move away, calling out to her magic weakly as Alan attached the tubes straight to her arms, right above the cuffs. Her magic answered, but it was drowned out as something sharp and iron dug straight into her veins. A jolt like electricity ran through her, overwhelming her senses and tensing her whole body, like she’d been stuck through all over with large needles.

The machine whirred louder and faster; there was the sound of something like water being pumped quickly. At the same time, her head spun faster and faster as she struggled to stay awake.

Help me. She reached out to her magic again, desperate. The response was faint, like a single raindrop where a whole storm should have been. It grew more and more distant, like the final rush of a stream that was drying up.

Her magic was slipping away, and there was nothing she could do.

Don’t go! Hot tears streamed down her face as she raised her hands weakly, as if to grab on. I can’t lose you. I was just getting to know you. Please…

“Almost.” Alan’s voice came as if from miles away. “I’m almost rid of you.”

She clenched her fists with all the energy she had, grinding her teeth. No—I won’t let you win. My magic can’t be leaving. He can’t do that! He’s just cruel, and he’s killing me cruelly. I won’t let him! Please— With all the strength she had left, even as she felt like she was falling, she ordered her Shadow Magic, These wires on my arm, these cuffs, anything holding me—destroy them! Make them rot and decay! No matter what happens…

She shuddered, freezing. She was falling into ice-cold water, with dead, sharp-nailed hands dragging her down. The last thing she sensed was the small traces of her magic inching around her, like worms, eating away at her restraints.

I won’t let him win.

* * *

 

The faery’s blood was nearly drained, her magic flowing with it and energizing the machine. The metal device hummed louder than ever before, thrumming with power; it drank the faery in like a creature starved of water, quenched for the first time in ages.

There was enough blood, enough magic to break through the barrier. Yet Alan’s hand hovered over the mechanism that would stop the suctioning of her blood, and he did not shut it off. It would shut off on its own once there was nothing left to feed upon.

“This will be finished soon,” Alan told her. “For you and for me. The Cataclysm will be paid for in Fae blood, and you will have helped to see it through to fruition.”

The faery’s already pale face had gone corpse white, the blood drying on her face standing out in stark relief. Even the bullet wound that tore through her shoulder had stopped bleeding freely and slowed to a sluggish trickle. There was not much left in her.

She barely moved even to breathe, her chest rising faintly, her hands twitching against the restraints, and as she scrunched up her face, a tear tracked down her cheek.

Another faery had nearly been in her position before, back at the lab in Neo-London. A faery that had reminded him vaguely of his wife in appearance—dark hair, tanned olive skin. Before Levi could draw her blood and magic, Alan, stricken, had ordered him to stop and to bring a different faery to drain. He had faltered in a moment of weakness he hadn’t known himself to be capable of anymore, and that moment haunted him since.

He did not falter now, not even at the faery’s tears. They could look and act human, but it was all just another elaborate glamour meant to hide what they truly were.

“Is this how you fooled my sons?” Alan asked her. “With your tears and your magic? Is that why Iain—?”

The faery’s eyes snapped open at that, a spark of violet anger burning behind them. For one moment, as if garnering one more burst of strength, she pulled against her restraints before falling back limply with a soft groan, her head lolling to the side.

A final mumble escaped her mouth in a whimper too low and garbled for Alan to make out what it was. But it sounded like—

“Kallista.”

Alan froze. She can’t be here… Here, in the middle of this war zone… After all this time?

Alan shut off the machine, and it powered down with a whirr. “You said something.” He leaned over her and shook her shoulder. “What do you know?”

But the faery was unconscious.

There was a knock on the heavy truck doors. With a final glance back at the faery, Alan went to the doors and stepped outside. He left the doors open a sliver, expecting to be back inside soon.

Boyd stood outside with a handful of other soldiers from his squadron—they were all pale, sweating, dusted with gunpowder or caked in mud and blood. The soldiers were glancing past him at the truck, but before they could ask questions about what creature was inside and why, Alan led them into the clearing, away from the woods.

“Have you anything to report?” Alan asked.

Boyd was holding his rifle in one hand, and with his free hand, he pointed to the fairgrounds behind them and said, “General, there’s a hostile Fae monster in the area. It’s been disappearing and popping up again, picking civilians and some of our men off.”

“Then why are you not out there containing it?” Alan snapped. “Your squadron is not authorized to be here.”

Boyd’s eyes gleamed with a question, but all he said was, “We’re trying, but it’s got us being herded like sheep. It’s a great big cat. Like a leopard or a tiger, but it’s all black. And it’s got these glowing gold eyes.”

The Master.

“Tell your squadron to cease fire and not to engage the hostile,” Alan ordered. “We have what we came for, and now it’s time for us to move out. We will continue to our base outside the Summer Court barrier. Clear out a path and drive the militia back.”

“Is that what we’re doing now—sparing Unseelie monsters as well as working with them?” Boyd asked him sharply. Dangerous defiance gleamed in his eyes.

“We all do what we must, Prance.”

 

After Boyd and the other soldiers left to fulfill their orders, Alan returned to the truck, expecting to find it exactly as he’d left it. But something had been disturbed, and the air felt electric with traces of magic.

The door. It’s wide open.

As he bolted into the truck through the open doors, the faint odor of iron-burnt faery flesh reached him, and he only saw the shackles where the prisoner was once chained to the chair. His pulse thundered in his head as he scoured the small room. She could not have gotten far in her condition.

Quickly he inspected the shackles, wires, and needles. The iron was corroded and rusted as if it had been subjected to wind and rain for many years outdoors. The machine itself was undamaged, and it was still charged with humming energy.

Having her blood should have been enough. It was enough to break through the barrier around the Seelie Court.

But it was not enough that he had her magic; he wanted her life snuffed out. That would prove that he hadn’t faltered and that he wouldn’t again.

“Find her…”

Alan looked up, straightening, and narrowed his eyes. There was no one in the room, no one outside.

His breast pocket felt heavy, and he remembered the crystal that the Master had given him. He produced the crystal and the wedding band from his pocket, holding them in the palm of his bandaged hand.

“Find her,” the voice urged again, coming from the crystal. “Find Deirdre.”

Beyond that demand, he felt another, familiar pull in his chest—that same sense of wrongness and emptiness that had plagued him and driven him to take the crystal from the Master. It was the call of his heart to break the Master’s deal.

Find her… Find Kallista. I should find Kallista.

Alan balked at his own thought, at his own admission. If she were to come back, to walk in on him now, he wasn’t certain what he would do. That realization made his pulse race and his blood run cold.

“It’s almost finished now,” he whispered to himself. “No going back. No remorse or weakness now.” With a final look at the ring, he tucked it back into his front jacket pocket, leaving the crystal in his hand.

The cold little gem was heavy in his hand, and as he held it, it whispered again and again: “Find her.” Then he closed his fist around it, squeezing hard. With a crack the eldritch crystal snapped in half in his grasp. It was easy to break, like it was meant to be broken.

For a moment nothing happened. Nothing stirred around him or just outside the open doors in the deep, dark woods. Then, like watching someone else from far away, Alan witnessed himself fall to his knees on the floor as he doubled over in blinding, white-hot pain.

Breathing hard, he opened his trembling palm to see the crystal, shattered into sharp fragments, sticking out of his hand in smoking shards like dry ice. The coldness of them spread, and the bandages wrapped around his injured hand flaked away like ashes, floating into the air. Next to flake away was the burned flesh of his hand.

He was unable to tear his eyes away as something new grew in the place of the decaying remains. The shock of the crystal reverberated through the core of his being, like swallowing a thunderstorm. He stood up, staggering to the door, just glimpsing the shadow of the unnatural shards growing and spreading from his arm.

The draw of his heart was silenced.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Six

 

 

Branches and thistles whipped at Iain’s limbs as he barreled through the forest, heedless of potential threats nearby. His lungs stinging from cold, he raced to find help, replaying in his mind Deirdre’s request of him and the parting image of her fearful but resigned face before the felled tree separated them.

I’ll bring help, and Deirdre will be fine. She’s strong. And not just because of her magic.

Deirdre’s greatest strength was the fortitude of her spirit that truly shone. She had not allowed the trials and injustice she’d faced to dampen her spark, beat her down, or harden her heart.

That’s why she’ll be fine. She’s strong. She has to be all right.

There was a figure in the woods ahead, hunkered slightly, glancing around a tree. As Iain neared, he slowed down, his boots skidding in the leaves, and he approached with more caution. He could hear faint but booming gunshots in the distance. The figure heard him and turned around, and there was a flash of silver as the man drew his sword.

“Cai!” Iain ran to meet him.

Lowering his weapon, Cai asked, “You and the faery get all the bells from the trees? Where is—?”

“Deirdre’s in trouble.” Iain interrupted. “She needs help.”

He quickly explained what had happened, but most of the details were a blur. “She fell, and she was hurt. Iron Infantry was closing in. This tree fell, and we were separated—” He let out a breath, his mouth falling open as he said, “Deirdre… She used her magic so I could get away.”

Cold dread seeped into his chest. He was not about to let another person sacrifice their life for him. Especially not Deirdre.

Cai held out his hand for the pouch with the bells, asking for it. Iain handed it over.

“Once I get these back to Singh,” Cai said, slinging it around his shoulders, “I’ll gather some of the militia to go after her.”

But Iain was already shaking his head before he even finished speaking. “We can’t wait. I saw the militia retreating behind the barrier. We need to help them, but they have more time and advantage than Deirdre does right now—”

“Everyone here is in danger, but you’re putting one person above everything else.” Cai leveled Iain with a scrutinizing stare. “Tell me, Iain, are you thinking like a soldier, putting the lives of the many first, or are you thinking with your heart?”

“This time they go hand in hand,” Iain said firmly. “If they capture Deirdre, they’ll drain her magic and use it to break the barrier down. So if her life being threatened isn’t enough for you to act, then think about what the loss of her will bring on all of us.”

Cai blew a breath out of his nose like a bull but then nodded, relenting. “Fine. That’s a fair assessment. Do you trust me to take point?” When Iain nodded, Cai continued, “You watch my back then.”

“All right. Let’s go.”

Not wasting another moment, Iain took off his pack and set it on the ground, covering it haphazardly with leaves so it would not be found and stolen. He didn’t want anything weighing him down, save for the axe he carried at his belt.

Cai drew his sword and started in the direction where Iain had come from. While they sped through the woods, Iain kept a lookout for any soldiers. An occasional gunshot sounded in the distance. And they were getting louder and more frequent.

They had to go around the barricade of fallen trees rather than over it—Deirdre and her magic had done a solid job of blocking the area off, preventing the Iron Guard from coming through.

By the time Iain reached the place where he and Deirdre had been separated, the air had gone still and quiet and there were no soldiers in sight. There was only the aftermath of what had happened: fallen trees and splintered wood littering the ground.

