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Chapter One


Cornelius sat on his balcony on the top floor of the palace,
enjoying the dim glow of the false dawn created by lights stuck in the cavern
ceiling of the Greater Oregon underground fairy kingdom. It wasn’t the same as
a real sunrise, no, it was much prettier, with pinks, oranges, purples, and
reds harmonized across the “sky” as they gained strength. 


The golden temple tower to the east—not as tall as the
palace, or as important—gleamed in the new light. Darkness gave way,
clarity sharpened, and the mere shapes across the land took on form and
meaning. 


The precision, the order
of everything Cornelius saw below him soothed his heart.


Village lanes were straight and orderly, clean of debris,
the thatched roofs all repaired. Fairies from the servant
caste—farmers—flew peacefully from the village to the fields just
visible beyond the golden temple. Other servants flew to the palace itself.


Tinkers and tool makers, tall and thin, mainly from the
royal caste, flew to the factory next to the palace. Instead of making foreign,
alien, clockwork and machinery, they now focused on traditional crafts and
tinkering. 


No funerals were scheduled that day, so the great graveyard
to the west lay still and empty, the grave markers covering the entire hill. 


Cornelius didn’t see any fairies from the warrior caste then
again, their barracks were on the northern side of the palace, outside of his
view. 


Everything was so peaceful, now. Cornelius knew the shape of
every hour, every day, every week. No more surprises—every day flowed the
same way, exactly like the one previous as well as the one to come.


Then someone knocked on his door. 


Cornelius wasn’t expecting anyone. His heart pounded in his
chest. 


As the head royal of the Greater Oregon Fairy Kingdom,
Cornelius had plenty of servants to attend to him. However, he never asked them
to arrive until after his ritual morning meditations. 


“Who is it?” Cornelius called as he crossed from the balcony
to the door, his wings flexing. He still wore his dressing gown, made of the
softest spidersilk and a lovely gray color, like soft morning fog. 


Not appropriate for battle, or even for greeting another
member of the court. 


“Bascom, Sir,” came the reply. 


Cornelius threw open the door. “What is it? What’s the
matter?” Was there some threat to the kingdom that the head of the warrior
caste sought him out so early? Cornelius hadn’t seen Bascom in a
while—he’d claimed he’d been busy, and had been sending his second in
command, Thirza, instead. 


The warrior stood in the empty hallway, his head bowed. His
bare chest was broad and muscled, while the legs under his leather kilt were
strong. His short brown hair flared out like a mane around his head. 


“Nothing is wrong. I merely have a favor to ask. Sir.” 


Should he make Bascom come back later? At least until after
Cornelius dressed? 


“Please,” Bascom added. 


Cornelius sighed and opened the door wider for the warrior
to step in. Bascom wasn’t as tall as Cornelius but he was quite broad. 


“Can I get you anything? Sweet dew? Moonlit wine?” Cornelius
asked as he led the way back to the balcony. 


“No, thank you,” Bascom said. 


Cornelius settled himself back down on his backless couch,
stretching his wings to balance himself. “How can I help you?” 


Bascom finally looked up.


Cornelius caught his breath, trying to hide his shock. 


All the warriors had magical clockwork imbedded in their
bodies. The late queen of the Greater Oregon fairy kingdom, Adele, had had
clockwork wings. Bascom had a magicked red jewel instead of a right eye. 


The skin around Bascom’s eye was swollen and enflamed. Even
the prominent bony ridge running down his nose had veins of red running across
it. It looked very painful.


Fairies didn’t get sick. 


Or at least, in all his centuries, Cornelius had seen merely
a handful. The only plague he knew about that fairies had succumbed to had been
the great Plague in London, just a few decades before he’d been born. 


Even if a fairy had been gravely injured in battle, they
were difficult to kill. Particularly the warriors: In their first days in the
New World, Cornelius had seen a warrior still fight on against a dwarf even
after her arm had been hacked off and both her wings torn asunder. 


Cornelius braced himself for whatever news Bascom had. How
sick was he? Was he here to resign? 


However, the warrior’s next words were again a surprise. 


“Could you go see Dale, the human tinker, this year? Take my
place for the annual visit?” Bascom said. 


“Really?” Cornelius asked. The warrior caste had fought the
royals for almost a year to get the privilege of addressing the boy. 


Though Dale hadn’t seemed to be aware of just how much of an
honor it was, and instead, always insisted that the fairies go away and leave
him alone. 


They still paid him an annual visit. Though the kingdom’s
great machine had blown up, gravely damaging the palace and parts of the
kingdom, there were still many pieces of clockwork that could use tuning from a
master tinker. 


“You must convince him to help us,” Bascom had told
Cornelius. “He may listen to you. He won’t even talk to me.” 


“You did try to kidnap him,” Cornelius pointed out. He remembered
how frightened the boy had been of the warrior caste. It had been five years,
though, since Cornelius had seen the Tinker. Possibly, it had been that many
years as well since he’d left the underground fairy kingdom and gone up into
the world of the humans. 


“The queen explained that to him,” Bascom said grimly. 


Both men paused for a moment, remembering their loss. Though
Queen Adele had been mad, they both still missed her and mourned her passing. 


“It’s the time we always go and plead with him,” Bascom
pointed out. “The anniversary of Her death.” 


Cornelius didn’t need to ask whose death Bascom meant. The
Greater Oregon fairy kingdom didn’t officially celebrate Queen Adele’s death
any more than it remembered her birth: too many had been lost in the great
explosion caused by the machinery she’d set in motion. 


His wings stirred restlessly. He hadn’t flown hard and
strong in such a long while.


Maybe it was time for him to go up the human world again.
See what had changed. How the human twins, the Maker and the Tinker, had grown.


“Fine, I’ll go,” Cornelius said. “I doubt I’ll have any more
success than you have had over the years,” he warned. 


Bascom shrugged. “He doesn’t have to come back down here,”
he said, indicating the kingdom. “But the clockwork imbedded in all the
warriors needs tuning. Fixing. Adjusting. Or we’ll all die.” 


“Surely you’re being overly dramatic,” Cornelius chided the
warrior. The members of the warrior caste could be so childish sometimes, as
Queen Adele had shown time and again. Couldn’t their own fairy tinkers take
care of their minor ailments?


Then again, something
was obviously wrong with Bascom’s eye. Something that possibly even the human
tinker couldn’t fix. 


Bascom gave Cornelius a cold stare. “We’re dying, Cornelius.
Whether now or a few years from now. Queen Adele may have been right—we
should have risen from here, left our underground kingdom. It may be too late
now.” 


“I’ll talk with you more when I return,” Cornelius promised,
standing up so he now could look down at the warrior. 


Cornelius knew he’d never convince the warrior with mere
words. He’d need to find proof that the fairies in the Greater Oregon fairy
kingdom weren’t dying. Then he’d have to demonstrate the truth of it—not
just to Bascom, but to the entire warrior caste. 


Really, it was just like leading children sometimes. 


* * *


Garung rapped his wooden ruler on the teacher’s desk in
front of him. “Silence!” he shouted. 


None of his students paid any attention to him, though. They
were too excited about the formation of a new student troop and the trip he’d
just announced. 


They waved their gossamer fairy wings, creating a cool,
magical breeze that danced through the schoolroom. Their high-pitched voices
bounced off the white ceiling set with bright fairy lights. They eagerly
exclaimed about the marvelous things they’d see, like the ocean lit with
moonlight, the great redwood trees, maybe even humans!


None of the students had ever traveled outside the Redwood
Fairy Kingdom. 


Several even floated above their mismatched backless chairs,
showing off, displaying for all how strongly they could fly. Sree did a
backflip, stepping gracefully down on her desk as she turned, floating back up
into the air when it wobbled. 


Garung bitterly remembered when they’d first divided the
fairy castes, less than a decade ago, adding a new one, one never before seen
in the old country: Students. 


The fairies from the Redwood Fairy Kingdom had already
informally formed the new caste, but it hadn’t been officially declared before.



Members of the student caste were taller than the other
castes, even the royals. They fancied themselves smarter and more serious as
well. 


Garung remembered the passionate speeches he and his brother
Ramit had made, imploring the council to grant their caste official status and
let them leave the Redwood Fairy Kingdom. Since many of the new students had
come from the royal caste, it had taken quite a bit of maneuvering to get the
council to agree and to let the children of the royals go outside, where the
dangers were constantly enumerated. 


The new student caste was supposed to be formed from the
explorers, the adventurers. Unlike the royals and the warriors, every student
pledged to travel in peace, not to fight with every new being they came across,
fairy and non-fairy alike. 


They were supposed to leave the Redwood Fairy Kingdom like
the warriors, but to learn about the world, not to gather supplies and keep
their borders clear. 


Their next pledge was to bring that knowledge home. All
students were dedicated to returning, to fight to get home as hard as any
warrior battled a dwarf. 


It hadn’t happened that way. 


Only two dozen of the newly-recognized student caste had
actually organized themselves into traveling troops. Garung had been surprised
by how few had actually gone ahead to do the work, and instead, had made
excuses to stay behind.


Then, only one of the original four troops had returned from
their adventures. 


So the students turned even more inward, keeping strictly to
the underground kingdom, locked up in their classrooms, interpreting and
re-interpreting the few books that already existed, or writing new ones full of
myths and misunderstandings. 


Desperate, Garung had petitioned the council to let him form
another troop. It had taken years. And sticky promises. 


But finally, he’d been successful. Though it hadn’t all been
his doing.


While Garung’s students continued to be overly enthusiastic,
his co-conspirator, Adele, still sat at the back of the classroom, silent. Her
brass clockwork wings folded and unfolded, showing her joy and agitation. 


She was the only one who really understood what Garung’s
proclamation of a new student troop meant. 


She was finally going home, back to the Greater Oregon Fairy
Kingdom—her former kingdom, where she’d once been queen. 


* * *


Cornelius started his investigations inside the palace,
flying down the grand staircases into the depths, where the great machine had
once stood, the former king—Thaddeus’—sanctuary. 


The warriors had done a marvelous job rebuilding. Cornelius
noted with approval that all the holes in the floor were now covered, proper
wood and marble. Which meant that all the dwarf tunnels that the explosion had
exposed were now filled. The walls no longer glinted with magic that stabilized
them, but were solid and strong on their own. Servants had even repainted the
workshop down there, replacing the sterile white walls with whimsical blues,
pinks, and greens, shot through with wavy white or gold patterns. 


Next, Cornelius flew off to the far fields. The lights above
him now shone bright and yellow, mimicking a perfect sunny day. Green fields of
moonberrries, golden fields of wheat, and blue fields of flax spread out
beneath him like a patchwork quilt. Red berries dotted the thornless raspberry
bushes, and warm brown nuts filled the orchard. The natural greenery soothed
Cornelius’ heart, and as far as he could see, all the plants looked healthy and
full. 


So what had Bascom been talking about? What had him
convinced the fairies were dying? 


Cornelius shot up, spreading his wings and coasting on faint
currents and magic. Though the day was neither warm or cold, but the usual
flawless temperature, Cornelius had still abandoned his usual black suit-jacket
and top hat for just a vest, pants, and white shirt. The tools of his trade as
the master jeweler for the kingdom were pressed tightly against his belly, held
there by a second chain. Joy filled his heart—why hadn’t he flown in so
long? He really was going to have to remember to do it more often. 


Then again, it was custom for only the warriors to fly great
distances, to build up the necessary muscles. Royals were traditionally tall
and thin, not bulky. 


The factory near the palace buzzed with productivity. It had
been re-purposed: instead of making the clockwork necessary for the great
machine, now it created supplies for the kingdom, beautiful hand-made backless
chairs for the palace, the softest suits and dresses for the royalty, even
sturdy beds and benches for the servants. 


Clearly, Bascom was wrong. Since the queen had died and all
the fairies had returned to their natural work, things in the kingdom were much
better. The huts in the village where the palace servants and field workers
lived were now in good repair; wooden walls shored up, thatched roofs patched,
cobblestone lanes cleared of all debris. 


Finally, Cornelius flew to the west, to visit the third
focal point of the kingdom, the graveyard. The golden temple tower in the east
represented life, the graveyard in the west represented death, and the dark
brick palace to the north gave everything order.


When had the graveyard gotten so crowded? It now flowed down
from its original hill and pushed into the fields on both sides. Not even
flowers could grow there—too many gray stones took up space, pushing into
each other. Even the crypt under the hill where the most important royals were
buried had been extended again and again, becoming a labyrinth of markers. 


Now that Cornelius thought about it, the cries of families
mourning were a weekly, if not a daily occurrence. How many fairies remained if
they were dying so frequently? There had only been a single census taken, when
they’d first established the kingdom. Were they down to five thousand souls?
Three? 


They weren’t at war. They’d driven off the dwarves and their
other enemies. Since the death of Queen Adele, every fairy now filled his or
her natural place, their roles well defined by the castes they’d been born
into. 


The Greater Oregon Fairy Kingdom should have been thriving.
The air should be filled with songs and praise to the old gods. 


Maybe Bascom had a point. Something was killing his people.
But what?


Maybe the priesthood was to blame. 


Cornelius flew to the temple directly, planning to confront
the head priest and priestess.


The temple tower appeared in good repair, all three stories
covered in gold foil, the top of it roofed with bright red tiles. A small stone
wall encircled the complex of buildings, deliberately similar to the
cobblestone walls Cornelius remembered from the old country. The other buildings
were traditionally made from moss and stone, round, with thatched roofs. 


When Cornelius lighted down in the courtyard, Sebastian, the
head priest for Anabnus, the sun god, ambled out in his brilliant yellow robes,
the bright matching streamers that decorated his wings flowing behind him. 


“About time you came,” he growled.


* * *


Garung finally called his class to order. The students
settled into the backless chairs behind their desks, but the bubbling
excitement still flowed through the room. Even the bright white walls seemed to
sparkle, the high ceiling ringing with merriment. Fairy lights set in every
corner glowed more brightly. 


“We will be going east, then north,” Garung said, answering
the question he was certain was the first one on everyone’s tongue. 


“Following the route you once took?” Pravir asked, looking
askance. “Going back to the northern kingdom?”