There were no tanks, no trucks, and no Iron Infantry soldiers. And no sign of Deirdre.

Think… Think about it. The Iron Guard’s left the area, probably driving the militia back. They could be chasing Deirdre too, but she wouldn’t be able to get far… That means they could have her…

“Iain.” Cai’s voice broke through the fog of his thoughts. “Do you see anything? Look closely.”

“Right.” Iain studied his surroundings, taking note of the tire tracks from the military tanks and vehicles. He spotted a strange pattern of grooves headed toward the trees, marked by the occasional large footprint.

A realization left him winded, like taking a blow to his gut he was unprepared for. These are drag marks. Someone was dragged across the ground.

“This way,” Iain said, motioning.

Cai went in the direction of the tracks as Iain followed, staying low and alert, his axe raised. The tracks in the muddy ground led him to a more thickly forested area, and he soon saw a truck parked facing the field, its back end to the forest. Cai and Iain hurried through the three rows of trees between them and the vehicle.

As they neared, there was a heavy thud from inside of something falling onto the metal floor. After holding up his hand to halt Iain as he moved toward the truck, Cai said, “I’ll keep watch while you check inside. Those gunshots are getting closer, so be quick.”

The back doors to the truck were slightly ajar, and as Iain stepped out of the forest toward it, his adrenaline-heightened senses were instantly assaulted. Gooseflesh dotted Iain’s skin at the electric feeling of magic in the air, and the smell of iron and burnt flesh stung his nose. A garbled shout came from within the truck.

There was a crash as the doors were thrust wide open, and Iain jerked back in alarm as a tall figure spilled out of the truck and onto the ground a few feet in front of him.

It was his father.

Iain watched, stunned, as his father writhed on the ground, strange white smoke twisting up from the arm he was clutching. He was still after a moment, his groans ceasing. But whatever it was attacking him wasn’t smoke, because the thick tendrils of it didn’t just float into the atmosphere—they were reaching and grasping in different directions like fierce claws.

It’s Deirdre’s magic, isn’t it? She’s fought him off, and she’ll come out in a second. She’s all right.

But his hope shattered at the cold sensation the sight of the magic produced in him. It was not Deirdre’s magic at all—it was something he hadn’t seen before. Something dark.

Cai came up behind him. Before he could speak, Iain said, “That’s General Callaghan. My father.”

“I’ll take care of this,” Cai said. “If he’s conscious, we can take him prisoner. If not, we’ll have to leave him.”

As Cai approached Alan cautiously, Iain rushed to the truck, leaping up the steps and inside. Deirdre was not inside the stark, sterile room of metal. Wires and tubes were snaked across the ground. The machine was right in front of him—the one that he knew could be used to break down the barrier around the Summer Court.

If I hurry, maybe I could try to destroy it. I could stop this, and…

“Cai!” Iain rushed to the open doors. “The machine—you need to break it somehow—”

A cry echoed through the forest. It was a female voice, punctuated with pain.

Deirdre. The sound sent Iain into action immediately, and he leaped outside.

“Go find her!” Cai was leaning over Alan’s body, reaching for his limp arm to check for a pulse.

As Iain entered the tree line, there was a soft, low noise to his right like a sigh. When he turned toward it, he saw Deirdre on her stomach on the forest floor, one arm under her, her pale hand gripping her injured shoulder. The other hand was grasping at a tree root that rose from the ground like a handle, which she was using to help her crawl across the ground.

“Deirdre!” Iain slid to his knees beside her.

She started and snapped her face toward him. Snaking trails of blood were drying down her face. He had never balked at the sight of blood, but seeing it on Deirdre was different.

Deirdre managed to say, dazed, “Iain, I can’t walk…”

“I’ve got you,” Iain told her, keeping his voice steady. “Just put your arm around my shoulder—that’s it, Deirdre. You’ve got this. You’re doing well.”

Each movement was slow, and her face drained white when she tried to move her leg. He was afraid of hurting her further by carrying her over his shoulder like he was trained to do, so he carried her in his arms against his chest.

Just as he lifted her, there was a shuffling sound behind him. He turned around to look.

Cai was leaning over Alan, checking his wrist for a pulse. Without warning, Alan sat up and struck out with his hand, his fingers finding Cai’s throat and locking on. Iain let out a shout.

Cai aimed a punch to his temple; Alan jumped to his feet and then backward to safety.

Alan then grabbed a rifle from the nearby ferny ground, raising and arming it swiftly. Silent, eyes flashing, he pointed it at Cai.

“Iain, get her out of here!” Cai called, coughing, as he unsheathed his sword.

Cradling Deirdre against him, Iain turned and barreled through the forest. A gunshot thundered behind him. He knew that Cai would be fine and not just because of his curse. He had never seen anyone fight like the swordsman.

An instant later, pressure rippled through Iain’s right arm at the bicep. It felt like something had struck him hard with a blunt object, but he felt no pain with it. He realized with strange detachment that a bullet had just grazed him.

Alan was shooting at them, not Cai.

Another bullet struck a tree beside him, sending splinters of wood flying. Iain darted behind a wide, thick tree trunk, sliding to the ground as another shot went off. Then he ducked, shielding Deirdre with his body.

When no more shots went off, Iain got up again. When he lifted Deirdre this time, hot pain pinched his arm where the bullet had grazed him.

Deirdre whimpered at being jostled, her eyes opening wide. “Iain…?”

“It’s okay, Deirdre. You’ll be all right.”

He peered around the tree to see Cai swinging at Alan with his sword. The blade cut through the barrel of the gun with a metallic spark. Alan stepped back but not before the blade gashed his arm open below his shoulder.

Cai went to strike again, but this time Alan blocked it. He caught Cai’s forearm solidly and held it aloft with effort. Cai grabbed his arm when Alan threw a punch with his free hand. They strained against each other, nearly equally matched in strength. But the knight was stronger.

Then, as if summoned, the smoke appeared again. It wisped from his father’s hand and slithered out of the fresh gash on his arm like worms. The man let out a twisted, agonized cry.

As the strange magic appeared again, the air grew colder than ever as if winter had arrived early. Iain could see his quick breaths puffing around him, and the faint swirl of Deirdre’s as she shivered against him. There was a chill Iain could not escape, one that pierced through him like ice.

Not smoke. Frost.

As Alan groaned, his hand shifted and changed into something new. White crystal sprouted and grew endlessly from the flesh and then darkened until it looked less like a hand and more like the shadow of a claw—the claw of a monster.

Cai reared back and struck Alan’s skull with his own, sending his head snapping back. The blow ought to have sent him to the ground. But his body straightened upright again like a marionette’s strings were pulled.

Alan ripped his arm from Cai’s grasp and plunged the clawlike hand with precision into Cai’s side, right where the Red Cap had struck before. There was a snap as the blow struck true. Cai froze and let out a keening groan. He choked as blood began to bubble up from his mouth and dribble onto the forest floor. Face pale, his eyes widened in panic.

“Cai!” Iain bellowed. “Come on! Fight!”

With a shout, Cai thrust back, kicking Alan squarely in his chest. Cai bit off a shout as the claw pulled free of his side, and then he swung out backhanded with the sword, landing a solid blow with the hilt of the weapon to Alan’s temple.

This time his body crumpled, and he stayed down for the moment. But his limbs twitched like he might get up again.

One hand pressed hard to his side, pale and bloodied, Cai retreated. He lumbered through the forest to meet Iain and Deirdre. He was breathing hard, but he urged Iain onward with a grunt.

The sound of guns firing grew louder around them.

“It’s coming from the south.” Cai panted and shook his head. “It must be the spiders. We may run into them, and I don’t know how much help I’ll be.”

“The bells,” Iain said. “We can bring some out to scare away the spiders.”

“Good thinking.”

Cai took point again, though he was injured; Iain knew there was no arguing. He had to protect Deirdre. He couldn’t fight with her in his arms. And after the fight he just witnessed, he trusted that Cai could push through the pain to protect them if he had to.

Deirdre…

He looked down at her, making sure she was still conscious.

“Deirdre—?”

Her eyes closed, and her body went limp and heavier in his arms, her head falling against his chest.

Iain swallowed hard, his throat aching, and tried to focus on the path ahead and putting one foot in front of the other

Cai fell back beside him, briefly clasping his shoulder. Though the man said nothing, it was comforting nonetheless. More determined than ever, feeling the weight of Deirdre in his arms and holding her tighter, Iain prayed that she would be all right.

And if she could still be brave, and if Cai could push on, then so could he.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

 

As they headed northwest toward the hilly tree line and away from the military, James alternately shifted his gaze between Alvey as he pushed her chair and his mother at his side. He was certain that if he let Mum out of his sight, she would disappear again or be hurt.

Cecil said she was safe for the moment. We’ll be safe once we get out of here, once we find Iain and Deirdre. Once we outrun the Iron Guard…

He could not shake the insistent thought in his head that this conflict would not be over and they would not be safe until his father was stopped. Until the Winter Court was stopped. And though he wanted to run away and keep running, he wondered if they could ever rest unless this war was over.

Great. He rolled his eyes. Now I’m sounding like Iain.

Mum kept pace beside him, her hands gripping her skirt, keeping herself from tripping over the fabric. She caught him staring and offered him a quick smile, which James returned half-heartedly.

Alvey’s knuckles were white as she gripped her armrests the entire time, but after a while, she let go to point to a path slightly to their right, toward the tree line. “I hear a crowd that way. Surely we shall be safer with more numbers and more muscle.”

“Hey, Alvey,” James whispered, ducking low by her ear as not to be overheard by his mum. “I told you we’d be safe, even on our own. If anything happens, I’ll defend us.”

Alvey ground out through gritted teeth, “Oh, I am certain you shan’t stand by uselessly and fumble with your books as you are wont to do during a crisis this time.”

Sighing, James retreated. He had finally learned not to take the bait, and she was probably only this sassy because she was afraid. Her voice was shaking, and it lacked a little bit of its usual fierce sting.

Maybe she’ll feel differently when she realizes what I can do now. She’ll be so impressed maybe she’ll stop teasing me and she’ll take me seriously.

However, as they neared and the crowd came into view, Alvey’s posture went rigid again. She tilted her head to one side, her ear toward the wood, listening. Then she scrunched up her nose in disgust after taking a whiff of the air.

“Is there something in the woods?” James fired off questions anxiously. “Is it the spiders? Have they come already? Do you think they’ll—?”

“’Tis a faery cat following us through the woods,” Alvey stated. “We best avoid it, as they are wont to cause mischief. Fire will kill it if it comes near.” She reached down and grabbed her pack, where her explosive crystals were hidden.

“What did you say?” Mum whipped her head around to look at the girl. “You said a faery cat?”

“Aye.”

James’s stomach did a curious flip as he fixed his eyes on the forest. He scanned through the dark trees for a moving shape, the illustration in his book of the massive, wild-eyed cat appearing in his mind.