The young fairy was going to have to learn how to control
his expressions better, Garung noted. Too much warrior influence. Students were
supposed to ask questions openly, to get an unbiased response. Not to let their
own emotions influence the conversation. 


It took training. Discipline. To not let their natural
volatile fairy nature reign. 


It was something Garung excelled at. 


“Yes,” Garung replied. “It was the only way we could get the
backing of the royals,” he added. Which was partially true. Other members of
the council had wanted them to explore someplace new. “The troop that took that
route was the only one to return,” he reminded his students. Even Garung’s
older brother, Ramit, had never returned. 


“We should be
going after the other troops, the lost ones,” Frieda said. “Trying to find
them.” Several of the students nodded in unison. 


It was an old argument, one that Garung was tired of. “Then
you should form your own troop,” Garung said impatiently. “Seriously. What’s
stopping you? Or do you need to write up yet another proof of the importance of
moonlight for dancing?”


Silence strung across the room now, jagged and tight. 


“That’s not fair,” Pravir said. “We have to prove—”


“Nothing,” Adele said, interrupting. “What you have to do is
spread your wings and get out of this cave.” She stared pointedly at Pravir.
“When was the last time you actually felt
moonlight on your wings?” 


“At least my wings are natural, not some artificial
construct,” Sree sneered. 


Adele stood up, spreading her wings wide. Brass gears,
highlighted with blue phosphorous fairy magic, turned as her wings spread. The ends
were beautifully scalloped like a butterfly’s. Some of the framing parts were
metal as well, gleaming in the cold light of the classroom. “At least my wings
work,” she purred. “They were strong enough to get me here. I doubt you could
even fly to the top of a young tree.” 


“Class,” Garung said, stepping in before the argument
escalated too far. “We will only take the strongest fliers with us,” he said,
nodding toward the former queen. “But we’ll also need the brightest and the
best of you, the bravest and the stoutest of heart. It’s a journey that will be
sung of for centuries.” 


“As yours has been?” Pravir asked innocently enough. 


Garung swallowed down the bile. His trip and his troop were
only sung about as a tragedy. 


“Don’t repeat my mistakes. Make sure your journey is more
memorable,” Garung challenged the young fairy. “Find worthy resources, beyond a
kingdom on the brink of destruction.” 


They’d lost so many on the trip, not just due to the
explosion in the Greater Oregon Fairy Kingdom but the journey itself. Fairies
were impervious in battle, fighting on even when they were practically dead.
However, cold could kill them, and a sudden cold snap had taken them unawares
on the trip back. 


Garung’s troop hadn’t brought back anything of value. Even
the damaged queen had actually arrived on her own, weeks after Garung and the
others. At least Garung had been able to vouch for her, having met her at the
northern kingdom. 


“Why are we going back to the Greater Oregon Fairy Kingdom?”
Titir asked. 


“Not just for her,” Sree said, indicating Adele with a nod
of her head. 


“No, not just for Adele,” Garung assured them. “This is a
recruitment mission. The northern kingdom has many craftsmen trained in the old
arts, things we’ve lost.” He’d seen that himself, the first time he’d made the
trip.


“Things we don’t need,” Pravir declared, looking stubborn. 


“Who carves the benches you sit in?” Adele asked. “How
overflowing are your feast days?” 


Even Garung shifted nervously at that. All the
chairs—most of the desks and beds as well—were in need of repair.
They didn’t have enough craftsmen in the Redwood Fairy kingdom, those who were
both good with their hands and who wanted to work as such. Plus, there had been
shortages at the last full moon celebration: Not even enough fresh moon wine
for everyone to have a cup. 


“We were able to feed everyone in my—our kingdom,”
Adele said, correcting herself quickly. 


One of the necessary little lies that she’d agreed to,
hiding her true heritage from most. Not because they wouldn’t have welcomed her
as a queen, but the royals were uncomfortable with her being a queen and coming from the warrior caste. 


“Why didn’t we send back a troop right after the disaster?”
Titir asked. 


“The kingdom didn’t have the resources,” Garung told him.
“You know that.” 


Titir shook his head. “No. No, I don’t know that. I don’t
know why we’ve waited so long. Why we’re going back only now.” 


The other students stilled. Titir was the good one, always
agreeing with the teacher. 


When he disagreed, they all wanted to know why as well. 


Garung didn’t have an easy lie prepared for this. 


“Maybe I should answer,” Adele said, folding in her wings
and walking between the desks, toward the front of the class.


Garung shrugged and moved to the side. He could always
report to the royals that she’d insisted fiercely. They’d come to believe most
any behavior from the warrior queen—wild, untamed, and touched with
madness. He’d admired her at first, but her headstrong nature conflicted with
his own at every turn. 


“We’d thought for years that the thrice-damned dwarf Kostya
had been killed in the explosion, blown up in his own tunnels, when the Greater
Oregon Fairy Kingdom was attacked,” Adele said, turning to face the class. 


“We were wrong.” 


* * *


“What do you mean?” Cornelius asked Sebastian, the old
priest. At least they stood alone in the courtyard for the temple complex,
without anyone nearby to hear the priest, otherwise Cornelius, as the head of
the royals, might have had to take some sort of action. 


The stillness of the day settled around them, held in by the
cobblestone walls surrounding them. Fairy lights set high in the ceiling of the
underground cavern shone brightly, imitating the noonday sun. The songs of the
servants in the fields just beyond the temple faded in the distance. 


What did Sebastian mean, that it was about time Cornelius
showed up? What was the priest implying? 


Cornelius attended the temple more regularly than the other
royals, always leading the chorus hymns and not falling asleep during the
sermons. He said his daily prayers, both in the morning and in the evening,
thanking the sun and moon gods for continued life. 


Though Cornelius would admit that he missed the days when
services were more about dancing in filtered moonlight and celebrating the
rising sun than sitting and listening to myths and stories that he’d learned as
a child. 


But those times had been in the old country, back in London,
centuries before he’d risked everything and traveled across the ocean,
following Thaddeus to the New World. 


“About time you finally woke up and looked around you,”
Sebastian grumbled at him. He shrugged his wide shoulders, causing his yellow
robes to settle more firmly across his broad chest. “You did wake up, didn’t
you? You did notice that there are more funerals than births? A lot more? Which
isn’t right, particularly for a race that’s as long lived as we are?” The
priest’s wings opened and closed nervously, the yellow streamers floating in
hypnotic patterns. 


Cornelius hadn’t even thought about how few birth ceremonies
he’d attended in recent years. Births were messy, and not part of the usual
order, his typical daily flow. Not that the fairies ever had that many
children—they lived a long, long time. Too many young ones and the
Greater Oregon Kingdom would quickly overflow. 


But still. It might have been a year since Cornelius had
drunk the new moon wine served at a birth. 


“What’s happening to our people?” Cornelius asked. Though
Sebastian was younger than Cornelius—he’d taken his vows just before
they’d left the Old Worlde—he always seemed much older than his years. 


“Eh. Come this way,” Sebastian said, turning back the way
he’d come, ponderously leading Cornelius across the stone courtyard and into
the back living areas of the temple. 


Cornelius looked around curiously. He’d only ever visited
the tall, golden temple building out in the front of the complex, where the
royals gathered to worship the sun god and the moon goddess. He’d never been in
the smaller huts behind the temple, where the priests lived, or the large
common room all the priesthood shared. 


After looking around, Cornelius swallowed his
disappointment. The common room was more stark than the warriors’ barracks.
Plain wood benches lined the walls of the common area. A hearth glowed in the
center with a cheery magical fire. The walls were plain as well, made from
plain brown stone. Unlike the rooms in the palace, both the top and the bottom
of the wall held the same drab color. 


Only after Cornelius’ eyes adjusted did he realize the walls
glowed faintly. Now that he looked more carefully, he saw the murals, pictures
depicting the lives of the gods, stories he’d learned as a child. 


But the murals weren’t static, no, they moved. 


Plionius slowly, gracefully, handed the basket of golden
flowers to the first Queen, Georgina. On another wall, Klimunia was tricked
into a drinking contest by the hero Oswald and forced to give up the secret of
flight. Next to the hearth showed the blessing of the boats by Comalinka,
before they crossed the dark stream into the underworld where the greatest
fairy souls waited to be reborn. 


“Fascinating,” Cornelius told Sebastian when he realized the
priest had been standing impatiently beside him for some time while he
marveled. 


“Old magic,” Sebastian insisted. “Not this new-fangled
clockwork.” 


Cornelius stiffened. “What are you implying?” 


Sebastian waved an indifferent hand at Cornelius. “Not
meaning anything you don’t know. We’ve fallen so far from our past that you
don’t even know how this was created.” 


It was the same old refrain that Cornelius had been hearing
since he’d first met Sebastian: The priesthood all thought the fairies should
go back to the ancient times, when they lived barefoot and naked in the woods,
battling constantly. When the fairies were smaller and much more vulnerable,
outside and attacked by predators, instead of safely underground.


“I know how this was created,” Cornelius lied, though none
of the royals he knew had such magic.


The priest snorted, obviously not believing him. 


“So give me your counsel, then,” Cornelius snapped. “Or do
you believe that the reason our people are dying is because we’re too
decadent?” This wasn’t helping him at all. 


“While that’s part of the problem, actually, no, I don’t
think that’s what’s causing the decline of the fairies,” Sebastian said. “It
could be a cure, though.”


“What do you mean? That forgoing our comfort would somehow
bring the race back?” Cornelius asked. He’d heard this argument more than once
and had always dismissed it. 


Fairies who longed for the past and some flavor of the good olde days generally hadn’t
actually lived through them. 


“You royals have brought peace, yes. Order,” Sebastian said while making a face, as if the word tasted
bad. “But there’s nothing to strive for. No dreams.” 


“I don’t understand,” Cornelius said. He loved the peace of
his days, how one flowed into another, predictable as the lights brightening
the top of the fairy kingdom every morning to simulate the sun so far above.
His soul thrived on such predictability. 


“Fairies don’t need moonlight to live,” Sebastian said. 


“I know that,” Cornelius said, exasperated when the priest
didn’t continue. 


“However, the dreams that slide down those moonbeams, now
that’s something different.” Sebastian waved his hand at the fireplace. The
flames sparked up, dancing. 


Despite himself, Cornelius found his attention captured by
them. It occurred to him that the royals should light the great fires in the
palace more often, or even have more bonfires in the courtyard, set the people
to dancing. 


But what would they be celebrating? What great obstacle had
they overcome? What magnificent triumph had they had? 


Cornelius was starting to see what the priest meant. 


“The people have no dreams,” Sebastian said. “While the
queen was mad, and drove the castes too hard, at least she gave them a purpose.
Merely existing…it isn’t enough.” 


“What would you have me do?” Cornelius asked bitterly.
“Declare war on the Redwood Fairy Kingdom, to the south?” Since the death of
Queen Adele, they hadn’t heard anything from the only other fairy kingdom on
the west coast—hadn’t even exchanged messengers. 


“War’s always an option,” Sebastian said, giving Cornelius a
toothy grin. “That might help cure what ails Bascom and the others.” 


Cornelius nodded. Of course. While most of the priests were
from the servant caste, Sebastian had been born a warrior, and had the spiked
teeth of their kind. 


“But that probably isn’t necessary,” Sebastian said, the
words falling from him slowly, as if he didn’t want to admit them. 


“Then what do you recommend?” Cornelius asked. 


If his people needed something to unite them, a great dream
and not a great machine or a war, then what was left?


“Revenge,” Sebastian said.


* * *


Adele looked at the students before her. Even that nasty
snake Pravir was at least paying attention. The students’ rooms weren’t
decorated like the rooms in the Greater Oregon Fairy Kingdom palace, that
nauseating mishmash of colors and designs, with the top half of every wall done
in a different color from the bottom half. 


However, in the Redwood Fairy Kingdom, the rooms were only
slightly better. Everything was sterile white here, and no windows, not even
fake ones that looked out on painted scenes of woods with fairy circles.


In the student rooms, the desks were mismatched, and the
chairs weren’t any better. They reminded Adele of the court, or council as they called it here: Not only
did royals serve on it, but warriors, servants, and students as well. 


And Adele had thought her people had fallen. At least they’d
kept the castes separate, each fulfilling their traditional roles. 


Mostly. 


When Adele had arrived at the Redwood Fairy Kingdom, still
battered from her ordeal in the tunnels up north as well as the trip down,
she’d expected to be able to rally the fairies there into following her, to go
back and help her reclaim her kingdom. 


To her bitterest disappointment, no one had even listened. 


The royals here at the Redwood Fairy Kingdom were even more
hidebound than those in her kingdom. 


And the new student caste? Ugh. They were beyond useless, arguing points of myths and stories
from their ancient past. They rarely created any new stories, and what songs
they did come up with were in what they called modern style, dissonant and arrhythmic. 


She’d make them all take warrior training, if she could.
Flying for miles and learning how to grapple in midair, how to survive falling
from a great height, how to bleed an enemy dry—those were useful skills. 


But for now, it was enough that Garung had gotten a single
troop to return to the northern kingdom, to her home. 


“You remember the stories of Kostya, the dwarf? How his ohotnik sabotaged our great machine,
that would have created a barrier, protecting us from the humans?” Adele asked,
as if speaking with youngsters or the slowest of the servant class. 


“I still don’t see how this ‘great machine’ of yours could
have worked,” muttered Pravir. 


Adele ignored him. “Earlier this spring, while I was working
with your warriors, collecting
supplies for the mid-spring festival, I saw a bird who looked familiar. A
robin.” 


The students all perked up at that. Most of them had never
actually been outdoors and so didn’t know if they could speak to the birds or
not. It was an innate skill, though only a few had it, and generally only those
from the royal caste. 


“He’d spent the summer farther south and was migrating north
for the summer. Up the coast. I asked him for news of the kingdom, but, alas,
he had none,” Adele said, making sure she looked sad. She’d practiced her
speech more than once, with all the appropriate emotions in the right places. 


“He did, however, have news of a strange new dwelling, north
of the kingdom. It had more garbage collected there than a rat’s nest.” Adele
saw Sree about to object. Careful,
careful here. “Of course, the robin couldn’t tell the difference between a
dwarf and a fairy. We all look the same to him.” 


That at least brought some chuckles, as “bird-brained” was a
common enough insult for someone who mistook a student for a royal, though most
of them had come from royal stock initially.


“But fairy caves are never messy, not like that. And this
creature scavenged alone. The robin
never saw any companions or mates. It must
be Kostya,” Adele concluded. 


“Might not be him,” Pravir pointed out. “Could be another
dwarf.” 


“And don’t you think we should know about any new dwarves landing in the New
World?” Adele countered. 


“America,” Sree corrected stuffily. 


Adele controlled the urge to sigh. “What if this is a scout?
What if there are more dwarves on the way?” 


“We could set up a study, to see the effects of a long-term
immigration,” Titir said, sounding excited. “The variables would be—”


“Useless when an army of dwarves with their axes come
knocking your doors down, wanting to take over your kingdom,” Adele said
harshly. “They are our common enemy. They aren’t going to be doing studies. They’re going to bring war.” 


A chill descended over the classroom. The students were all
too young to remember the old battles: They’d mostly occurred in the Old
Worlde, with only a few skirmishes here in the New. America. 


But they’d all read about them, studied them: That was what
the students did.


Adele tasted the air. There was also a tinge of excitement.
Though these students had only ever known peace, and the comfort of their
underground kingdom, somewhere, deep within them, lay fierce fairy hearts. 


They’d rise to the thrill of battle, if they had a worthy
leader to follow. 


And Adele planned on being that leader. 


Even if there hadn’t been any little bird. 


* * *


“Kostya?” Cornelius asked, incredulously. Surely Sebastian
was joking. The dwarf had died in the great explosion that had killed the queen
and had destroyed the lower levels of the palace. He was responsible for the
death of the great machine, his cursed ohotnik
and its poisonous gems, causing the machine to blow itself apart. 


The destruction had damaged the palace severely, and killed
more fairies than Cornelius thought that it would. 


Cornelius had always found it satisfying that the
destruction Kostya had rained down had also ended up destroying him. 


The flames in the hearth of the priests’ common area danced
higher, then drew together, showing the image of an ugly dwarf. 


Like the fairies, the dwarf had a bony ridge for a nose. However,
the rest of its skin was pocked and marked, with rivers of wrinkles running
around its eyes, crossing its cheeks. A mole grew high on its right cheek and
two long hairs, like whiskers, sprouted out of it. Infected sores dotted its
jaw.


“He’s still alive?” Cornelius demanded of the priest. 


Sebastian grinned at the royal. “Aye. Well. Probably. Someone’s
been in the tunnels to the north.” 


“What do you mean?” Cornelius asked. “Wouldn’t the warriors
have stopped anyone from entering?” 


Sebastian started at Cornelius with wide eyes. “What, you
think they’re still guarding those tunnels? Nothing has happened there for
years. The guards have grown soft. They left ages ago.” 


“You’re not serious,” Cornelius said, though he remembered
now that this had happened in the past: They’d chased Kostya away numerous
times, only to find he’d come back again, like an ill-luck poem. 


“Lucky for you the
priesthood has had enough of him,” Sebastian said. He spit on the ground, an
old cursing gesture that Cornelius hadn’t seen for a century or more. 


Cornelius shifted away from the wet spot on the packed dirt,
as if the curse might flow up over his boots. “What do you mean?” he asked. 


“We set our own guardians in the hallways,” Sebastian said.
“Magical traps.” 


Cornelius frowned. “Those take a lot of energy,” he said,
disapprovingly. “A lot of constant concentration.” 


“What in all seven hells do you think we priests do when
we’re holding prayers?” Sebastian asked, aggrieved. “We’re not just a lot of
useless buggers, unlike some royals I could name, who are only praying for a
change of power or a better supper.” 


“Who wants a change of—never mind,” Cornelius said,
refusing to be distracted. He could name two, easily: Imogen and Gideon. They’d
always expected to be awarded the rule, jointly, to be crowned the next queen
and king. 


However, when Cornelius had challenged Gideon to battle,
they’d backed down quick enough, throwing their support behind Cornelius as if
he’d been their original choice all along. 


If they ever found the nerve to challenge Cornelius openly,
they’d still have difficulty convincing the rest of the court to follow their
lead—something they’d never realized. 


Still, Cornelius was going to have to watch them more
carefully. 


“So someone has come back to the northern caves, where
Kostya used to live,” Cornelius said slowly. “And you think it’s the dwarf.” 


“Probably,” Sebastian said. “Or some of his people.” 


Cornelius nodded. Maybe it would be good to have the
people’s attention focused on something, anything, other than their useful,
prosperous, peaceful lives. 


Really, it was like leading children. 


 










Chapter Two


“Dale! Come on!” Nora honked the horn of her truck while she
still sat parked in the driveway. He was going to make them late on the last
day of high school—the very last day, before they graduated. She was
tempted to leave her twin behind, but the only reason Mom let her keep the
car—an old red truck in perfect running condition, a present from her
boyfriend Brett—was if she promised to give her twin brother Dale rides
to school and share it. 


Nora honked the horn again, but brought both of her hands
back quickly from the steering wheel when Mom poked her head out the front
door. “Sorry!” Nora called, not sorry at all. 


“Don’t just sit there and honk,” Mom said. “Go and fetch
him.” 


Nora sighed, turned off the truck, and slid out. Her cutest
pair of white sandals crunched against the concrete driveway, and she took a
moment to tug her brightly-colored patchwork skirt and basic black T-shirt into
place. 


Damn it! She did not
want to be late that morning. 


Brett was supposed to meet Nora at her locker before
classes. He’d been hinting at some surprise. 


Nora hurried up the driveway, walked through the open front
door and into the living room. Books filled the built-in bookcases in homey
disarray. Scents of toast and coffee filtered through from the kitchen. The
soft brown-and-white afghan Nora had crocheted three years before had been
folded neatly and placed precisely against the back of the old gray
couch—Mom must be in some kind of mood if she was straightening things
that early in the morning.


Instead of calling out again, Nora marched through the
living room and down the hallway to Dale’s room. “Dale!” she called urgently as
she entered his too-neat room—but softly, so as not to make Mom more
angry. 


Dale’s bed was made, of course, and nothing was out of
place. His clock and jeweler tools were all neatly lined up on the shelf he’d
built, and his books all arranged—first by subject, then
alphabetically—above his perfectly clean desk. 


If Nora didn’t know better, she would have bet that even his
shirts were organized by color. 


However, Dale was nowhere to be seen. 


Maybe the perfection and order
had finally overwhelmed him, driven him crazy.


“Mom!” Nora called, storming back down the hallway toward
the kitchen. “Where’s Dale? He’s going to make me late!” 


Mom sat at the kitchen table as if she hadn’t moved all
morning. “He went out the back,” she said. She swiped her finger across the
screen of the ereader she was looking at. “Said something about the visit being
early.” Mom looked up at Nora. “I swear, despite you both speaking English, I
don’t understand half the words that come out of either of you.”


“Visit? Early?” Nora stiffened. 


Shit. 


Dale probably meant the annual visit from Bascom, the leader
of the warrior fairy caste. 


“I have no idea what he means either,” Nora lied easily.
“I’ll go fetch him.” 


Worried, Nora raced out the side door, through the back of
the garage, and into the backyard. 


“Dale!” Nora called. 


Her twin walked toward the edge of their property, beyond
the young but hearty rowan trees. He wore his usual wide-red-and-white-striped
polo shirt and shorts. He looked as though he was talking to someone just out
of sight. 


Then Dale took another step forward and a flash of bright
blue fairy magic blinded Nora. 


When Nora blinked her eyes clear, her twin was gone. 


* * *


No matter how Dale fought the fairies, they still made him
do their will once a year. Even Nora’s magic couldn’t help. She hung magnets on
the walls of his room, placed rowan branches woven together with daisies on the
window sills. She also made him wear half-a-dozen knotted bracelets, trying
different patterns. 


Nothing worked, or prevented the fairies from calling Dale
to them.


This year had been no different. 


The fairies had Dale’s name after all, since he’d been foolish
enough to give it to them, before he’d learned the power names contained. 


Before he’d learned about the true nature of fairies. 


Still, the annual call of the fairies wasn’t that bad, not
that Dale would ever admit that to his bossy sister. 


Like every year, Dale had nightmares for a couple of weeks
before the call actually came, dreaming of the death of their mom, the world
falling into complete decay and stopping, or even the time he’d dreamed of a
world where no other people lived. 


Usually, the night before Bascom the warrior showed up, he’d
appear to Dale in a dream. The next day, Bascom would be there in person,
showing up in Dale’s room, usually too early in the morning while Dale was
still half asleep. Bascom would demand that Dale come back to the kingdom with
him, just for half a day, to repair some of Master Thaddeus’ failing clockwork.



Not the great machine, no. Just the parts for Bascom’s
people, the warriors, who all had clockwork embedded in their bodies. 


Dale knew it would take longer than half a day. But he never
bothered to explain to Bascom why he wouldn’t go back. 


He couldn’t admit how scared he was that he wouldn’t want to
leave the fairy kingdom again. Only Nora’s stubbornness had gotten him out the
first time. 


This year, though, it hadn’t been Bascom who’d appeared to
Dale in a dream. It had been the older guy, Cornelius, the Master Jeweler for
the kingdom, the lead royal, since he’d never had himself declared king.


“Come,” Cornelius had told Dale in his dream. “To the yard.”



The Master Jeweler had looked so serious. 


He’d also looked sick. His usual pale face was gray, and it
seemed as though the bony ridge running down his nose was melting. 


Dale knew better than to follow Cornelius out of the house,
out of the protected space that Nora had made for them. 


He hadn’t been able to resist, however. 


Dale found himself walking out the side door after
breakfast, one foot placed in front of the other, as if he was sleepwalking or
in a really bad dream and couldn’t wake up or stop himself. 


At least he’d been able to say something about the visit to
Mom before he’d gone outside. Hopefully she’d repeat his words to Nora, that
his sister would realize it was a clue. 


Then Nora just had to arrive in time to save him. Again. 


* * *


Nora raced forward to the spot where Dale had been standing
near the Rowan trees, just before the blue light had flashed. She twisted the
bracelet on her left wrist, the one she’d knotted with all the eyes, willing
herself to see. 


The stupid fairies hadn’t decided to kidnap her brother
again, had they? She was so going to kill him if she had to rescue him again. 


But no, Dale stood unmoving just beyond the trees, trapped
in a bubble of blue light. More like an image of him, Nora realized—just
the barest outline of him, thin and transparent.


Damn the fairies and their illusions! Nora knew that Dale
would be invisible to anyone else. The fairies had been learning how to defend
themselves against her Maker magic. Plus, seeing through their tricks wasn’t
her strongest ability. 


Nora knew she wasn’t actually seeing Dale—just a
marker, to show approximately where he stood, a shadow cast by the bracelet
she’d made for him. 


Whoever Dale talked to was hidden. 


Nora couldn’t just walk through the bubble and grab
Dale—the circle of power he stood inside was too powerful. She cursed
again. If only she were stronger! 


But Nora had never found her teacher, someone to show her
magic. She’d had to learn everything on her own. 


Fortunately, Nora had some tricks up her sleeve as well. She
reached down and grabbed a handful of wet grass, grimacing at the cold. She
glared at her palm when she realized it was now stained green. 


She was so going
to kill Dale after she’d rescued him. 


With deft fingers, Nora plucked out three of the longer stems
from the bunch, plaited them together, then brought them to her lips, blowing
fiercely. A loud buzzing hum emerged. Nora imagined it spreading out like her
physics teacher had taught, in waves, breaking against the bubble barrier. 


It was part of her latest experiments: Sound with Making. 


Nora blew again, like that old story Brett had told her
about, with Joshua and his golden trumpet, blowing down the walls of the old
kingdom.


The bubble of light popped with a huge blue flash, leaving
Dale standing clearly between the trees, talking with…a fairy who wasn’t
Bascom. 


The fairy stood willowy tall, almost coming up to Dale’s
chest, in a formal black suit and vest. His huge, gossamer-gray wings shone
pale in the early morning light. Four pairs of goggles were stacked one above
the other on the brim of the top hat seated on his gray hair. Handmade tools
hung from the gold chain strung across his waistcoat. Every one of his fingers
was layered in jeweled rings. His face was slightly more comely than an ordinary
fairy’s, though he still had a broad, bony ridge down the center of his nose,
his mouth was unnaturally wide, and his golden eyes whirled madly. 


Cornelius? What was the head of the fairy royalty doing
here? 


“Nora—” Mom called from behind her.


“Hide!” Nora whispered urgently to Dale and the fairy before
she turned around. 


Just in time to see her mother fall.


* * *


Dale felt as though he finally woke up when he stepped
inside the blue bubble of magical protection that the Master Jeweler had
generated, the flash of magic clearing away the last of Dale’s cobwebs. The day
was actually clear, not gray, though that was how it had seemed when he’d first
woken up. He could smell the ocean, though it was a mile away, and that odd
trace of jasmine that the fairies had. 


As always, Dale was surprised by how wrong the stories about
the fairies were: The Master Jeweler would fit more comfortably in nightmares,
not in dreams. They didn’t grant wishes, though they were masters of illusion. 


At least Nora’s bracelets still worked against the fairy
illusions. Dale saw the Master Jeweler as he truly was: With a bony ridge down
the center of his nose, wild golden eyes, dressed formally in a black suit coat
with tails, a vest, and a starched white shirt. His top hat had four pairs of
goggles perched on above the other. Gold jeweler’s tools hung from the chain
across his waistcoat. 


“Good to see you, young man,” Cornelius said. Though he
barely came up to Dale’s chest, he still nodded as if looking down from a great
height. 


“No,” Dale said, automatically. No matter what the royal
might ask, Dale would say no. 


Dale refused to get involved with the fairy court. Not ever
again. 