Mum grabbed his arm and tugged. “It’s… it’s him. He’s after you. We must hurry. He cannot find you.”

They picked up their pace, soon reaching a crowd of festivalgoers, the last to leave the grounds, who were filing out down a dirt path through the woods to the parking area in a neat stream.

Once they were slowed down by the traffic, James turned to Mum and asked, hesitant, “Mum, what d’you think would happen if the faery cat, um, found me?”

Mum stared at him. Her brown eyes flickered with distance, like she was looking past him, far away. “He would take you from me to his horrible manor, where you would be his thrall. As I was.”

“What… what was it like? Living there.” The moment he asked, he regretted it. Pain flickered across her face in a flinch. “Mum—?”

“Jal, please,” she snapped. “I cannot think about that now. Do not ask me again.”

Swallowing hard, James nodded, allowing his mother to start pushing Alvey’s chair for him while he slowed his pace with his head lowered.

There was shouting in the woods to their right, followed by gunfire. James looked up. The crowd ahead shifted from an orderly stream to what looked like the undulating, frantic flight of birds when a hawk was nearby. There were screams, shouts of alarm, and then panic as everyone scrambled to leave.

James sprinted forward, trying to find Alvey and Mum in the chaos. When a shrill scream came from behind him, he twisted around.

A girl stumbled out of the thicket, red-faced, her steps staggering, and called for help. She was a faery cultist, dressed in garish clothing with fake flowers in her hair and one of her fake horns dangling off her head.

Crouching, James rummaged through his backpack and produced one of the fire crystals; he gingerly placed it in the pocket of his jacket. He rushed toward her. She could barely walk on her own, and she threw an arm around him like he was a lifeline, her glitter-smeared face red with tears.

“Um…” James hesitated before helping her walk, unsure of what to do with his hands, settling on grabbing her arm. “The… the army is coming this way. You should leave now. It’s this way.”

“The army?” the girl sputtered in a thick, northern accent, half laughing, half crying. “No—I saw this great, bleedin’ cat. And it was chasing me, and… and—” She broke off in a scream, pointing to their right toward the woods behind them.

Out of the dark woods, as if out of a fairy-tale book or perhaps a nightmare, bounded a creature that moved so lithely it hardly made a sound. The pen-and-ink illustration did not do the Cait Sidhe justice. It was a massive beast, lean and long as a panther but three times the size, with fur so black it shone blue and a patch of white on his chest. Its feet soared off the ground in a pounce, landing gracefully a few feet behind where they stood frozen.

The beast ignored them, taking off in a flash and darting past them, a breeze whipping by them from the speed as it did so. It was heading toward the crowd—toward Mum.

“Stop!” James yelled desperately.

Once the Cait Sidhe reached the edge of the crowd, instead of tearing through it like James feared, the creature jumped over them, landed, and then spun around to face the crowd, his tail twitching erratically, playfully, his pupils a wide black circle. People in the area shouted and swore and ran faster but were unharmed.

The Cait Sidhe went around the crowd and bounded back toward them, and the cultist on James’s arm screamed and fell to the ground, covering her head. But the creature whipped past them, slowing to a walk in front of the tree line to their left, its tail swishing back and forth.

He’s waiting for something—but what?

Gunfire sounded, snapping James out of his wonderment. “Get up,” he told the cultist. When she stood, he nudged her toward the crowd that was still streaming out. “We have to get out of here before—”

A group of five Iron Infantry soldiers with rifles stepped out of the forest and into the field, headed straight for the crowd. James was the only person standing between the soldiers and the civilians. The moment they appeared, Cait Sidhe let out a yowl that chilled James to his bones.

The creature leaped at the soldiers, easily jumping over, between, and around them like a game of hopscotch, alternately swiping at their legs and sending them flailing on their backs. No matter how quick they were, they just couldn’t keep up enough to even aim at him.

Cait Sidhe slipped back into the forest, apparently done with his play.

A hearty, surprised laugh burst from James’s mouth. But his inexplicable surge of amusement faded when one of the soldiers got up and spotted him; it was Boyd Prance.

“Oi!” Boyd shouted. “You there—stop now and put your hands on your head.”

He doesn’t know it’s me yet. If he did, he’d probably just shoot.

James backed up. But the soldiers were already on him, just yards away.

Reaching into his pocket, he produced the fire crystal and clenched it tightly. James’s gaze flicked from the incoming soldiers to the forest, wondering if Cait Sidhe would be back and why he hadn’t taken out the soldiers or the civilians.

“Which side are you on?” James wondered aloud in a whisper.

A voice, both airy and smooth, low and rumbling—Cecil’s voice—whispered back in his mind with absolute clarity: “I am on no one’s side but yours and mine, James. Our side.”

Gold eyes with slit pupils flashed in the shadowy forest, glowing through the rain and gray. And James, feeling like he could do anything, took off running, pulling the cultist along in the direction of the crowd toward Mum and Alvey and felt no fear as Boyd Prance fired his rifle.

The shots did not impact; Cait Sidhe darted in front of the soldiers, drawing their fire away from him and running back toward the forest out of the way where he halted and stood still, waiting again.

After pushing the cultist on, James took the crystal in his hand and skidded to a halt in the wet grass. Twisting around, he focused on the crystal and the spark inside it, pouring everything he had into it—all the anger and helpless fear in the dwarf’s cave when Boyd had beaten his brother bloody and killed a man—and then reared back and threw the explosive with a shout at the soldiers, at Boyd, as hard as he could.

The crystal launched through the air with a light flash of magic. There was a second, a breath, and then it exploded in a flash of white light with a thunderclap of sound that smacked the air.

The force of it knocked James on his back. He scrambled upright, then froze at the soldiers’ cries as they threw their flaming bodies to the ground. Two were on the ground already, burning but not moving.

It was not long before many dark shapes moved in the woods, skittering across the leafy ground, drawn to the flames and the screams.

The spiders…

It looked as if a writhing shadow of black and brown was crawling across the ground straight toward him. The swarm of wolf-sized spiders filtered out of the woods in all directions like spilled ink, oozing between the trees. They were a mass of spindly, jerky legs attached to bulbous bodies, with so many gleaming black eyes.

James could only gape, caught between awe and paralyzing fear.

“What will he do next? I wait in great suspense.” Cecil’s voice slithered through his mind again.

With sudden resolve, James rummaged through his pack for the other crystals.

Then, with the cacophony of spider legs thumping against the ground urging him, James placed the crystals on the ground in a line and then ran from the field to the woods. Sweating, breathless, and determined, he focused on the crystals, on the magic he had placed inside them, and on the spark of flame.

There could not be an angry burst of fire; it had to burn slow and steady to keep the spiders at bay and to let the stragglers escape. He thought of how Cecil had described the magic to him and how he needed to use his intent and will.

Slow, steady flames, slowly building, burning hotter over time…

A warm, restless energy filled his chest. It was a familiar sensation, like his desire to prove himself building and burning inside him.

As he fed that energy into the crystals, they first glowed orange, smoked, and then burst into licking flames. But the flames weren’t high enough. He had to feed them more of his intent.

James’s energy went into each crystal, like candles blown out in a dark room one by one; his breath went with it. As his vision darkened, he fell forward onto his knees on the ground, his head spinning. Then he gasped as heat from the wall of flames washed over him.

I’ve done it.

“Easy, James… Don’t give all of yourself to it. Keep some of that fire. You’ll need it.”

James’s vision recovered, and he held his head as pain burst through his skull. In front of him, the crystals burned, their flames joining to form a steady wall of fire a foot high. The incoming spiders slowed, shrieking, and backed up from the fire.

The Cait Sidhe strode up to him, the beast’s broad and sloping shoulders rising and falling like a tiger’s as it stalked prey. The black fur shone blue in the flames.

James rose unsteadily to his feet, weakened by the magic and what he put into it. As he stumbled forward with a groan, he dazedly caught himself against the creature’s back, grabbing fistfuls of fur. The Moorland Beast nudged him in the chest with its giant head, pushing him upright again.

“Come with me, and I can show you more. Magic you’ve never heard of and never could imagine. Creatures unknown by man. And wonders… such wonders.”

James jolted. As he recovered, he looked from the Cait Sidhe to the leaving crowd of people that were nearly out of the field to safety.

“Mum…,” James whispered. “I’ve… I’ve got to get to Mum.”

Then he turned and left, not fearing any attack from behind. As he ran to find Mum and Alvey, he did not look back, and he did not fear the Moorland Beast.

He knew the Cait Sidhe’s weakness.

It was him.

 

When James finally caught up to Alvey and Mum, he was relieved to find them safe and unharmed; they were out of the festival grounds and in a clearing in the woods with a few others, including some of the militia. Alvey was busy reorganizing the contents of her pack, and she merely mumbled a greeting when he arrived and checked on her. But there were people missing.

Deirdre and Iain weren’t back yet. Neither was Cai, if he’s even still around.

James paced around before sitting down against a great oak tree at the clearing’s edge, tilting his head back, all his thoughts on his brother and Deirdre and how they’d left things.

I lied to Deirdre, and now she hates me, and she thinks I’m a bad friend. And did I even say goodbye to Iain? Did I wish him luck? He doesn’t even know that I can take care of myself now or that I’m sorry for not forgiving him. Things were just starting to be okay between us…

James winced and rubbed his forehead. A dull pain still throbbed behind his eyes. He wondered when it would go away and if it was a side effect of the magic.

Mum plopped down beside him and leaned forward to meet his eyes, putting an arm around his shoulders. “I was worried, Jal, when we got separated back there.” Then, with a faint smile, she added, “And that Alvey girl was asking for your whereabouts.”

James wanted to grin but couldn’t manage it. He pulled at some grass beside him, saying, “I’m sorry I worried you, Mum. But I was okay, and… and you don’t need to worry about me anymore.”

“Of course I worry about you, Jal. As your mother, I cannot stop.”

He kept his head low. “But that’s why you left. Because of me. Because you were worried about me. And—” His voice wavered, and he swallowed hard. “And it’s my fault that you went through everything.”

Mum took his face in her hands, gently turning it so he looked at her. “Jal, you must know I would do anything for you. It is because I love you so dearly, you goose.”

“I know, but…”

“I would do it again in a heartbeat, Jal, if only it hadn’t been for nothing.” Mum dug her fingers into her knees under her skirt. “I left you and your brother, and it was all for nothing now because that monster is still after you.”

Mum tried to hide her tears, glancing away and wiping them.

“I’d do anything for you too, Mum,” he said. “Anything.”

They both looked up as a militiaman walked over. “You should stay away from the trees,” he told them. “The spiders are distracted by the Iron Guard at the moment, but they may head this way. Alone, they aren’t much of a threat. But together… they’re trouble.”

The militiaman beckoned for them to follow him, and Mum obliged. James hung back a little. He glanced at the trees, his mind whirring. If Iain and Deirdre didn’t come back with the bells soon, then it would be up to him to do something.