Come fall, Dale would be moving away from the region, going
to the local Port City technical college. Though Dale had his misgivings, Nora
insisted it would be safer that way. He’d be far away from the fairies. Even if
there were others there, they wouldn’t know his name. They’d scouted the place
as much as they could using the Internet and map views: They’d never found
anything remotely magical. Nora would go with him when he first left to secure
his dorm room, too. 


“What do you mean, no?” Cornelius asked, frowning. 


“Whatever you want me to do. No. I won’t,” Dale said. He
wondered why it was Cornelius there, not Bascom, but he wasn’t about to ask. 


Dale was not going
to get involved with the court. 


“Then I won’t ask you to listen, like I would a warrior.
I’ll just talk,” Cornelius said. 


The memory stabbed Dale—Queen Adele sharing a joke
with him about warriors never listening. Dale ruthlessly suppressed it, but he
couldn’t help but pay attention to Cornelius. 


“The priests—I don’t think you ever met them,”
Cornelius said. “They’re smart, though. Smarter than the warriors. Now I’m
wondering if they’re even smarter than the royals.” He paused and gave a wry
grin before continuing. “They left magic traps in the tunnels to the north of
the kingdom.” 


Tunnels north of the kingdom? Dale stiffened, understanding
what Cornelius was talking about. 


Kostya, the dwarf. His tunnels. 


“We think Kostya had come back. This time, though, we won’t
just send a warrior raid to try to capture him. This time, we’re going to bait
a trap. Capture him. Make him pay for all the damage he’s done to our kingdom,
by killing the king, and then killing the queen and her great machinery.” 


Dale found himself nodding despite himself. Yes. That was
good. Kostya should be made to pay for those deaths. 


“We would like your help,” Cornelius said. 


Dale opened his mouth then closed it again, pressing his
lips together to keep inside any agreement. He hated Kostya, hated him like
he’d never hated anything, not even brussels sprouts or radishes. 


Though Dale had sabotaged the queen’s great machinery by
redirecting the power so it never left the machine but just built and built and
built, he’d always told himself that it was the second explosion, caused by
Kostya’s deadly insect—the ohotnik
—and her poisonous eggs, that had actually killed the queen. 


Dale opened his mouth to ask what exactly Cornelius had in
mind, though he wouldn’t say yes, not at all, never, when a bright light
flashed all around him. 


“What?” Dale asked, looking around. 


Nora stood there, pissed as a winter storm. Before she could
tear into him, though, Dale heard his mom’s voice calling Nora’s name. 


Dale turned. All his nightmares from the past weeks
coalesced as he watched her fall, crumbling like an autumn leaf.


* * *


Denise sighed as she tried to concentrate on the file she
was proofing on her ereader, after her daughter Nora had gone in search of her
twin brother. Denise already knew she’d have to go back and re-proof the last
few pages, maybe even the entire chapter. She picked up her half-full coffee
mug from the kitchen table and debated making a fresh cup, then she glanced over
her shoulder at the sink. There weren’t many dishes to do—a couple plates
scattered with toast crumbs, the large glass Dale had guzzled milk
from—maybe she should wash those first. That way she’d be doing something
constructive until the twins left for school. 


At least Denise thought she understood why the twins were
being so squirrely, beyond it being the last day of high school. 


The five-year anniversary of Denise’s last heart
attack—caused by a faulty pacemaker battery—was coming up. 


Dale always grew so pensive around this time of year. He’d
spend more time at home, not hiding in his room and working on whatever bit of
clockwork or machinery had caught his eye, but hanging out with Denise and
Nora. He wouldn’t tease his sister as much, and when Denise looked up from
whatever she’d been working on, she’d often find him staring either at Nora or
at her. 


Nora grew fiercely protective at this time of year as well,
asking Dale constantly if he was all right until he snapped at her. She would
make him wear strangely colored and knotted macramé bracelets, as well as
insisting that Denise wear one or two as well. 


Dale would acquiesce, too, and not fight his sister. 


Neither of them ever talked about Chris, their dad, Denise’s
ex. Denise had grabbed the twins and run away to Oregon to escape him just
before her heart attack. While Dale had seemed to understand that Chris had
been a bad person—possibly dangerous—it had taken Nora much longer
to accept the truth. Not until he’d shown up and tried to steal both of them
while Denise was in the hospital, five years ago.


The twins would find their equilibrium after a few weeks,
falling back into calling each other “idiot” and “demented.” Dale would stop
wearing Nora’s bracelets until she either badgered him into it or he lost one
of their crazy bets. And Nora would start spending most of her evenings out
with her friends.


But for now, if felt as though they were both dancing around
something big, waiting for the other shoe to drop, for Denise to get sick again
or something. 


With a sigh, Denise pushed her ereader across the table and
looked up at the clock. 


The twins really were going to be late for school if they
didn’t get a move on. 


Denise got up from the kitchen table, walked out the side
door, then stuck her head out the door in the back of the garage.


A flash of blue light stopped her. Suddenly, it was hard to
breathe. 


“Nora—” Denise tried to call. 


It couldn’t be her pacemaker again, could it?


Denise clutched at her chest as the world grew dark around
her. 


* * *


Cornelius nearly laughed as he watched Dale feign
disinterest. That Kostya had been discovered (maybe, perhaps) held the Tinker’s full attention. It had been a
good thing that Bascom had come to him the day before, that Cornelius had
stretched his wings and left the fairy kingdom, come outside, to the human
world. He’d forgotten how rich the air was up here, how bright actual sunlight
was. 


Then Dale’s damned sister, the Maker, had shown up and
destroyed the circle of protection that Cornelius had set up—she really
was getting strong. But before she could do something stupid like attack
Cornelius, the mother had shown up. 


And fallen. 


Before the humans could respond, Cornelius flew to the
mother’s side. He didn’t have a clear plan in mind except that he knew he had
to help her. 


He must put the twins into his debt. That way, they’d be
obliged to help him with the capture of the dwarf. 


Cornelius hadn’t thought to approach the Maker to ask for
help—she’d never been enspelled by the fairies. Only Queen Adele had
learned part of her name. Then again, Adele had learned it more thoroughly than
if Nora had simply told her: Adele had taken apart a sweater Nora had made,
learning her completely that way. 


The mother lay on her side, her hand clutched to her chest.
Her heart? The warriors had mentioned how pale the mother always was, how frail
she appeared. 


Cornelius placed his hand over the mother’s. It was her
heart. 


And there was a machine
attached to it. 


It took Cornelius a moment to realize that he hadn’t just moved
back, repelled by the monstrous thing he’d found, he’d been shoved, magically, and was flying back
through the air, away from the mother. 


Cornelius spread his wings wide, slowing his progress,
catching himself before he fell. 


The twins knelt beside the mother, one on either side. 


He could still help them. Though the electronics actually
inside the mother were anathema to him, Cornelius still did what he could by
encircling the twins in light, loaning them and the mother his strength and his
warmth, healing what he could. He hovered above them while they yelled at each
other, trying to come up with a solution. 


It seemed to be enough. The mother blinked open her eyes. 


Then she screamed. 


* * *


Denise couldn’t believe her luck. She’d had to have pacemakers
since she was a teenager and the surgeon had botched the operation to repair
her congenital heart defect. 


The pacemaker before the one she currently wore had been
bad. Of course, the manufacturer had never admitted fault. They’d still
settled, paying not only her lawyer and the hospital fees, but also giving her enough
so that the twins could go to college and she could get back on her feet. 


Now, the way her heart suddenly hurt, it seemed that
lightning had struck twice. How could she have two bad pacemakers, one after
another? 


Suddenly, the pain in her chest eased. Denise took a deep
breath. It was funny—normally, she had nightmares of drowning. This time,
though, it was like the water was friendly, blue, and healing. 


It only took a couple more painful breaths—growing
less painful every passing second—that Denise could open her eyes. 


The worried faces of the twins stared back at her, both of
them tear-stained. 


Beyond them, in the air, an apparition from one of Denise’s
nightmares floated.


She must still be having a heart attack. Or she was delirious.
She screamed. 


“What? What is it?” Dale asked. 


Nora merely looked up. “She can see you, you idiot!” she
hissed at the thing flying in the air. “Get out of here!”


Nora knew this thing? It was finely dressed, in an old-fashioned
suit and top hat. Perhaps its gray gossamer wings had once beautiful, though
now they seemed ragged. Its face was beyond ugly, with mad eyes and sharp teeth.



“I’m the reason why she’s now awake,” the
figure—man?—said confidently. His voice was cultured, British, and
soothing. “My magic is healing and comforting her. Can you do the same, Maker?”
he challenged. 


Nora flushed. “It’s an illusion,” she claimed. 


“You know that’s not true, child,” the man replied. 


“You know this thing?” Denise asked, trying to swallow down
her fears. If her children weren’t running away from it, she could control
herself. It wasn’t attacking them. It claimed to be helping. She did stop looking
at it directly. Really—it came from her nightmares. And would probably
spout a few more ugly dreams.


“Uhm, should we get you to the hospital?” Dale asked,
deflecting.


“Yeah, Mom, you’re having hallucinations,” Nora said, her
eyes wide. 


Huh. Denise hadn’t realized how good her daughter had gotten
at lying. “I’m quite sane, thank you very much,” Denise said, affronted. She pushed
herself up to sitting without any help from the twins and twisted her head to
look at the figure, though she kept her gaze on his chin, not his eyes. “And
you are?” It was much better to confront nightmares than let them grow in the
dark. 


The creature beamed at her, took off his hat, then bowed in
midair. “Cornelius, ma’am. Head royal of the Greater Oregon Kingdom of the
fairies.” 


Before Denise could reply, Nora interrupted with, “You can
call her Mother, or the mother.” 


Denise blinked. The old legends about never giving your name
were true? Then she looked back at Cornelius. This was a fairy? Obviously, not all the myths were true. “What do
you want with my children?” Denise asked. 


“We need their help,” Cornelius said. “An old enemy has
returned. Kostya, the dwarf.” 


Beside her, Nora stiffened. Obviously, she knew the name. 


But before Denise could ask more, Dale replied firmly, “No.
Now go away, and leave my family alone.” 


“Very well,” Cornelius said, bowing his head. “But should
you change your mind, toss this stone out beyond the Rowan trees.” 


A green agate dropped to the ground and bounced beside them.


If Nora could have set the rock on fire with her glare, it
would have burst into flames. “Don’t touch it,” she warned both Dale and
Denise. “Just leave it there. Let it rot.” 


“Goodbye, for now,” Cornelius said. He sounded…fond? Did he
actually care for the twins?


Slowly, the warmth surrounding Denise faded, like the last
of the light from the setting sun. She shivered, her butt suddenly cold and
wet. Dale helped as she rose to her feet. 


“You want to tell me what that was all about?” Denise
demanded, looking first at Dale, then Nora. “How did you meet this creature,
this, this, fairy? How long have you known about them? Why didn’t you tell me?”


“Uhmm,” Dale said uncertainly. 


“Do we have a choice?” Nora asked seriously. 


Denise thought seriously for a moment. One of the things
she’d consciously done was to give the twins more and more choices as they grew
up, more responsibility for their actions as well. She took credit for some of
how they’d matured into neat people and conscientious adults. 


“Obviously the fairies must be dangerous, which is why you
wouldn’t give them my name,” Denise said slowly. 


Nora nodded. “Never give a creature your name.” 


There were creatures other than fairies that her children
knew about? Denise couldn’t even think about that yet.


“How about this, then,” Denise said. “You need to tell me
enough so I’m not in danger from them, now that one has appeared to me.” Though
she was dying to know more, and ask for every little detail, she knew better
than to push. Nora would just grow prickly and stop responding, while Dale
would resort to one-word replies.


“That’s fair,” Dale said, glaring at Nora. 


Denise was willing to bet that the twins had had this
argument before, about telling her: That Dale had argued for it, while Nora had
argued against it. 


“Okay,” Nora said, giving in. “But later tonight, after
dinner. We really are late for school, now.” 


Dale looked guilty. “Sorry.” 


“Pffft. Like you
could have stopped him from showing up,” Nora said dismissively. 


“Are you okay?” Dale said, turning to Denise. 


“I’m fine,” Denise said. Her heart felt strong, now,
stronger than it had, actually. “Go. Get to school. We’ll talk later.” 


“You’re the best,” Dale said, hurriedly leaning over and
kissing her cheek.


“Call me,” Nora said seriously after Dale had left. “If
anything weird happens, or if your heart gives you any trouble. Call me
immediately.” 


“I will,” Denise said. Was this a glimpse of how their lives
would shift eventually? With her daughter taking care of her? 


Denise stood in the yard for a few moments after Nora had
raced off after Dale. Was this why the twins were sometimes so protective of
each other? They obviously had history with this Cornelius, and whoever Kostya
the dwarf was. There was so much more going on here. And Denise hadn’t had a
clue. 


Something sparkled in the grass at Denise’s foot. Without
thinking, she bent over and picked it up. 


The green agate felt cool and smooth against her palm. She
deposited the little stone in her pocket and promptly forgot all about it. 


* * *


Adele wanted to scream. These children knew nothing of the real world outside of
their classroom. They’d never even danced on a fairy hill during the full
moon—the safest time for a fairy to be outside. 


Yet they dared to direct her
and tell her what she should bring on the Great Trip North, as they were
calling it. They’d even had the gall to summon her to their rooms, which were
ugly and stark white. Where were the comfortable, colorful pillows for guests
to lean against? The customary glass of wine? 


The rooms were as empty as their souls. 


Luckily, after Adele had arrived, the rest of the students
had excused themselves to go do something else—probably to compose poems
and theories about the upcoming
journey, rather than actually preparing or something useful. Titir had remained
to help her. 


Adele despised them all. However, she also needed their
help. While it would be possible for her to make such a journey on her own, it
would be so much easier with their support. 


The table beside Titir was covered in things Adele thought
were useless: Scrolls, bags, boxes, hunks of cloth, and crudely made wooden
cups. How would any of those help on their journey?


“You were saying?” Adele asked Titir as he looked askance at
the small pack she carried around her hips. 


“You need to carry something bigger than that on the
journey!” Titir said, dismayed. “What are you going to sleep in?” 


“I’ll wrap my wings around me,” Adele growled. That was how
she’d made it down. 


“No wonder you were nearly dead by the time you got here,”
Titir said, shaking his head. “Here. You should take one of these.” He handed
her a lump of soft, gray material.


Adele didn’t know what the term was for it. It was only made
here, in the south, manufactured using new techniques. The material felt like
softly spun clouds or woven spiderwebs. However, when Adele held it up to the
light, she couldn’t see through it. She wrapped a bit of it around her hand: It
was surprisingly warm. When she shook out the small lump, she was surprised to
see that there was enough cloth to easily wrap all the way around her, covering
even her wings. 


“What is this?” Adele asked, fingering it. Her kingdom could
benefit from such things. If only regular relations could be established! 


Except that the only time fairy kingdoms usually met was
during battle, or afterward, to pay tribute. She’d assumed at first that the
southerners had only come to her kingdom to find its weaknesses. They hadn’t
bothered to explain the student caste until after she’d arrived at the Redwood
Fairy Kingdom. 


“New silk,” Titir said, as if it were obvious. He turned to
the table next to him, then handed her a stiff container, like new silk that
had been coated with glue. “Open it,” he suggested. 


Adele put down the new silk and eagerly opened the
container. Inside were wrinkled berries. “What are these?” she asked, trying to
contain her disappointment. They looked rotted.


“Try one,” Titir said. 


Suspiciously, Adele fingered one out. At least they were
hard and not slimy. She cautiously bit into on, just a toothful. 


Sweetness exploded across Adele’s tongue. “That’s good!” She
quickly popped the rest in her mouth, followed by three more.


“Those are dried gossum berries,” Titir said, encouraged.
“Careful—you don’t need to eat many to be full.” 


Adele nearly snorted at him. He had no idea how much energy
it was going to take to fly all those miles. Still, the dried fruit was light
and would travel well. 


“Why are you giving these things to me?” Adele asked. She
knew none of the students actually wanted her to come with them on their Great
Journey North—afraid she might steal their accolades, or something
stupid. 


“Everyone has to carry their fair share,” Titir said
evasively. 


Adele didn’t believe him for a second. Oh, she was certain
that the students would insist on being fair,
that was what they did down here, instead of letting each caste do what came
naturally to them. 


But that wasn’t why he was helping her. 


“What do you want?” Adele asked, walking closer to the
student. 


Titir stood up suddenly. “Nothing! Nothing,” he said,
backing away. 


“You want something,” Adele asked, hot on the trail of her
prey. They always forgot she was a warrior. 


“Just—knowledge,” Titir announced, collapsing in on
himself. “Like, how was the great machine supposed to work? What was its real
purpose? And were you the queen?” 


“Who called me that?” Adele asked, not denying it. 


“Garung did, once.”


Adele growled at Titir. The royals had promised her that
they’d kick her out of the kingdom if anyone learned of her true status.
Despite their general weaknesses, she did believe them in this. 


“We’d gotten him drunk. Very, very drunk,” Titir explained
hurriedly. “He wouldn’t ever talk about his trip, except in the vaguest of
terms. Not even enough to form a proper poem or song.” 


Adele shook her head. Was that really all the students cared
about? Poems and songs and stories, not the actual moonlight on their wings or
the sunlight filtered through the pines? Just to sing about such things, and
never experience them? 


“So, my queen, are you going to lead us to greatness?” Titir
asked, pushing forward from the wall where he’d been cowering. 


Adele laughed at him. “You don’t have the heart,” she
sneered. Even the human tinker, Dale, had had more guts than these students. 


“I think we’ll surprise you,” Titir said, still daring to
look her in the eye. 


“I hope so,” Adele said, sweeping from the room. “I dare you
to,” she added over her shoulder.


Let the students follow her, then. Maybe she could inspire
them to greatness. 


* * *


Nora alternated between fuming and worrying on the drive to
school. She was going to have to tell her mom about the fairies. How much
should she tell her? How much could she hide? She did not want to talk about what had happened five years ago, when she’d
first met the fairies, how they’d nearly gotten Dale. 


How was Nora going to keep Mom safe? Particularly come fall,
after Nora went to college? 


“Dale—” Nora started.


“Nope. Don’t want to talk about it. You’ll just talk it to
death. Like always,” Dale said. He stubbornly looked out the front window of
the car, his jaw clenched. 


“I was just going to ask if you wanted a ride home,” Nora
lied. 


“Oh,” Dale said, softening. “Naw, thanks, I’ll ride with the
guys. Or I’ll catch the bus, head home early.” 


“Just be careful,” Nora warned. She didn’t know how bad the
situation with Kostya was, if Cornelius would come back to tempt Dale. 


And tempt her brother the fairy would: They had his name.
He’d never be able to escape them, not completely. 


At least Dale seemed to take her warning seriously, this
time. “I will, Nor. I told him no this morning. I’ll keep telling him no. I
promise.” 


Nora knew that Dale could make promises like that all day
long. 


She didn’t know if he would be able to keep them. 


* * *


Dale knew Nora had her doubts. Hell, he did too. The damned
fairies did get to him, found him once a year, every year, since they’d first
found out about them. Made him do their bidding. 


But when Nora had suggested they all move, Dale had refused.
They’d been in Port City for two years by that time. He’d finally made friends.
Settled in. 


Besides, it was only once a year. And they weren’t really
trying to make him do anything other than see them once a year. 


Dale squirmed on the old truck bench, the vinyl sticking to
the backs of his bare thighs. 


At least he’d
never called Kostya a friend. 


Had the dwarf really returned? Did it matter? Both he and Nora
were leaving in the fall. Nora would make sure that Mom was protected. And Dale
would call her, every day, just to make sure. 


Though maybe, if the threat was serious, maybe Dale could
stay here, at home, and not have to leave. 


But Dale couldn’t worry about it now. Today was his last
chance to say goodbye to Leslie, the cute girl in Trig, his last class. Maybe
he could finally get up the courage to ask her for her email address. Or even
her phone number. 


God, he was pathetic. 


Dale hurried through the empty halls of the school, hurrying
to his first class, social studies. The quietness in a place that was normally
crowded and loud reminded him of his worst nightmares. 


The one Dale had almost caused, if the fairy machine had been
allowed to generate its field, dispelling all electronics. 


At least Dale didn’t have to be any later by dropping by his
locker and collecting his books. There wouldn’t really be much to do the last
day of class, as he’d already taken the final. He slipped in the door with a
nod to the teacher and made his way as quietly as he could to his seat. 


The teacher finished his sentence then turned to Dale. “It’s
nice of you to join us, Mr. Murray,” he said. 


“Sorry,” Dale murmured, squirming a little in his seat. 


“Want to share with the class what was so important that you
couldn’t get here on time?” the teacher asked. 


Dale looked up and stared at the man. God, he was going to
be so glad to get out of here. “My mother fell. She has a bad heart. We weren’t
sure if she was having another heart attack, if we were going to have to take
her to the hospital again or not,” he said defiantly. 


The teacher recognized that Dale was telling the truth. 


“I see. She’s doing better?” he asked, suddenly solicitous. 


“She insisted she’s fine,” Dale said, shaking his head. “Not
much I can do except call her between every class today.” 


“Keep us updated,” the teacher said, before moving onto
another topic. 


Yeah, right. This
day couldn’t end soon enough for Dale. 


* * *


Cornelius hummed happily as he flew down the grand staircase
that connected his underground kingdom with the outer, human world. It had been
exhilarating to go to the surface again after all this time. He tsked as he gained speed, though,
circling around and around. That would never do. He was no warrior, but a
royal, and so he pulled in his wings, reduced his speed to something more
moderate, more sedate. 


More boring. 


Queen Adele had been trying to get her people to leave their
underground kingdom and return to the surface, to live as they had centuries
ago. While Cornelius hadn’t approved of her proposal, maybe there was something
to it. 


Maybe his people needed to stretch their wings more, go and
dance again in the true moonlight. 


The thought thrilled Cornelius, and he shot out of the
staircase and flew straight up to the roof of the underground kingdom, his
wings brushing the rough ceiling. The air up so far up was warm, humid, and
fecund. It reminded him of old London, when the spring rains came to bless the fields
and the winds nipped at his heels. 


But that had been a different world, and a different time. 


Cornelius looked down on the peace and order of the kingdom
spread beneath him. Did he have the right to disturb their order? Maybe their
time had passed, now that the humans taken over the earth? Particularly now,
with their infernal machines that no fairy or magical creature could tolerate? 


A shout made Cornelius turn. The warriors were doing some
kind of drill above their barracks, dodging and tumbling in the air. He caught
his breath as two collided and plummeted to the ground, bouncing off the roof
of one of the buildings, only to soar back up again. 


A warrior never gave up. Not unless he or she was so gravely
injured no amount of healing could cure them. And even then, they might
continue to fight until they were dead, or beyond. 


The same fierce heart beat in Cornelius’ chest. He knew it,
but he rarely gave it its head. 


Maybe it was time to start. 


His people would not go peacefully into the night. It was
better to fight, though it would cost dearly, more than he could predict or
plan for.










Chapter Three


Nora knew better than to stop at her locker after she got to
school—Brett was long gone, and she was already late enough. But maybe
he’d left something in her locker. That would totally be like him. 


The empty halls didn’t creep her out like they did Dale: She
always imagined the trouble she could get into with no one around. Of course,
there were those damned closed-circuit TV cameras in the halls, though  not everyone knew about them, or had
plotted out where every single camera sat. 


Nora could spoof those, transform
the image they saw into something else. But that took time, and preparation. And
a lot of experimenting on her part, because while she had had plenty of
teachers for her human studies, none had shown up to help her with her magical
studies. 


Today, Nora hurried as fast as she could without actually
running to her locker, as if she had to pick up a book or something. She didn’t
realize her hands were shaking until she had to put in her combination twice,
damn it. 


The stupid lock finally gave way, though, opening to a
disappointing nothing. No cards, no flowers, not even a cute toy animal waited
for her in the stinky metal depths. 


Nora slammed the door shut and told herself she shouldn’t be
disappointed, not really. Brett had only said that he’d meet her that morning
at her locker. Not that she should be expecting anything. She shouldn’t have
read more into his words. 


No expectations. That was how they’d started their
relationship. She should remember that. 


With a sigh, Nora raced off to her first class, history. She
and Dale might share teachers, but they were meticulous in choosing their
schedules so they never had them at the same time. 


Everyone in the class had their heads down, taking a last
pop quiz. Nora contained her groan, just picked up the slip of paper handed to
her by the teacher before making her way to her desk. 


This day couldn’t end fast enough as far as she was
concerned. 


* * *


Dale started sweating the moment he walked in the door of
his last class. Smooth, so smooth.
There was nothing for it, though. He just hoped he didn’t stink. 


Leslie gave Dale a shy smile as he sat down next to her. She
looked lovely, and so much hipper than he was (as always) in a pale blue baggy
sweater over skinny jeans. 


“Hi,” Dale said. At least he could talk with her, and
usually without sounding like too much of an idiot. 


“Hi,” Leslie said. “Last class, eh?” She gave him a huge
grin. 


“Yup,” Dale said. “Excited?” 


Leslie nodded, then looked down at her desk. “I know, it
sounds stupid, but I feel a little anxious as well? I mean, all we’ve ever
known is high school, right? I was just thinking about how, well, final it all
feels.” 


“I know what you mean,” Dale said, nodding. “Like this life
is ending. I mean, a new one’s beginning and all, but it’ll never be the same.”



“Exactly!” Leslie said. She gave him another big smile. “You
got your job for the summer all figured out yet?” 


Dale shook his head. “No.” Brett and his family had offered
Dale a job at the car repair store for the summer. The problem was that Dale
could do that kind of work in his sleep. Cars weren’t precise enough, not like
clockwork. After the first week or so, he’d be bored. Then he might start
experimenting…and that was never good for anyone, particularly not when people
had to actually drive in large, armored deathtraps he’d be “fixing.” 


“How about you?” Dale asked. He’d remembered her talking
about working at one of the tourist shops on the main drag. Summer was high
season, and since the economy had started picking up again, the town had grown
busy again, at least during the summer months. 


“You know Betty’s Collectables?” Leslie asked, brightening.


“Sure!” Dale said. He did the odd repair job for
Betty—she’d pay him well for the work, too, helping to fund his college
pizza money. Plus, he’d spent more than one happy afternoon poking around the
backroom there, helping Betty identify the rare watches and other important parts
that had come in as part of lots that she’d had bought on the internet, from
someone who didn’t know what they were selling. 


“I’ll be working there, in the afternoons,” Leslie said.


“What about the weekends?” Dale asked. His heart thumped
harder in his chest. Was he really going to do this?


“Yeah, some—”


“All right class,” the Trig teacher interrupted. He held up
a sheaf of papers. 


Dale groaned along with the rest of the class. Not only had
the teacher just blown Dale’s perfect opportunity to see if Leslie wanted to go
out with him sometime, the teacher wasn’t really going to give them one last
pop quiz, was he? They’d already taken the final, damn it!


“Not what it seems,” the teacher assured them. “Not a quiz,
but games and puzzles. If you can get all of them right, I’ll give you extra
credit. And believe me, some of you need it.” 


Dale gulped. He liked Trig and he was pretty sure he’d done
well on the final. But it couldn’t hurt to try to get some extra credit as
well. 


“Now, the good news is that you don’t have to try to answer
all of these by yourself. If you choose to team up with a partner, though,
you’ll each only get half credit.”


Dale froze. He could spend all period talking with Leslie?
Maybe his chances weren’t completely blown!


However, by the time he looked over, Leslie’s friend Debbie
had already caught her eye.


Dale wanted to ask if they could split into teams of three,
but he didn’t think anyone wanted to do that much work for only a third of the
credit. 


Tommy, from a couple rows up, nodded at Dale. With a sigh,
Dale switched seats with another person and worked with Tommy for the rest of
the class.


At least Tommy was really smart, and they probably got all
the questions answered correctly. 


The ringing bell made Dale start. Was class over already? He
glanced back at his seat. Leslie was still talking with Debbie, but she already
had all her books gathered up and looked like she was about to go. 