I was able to stop them with the fire crystals once, but I’m nearly out of them… I don’t know enough about magic yet. Not enough to protect us or break Mum’s deal…

That’s why I’m going to fix this. That’s why I’m going to find a way to break the bargain, like Cecil said. That’s why I’ve got to learn everything I can about magic and how to use it.

 

As they walked away from the woods, a few of the militiamen had their weapons trained on a section of trees across the way, toward the road where they had come in from the fairgrounds. There was rustling coming from the area, and James stopped, imagining the spiders swarming after them. But the militia lowered their weapons as Cai burst through the line of trees. He was covered in blood, his hand pressed to his side.

“Deirdre needs help. Now.” Iain’s voice rang out before he appeared after Cai. He was also bloodied, but that sight did not shock James as much as what he noticed next. Iain was carrying Deirdre in his arms, and she was lifelessly still.

“Iain, what happened—?” James ran over as his brother, with the help of another man, set Deirdre down gently on the ground. But it didn’t seem like his brother even heard him.

Mum rushed over, instantly kneeling beside Deirdre and checking her vitals. Mum snapped her fingers at the militiamen standing around and demanded, “Someone stop gawking and bring me a medical kit. She’s been shot cleanly, and I need to wrap her ankle. It’s swollen—a fracture, I think.”

One of the men retrieved a small medical kit from his pack; Mum pulled out and secured a clean bandage around the wound on Deirdre’s shoulder. “I’ll need something to clean her face so I can see the damage.”

“Use this.” Iain produced the handkerchief Deirdre had given him. After staring at it a second in confusion, Mum poured some water over it and began to gently wipe the blood away.

James sank to the ground a few feet away from his friend, unable to do anything but stare. Alvey came up beside him, her nose to the air quivering like a rabbit’s, her mouth pinched.

“She’s lost blood,” Mum said. “But I don’t know how to treat faeries.”

“Aye, she has lost blood.” Alvey’s words came out quick and monotone. “’Tis as if something has drained her of blood, and I smell metals and iron on her. ’Tis as if something has drained her very life force. But what human power could have done this? How could they possess—?”

“Alvey.” Iain’s firm voice jolted her out of her shock. “She needs your help. We need a solution, and I know you can think of one.”

Alvey straightened in her chair. “Aye, I can. When faeries were ill in my realm, the healers used faery fruit. It can even lure reviving magic to those who overtaxed themselves. Hopefully, it shall revive her as well as restore her energy and her blood more rapidly.”

Instantly Cai staggered forward and ordered, “Iain, fetch Seelie fruit from the forest. The Water Garden faeries… they’re probably still all over the grounds. They’ve always been a bit stupid when it comes to danger. They will know where the fruit is and lend you some.”

James balked. “But Iain… He shouldn’t go alone. I can go with him.”

“What do you mean?” Mum asked. “Those faeries aren’t dangerous, are they? It is only faery fruit.”

“Your brother will be fine.” Cai thrust a pouch toward James, and it jingled when he took it from him. “Take these bells; they need to go on trees around this clearing. Just place them where you can reach.”

James did not argue.

The brothers stepped aside with Cai, following him to the edge of the woods. Cai’s steps and breathing were becoming more and more labored, and he clutched his left side hard.

After James gave Iain the last petal of Alvey’s glowing flower, the twin to the one James used earlier to find Alvey, Cai turned to Iain and said, “They’ll ask something of you as gratitude, I’d imagine. And because they’re faeries… you never know what they’ll ask.”

“Fine,” Iain said, shouldering his pack. “I’ll be ready for anything.”

The brothers looked at each other a moment before Iain went to pull him into a hug and probably ruffle his hair like he was still a child. James halted him by holding out a hand to shake instead. His brother hesitated a moment, his face twitching, before clasping his hand and giving it a firm shake.

“Good luck, Iain,” James said, stepping back. “Just remember that Seelie fruit looks like a golden apple. Oh, and, uh, don’t forget to have the faeries swear on the petal’s light. That’s important.”

“Thanks.” Iain offered him a weak smile. “And she’ll be fine, James. She’s strong.”

“I hope so.”

And when she does wake up, I hope we’re still friends.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

 

Iain trekked through the rainy grounds, searching for a pool of clean water where a Water Garden faery would appear. He did not have to travel far, but he stayed clear of areas where the Iron Guard had driven through, where puddles could be tainted with motor oil or iron, knowing faeries would avoid it.

Once he’d found a clear puddle, Iain knelt down and placed the softly glowing, warm petal on the surface, where it floated. Almost instantly he heard strange, tinkling giggles that sounded like wind chimes in a breeze.

Iain stood and squinted up at the trees as lights like will-o’-wisps danced about. Then beings with little, fragile bodies made of white petals, with tiny yellow faces, materialized.

“Er, hello,” Iain said. “My friend is badly hurt, and she needs faery fruit. Swear you’ll help me on the petal’s light.”

The faeries seemed both independent and connected to each other, bobbing about in a similar pattern through the air, before two of them alighted on Iain’s shoulders, and a third hovered right in front of his face. He tried not to go cross-eyed as he looked at her, his mouth parting.

“By the petal’s light, we shall give you what you ask,” the little creature said and sped off.

The faery was quick, but Iain kept pace with her, focusing on her light instead of where she was leading him. It was only when the faery abruptly halted, hovering in place in a secluded field at the forest’s edge, that he smelled Pan.

He was where the faery cultists had been, where the half-eaten faery fruit still littered the ground. The scent was cloying and intense.

Iain covered his nose and mouth in the crook of his elbow, doubling over. But he straightened back up instantly, furiously wiping his mouth.

“Is this not what you asked for?” a faery asked coyly. “Is this not what you truly wanted? You have tasted Fae fruit before.”

“Enough,” Iain spat. “My friend is hurting. She’s a Seelie faery, and she needs Seelie fruit. Not this. And I won’t leave until I get it!”

Quick as a flash, one of the faeries on his shoulder flitted off and returned again, holding a piece of fruit by the stem. It was an apple with a crisp golden skin, and it glowed in the pale, misty light. But the faery held the fruit just out of his reach as he grabbed for it.

“This isn’t a game!” Iain ground out.

The little creatures let out a shrill cry in unison. At first Iain thought he had been too forceful with them, until two giant spiders skittered out of the woods beside him. The faeries fluttered in the air, fleeing. The faery carrying the fruit was slowed by the weight and lagged behind.

Iain just drew his axe as one of the spiders scurried up the trunk of a tree and leaped at the abandoned faery, catching it in a web shot out from its spindly legs.

The faery dropped the fruit, crying out as it plummeted to the ground, wrapped in web. The eager spider skittered to it, its glistening fangs dripping as they lowered to devour the trapped faery.

Iain ran forward and kicked at the spider’s hard, heavy abdomen. The solid blow sent the spider flailing on its back.

Reaching down and grabbing the faery, he tore the sticky webbing off it, careful not to hurt the delicate body. The faery shook herself and fluttered away like a startled bird from his hand, swooped down, and took the fruit with it.

“You’ll be bringing that back!” Iain shouted after it.

The spider flipped back over onto its legs, the other one flanking it.

Remembering what Cai had taught him, Iain focused on where the spiders were, how he held the weapon, and where he ought to aim. Then he stepped forward, grounding his stance, and swung down with the axe fluidly. He sliced one in half at the abdomen.

The other spider jumped at him just as he killed the first. He whirled around, cleanly chopping through the fangs and into the head as it leaped midair. The spider fell to the ground on its back with its legs curled, dead.

One by one, the faeries returned. Lastly, the one with the fruit hovered by him, eyeing him. “You have saved us. So we shall give you the fruit of faerie orchards fair if you answer our question.”

“I’ll answer anything you ask,” Iain said, not wasting any time.

“Who is she to you, the faery girl you are desperate to save?”

“Deirdre?” Iain blinked. “She’s my friend. I told you that.”

“That is true, but it is merely part of a longer answer.”

“But…” Iain looked around helplessly; he would rather fight more spiders. “I’ve only just met her, and… I know we’ve been through a lot, but…”

The faery dangled the golden fruit above him, just out of his grasp. Then they asked in a single chiming voice, both soft and penetrating: “Who is she to you?”

After taking a deep, steadying breath, Iain began. “When I first met her, I just saw a naive girl. And I didn’t want to admit I cared, but I was worried Neo-London would knock her down and she’d get hurt. But I was wrong. I haven’t known her long, but she’s got one of the strongest, brightest spirits.

“At first I was wary of her magic. But when I realized she couldn’t control it, that she was innocent, I wanted to protect her. She didn’t trust me at the start, but once she did… she forgave me, and she’s never looked back. And I’m grateful to be counted as her friend.

“She’s started to communicate with her magic, and seeing her connect to that part of herself, to come into her own… She’s amazing.” He took a steadying breath. “Deirdre inspires me, yeah? I want to be someone she can depend on. I want to see her reach the Summer Court and find her parents and keep growing into the person she’s becoming. And I want to be there for her, no matter what happens now.”

“So you intend to be her champion?” the faeries asked in a chorus. Their voices were stronger now, louder, like ancient church bells rather than tinkling chimes.

“If that means that I’ll defend her, then yeah.”

Iain paused, looking up at the faeries hovering around him. They were waiting for something; one of them had its delicate petal arms crossed.

After clearing his throat, he admitted, “And I rather fancy her. A lot.”

It was only then that the faeries lowered the fruit into his open palm.

 

When Iain returned, he was breathless, flushed, and soaked with rain and spattered with spider guts. But the fruit was still clutched in his hand.

He passed Cai, propped up against a tree. James was kneeling watchfully on the ground beside Deirdre, Alvey in her chair next to him, and Mum was waiting. As he approached, Mum stood and held out her hand for the fruit. He gave it to her eagerly, glad to hand it to someone else.

Mum instructed him to go sit behind Deirdre, to help her sit up and prop her head up if she was too weak to do so herself. Iain did as she asked without hesitation. Deirdre stirred, groaning, but did not open her eyes as they helped her upright.

When Alvey instructed them to slice the fruit open and detach a segment to coax Deirdre to eat, Iain could no longer ignore his discomfort.

“It won’t—” He inhaled sharply. “I know the fruit won’t make her sick. She’s a Seelie faery. But will it alter her mind?”

Mum shook her head as she began to carve the fruit open with a knife provided from one of the boys’ backpacks. “I have seen a few times what fruit like it does to humans. It is like a poison, like a drug.”

“Of course it shan’t make her ill,” Alvey said. “But, indeed, it does alter the mind and spirit.”

“It doesn’t feel right to do this if she’s not conscious or aware of what’s happening,” Iain said.

“This fruit, ’twas made for faerie kind to nourish and sustain them, to grow and tend their energy and magic,” Alvey explained slowly, her voice unusually gentle and patient. “Do not fret. She shan’t imbibe it unless she wants to. That is how the rules work for all faeries. You could coax her all you wanted, but a faery will not take Seelie faery fruit or water unless the faery permits it.”

Iain nodded.

When the Seelie fruit was cut open, it was clear just how different it was from Pan. It looked like the most crunchy, ripe apple from the outside, but inside it was golden and soft as velvet.

Mum took a small slice of it and held it up to Deirdre’s unmoving mouth. A few shimmering drops of the juice landed on her bottom lip.

“Deirdre, sweetheart,” Mum said. “You need to eat this. It will help you get better. And it will make the pain go away.”

Slowly her mouth moved, and she smacked her dry lips together. Her hands only twitched at first, but then reached up, grabbing Mum’s hands as she brought the fruit to her mouth. Deirdre chewed it, her eyes fluttering under her lids.

“Give her more!” James leaped up from his seat. “She’s getting stronger.”

Mum cut more slices, but soon that was not enough as Deirdre began to devour them quicker. Before too long, she was sitting up on her own and did not need Iain to support her weight. She grabbed the whole fruit and bit into it, taking healthy mouthfuls and wiping her chin between bites.

Then, when it was gone and all that was left was the star-shaped pit at the center, she opened her eyes.

First she looked to both sides of her, at Alvey and James, then at Mum. Then she twisted around, seeing Iain.

With a dazed smile, she said, “I didn’t know peaches were in season; I thought they were a summer fruit. Iain, did you travel a long way for it?”

Then she hugged him weakly, trembling. And he returned the embrace gently, without hesitation.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

 

They continued away from the ruined festival, away from the battlefield, until the sounds of fear, gunfire, and people fleeing from the spiders disappeared. The fruit enabled Deirdre to hobble on one foot, one arm around Iain’s shoulders and the other around James’s. But after fifteen minutes, the energy from the fruit began to fade fast, and the pain from her damaged foot, even as she kept her weight off it, became more noticeable.

She focused on each new step and each new obstacle in her path to go over or around—not thinking of anything or anyone else, especially not what had happened to her.

But as it grew dark and they searched for a campsite, and she teetered in and out of consciousness, making the dark woods around them half a dream, she could no longer ignore the gnawing sense of emptiness inside her.

At first she tried to excuse it. It had been a horrible day. She was tired. And there was iron in the cuffs and in that horrible machine Alan used. Of course she’d feel strange.

When they finally stopped, James and Iain making a fire while Kallista pestered a stumbling, wincing Cai to see to his wounds, Deirdre reclined with her head on her backpack. Finally, with nothing to distract her, she had to listen to her body and realize that this was no ordinary pain.

A wind blew overhead. It was no longer raining, but some leftover drops fell from the leaves above. Gulping, she reached out to the darkness in the dim forest canopy.

And felt nothing.

She reached out a hand to the Water Magic in the raindrops. Again, there was no reply.

No. No, no, no.

Squeezing her eyes shut, she dug her fingers painfully into the ground beneath her, crying out for the Earth Magic there. Please say something. Please!

The magic itself was still out there, but it was like it was ignoring her. It was like calling out to a friend nearby in a crowd who hears but doesn’t turn her head and answer.

Come on! Deirdre ground her teeth, her blood rushing to her head as she twisted the ground hard in her hands. I don’t care what you do! Just do something. Anything! I don’t care if it hurts me! Just don’t…

Her temper subsided in the silence that followed, and she opened her eyes, looking at the darkness above her. “Don’t ignore me. Please. I’m still here…”

“Deirdre.” Alvey cleared her throat, wheeling closer to her. “How… how does your leg seem?”

“Who cares? Who gives a—” Deirdre’s hand flew to her mouth, cutting off a curse as tears rolled down her face.

Alvey hesitated, twisting her fingers a moment. “Have you… realized?”

“Is my magic gone?” Deirdre asked, lowering her hand, looking at Alvey. “It feels like… like someone’s taken out my lungs or something. But it’s not possible to lose my magic, right?”

Alvey pulled a small lever on her chair, lowering the seat and wheeling right in front of Deirdre, reaching out her hands and putting them on her shoulders. “I am afraid… I do not sense any magic in you. It does appear…” She gulped. “’Tis gone.”

Deirdre burst into sobs, leaning her face in her hands and crying without restraint, crying like she hadn’t since she was a little girl. She didn’t care who saw or heard her or how ugly her cries were—all that mattered was what she’d lost.

For a while she was aware of nothing but her own tears. Eventually, as they began to subside and her sobs grew weaker, she became dimly aware of someone stiffly hugging her and patting her on the back. She opened her eyes to see Alvey had leaned forward, giving her the most wooden embrace Deirdre had ever experienced.

Letting out a small, sniffling chuckle, Deirdre gave her a grateful, brief hug in reply, then leaned back, wiping her face. Alvey sat back in her chair and fiddled with the hem of her own skirt.

“Thanks,” Deirdre managed, her voice a croak through her tears.

“No need,” Alvey said, turning her head away, cheeks flushing.

Sheesh, she gets embarrassed at anything. Deirdre let out a watery chuckle. But she’s doing her best. I wouldn’t mind if I had a little sister like her…

Letting out a long, shuddering sigh as she wiped her face, Deirdre realized that the thought of a sister, her real family, didn’t shake her in the slightest anymore.

As if anything they do or say could make me feel any worse than how I feel right now, she thought glumly, letting out a sigh and leaning forward. Although…

“Alvey?”

“Yes?”

“Do you…” Deirdre looked up at her. “Do you think my parents will care? I mean, you grew up in the Summer Court—you knew the people there? You must have some idea who my parents are. Do you think they’ll care that… this has happened?”

“I am not sure… Let me feel your face. That way I can know what you look like.”

“You can really do that?”

“I can, after much practice. The faeries in the realm did not mind my practicing on them. They found it funny.”

“Well, sure then.” Deirdre wiped her eyes and nose one more time.

Deirdre guided Alvey’s hand to her face, then the younger girl felt the lines and bones quickly with her fingertips, her movements precise, like someone quickly and expertly carving a statue.

“And your hair is ginger, yes?” she asked, frowning as she felt Deirdre’s jawline.

“And curly. Really curly.”

“And your eyes?”

“Light blue—though I guess they are violet. I used to think it was a trick of the light, but it’s possible—”

“Because you are a faery, aye.” Alvey lowered her hand. “There are a few families in the realm who match your description somewhat. Not my parents though… neither of them are ginger nor have curly hair. Or have your rather weak cheekbones.”

Deirdre tilted her head, wondering what that had to do with anything.

“But we shall explain what happened, and any of them would understand.” Alvey pursed her lips. “What did happen? What caused this?”

“It was…” Deirdre shuddered and curled up. “Alan, Iain and James’s father, he had this weird machine. I think it did it.”

“A machine? What sort of man-made thing—”

“Can we please not talk about it?”

“Fine.” Alvey huffed, then pulled the lever to re-elevate her seat. “I am starved; they should have dinner started by now…”

“Alvey?” Deirdre called out as the girl began to roll away.

“What?”

“Thank you.”

“I… I didn’t do anything special,” she snapped, turning and rolling away faster.

Deirdre grinned at her outburst, but the smile vanished when she saw James passing Alvey and heading straight toward her.

“How’s, um, how’s your ankle?” James asked, gesturing to it.

Deirdre looked down at the makeshift splint and bandages Kallista had set. “It’s holding up.”

“Good. Good.”

There was a prolonged silence, finally broken by Deirdre asking, “So tomorrow, where are you and Kallista going?”

“What?”

“It didn’t sound like she wanted to go to the Summer Court, right?”

James shook his head. “No. I mean, yes. I mean… we’re going. We’re all going.” He glanced at Cai a few yards away, who was apparently asleep, Kallista finished with patching him up. “Don’t know about him though… or care.”

Deirdre’s shoulders loosened, and suddenly it was easier to sit up straight. “You and Iain and Kallista are all coming? For sure?”

Nodding, James gave her a light smile. “For sure. So…” He put his hands in his pockets. “Alvey was, um, saying something earlier, about your magic? That something happened to it?”

“Yes.”

“We had to give you that faery fruit—do you remember that?” After Deirdre nodded, James went on, “What happened? Iain wouldn’t tell me anything. Was it some sort of iron poison or… or maybe a curse? Or—”

“It was this machine thing.” Deirdre wiped her eyes again. “I don’t really—”

“A machine?” James sat down. “What was it like?”

“I don’t know. There were these cords—” Deirdre shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“But if we know what it’s like, maybe this could be fixed and your magic would be fine! It’d come back!”

“James—”

“What else do you remember besides the cords? How did it work? Did it make your magic visible in any way? Were there any particular scents or—”

“I don’t want to talk about it!” she burst, face red, slamming her fists on the ground.

James paled, rising to his feet and looking away. “I’m just trying to help.”

“Help?” She scoffed, throwing her arms in the air and then wincing as her shoulder ached. “Sure, you’ve been plenty of help, starting with ditching me to run off! What on earth were you even doing?”

“I had to leave.” James met her gaze, expression serious. “I was trying to figure something out to find Mum. I was learning things, learning magic that saved my life and Alvey’s and Mum’s—”

“Learning magic?” Deirdre scoffed again.

“Just ask Alvey; she’ll tell you!”

“That doesn’t make sense! Who were you with? Who taught you? Those crazy cultists?”

James shook his head. “I knew you wouldn’t understand.”

“So you went behind my back, behind everyone’s back!” She pointed at him. “Even though you promised you’d tell me or Iain about these sorts of things!”

“Well, what about you, Deirdre?” James gestured to her. “You ditched me when I wanted to help you. If you had let me come with you, then I could’ve done something, and… and—”

“You’re blaming me for what happened?”

James looked stricken. “Deirdre, no. I… I wouldn’t do that—” he stammered. But as Deirdre turned away from him, he went silent. She heard him walk away.

Letting out a frustrated scream through her clenched jaw, Deirdre threw herself down on the turf and shut her eyes. The faint sounds of everyone’s voices was unusually irritating, so she focused with all her might on the sound of the wind in the leaves overhead, in the woods around her. Since she’d never connected with the magic in the wind, there was little pain in listening to its sweeping, groaning, and rustling.

After a minute, the wind began to carry the smell of warming spices and soon the sound of footsteps approaching.

“James, I’m sorry for yelling, but I’m not in the mood to talk,” she said in a weary voice, covering her closed eyes with her hands.

“Er, Deirdre, are you hungry?” Iain’s voice came. “The food should be ready in a half hour.”

She opened her eyes and pushed herself to sit up. “No. Thanks though.”

He crouched down, asking, “Are you feeling any better?”

“Not really. Iain, did James tell you he ditched me?”

Iain’s brow furrowed. “What?”