“Thanks, man,” Dale told Tommy, as they both signed the
paper and handed it in. Then he hurried back to his desk. 


Debbie seemed determined to keep talking with Leslie. Dale
felt awkward standing there, unsure how to break in. Finally he just blurted
out, “I’ll see ya later.” 


Smooth move, Romeo.
Dale sighed and started walking toward the door when a light touch on his arm
stopped him. 


Leslie stood there, looking as awkward as he felt. “Here,”
she said, thrusting a piece of paper at him. It held not only her email
address, but her phone number on it. “Call me. Maybe,” she said, flashing him
another smile before turning back to her friend. 


Dale didn’t do a full fist pump, but he felt like it. 


High school was finally over. The rest of his life was about
to begin. 


And he had Leslie’s number. 


* * *


Nora sat with her friends Trish and Delia in the school
cafeteria over lunch break, trying to pay attention to what they talked about:
How Trish had gotten a job at a flower shop on the main drag—selling
cheap bouquets to tourists; how Delia was still searching for that perfect pot
roast recipe, so she could prove to her mom just how awesome a cook she was;
how they’d all have to get together, often, during the summer. 


It wasn’t until Delia sighed at Nora and waved her hand in
front of her face that Nora realized she hadn’t been doing that good of a job
being with her friends. 


“Sorry,” Nora said. 


“Brett will be here. After he finishes sweet-talking those three
cheerleaders in his last class,” Trish teased. 


Nora rolled her eyes. She knew Brett had about the same
opinion of cheerleaders as she did: Useless, even if they did stack up pretty.
So she wasn’t worried. Mostly.


“I thought you were supposed to meet him before classes this
morning,” Delia said. “Which is why you couldn’t come get coffee with us,” she
added pointedly. 


“Uhm,” Nora said. “My mom fell.” She paused, then added, “We
still aren’t sure why.” 


Trish and Delia looked at each other. Nora wondered if that
was what she and Dale looked like when they were talking without words. 


“Dale said something like that in class this morning, too,”
Trish said softly. “I’m sorry.” 


Nora shrugged. She knew what had caused their mom to fall:
That damned fairy magic had interfered with her mom’s pacemaker. How had
Cornelius been able to make her better, though? Nora knew that hadn’t been an
illusion. 


Did the fairies have healing magic? Was that why they didn’t
really age or get sick? Kostya had told her that the warriors could be
dismembered and maimed and would still fight on. 


But if they could heal themselves, then why had the queen
had clockwork in her wings? Why hadn’t she just repaired them? 


Maybe it was a matter of how injured they were…


“Hard at work, I see,” came a teasing voice from behind
Nora. 


“Brett!” Nora said, turning and smiling at him. She’d let
him sneak up on her again—he did that often, actually. He was the only person
she knew who could do that. Even Dale entering a room would bring her out of
wherever her brain had taken her. 


“Hi babe,” Brett said, giving her a quick hug. “Missed you
this morning.” 


“Mom fell,” Nora said quietly. 


“Is she all right?” Brett asked quickly, sitting down and
taking Nora’s hand. 


“She says she’s fine,” Nora said truthfully. “But I’m
worried it’s her heart again.” Had the fairy magic done any permanent damage to
her pacemaker, like it had the first time? Would Cornelius’ magic affect it at
all? Fairies couldn’t work with electronics at all. Nora would suggest that her
mom go see the cardiologist now, rather than at her semi-annual appointment in
a few months. 


“So you’ll have to be rushing home directly after school,
then,” Brett said, his tone flat and neutral. 


Nora hesitated. Obviously, Brett wanted to spend some time
alone with her. And she had promised Mom that they’d talk later, not right
after school. 


“I’ll need to call her, first,” Nora told him. “But
then—what did you have in mind?” 


Brett smiled. He had a great smile. He’d been adopted as a
baby, so he didn’t know his bio-parents. He’d told Nora that his mom had always
claimed he looked like old Eli, his grandfather. 


Nora had never seen Brett and his grandfather standing
side-by-side. Brett and his family hadn’t moved into town until after Eli had
died, to take care of the business. 


She did agree, though, that Brett vaguely resembled old Eli.
There was something about his eyes—that same searing shade of blue. She’d
heard other girls talking about them once, claiming they were just magical. 


However, they made Nora uncomfortable, reminding her too
much of their former landlord. 


Luckily, other than his eyes, Brett didn’t remind Nora of
the old man at all. 


Which was good—because Nora still wasn’t sure if Eli
had been human or not. 


* * *


 “Yes ma’am, I
know what a restraining order is,” Chris told the judge, shifting uncomfortably
from one foot to the other as he stood on the slippery marble floor in front of
the raised bench in the courtroom. He resisted reaching up and tugging at
either his close-buttoned shirt collar or his tie. Despite how the AC blasted,
he still sweated under his suit jacket. 


Damn it. It would
be Chris’ luck that he’d get some damned, liberal, female judge. His lawyer had warned him to keep his answers short
and to the point, or he’d get hit with another contempt charge. 


Chris had thought Texas would be above such things. But he’d
been wrong about so many things here: the new start that he’d get, his new
wife, his new son.


Mama had even approved of his new wife Patricia, saying she
knew her place. 


They’d both been fooled by that soft southern drawl of hers.
She’d turned into a bear when she’d thought her cub was threatened. 


Chris never would
have hurt his son. And Patricia, she’d just needed to be reminded of her place.



She hadn’t taken to the lesson too well, though. 


“Then why in God’s name were you trying to fetch your son
from his daycare?” the judge asked. 


Chris wasn’t about to admit that his car had been packed
full of his things, how he’d been about to hit the road with his boy. 


Yet another dream spoiled. 


“As I explained to the court before, I thought his mama was
having difficulty with the school. I only went to straighten things out.” It had
been a good excuse, too. His latest child support payment check had
bounced—he’d emptied the account deliberately. That way he’d have a
reason to go to the daycare center. 


And snatch his son. 


The judge looked down on Chris from her high bench seat. Probably slept her way to an appointment.
“You will honor the restraining order your wife has taken out on you. Or not
only am I going to garnish your wages, I’m gonna throw your ass in jail, and
maybe lose the paperwork. For a week. Or two. Do you understand me, young man?”



“Yes, ma’am,” Chris said, acting chastened but seething
inside. How dare this judge, well, judge
him? 


She didn’t understand. So few did. Breaking apart families
was a sin. This great country of theirs had lost so much when they gave women
the vote. 


Chris knew that the judge wasn’t serious about jailing him.
She was just trying to scare him into behaving. 


Luckily, Chris didn’t scare easily. He gave her a tight
smile. 


The judge paused. “Now, I see that your first wife also has
a restraining order against you. She renews it, every year. Like clockwork. So
what I see here is a pattern. I’d
advise you to break out of it, right now. Because I will throw you in jail if I
see you here again. I’m gonna have my clerk watch for your name, and make damn
sure if you’re brought up for charges again, you’ll face me. Don’t doubt it.” 


Chris stiffened. How had the judge gotten ahold of that
paperwork? Denise lived in fucking Oregon. States shouldn’t share information
like that. He glanced back at the lawyer for Patricia, his wife—ex-wife.
He gave Chris a smug smile. 


Smarmy bastard. Probably bribed someone to do his job for
him. 


“Yes, ma’am,” Chris said. What else could he say?


At least Mama had stayed in Georgia, so she hadn’t had to
see her son shamed so. 


Chris finally got out of the courthouse. The Texas heat
blasted him as soon as he left the air-conditioned building, stepping into the
parking garage, the stench of exhaust mingling with the smell of eternal summer.
He actually wouldn’t be sorry leaving this place, with its sorry-assed
architecture. Nothing grand or inspiring here. 


At least he’d found underground parking for his car, though sliding
into the seat was still like stepping into a furnace. He drummed his thumbs
against the steering wheel as he waiting in line to pay the exorbitant amount the
petty man at the gate demanded. 


Probably wasn’t even an American. 


Chris had been aware that Denise had renewed the restraining
order every year. The only way he’d be able to contest it would be to schedule
a hearing, which mean driving back out to Oregon.


Involuntarily, Chris checked his backseat. It was empty. No Satanic
creature from his nightmares sat back there, gold-red eyes burning in a death’s
head, teeth like knife-points, strange clockwork wings spread out like an evil,
living machine. 


Fresh sweat still broke out across Chris’ back. 


Chris wasn’t ever going back to Oregon. Let Denise keep
spending money on useless restraining orders. 


Except…now that Chris thought about it, Denise’s restraining
order was just for her. 


The paperwork didn’t mention Dale or Nora. 


The twins would be graduating from high school this year. Legally
adults. Probably liberal trash like their mother. And Nora—Nora might
actually be in league with the devil. Her and that infernal creature he’d seen.



But maybe, just maybe, Dale would have enough experience to
know better, now. Would have had his heart broken by enough of these
independent women. He might welcome a man’s influence in his life. 


A father’s. 


And Chris could have a family again. 


Besides, if he quit his job, Patricia couldn’t garnish his
wages as she’d been threatening. Nor could that witch of a judge.


With a jaunty whistle, Chris steered his car back toward his
crappy apartment. 


Time to go see the twins. 


* * * 


Brett carefully held back any sign of anger at Nora’s
refusal to even touch the ring he had gotten for her. The warm hearth-fire he
generally saw when he looked at her had cooled and drawn back, burning much
lower. 


“It isn’t an engagement ring,” Brett told Nora again. “Just
a promise ring.” 


Brett had thought Nora would be charmed. The ring looked
like a plain silver band with three simple red stones in it. He’d taken her out
to one of her favorite places, on the rocks, overlooking the ocean. Though the
sun was out and the sky was blue, the wind blew strong enough that they huddled
together for warmth, as he’d planned. 


Gulls cried their disappointment from far above them. The
rocks lay like bleached bones. Brett found this place depressing, but he understood
why Nora liked it: The contrasts between living grass and the dead rocks, the
way the sand whirled like it was alive, how the ocean beat its waves on the
shore: it was all very dynamic, very alive. 


Very much like her. 


“Thank you,” Nora said, pushing the ring to the side where
she couldn’t even see it anymore. 


Brett took the hint, snapped shut the little blue velvet
box, and put the ring back in his shirt pocket. 


“But I can’t take it,” Nora told him. “It just isn’t right.
I’m not going to make any promises to you that I might not be able to keep.” 


“It’s just a friendship ring,” Brett said. She had to take the ring. If she didn’t,
she’d leave, leave his territory, his control, and he couldn’t have that.


She must be his, and his alone. 


Nora shook her head. “No. But thank you.” 


“You hate the ring, don’t you,” Brett said, guessing, still
trying to figure out the real reason why she was rejecting him. “You want
something with a rock as big as your knuckle,” he teased, working hard to stay
human and not just force the thing on her. She had to take it willingly, accept
his will.


“You said it was your grandfather’s, right? Old Eli?” Nora
asked seriously, not paying attention to his bantering. 


Brett nodded. “Yeah. You know I can’t afford to buy you the
type of ring you’d like, not that you’d accept it from me anyway.” Maybe he
could guilt her into taking it. Humans were generally easy to manipulate. He’d
always enjoyed that Nora was more difficult than most, though he usually could
bend her to his will. 


“You’ve never talked that much about your grandfather,” Nora
said. 


That was unlike Nora. Normally she listened to him. The ring
must have really upset her. “Not much to say,” Brett lied. “I didn’t know him
very well—only saw him a few times at Christmases and such.”  


“He was an odd man,” Nora said, looking out over the ocean.
“Very, very odd.” 


Brett stilled, trying to hear beyond Nora’s words to the
truth of the matter. What did she have against Eli? She didn’t suspect
anything, did she? 


“He was also very smart. Knew a lot about a lot of things,”
Nora said. “But I won’t touch anything of his,” she added, glancing at Brett. 


“Because he was odd?” Brett asked, confused. What did odd
matter? Nora called herself odd sometimes, using the word as a badge of honor.
He’d never understand humans. 


“Exactly,” Nora said, wrapping her arms around her chest
tightly. 


Brett wrapped his own arms around Nora, hooking his chin on
her shoulder, trying to warm her up, knowing he’d have to find another way to
win her, to get her to wear the ring. She wouldn’t take it with her, not at
this time. Eventually, though, she would. And it would wear at her will, even
without direct contact. 


How much did Nora know about Eli? About him? How much had
the Maker seen? Brett had never even guessed that she’d been suspicious of old
Eli. She’d always been so polite around him, when Brett was still wearing that
skin.


Maybe Brett should have kept the Eli persona around for
another year or so. Not faked his own death so soon. But he’d needed time to
bring his Brett personality along, to get Nora to trust him. She had more will
than most humans. He’d welcomed the challenge, originally. 


Too late now for regrets, now. 


“Let’s get you home,” Brett suggested, breathing warm air
along Nora’s neck, getting her to turn and look at him. 


“We could stay for a short while,” Nora said, giving him a
flirtatious smile. 


“We could at that,” Brett said, accepting the kiss she gave
him, all the while thinking about how to bind her to him. How to get her to
take the ring.


He had very little time left before his mating cycle was
over, before he’d have to give up the power Nora might impart to his children. What
a mother she would make to them, if she survived the childbirth. 


* * *


Nora drove back home silently, as usual. Though Dale
complained about never being able to turn on the radio when she drove, she
hadn’t bothered explaining that there were too many paths sometimes, or about
the sheets floating in the air. He’d have called her crazy and never gotten
back in the car with her. 


Sometimes, Nora wondered if the magic she’d discovered did
make her crazy. 


Though Dale would have corrected her, and just say
“er”–as in “crazier.” 


That made Nora smile. 


Dale didn’t have any magic, beyond being a Tinker and able
to fix just about anything mechanical. Nora still didn’t understand why he
didn’t want to work with Brett at the garage all summer. It would have been
perfect for him. 


Then again, Dale didn’t seem to have much of an opinion
about Brett. Her twin was carefully neutral, at least to Nora, about her
boyfriend. Mom liked him, but Dale wouldn’t commit one way or the other. The
best Nora could get out of him was a “He’s okay.” 


Did Dale still not trust his own judgment, after he’d been
so mistaken about the fairies? They’d enspelled him, but he hadn’t forgiven
himself, not really. 


Whereas Nora had been wrong about Kostya, wrong about their
dad, Chris, and it didn’t matter much. 


However, was Nora wrong about Brett? Wanting to give her a
ring from old Eli? She shook her head. No, he just didn’t know, couldn’t see, not like she could. Brett was plain
and old-fashioned and a complete mundane. 


The ring Brett had tried to give her wasn’t magic, or at
least it didn’t glow like the fairy magic did. But there was something off about it. Something slippery. Something
that made her not want to even touch it. 


Nora ground her teeth in frustration. No teacher had ever
appeared to her, to train her in magic. The arcane books she’d read were mostly
wrong and couldn’t help. She did the best she could, but she felt she was
blindly groping in the dark. 


If only Nora could see better, if only she knew more about
magic. Then she would have been able to tell what the magic in that ring had
been, if it would have been safe to wear it or not. 


Right now, all she could do was refuse to touch it, to touch
anything magical. 


How was she ever going to learn, though? 


One of the pale gray sheets floating in the air flashed,
disintegrating. Nora shook her head. She’d made Dale tie a rope around her before
she’d tried walking through one—it had left her shivering and cold to her
bones, as if it had just snowed on her grave. 


From the right angle, Nora could see into the sheets: The
world looked almost the same on the other side. But only almost. It was like
the world was set at a different angle. 


How could she go through one? Was it safe? Whom could she
ask? She’d never even seen sheets like these mentioned in any book about magic
or arcana, though she’d seen them in a couple of surrealistic paintings by
artists who were no longer alive. 


Nora sighed as she parked the truck in the driveway. At
least most of the sheets had disintegrated around her house, so she didn’t have
to worry about accidentally going through one. But why had they disappeared?
Was that a good thing? Or bad? 


The solid, brown, one-story rambler seemed to wait patiently
for Nora as she slid out of her truck. She’d always liked this place, particularly
once they’d fixed the fairy magic problem, and the electricity stopped going
out all the time. She was going to miss it when she left for college. 


Hell, she was going to miss everything. Even Brett.
Particularly Brett. She wouldn’t promise him anything, though she knew she’d
already given him her heart. 


Nora squared her shoulders. The sky was just beginning to
darken, the sun lowering in the west. Ocean winds swirled up and around Nora.
She was going to have to go tell her mother…something. 


At least now, Nora could justify giving her mother a
protection bracelet that let her see.



With that decision reached, Nora continued walking up the
driveway to the house. She paused at the door, looking back out over the empty
field across from the house, suddenly twisting her bracelet. Was something out
there, staring back at her?


Nothing appeared to be out of the ordinary. Nora was going
to have to talk with Brett again about mowing that field. That grass was
getting too tall again: Too easy for a hidden, unfriendly something to watch
the house.


Nora finally turned and entered the house, unsettled. Kostya
knew better than to come and bother her family, didn’t he?


* * *


“What is this?” Denise asked Nora as she handed her one of
her knotted bracelets. It was one of her prettier ones, with a roaming design that
skirted the edges then met in the middle, forming odd triangles, done in
yellow, black, and brown string. She stayed seated in the large chair in the
living room, where Nora had insisted she stay, like a spectator of some play
the kids would put on, as they had as children. 


Denise had assured Nora more than once that it was fine, she
didn’t feel left out by not having the exact same type of bracelets that she
and Dale wore. Why was her daughter giving her one now?


“We promised to tell you enough to protect you,” Nora said,
her chin still stiffly obstinate. “Part of that means that you have to actually
wear protection as well.” 


Denise took the offered bracelet. It felt normal enough. She
traced her fingers over the pattern. There wasn’t anything she could see that
was out of the ordinary. She brought it up to her nose to smell, but all she
could scent was cotton and wool. “How is this supposed to protect me?” 


Nora looked over her shoulder at Dale, who shrugged. “Won’t
know until she puts it on.” He sat on the edge of the gray couch, his hands
tightly folded together, as if he wanted to grab hold of his tools and fix something, though there was nothing
to fix. 


“Please, Mom, let me put it on you,” Nora said, dropping
gracefully to her knees next to Denise’s chair. 


“All right,” Denise said, holding out her right wrist.


Nora hesitated. “Normally, I would tie it around that wrist.”
She held up her own hands. 


Though Nora wore her knotwork bracelets around both wrists,
Denise noticed that Nora had twice as many around her right. 


“But I think—I think I’d rather put this on your left
wrist. Closer to your heart,” Nora continued. 


Denise couldn’t help but stiffen. “I’m fine, you know.”
She’d felt good all day. Stronger than usual, to tell the truth. She couldn’t
remember why she’d fallen that morning. Maybe she’d just gotten out of her
chair too quickly. 


“Don’t care,” Nora said, back to being stubborn. 


“Fine,” Denise said, holding out her left wrist. 


Nora tied the strings together, making three intricate
knots, then clipped the ends professionally. 


Denise held her breath and looked up, around the living
room. Nothing changed. The world didn’t suddenly shift, as Denise had been
afraid it might. She twisted the bracelet around her wrist. It was remarkably
smooth. “I don’t see why you won’t try to sell these at one of the local craft
stores,” she told Nora. The work really was remarkable. 


Nora made another face. “Can’t. Well, not these. And I
just…can’t, Mom.” Nora glanced at Dale for support. There was something more
there, but Denise had never been able to get to the bottom of it. 


Dale shrugged. “Anything different?” he asked. He still sat
very stiffly, as if holding himself back from jumping up and doing something. 


Denise looked carefully around the room. “No?” 


Dale nodded to Nora, who wrapped her fingers around Denise’s
wrist, closing them around the bracelet. “Now?” Nora asked. 


Different spots around the living room flared suddenly, as
if hidden lights had been turned on. The back of the couch, where Nora’s afghan
lay, was brighter. The macramé owl decorating the wall shone, as did the
corners of the windows. 


Denise looked closer. For the first time, she noticed that
there were little bits of knotwork attached to every corner of both windows.
The bracelet Dale wore glowed brilliantly, and Nora herself looked as if she
stood in the full sunlight. 


“What does all that light mean?” Denise asked. Other bits of
knotwork lay tucked away, on the bookshelves, over the door going out, as well
as the door leading into the hallway. “Why is all your knotwork glowing?” 


Nora shrugged as she removed her hand. “It means we’re
protected. From the fairies. And other magical creatures.” 


Fairies? Oh, right. That strange creature from that morning.
“Why do we need protection from them?” Denise asked, puzzled. He’d seemed perfectly
harmless, though a bit ugly. 


“Fairies aren’t human, Mom,” Nora said. “They can’t be
trusted. They’re mercurial, their emotions changing rapidly. You can’t trust
them to keep their word.” Nora sighed, then continued. “They want Dale to work
with them, to repair the clockwork in their kingdom. And they want me as well.”



“What do they want you for?” Denise asked, suspecting the
answer but wanting to hear it from her daughter. 


“For my magic,” Nora whispered.


Nora stiffened when her mother laughed, as she’d known she
would. She tried to be generous and call it nervous laughter. She knew that was
part of it, the way the pitch of her mother’s laughter rose. The living room still
suddenly felt much colder. Night pressed in harder from outside, dark and black.


“There’s no such thing as magic,” her mother scoffed. 


Nora nodded, wrapping her arms across her chest. Why hadn’t
she put on a sweater over her T? She knew that her mom would deny it. Mom lived
in a world that was all about bills and responsibility and while there was fun,
there was mostly work. 


Magic was fancy,
something her mom wasn’t. 


“Mom,” Dale warned. 


That at least made the world a little warmer, that her twin
was still on her side. “It’s okay, Dale. I knew she wouldn’t believe me. Not at
first.” 


Dale’s wide eyes were very gratifying to Nora. “You’re going
to show her?” 


Nora shrugged. Only if Mom believed, really believed in magic, would she also
believe in the other creatures who haunted the world, who could hurt her.


“What are you going to transform?” Dale asked, coming over
from the couch. “Anything I can help with?” 


Nora smiled. At least Dale thought her magic was cool. Nora
was never sure if it was more of a blessing or a curse. 


“Transform?” Mom asked. 


“There are three types of magic that humans access,” Nora
said, remembering Kostya’s lecture from so long ago. “The most common are those
who deal with the past—”


“Ghost Herders,” Dale helpfully piped in.


“They deal with haunted places, spirits, like that. The next
largest group are the Fortunetellers,” Nora said. 


“They deal with the future,” Dale added. “And do
divinations, from cards, wax, tea leaves, those kinds of things.’


“The rarest are the Makers,” Nora said. “They deal with the
present. Do transformations.” 


“Like grass to rope. Or a tiny ring into a big circle,” Dale
said, gesturing. Then he gave Nora a false scowl. “Or a drop of water into a
bucketful.” 


Nora just shrugged. It had only been the one time. And he’d
been asking for it. 


“So you’re a Maker?” Mom asked. She looked wary. “I mean,
you’re always making stuff, right?” 


“Not the same,” Nora said. Though she’d thought that way for
a long while, that the only magic worth anything was the magic of hard sticks
and a single piece of yarn transformed into something wearable. 


“But it helped,” Dale said. 


“But it helped,” Nora agreed. It had been her natural path.
She’d just never imagined where it would lead her. 


“How do you transform something?” Mom asked, looking from
one twin to the other. 


“Magic,” Dale said with a grin. 


Nora sighed and rolled her eyes. “Let me show you.” She
walked to the far side of the couch where she’d already put three wooden dowels,
each one and a half inches in diameter, and about two feet long. 


“Oooo,” Dale said. “Whatcha gonna make, Nor?” 


“Just watch.” Nora did have to admit this part was kind of
fun, even if the larger transformations left her tired. 


Nora picked up the coffee table sitting in front of the
couch and moved it out of the way, then pushed back the other chairs, so there
was a large, open space between the couch, the chairs, and the wall. She placed
the three sticks in the center of the space, then knelt down, and pressed them
tightly together in her hands. 


With a deep calming breath, Nora closed her eyes and pushed
everything else out of her mind. In her head, she played the rhythmic clicking
noise of a spinning wheel. She clearly imagined the three dowels in her hands,
solid wood that she’d picked up as scraps and had Dale saw off the ends, making
them all the same length. 


In her mind’s eye, Nora saw the dowels expand. First, they
grew greater in diameter, to three inches, then six. She pushed the ends out,
so they’d reach the edge of the clear space, maybe four feet away. 


Then she started multiplying them. Instead of the three
large dowels that she held in her hands, there were now six, then nine, then
twelve. 


When they’d spread out as wide as Nora could hold her arms
open, she drew herself back, finding the quiet of her own mind again, before
she opened her eyes. 


Mom still sat in her chair, her mouth gaping open. “Is
that—are they real?” she asked. 


Nora nodded, tired but not exhausted. “You can touch them.” 


Mom slid slowly to her knees, then reached out a hand,
keeping her body as far away from the transformed dowels as she could. 


“They’re warm,” she said. 


“Yes,” Nora said. She rubbed her hands on her thighs. They
burned. They’d stay warmer than the rest of her for the remainder of the night,
maybe part of the next day as well. 


“You—you do this,” Mom said. “Often?” 


“No,” Nora said. “Makes me sleepy.” She may have been
exaggerating a little—the transformations didn’t make her as tired as
they used to. 


“And you?” Mom said, turning and accusing Dale. “What can
you do?” 


“Nope, Mom, Nor here’s the magical one,” Dale said, holding
up his hands as if he were giving up. “I just deal with clockwork.” 


“Some might call that a magical ability,” Nora pointed out,
going back to one of their oldest fights. 


“And they’d be wrong. Yeah, I have an affinity for it. But
other people do it, can understand it,” Dale said. “What you do, Nora, that’s special. Really.” 


“Idiot,” Nora said, the word slipping out. 


“Demented,” Dale said softly.


Nora heard the love behind it still. 


* * *


Denise lay in her bed, eyes closed, but her mind still
raced. She should just get up and do some work because she doubted she’d ever
actually get to sleep. Though could she concentrate enough to work? Probably
not. 


With a sigh, Denise rolled over onto her other side again.
Her own daughter had some kind of magical ability. Called herself a Maker. How could that be? Had it come
from her side of the family? Were these sorts of things inherited? Dale took
after her father, always wanting to tinker and fix things, while Nora did take
after her mother...


Denise thought back, trying to remember any time when she’d
been a child that she might have accused her mother of magic. The only
incidents that stuck out were the times her mother had picked up the phone
before it rang. She’d claimed once that she’d been about to make a phone call,
and another time, that the phone had buzzed. 


But Denise had thought it strange at the time, and suspected
her mother had lied. 


Now, Denise remembered one other thing—when her mother
had laughingly predicted every song a radio station was about to play, before
they played it, for almost a full hour. She’d said it was because the station
had a regular playlist that they always followed. 


Had that been her mother showing Denise her magical
abilities? That she was—what was it that Nora and Dale had called them—a
Fortuneteller? 


Her mother—Grandma Lilly as the twins called
her—had also been the one to teach Nora how to knit and do needlework.
Had she seen Nora’s potential and tried to direct it? 


It was a shame both of her parents were dead now and she
couldn’t ask them. Tragic car accident involving a snowy day and an icy bridge.
And her father had always been such a careful driver, too. 


Couldn’t get more guidance for Nora. 


Though Nora hadn’t said anything, Denise could tell her
daughter was reaching, struggling. She needed a teacher for her magic. Whoever
had taught her the knotwork hadn’t stuck around: Nora was constantly
experimenting on her own, limited only by her own imagination. She needed
knowledge, though.


Denise turned onto her back and opened her eyes, staring up
at the darkened ceiling. Could the fairies help? Something nudged the back of
her mind. Hadn’t that fellow, what was his name, the ugly one, Cornelius, said
he wanted to help the twins? 


He must have. 


The memory of holding the green agate in her palm soothed
Denise. She imagined herself fingering the little stone, rolling it in her
pocket. Her racing thoughts calmed and slowed.


The next time Denise saw Cornelius, she’d have to be sure to
invite him into the house so they could talk about Nora’s training. 