“He left me in the festival, after you stayed to talk with your aunt. I tried to find him, but that’s when I ran into Kallista. At first I thought he just got lost, but…” She linked eyes with Iain. “He left me on purpose.”

Iain scratched his chin, looking sternly at the woods over Deirdre’s shoulder. “Did he give a reason?”

“Something about learning magic, which is ridiculous. I don’t even think that’s possible…” Deirdre shrugged. “I knew James was nerdy and… reckless, but I always thought he was normal and good enough. Not that’s he’s bad, but…” She groaned, shaking her head. “I’m not making any sense.”

“It’s fine. I understand.”

“I think I’ll just sleep.”

“Do you want to come closer to the fire?”

“No. I don’t feel cold or warm. I’ll move if I need to.”

“Right.”

As Iain rose to leave, the sound of his boot snapping a small twig triggered a memory, and Deirdre called out, asking, “Iain, did you help me?”

“What?” he asked, kneeling close, expression full of concern. “Do you need something?”

“No, I meant, after I was in that truck and everything, did you help me escape? I remember somebody, but…” She suddenly realized that their faces were the closest they’d ever been and looked down, running a hand through her hair. “It’s all quite blurry.”

“I was there, with Cai.”

“Right.” Deirdre yawned, her head suddenly feeling murky and heavy. “I’m sorry it was such a waste.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You helped me so much with my magic, and I… I lost it. I went and lost it.” She let out a mirthless chuckle then buried her face in her hands. “What am I going to do? James and I were first friends because he was looking for Kallista and then because of my magic. And now you both got her back.” Deirdre gestured toward the fire. “And my magic is gone. What do we even have in common anymore?”

Iain laid a gentle hand on her undamaged shoulder. “Deirdre, I promise we’ll be all right. I… I mean—you and James, and everything, it’ll be fine. Somehow. And no matter what happens with the Court or your magic, we’ll be there.”

She hugged her knees to her chest. “I hate that things change.”

He smiled, his eyes sad. “Me too.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty

 

 

“No, don’t put the salt in now, the oil is too hot. The oil should never get this hot. We need to weaken the fire first.”

Cai opened his eyes from a dream of a hen fussing over her brood only to see Kallista hovering over the campfire as James began to prepare the meal. Alvey was on the other side of the fire, leaning back in her seat and dozing.

“These spices should wait until the food is nearly finished,” Kallista said, snatching a box from James’s hands. “They can’t handle too much heat.”

James frowned, scratching the back of his head. “But, um, this is how we’ve always done it.”

Kallista’s mouth parted. “Well, you are at least still cooking the meat and vegetables separately and boiling the utensils, aren’t you?”

Instead of replying, James cringed, which spoke volumes.

With a sigh, she gave the spices back to James, stepping back from the fire and from her son, eyes darting around uneasily. Then she spotted Cai and marched over to him.

“How do you feel? How much pain are you in?” she asked, coming to sit behind him and check over his bandages. Cai vaguely remembered her patching him up after they’d found this campsite.

“Probably the same as I was,” he said, sitting up a bit straighter and wincing. His insides were twisting in pain, and his head spun, making him nauseated. But he still forced the question: “We haven’t been here all that long, right?”

“Not very long, no.”

“How’s the girl?” Cai spotted Deirdre several yards away just as she reclined on the ground, looking paler than ever. Iain was kneeling beside her.

The sight of them together briefly took him back to the forest and to Alan Callaghan attacking them with that strange magic. Cai clutched his side, aching more just at the memory of the pain of that moment when the magic latched onto him, twisting all the old wounds.

I was sure I’d black out, Cai thought, gritting his teeth. I was so sure I wouldn’t be able to keep fighting…

Deirdre had dozed off. Iain stood up and made a beeline for his brother, his back a rigid line, arms stiff, and hands clenched.

I know that look, Cai thought with a small grin.

Iain yanked his younger brother up to his feet by the arm, making him yelp in surprise.

“Ow!” James’s cry dripped of the theatric. “Don’t tear my arm off!”

Kallista twisted around, gaping at them. At the same time, Alvey jerked up in her chair, sniffed the air, muttered something about the food not being ready, and then settled back down.

Locking eyes with his brother, Iain said, “You’re going to tell me what’s going on with you, right now. Why did you ditch Deirdre? And why did you lie to me about it?”

James, eyes wide, mouthed a response, but no words came out.

“That’s enough!” Kallista hurried over and tore Iain’s grip off James. “Don’t be so rough with your brother.”

“He left Deirdre behind at the festival,” Iain said, not looking away from his younger brother. “And when we talked about it, he lied to me. And he told Deirdre he was off learning magic, with who knows what sort of people—”

“That doesn’t matter! You’re being too hard on him.”

James shuffled his feet, glowering, not looking at either of them, clearly torn between gratitude at his mother’s defense and indignity at being mollycoddled.

Finally Iain looked her in the eye. “I don’t want to ignore what’s happening, what’s going on right in front of me.”

Kallista blanched slightly. “I’m not ignoring anything. It’s been a long day, and we’re all worn out. If there’s anything really important to talk about, it can wait until tomorrow.” She raised her chin. “Understand?”

Iain considered his mother and brother for a moment, then turned away toward the fire. “Fine, tomorrow.” And he sat down, picking up where James left off cooking. His motions were tense and fierce, and he dashed in a pinch of salt like he was throwing something at a sworn enemy.

“Oh, stop it!” Kallista scolded. “You’ll contaminate the food with your bad attitude.”

“Er, sorry, Mum…” Iain ducked his head.

James inched away quietly, sitting down a few feet from the fire behind Iain and giving him a dark look.

When Kallista remained standing and gazing with concern at her two sons, Cai, hoping to distract her from a problem she couldn’t fix, asked, “Where were you all this time?”

“W-what?” She distractedly pushed her hair behind her shoulders.

“These boys were looking for you because you were gone, right?”

“Yes… I was away.”

Cai pushed himself painfully to his feet, clenching his jaw. He trudged over closer to the fire, sitting down by Alvey’s chair with a groaning sigh, then looked up at Kallista, his vision blurring with pain.

“Where were you?” he asked, his voice thin.

“I…” Kallista noticed both her sons looking at her as well and folded her hands on her stomach. “I was on the moors, in an old mansion, working for the Master.”

“A Cait Sidhe, correct?”

“Yes.” Kallista’s reply was so bitter both her sons reacted, James hugging his knees and Iain jerking, raising the wooden spoon he was stirring with as if he was about to strike something.

“Did you really take James’s place?” Cai asked. “Or was that all some big faery trick?”

“You certainly know a lot about private family matters,” Kallista said, sniffing and pushing her hair behind her ears.

“We…” James gulped. “We kind of told him what we figured out.”

Kallista sat beside her youngest son, letting out a small sigh. For a moment she was quiet, then she reached for and took one of James’s hands into hers; he started slightly but did not pull back, his expression softening.

She squeezed his hand, meeting his gaze. “I did take your place. I did succeed in that. But it did not nullify any new deal the Master might make, which is what he wants now.

“But”—she smiled wearily at both her sons—“we’re together. We’re together now, and we’ll be fine. We just have to stay away from him. I even tried to kill him… I stabbed him, and he survived. He’s dangerous. So we just have to stay away from him, and we’ll be all right.”

Suddenly Alvey, who had been breathing deeply in sleep, let out a noticeable snore. James choked on a laugh; Cai elbowed her chair, shaking it.

“W-what?” She sat up again, head jerking around. “Pray, what is it?”

Cai shook his head, grinning. “Just thought I heard a bear.”

Alvey sniffed the air. “I do not smell any bears.”

“Nah, it was more like… a bear sleeping in a wheelchair and snoring loud enough for them to hear us down in Neo-London.”

“’Tis a funny observation, coming from you.” She raised her eyebrows. “Shall I compare you to a humid, sticky summer’s afternoon, whereupon the breeze carries the scent of an old badger who just ate rotten greens not meant for his digestive system?”

Kallista scoffed loudly and made a face while Cai laughed; immediately he winced and clutched his sides, laughter worsening the pain.

“Alvey.” Kallista suddenly leaned forward, asking, “Are you from the Summer Court?”

“Aye.”

“There was a member of the Court in the Master’s estate.”

“Who is the Master?” Alvey sneered openly at the term.

“The Cait Sidhe who has the deal with their father,” Cai whispered quickly.

“Ah.”

Kallista continued, “The faery there was Puck, and—” She broke off, her eyes widening in recognition. She looked at Alvey as if seeing her for the first time, smiling. “I met Puck many years ago. He helped a dear, sweet friend of mine smuggle a half-Fae infant out of Neo-London. She was going to perish if she did not receive aid from the Summer Court—you are that child!”

James’s jaw dropped, and Iain choked on a spoonful of food he was testing.

Alvey suddenly was on the edge of her seat, clutching both armrests, rigid like a cat about to spring. “Repeat that. Now.”

Kallista frowned, saying a bit slower, “You were—”

“Nay, not that part.” Alvey waved her hand like she had heard this story before. “The part about the faery who aided you, the one at the estate.”

“The faery there was Puck?”

“Wait.” Alvey suddenly put her fingers to her temples, tucking her chin down. “And this is a Cait Sidhe who makes deals? And he is quite a force to be reckoned with, aye?”

“Yes…” Kallista shifted in her seat, looking around, uncertain.

“Alvey, what’s this about?” Iain asked.

“And he has Puck.” Alvey jerked her head toward Kallista. “How long has Puck been there?”

“I suppose nearly seven years.”

Lifting her head, Alvey lowered her hands, gaping for a moment before saying, “That is him. ’Tis the same Cait Sidhe who stole my eyes.” She traced around her shut eyes with her fingers.

“What?” James shook his head, going pale. “Why would he do that?”

“He stole them because they’re immensely valuable.” She turned up her nose. “My eyes are worth a great deal more than yours, James.”

“That’s not really what I meant—”

Alvey talked over him, beginning to gesticulate. “Puck went to retrieve my eyes, back when they were first stolen, and we have not seen him since. Truly, this must be the same one! This Cait Sidhe…” She leaned back in her chair, suddenly shivering. “It must be immensely powerful to contain Puck.”

“Well”—Kallista clasped her hands on her knees—“Puck asked me to go to the Summer Court to tell Oberon where he is.”

Puck, an extremely powerful faery… asked a human for such an important favor? Cai narrowed his eyes. What the hell is this Cait Sidhe that the Seelie court couldn’t search his territory? He can’t be a normal faery cat. If he comes for them… His eyes fell on Kallista and James. They won’t stand a chance.

“But this is very good.” Alvey nodded to herself a few times. “We have been wondering what became of him. He did not even come when Oberon summoned him… and he always comes when Oberon calls.”

“He’s that loyal?” Cai asked.

“Aye, and…” Alvey snickered into her fingers. “He is also a craven when it comes to the king.”

“Right.” Cai folded his arms loosely. “I’m guessing, if the Summer Court doesn’t free him, they’ll be at a distinct disadvantage… is that right, Alvey?”

“Aye. He is our best spy.”

Cai looked over the group, clasping his hands. Deirdre lost her magic. James is dabbling in who knows what… some sort of witchcraft maybe. Iain has potential but little training. Alvey and Kallista are smart but not strong. And the faery—no, Deirdre. He glanced over to where she slept, curled up in the dark. Who knows if she’ll recover from this?

I can’t turn away from this. Not when they’ve looked to me and given me a chance, again and again. Especially now—he glanced at his left side—that I know I can fight through the pain. If I fought through that attack from that bizarre magic of Alan’s, then I can do it again. This pain won’t get the best of me, never again.

But… He scratched his chin, suddenly feeling self-conscious. If I shared all this with them, I get the feeling I’ll never hear the end of it.

“Puck not being present could be a factor that turns the tide in favor of the Winter Court or the human military or both,” Cai said, holding his head higher. “So I’ll be coming with you all. I’ll come with you to the Summer Court.”

Iain did not say anything, though he looked up from his cooking while James rolled his eyes, turning away, muttering.

Kallista gave him a pointed look, asking, “In your condition? You’ll barely be able to move.”

Cai waved her concerns away. “My body’s superficial wounds heal very fast; I can keep up just fine by tomorrow. After all, you’ll have to take it slow for Deirdre and her ankle.”

Shaking a finger at him, Kallista said, “Only as long as you let me check on you as often as I wish to. Your wounds are severe and extremely irregular…” She frowned at his bandaged torso. “How did you get them? They are… very unusual.”

“Alan had this odd crystal.” Cai met eyes with Iain. “It let loose some dark magic. I can’t say I’ve seen anything like it. Did you lot ever see him with anything like that? It looked like the crystal was part of him.”

At the mention of her husband, Kallista tensed. After swallowing hard, her hands curling into fists at her sides, she just shook her head once in answer.

Cai flitted his gaze to James, expecting him to pipe up. But the boy said nothing. He just sat there, frowning at the ground.

Normally at the mention of magic, he’d be running off questions faster than he can breathe… So why is he quiet now?

“I don’t know anything about it,” Iain said, his voice thick. “I didn’t think that… General Callaghan would ever resort to using any type of magic. Maybe it was connected with Cait Sidhe? That creature’s the one he made a deal with for that horrible machine.”

“What?” James looked up. “Right… Uh, right. The machine.”

“Maybe it’s connected or maybe not.” Cai traced a finger gingerly over his wounds. “All of you have noticed by now, but my body isn’t normal. It was cursed. Right after I was cursed, I was locked away for centuries, in a tree—a bit like that story of Merlin going around these days. The Cataclysm was what finally set me free. Because of the curse, I don’t age or get injured easily, and I don’t stay dead. All my mortal wounds heal, and I come back if killed. But any mortal wounds take years, decades to heal. Or they never quite do. Regardless, they were all in pretty good condition recently.

“But when Alan’s magic lashed out at me, it didn’t just go after my skin and muscles; it dug deep. It’s like it knew about the curse, knew about those old wounds that were still inside. It aggravated them and worsened them like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”

When no one else spoke, Alvey piped up. “Methinks it may possess the same magic as the magic that cursed you originally.”

Cai jerked his head toward her, his brow furrowed. “You really think that?”

“Well, I was not there to sense it myself, was I? It could as well be the exact opposite to what cursed you.” Alvey raised her hands. “Either could cause the magic to be quite potent.”

Shaking his head, he chuckled. “So it’s a mystery then. Bloody magic.”

The chatter continued as Alvey asked Iain to describe in more detail what the magic that attacked Cai looked like. Cai leaned forward as much as was comfortable, resting his chin on his less injured left hand, looking at the fire and tuning the noise out.

Even after all this time, I don’t know for certain who or what laid this curse on me. It… couldn’t have been this Cait Sidhe, could it?

Alan’s magic—he grimaced down at his injured side—certainly indicates it could be the Cait Sidhe. There’s also the fact it trapped Puck. But for a Cait Sidhe of all things to be this powerful… it feels like something’s missing. There’s more behind all this.

And just how far does it go? This Cait Sidhe seems to be acting in the interest of the Winter Court, but is it simply an ally or a full member of the court? If it’s a member, that means it could be connected directly to the king and queen.

“I don’t like this,” he muttered at the fire. He noticed Alvey twitched her head toward him and shut his mouth.

She can hear as well as any hound dog.

Leaning forward a bit farther, he watched the sparks from the flames jump up at the darkness, floating above the flames. I can see what these faeries have done in the past. But I’m in the dark with no idea who they are or what exactly is driving them. Without enough information, it’s easy to make a misstep. Or fail to act, fail to do anything, because the path ahead is so unclear…

“That’s enough of that,” he mumbled, not caring that Alvey could hear him. “I’ll just have to do what I can. As for what I don’t know… I’ll just be flexible, like always.”

“Methinks you shall not be flexible at all with those ancient, stiff joints,” Alvey said with a wide smile.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-One

 

 

Back home in Neo-London, before he began working night shifts with the Iron Wardens under Commander Prance, Iain had liked to wake up early before the dawn, when the house was silent and everyone in it was peaceful. The morning quiet had always made the strife between his family seem remote, and he’d always hoped that the day ahead would be better. Now at the campsite, he rose before daybreak, readied himself for the day, and then sat by the lazily burning, smoking fire.

He swept his gaze over the group. Seeing them sleeping, safe, his hope was bolstered. Once they reached the Summer Court, Deirdre would find her family and heal her magic. Mum and James would be safe. The Seelie Fae would be warned in time, and war would be prevented. Injustices would be made right.

Slowly the rest of the group stirred. Deirdre sat up and stretched gingerly, avoiding moving her injured ankle too much. Mum got up and went to a nearby stream to wash her face and hands; when she returned, she made a beeline for Cai, who was sitting up scratching his beard with a bleary expression.

Mum knelt beside Cai to examine his wounds. All the while, Cai attempted to wave her away, insisting he was fine and that he didn’t need her hovering over him. She did not budge.

“Does it hurt when I do this?” she asked him tersely.

“What, when you jab your fingers into my open wounds? No, that feels great.”

Standing, Mum placed her hands on her hips, and Iain bit back an amused grin. Cai really had no idea what he was getting into in agreeing to accompany them.

“Well, you do not have to be so fussy.”

“Fussy?” Cai went as red as his beard. “I’ve dealt with injuries a lot worse than this—decapitation, for example.”

“You could have fooled me.” Mum actually smiled, teasing in her voice. Then she said, “Regardless, I would say you are cleared for the journey. Just take it easy, and don’t push yourself.”

With a scoff, Cai batted his hand through the air, looking like a bear taking a swipe at a little bee that was pestering him. Mum stood and shuffled away, heading to shake a stubbornly sleeping James.

It was not long before the group had packed their belongings, doused the fire, covered the ashes with soil, and set out north toward Cumbria. Ordinarily, they would have stayed well away from the road, but with Deirdre’s ankle and Cai’s wounds, level ground was preferable. So they trekked just to the side of the road behind a line of trees.

Cai seemed hell-bent on proving his injuries were healing, taking the lead, while Mum lingered at the back of the group with Alvey. In the middle, the brothers helped Deirdre along as they had the previous day. Occasionally Iain would ask Deirdre how their pace was or try to make conversation. James’s silence throughout was tense and palpable.

Deirdre then found a sturdy, smooth, twisted branch that looked like a wizard’s staff to use as a crutch. She rolled her rain jacket and tucked it under one arm, using it to cushion where she leaned on the stick.

After a few minutes of getting used to it, she said, “I can walk on my own for a while.”

“You sure?” Iain wondered if she was just saying that to avoid the awkwardness of James being sour at both of them.

“Promise!” Deirdre nodded, her ginger hair bobbing and looking like spun copper as it caught the dappled sunlight.

When she offered him a faint but assuring smile, he returned it. Then he looked up through the canopy of trees and said, “Hey, the sun’s out. I nearly forgot it existed. No more rain.”

For a flicker, Deirdre’s face looked pained, as if he had brought up a loved one she was still grieving. But then she wiped her brow where sweat had formed from her hard work, and strode forward with determination.

Iain and James walked side by side through the underbrush in silence for a minute. Eventually Iain asked, “Are you ready to talk about what happened yesterday?”

James carded a hand through his hair, which was curling around his ears in the damp and needed a trim. “I dunno. Are you going to yank me up by my arm if I’m not?”

Iain cleared his throat. “I just want to understand what’s going on with you. And I want things to be all right between us.”

“I want that too,” James said. “But first you have to trust me, Iain. Trust that I had a good reason for the stuff I did.” There was a certainty in his little brother’s tone, a confidence. He did not stutter or stumble over his words.

Iain pressed him further for information but got nothing from him. He knew from yesterday that he couldn’t force his brother to confide in him. James would have to do that on his own when he was ready.

After a minute, Iain asked, “Do you have any questions about what happened yesterday, with Cai and the machine and everything?”

“Dad was the one who drained Deirdre’s magic, wasn’t he?” James asked in a low voice.

Iain clenched his hands into fists as his pulse thundered angrily. “He was the one. What he did to her… He’s a monster. And with that magic, that crystal he had, it was like he was actually inhuman.”

There was no more room to deny what his father was, how he’d always been. He had manipulated and lied to convince people and his own family of the person he wanted them to think he was. Things would be different because of the crystal and the dark magic seeping from it. Now there was no hiding the monster he was.

* * *

 

Alvey pushed her chair down the winding path, listening to Iain and Deirdre chat ahead of her. For a moment she considered pushing ahead and butting between them, but she had heard what happened yesterday: how Iain went back to help her during the battle. How he helped her escape after being captured by Alan, carrying her back.

They’d hardly been apart for a moment yesterday or this morning; in comparison, Iain had spoken little to Alvey.

Is it something about my appearance? she thought, biting down on her lip. He didn’t even mention me to his mother, and now he seems to be partial to Deirdre. I heard human men sometimes prefer ginger girls… is that what this is?

Or perhaps it is like Deirdre said. He believes I am too young—too young for his interest.

Her chin quivered, and as she heard James walk up beside her, she clenched her jaw steady, unwilling to betray weakness to him. Especially after doing so yesterday when they were attacked.

If it had been Iain, I would not have minded. She tilted her head, listening, hoping to sense Iain perhaps slowing down to walk and talk with her. But he did not.

Instead, James fell in stride with her. “Alvey? How’s it, um, going this morning?”

“’Tis perfect,” she snapped. “I am just being ignored by everyone.”

“Well, I’m not ignoring you,” James replied, his voice low.

“Aye.” Alvey drew her hand over her mouth, sniffing. “Pray, what do you want?”

“Well, um… can you still hear me?” James was now whispering so low no one else could possibly hear.

“Aye,” she replied, nearly as quiet. “Is this about that magic you mentioned yesterday? Is that why you are being secretive?”

“Yeah.” James huffed lightly. “No one else understands, but… I think you might.”

“’Tis possible.” She pursed her lips, wondering exactly where this conversation would lead. A cautious part of her urged her to end it, but she ignored the warning and asked, “Why do you wish to learn magic?”

“I don’t want to rely on anyone else to protect me ever again,” James replied immediately, still in a low undertone.

Alvey nodded. “That is understandable. That is why I left the realm, after all.”

“To make that, um, charm?”

“Aye, it will be a charm. After…” She hesitated but pressed on. “After I was caught in the time rapids, rushing me forward two years… I hated it. That is, other faeries could both sense and avoid such streams. I could not avoid it, as I have no magic. And since I was alone at the time, no faeries could save me.

“I despised being so helpless. I know what it is like to have no magic and to hate it.”

“Yeah.” James gulped. “So, when I keep learning, do you want to see it? I mean, not see it, I mean…”

“I am intrigued by it, if that is what you mean. I am curious where this goes. But”—she tilted her face upward—“what do you wish to use magic for?”

James coughed lightly but continued in a confident voice. “I want it so when anything comes after me, after us, I can take care of it on my own.”

“Iain shall not approve, I imagine.”

“Yeah, well, Iain doesn’t have to know. And he’s not right about everything. He’s been wrong about a lot of things.”

“And your mother? Shall you hide it from her too?”

James didn’t immediately reply. “She’ll understand someday.”

Alvey ducked her chin, her cheeks warming. Never before had James sounded this confident and driven—plus his voice hadn’t cracked once during the entire conversation.

“Very well. I shall be your ally in this, even just as a confidant and observer. I, too, am curious.” Then she lifted her hand toward him.

He froze. “What?”

“Humans shake their hands to make a pact, aye?”

“Oh. Right.” She heard what sounded like him quickly wiping his palm on his jacket before taking his hand in hers, shaking it very lightly.

She held on longer than she knew was required, smiling. Aye… I am curious to see where this goes.

* * *

 

As the group traveled, the terrain inclined, slowing their pace. Evening drew near, and they set up camp in a clearing with ruins that were shielded by an enormous cliffy hill on one side that was rocky and dotted with trees. Cai explained that the skeletal stone remains were from an old monastery, which would keep Unseelie Fae from sneaking up on them in the night.

“Iain, let’s scout out the area.” Cai nodded in the direction of the moss-covered hill. “We’ll get a decent view from the top. Stay sharp and bring your axe.”

“Right,” Iain said, jumping to his feet. Mum made a disapproving noise in her throat but said nothing as Iain eagerly shouldered his pack to follow Cai.

Once they started their ascent, it was clear that Cai, no matter his protests, was still struggling with his injury. He pressed one hand to his side as they climbed, his face draining of color. But when they reached a ledge, with a groan, Cai lowered himself to sit on a smooth, flat rock at the edge.

Then, as he rummaged through his various pouches and pocket, he said, “Let’s rest a minute, and… clear the air.”

“Right.” Iain nodded, then began after a breath. “I’m glad you decided to come with us to the Court—”

“I’d like you to hold on to this for now.” The silver amulet glimmered in the fading light as Cai held it out to Iain by the chain. “So go ahead and take it.”

His mouth parting, Iain looked from Cai’s earnest face to the amulet. As the trinket’s surface shimmered like a cold, clear pool in summer, he could not deny that he wanted to take it and he was drawn to it. It would feel right to have it.

“Cai…” Iain gaped uselessly. “Why?”

“I’ll want it back eventually, of course, but I think it is better off with you for the time being.”

“I don’t understand.”

“The amulet, it chooses people and serves the needs of its keeper with the Water Magic contained inside. Sometimes words or images will appear on the surface to aid its chosen keeper.” Cai leaned back against the rock. “For whatever reason, it chose you and thought you were worthy of it.”

Iain stared at the amulet. “Worthy?” He chuckled wryly. “But I’m not… You’re a living legend, Cai. A hero. How would it not be better off with you?”

He started as Cai threw his head back and laughed. “Some things really never change throughout the ages!” He slapped his thighs. “You youths always think that there comes a certain moment when you become who you were meant to be. You think one day you wake up an adult, or faultless, or like a hero in a storybook.

“It isn’t just a moment. It’s a constant journey, a battle you wage every day. The point is, Iain, you’re well on your way on that journey. And this amulet sees something in the person you’re becoming and have the potential to be, not necessarily who you have been.”

With his throat constricting, Iain barely managed, “I think I understand, Cai.”

“Good.” Cai held out the amulet farther, as far as his arm could reach. “This amulet—you said it had the word forgiven written on it. Well, all you’ve got to do is accept it.”

Without another moment of hesitation, Iain took the amulet from Cai’s hand. He clasped it around his neck and tucked it under his shirt, feeling the cool, smooth metal against his chest. He would have thought the weight of it would make his chest feel heavier, but it did the opposite.

A gentle autumn breeze passed them carrying red and yellow leaves with it, ruffling Iain’s hair. It was like it swept away the past with it and all the guilt and shame he’d carried with him up the hill. He could finally let all that go to focus on the person he was becoming and on the battle to be fought every day.

“Thank you, Cai,” Iain said.

The old knight waved his thanks away sternly, but Iain caught a glimpse of a pleased smile as Cai stood and continued to climb.

As they started hiking in the dwindling evening light again, Cai said, “That amulet belonged to Arthur’s mother. It was a present crafted by a water nymph in gratitude to her after she protected the nymph’s lake. Then it was passed to Arthur, my brother…

“Arthur had fine qualities. He was humble and loyal, a good leader. But when he was betrayed by those closest to him, his faults ultimately caused his downfall, as well as the downfall of his kingdom.”

Pausing to wipe his brow, Cai turned to him. “I ought to have stopped it from happening, by any means. Arthur might have been my king, but I was still his older brother. And I let him down. Hell, I’ve been letting him and his legacy down for the past few decades…

“So,” Cai said, “your brother—he’s ambitious and bright, but I don’t think he even realizes the depth of his own desire for power. That makes him unpredictable. I don’t want to see another clever boy become his own downfall.”

Then Cai studied him closely for a response.

“You’re saying James is in trouble?” Iain processed the words as he said them, his head spinning a little.

“I am saying he seems damn determined to save your mother from that faery deal. He’s hiding things, and he knows more than he’s letting on.”

“Yeah, he is determined,” Iain admitted. “But once we reach the Summer Court, Mum will be safe from the Cait Sidhe as long as she’s protected there. Regardless, I’ll keep an eye on him.”

“I will do the same, if you will it. I’ve taken an interest.”

“Sure.” Iain grinned. “The more eyes the better.”

They were nearly at the top of the hill when Iain said, “By the way, about your brother—you may think you’ve let him down, but you’re getting involved now. That matters.”

Cai nodded in reply but said nothing, not turning his head.

Evening drew nearer. At the top of the peak, the hilly landscape that varied in shades of green and withering brown and gray stone was visible. The sky was a burnt-orange color at the horizon where the sun was setting that slowly cooled and melded into a dark dome above blue. The moon was faintly visible, a silver half sliver.

But what was the most remarkable were the lights in the sky.

“What is that?” Iain lost his breath for a second at the sight.

Wisps of light snaked around the sky, shimmering. The streaks looked like winding pathways through the sky or like an ancient road walked by beings unseen. The first thing Iain wanted to do was rush back down the hill so he could tell the others to look up, so Deirdre could see it. The warm brightness of it reminded him of the star-shard flower from the Summer Court, and he thought it must be magic.

By the time Cai and Iain returned to the campsite, the sky had darkened. Yet the lights remained, stretching farther and farther out, reaching the campsite. The group looked up through the trees at the sky, pointing. And Deirdre’s spirits did seem a little brighter as she clasped her hands together and gasped.

Though James first scribbled notes down in his book, he then stood beside Alvey and described what the lights looked like in detail so she wouldn’t be missing out.

“Ah, the lights you describe are familiar.” Alvey folded her hands in her lap. “I have seen them before, when I had eyes. They appear every waxing moon when my mother, Sybil, uses her Light Magic to bolster the strength of the barrier.”

“Light Magic? It’s so beautiful.” Deirdre looked at her own hands, frowning, but then glanced back up at the sky. “We can see the light from the Summer Court from here… Imagine what it will look like when we’re there. We really are almost there, aren’t we?”

The light was a new unknown, just as the Summer Court was. Iain had no idea what they would find beyond the barrier or how they would be received or if the faeries there would listen to their warnings about the Iron Guard. There were many uncertainties, but Iain knew they could face them.

Together.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Two

 

 

There was a song in the forest. Vera could feel the vibration of it in the ground beneath her and hear the faint hum of it in the air. It spoke of change, like an earthquake shifts and shapes the earth anew with a violent rumble. There were creatures moving through the woods, crawling out of dank caverns, and emerging from festering, stagnant pools. Wanting Seelie blood.

The Winter King’s Unseelie monsters, the human military, and the boy, James, and his group—they were all heading to the same place. They would all meet at the Summer Court, like the clashing of cold and hot air in the sky to make a storm. And the song whispered in chaotic verse that the earth would be changed.

Still, as excited as that energy made her, Vera’s step lacked some of its usual spring. And as she walked about the manor that evening, after Cecil’s magic spirited them back from the festival, her brother noticed.

“Why are you so dour, pet?” Cecil asked her. He was lounging across his favorite chair by the fire, sipping wine, careless as ever.

Vera scuffed the toe of her boot against the stone floor. “It is only… I thought James would have come home with us. I thought we were to fetch him and that we’d have such revels together.”

After setting his wine down, Cecil sat in his seat properly to look at her. His smile caught the firelight. “Darling, I could not be more thrilled with how things played out. It was a marvelous success, and he’s even more of a protégé than I dreamed.”

“How could it be a success if we did not take him with us?”

“James is not ready for that yet, love,” Cecil explained, using his patient voice. “And when he does join us, which he will, I’d so very much like it to be his decision, of his own will. You see, Vera, our boy is right where he needs to be.”

“Even if it’s the Summer Court where we cannot reach him?”

“He can contact us if he wishes, and I may have some wee errands for him to run while he’s there. And once he’s done what I ask, he’ll have nowhere else to go but here. Home. To us.”

Vera felt an odd chill in her bones that made her feel ill. “Brother… what do you mean? You won’t be putting him in danger, will you? He won’t… be hurt, will he?”

At that, Cecil rose and padded barefoot over to her. He cupped her face and tilted her chin up to look him in the eyes. It reminded her of the way he looked at his thralls to command them.

“Sometimes one cannot embrace his true self without a little pain.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Final Words

 

Dear reader, if you enjoyed this book, please leave a review. Thank you and happy reading!
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