* * *


Kostya the dwarf stood opposite the Maker’s house—panting,
sweating freely, hands and knees shaking, heart beating savagely—but it had worked. 


Even as powerful as the girl had gotten, she hadn’t seen
him. 


She’d known something wasn’t right and had spent too long
staring right where he’d been standing. For more than a few breaths, Kostya
thought all his preparation had been for naught. 


But the Maker still hadn’t seen him. 


Kostya gave a huge sigh of relief and tried to still his
shaking hands. That didn’t work, so he lowered himself onto the ground, moaning
softly as his muscles burned and his old bones creaked. He sat there trying to
recover his strength for a while, knowing it would never come fully back, never
again.


As much as he fought against it, he was dying. 


The damage he’d taken during the tunnel explosion that had
destroyed Queen Adele’s great machine and much of the fairy kingdom palace had
been too much. Plus, he’d deliberately chosen to speed along the aging processes
by having foreign magic woven directly into his skin. 


And that magic had worked. He was invisible, hidden to all. 


He would have to be sure to include his success in his next
report to the dwarven king. 


The initial steps toward his revenge were final. The fairies
knew he was there, but the Maker didn’t. And the dwarven king appeared to be
believing everything Kostya reported, both the truths and the half-truths about
the Greater Oregon Fairy Kingdom.


Time to mark where they lived, setting traps, then bringing down
the wrath of all the dwarves on all of them, human and fairy alike. 


By fall, they’d all be dead. 










Chapter Four


Garung glanced to the right, nodding to Sree, then to the
left, smiling at Pravir. They were finally here! In the air! Flying strongly,
on their way north. 


A part of him had thought it would never happen. 


The sky above them was coated in dark night, with hundreds
of stars lending their light and strength to the fliers. Below them lay the
coast, with the darker ocean to the left, spread like a living, moving blanket,
hiding away the life underneath. The few manmade lights they flew above
reflected the water like a net, sparkling at the corner knots. 


Oh, the poems Garung could write about this night! How the
wind buffeted his wings and strengthened his resolve, how the light from the
stars slid down from the heavens and would make even the moon goddess weep.
How—


“Garung!” came an urgent cry from behind. 


Garung looked behind him, sighed, and raised his left fist,
before pointing toward the land. 


One of the younger students needed a break. Again. 


Garung contained his sigh of frustration and led the fairy
pack inland, searching for a clearing in the coastal pines. They were never
going to get there if they kept stopping this way! 


Then again, it was only the second night. The fairies would
grow stronger. 


Or he’d threaten to leave them behind. Again. 


As soon as they’d landed, the two girls who’d signaled for
the break took off, running and giggling, into the woods. 


What were they doing? This was no time for games!


Before Garung could go after them, Titir put his hand on
Garung’s arm, stopping him. “They’ve never been outside before,” he said
softly, his eyes wide with wonder. “They’ve never ‘rolled in the pine needles on
a soft night’s hearth,’” he said, ending with a quote from one of Garung’s
favorite poems.


“But—” Garung stopped himself and shook his head. Couldn’t
they wait until the next scheduled break? Or until they’d flown more than just
a few miles? 


He’d never been this scattered, not even on their first
journey. He’d flown straight and true.


Then again, their troop had been the first to leave, and not
one of the students knew what was out past the kingdom’s boarders. They’d been
too scared to do much exploring. 


His troop had proven that it was safe to travel up the
coast, despite their losses, which had mostly happened because of the
explosion. At least they’d been allowed to leave—Cornelius had made it
known that the dwarf Kostya had been responsible for the explosion, not the
southerners. 


But they’d also no longer been welcome. 


Adele had assured Garung and the council that the northern
kingdom would welcome her back with open arms. 


If that had been true, why hadn’t she gone to them, instead
of flying so far south? One of the excuses she’d given was that the explosion
had destroyed the tinkers with enough experience to repair her wings, and so
she’d gone to where she could get healed.


That Garung believed. 


Adele had also murmured about how some in the court hadn’t
been wanting to follow her lead, but she’d been a good queen. 


Garung knew the truth and kept silent about it: As queen,
Adele had made her people work on the great machinery while letting her kingdom
fall into disrepair. 


He’d seen his own council do the same, only instead of
directing the people to a single project they didn’t direct the people at all,
with the same results: Skills were lost because there were no apprentices to
hand knowledge down to. Instead of traditional crafts, fairies spent their time
on the new fabrics and new skills, such as the new silk and long-lasting
plastics. 


And now there were only a few woodcarvers worth the name,
and fewer blacksmiths, farmers, even soap makers. 


One of the things Adele hadn’t seen (or guessed, though she
was smarter than Garung had initially thought) was that the bags that Garung
and the other leaders carried didn’t just contain things for their journey, but
gifts: Items to tempt the fairies from the northern kingdom to migrate south. More
of the new cloth, marvelous jewels that were factory made, as well as
intricately woven artwork.


The softer things that his people excelled at. 


Though Garung had no watch, he still kept time in his head,
in the human fashion. After about ten minutes, he called out, “Rest over. We
should go.” 


The two who’d initially called the break were nowhere to be
seen. 


Garung asked their friends where they’d gone, but the two
boys just shook their heads grimly. They understood that this was business and
that they needed to be flying again, soon. It was much safer for them in the
air. Though the dwarves had been defeated and driven away centuries before, the
return of Kostya had unsettled Garung. Plus, there were wild creatures in this
woods, both mundane and not, who wouldn’t hesitated to attack a fairy on the
ground. 


Just as Garung was about to organize the fairies into a
search party to go after the two, in the general direction he’d seen them
leave, they came bursting back through the trees. 


Even in the dim light, Garung could see they’d grown pale. 


“We’re not alone,” Frieda said.


“There are other fairies here!” her friend added. 


“We found one of the lost troops,” Frieda proclaimed. 


* * *


Right on cue, the soft knock came on Dale’s bedroom door. 


“Come on in, Nor,” he said. He’d been tempted to tease her,
tell her to go away, he wasn’t interested, but he knew she was still shaken
from talking with Mom earlier. And though he was her brother, he tried not to
be an ass to her. At least, not all the time. 


Dale put aside the clock he’d been working on. Though he’d
accumulated a lot of tools and measuring devices (particularly from Grandpa
Lewis, when he’d died) and Dale had built himself a tiny workbench, he still
sometimes missed the bench he’d had at their old house, the one he’d had to
leave behind when they’d run from Dad. 


One of the good things that had come from Dad finding out
where they were was that Dale and Nora had been able to contact their
grandparents and their friends again. Officer Palace had stopped by often, too,
at least for the first year or so. 


Had the officer and his mom dated? Nora thought so, but Dale
wasn’t sure. Mom would have said something. 


“Hey,” Nora said, coming in and bouncing on his bed,
deliberately messing it up. 


Dale sighed. It was one of the ways he was opposite his
twin: He liked order, with his bed made, and his tools straightened and hanging
precisely on the wall. Nora reveled in mess.
She always had half a dozen projects scattered across her floor, notes taken in
half a dozen places instead of ordered in a single three-ring binder, even her
pillows were mismatched. 


“Whatcha working on?” Nora asked, staying on the bed instead
of coming over to bother him. 


Dale held up the pretty, blue-and-white porcelain clock for
her to see. “The insides had to be completely replaced, I’m afraid,” Dale said.
While the outside was still an antique, the works were now modern. “It would
have cost too much to try to get the parts on eBay or somewhere.” 


“Is it for Betty?” Nora asked. 


“Uh huh,” Dale said, as nonchalantly as he could, sliding
the clock back onto his desk. When he looked up, Nora was staring directly at
him. “What?” he challenged. 


“Why’d your voice go all funny?” Nora asked innocently
enough.


“It didn’t,” Dale denied. 


“Is there something going on between you and Miss Betty,
perhaps?” his sister teased. 


“Please,” Dale said, rolling his eyes. Betty was
ancient—maybe even in her fifties. 


“But there’s someone,” Nora persisted. 


“Nora, this is the time when I’m telling you to butt out,”
Dale said firmly. 


“Oh.” 


Dale relished the way Nora blinked and sat back. Good. He hadn’t told her to get out of
his business very often. Though they weren’t fraternal twins—they couldn’t
talk without saying a word, like the twins he’d read about—they were
still really close, closer than most brothers and sisters. 


Having a secret like the fairy kingdom and saving the world
hadn’t hurt their closeness, either. 


But sometimes—Dale just needed his space. Nora had
more friends than Dale, would hang out with them all the time if she could. Dale
needed the peace and quiet of his room sometimes, to sit all alone and work on
things. Mostly Dale didn’t mind sharing everything with Nora, but sometimes he
needed his privacy. 


It had taken Nora a while to realize that when Dale said
“butt out” like that, he meant it. He tried to only do it for important things,
and not for everything. 


“Brett tried to give me a ring,” Nora said, all in a rush.


Now it was Dale’s turn to say, “Oh.” 


Brett was okay. He worked with his hands, which was good.
But he wasn’t special enough, not for Nora. He was like the world before magic
and the fairies. Nora needed someone who was special, like she was. Not someone
so mundane. Dale suspected that was why Nora liked Brett—someone who was
normal. She still had problems accepting her magic sometimes. 


“I wouldn’t take it,” Nora added. 


“Was it an engagement ring?” Dale asked. Because he might
have had to say something about Brett if he’d asked Nora to marry him. 


“No, just a promise ring,” Nora said. “I would have taken
it. I wanted to take it.” 


“But?” Dale prompted. Nora needed to get away from Port City,
away to college, where she’d find someone more special.


“The ring was from old Eli,” Nora explained. “It wasn’t
right.” 


“What do you mean?” Dale asked. “Was it magic?” That would
have been kind of cool. 


Nora nodded. “It felt slippery. I don’t know why.” She gave
an exasperated sigh. “I wish a teacher would show up. I know there’s so much more I could be doing, but I don’t know how!” 


“Maybe one will show up when you move to a bigger city,”
Dale said. They’d had this conversation more than once. Nora always needed to
talk things to death. She was convinced that a teacher was supposed to have
appeared in her life to help her learn magic. Dale didn’t know if it was
wishful thinking on Nora’s part or some sort of innate feeling she had. 


“I still don’t understand why a teacher never showed up here.
Someone to help me learn,” Nora complained. 


“Maybe someone already showed up and you turned them away,”
Dale teased. “Couldn’t stand your whining and complaining.”


“It wasn’t Kostya,” Nora declared. “He tried to teach me
wrong, so I wouldn’t be able to see.” 


“And now he’s back,” Dale said, tentatively. 


“You are not
getting involved with the fairies again,” Nora said fiercely. 


“Kostya isn’t good,” Dale told Nora. “His coming back is
actually really bad.” Dale had never trusted the dwarf. That the dwarves and
the fairies were mortal enemies hadn’t helped. 


“He can’t get in the house,” Nora said. “I made sure
everything’s protected.” 


“And Mom?” Dale finally asked. 


Nora actually looked away from him, toward the door. “She
still doesn’t quite believe me.” 


“I know,” Dale said. He didn’t point out that Nora should
have told their mom earlier. “Will Cornelius come back and bother her, do you think?”



Nora shook her head no
but said, “I don’t know. He doesn’t have her name, and Mom won’t give it to
him, now. He has no control over her. And the bracelet will at least make her
suspicious of any illusion, even if she can’t see through it.” 


“Why couldn’t she see anything when she first put the
bracelet on?” Dale asked. The world had changed immediately when he’d put on
the first one Nora had made especially for him. It was why he didn’t like
wearing them all the time: They made the world seem too bright, too
distracting. 


“It wasn’t because I messed up,” Nora said hotly.


“Whoa, whoa, there,” Dale said. Where the hell was that
coming from? “I was just asking a question. Idiot.” 


“Jerk. I don’t know why Mom couldn’t see anything at first.
But I’ve been thinking about it. Grandma Lilly was probably magical,” Nora
said. “And it skipped a generation. That happens, you know.” 


“Well, Mom didn’t have any siblings, so we can’t assume
that. It may have just skipped her,”
Dale felt obliged to point out. 


“Whatever,” Nora said. “She’s safe enough, now.” 


Dale hoped that was true. “And the magic?” he asked softly. 


Nora flashed him a grin. “I figure it’s like coming out,
right? But instead of finding out that her daughter’s gay—which I’m
not—I’m just magical. She needs some time to adjust. I’m still the same
person.” 


“So—magical and
fabulous?” Dale teased. 


“Exactly,” Nora said, turning serious. “She’ll come around.”


“She will,” Dale assured his sister. She had to. Or that
would break their family apart in ways that nothing could ever repair.


* * *


Unlike her lazy-assed brother, Nora had found a job that
summer working in one of the local craft stores. The work was soul-sucking: teaching
bratty kids finger painting, making cheap pottery and decorating it, even weaving
together those stupid rubber-band bracelets. 


Neither Mom or Dale could understand why Nora refused to
make enough work to sell at the various craft fairs up and down the coast. She
knew her scarves, sweaters, and shawls would make a lot of money. And she’d get
to work with a bunch of creative people as well. 


But Nora would have to be so careful of everything she made.
None of it could contain even a thread of magic. She couldn’t risk it falling
into the wrong hands. Plus, any work she made commercially available would have
to be generic. It couldn’t contain any of Nora
in it. 


Or it could be used against her, like her first sweater had
been, by Queen Adele, who’d unraveled it in order to learn Nora’s name. 


So Nora got up early the first morning after school got out,
earlier than she wanted to, even if she didn’t sleep as much as Dale, waved at
Mom in the kitchen before heading out. Though the store didn’t open until ten,
she had a bunch of prep work to do for the classes that day. 


As Nora struggled with the key for the shop, trying to get
the door unlocked, an older woman came up to her. She looked like a typical
tourist widow, with short, curly gray hair and glasses hung from a beaded
necklace around her neck. She wore a white shirt, a gray cardigan, a colorful
Bargello-quilted skirt.


“Excuse me, dear,” the woman said. 


Nora contained her sigh, pasted on a smile, and turned to
the woman. “Yes? Can I help you?” 


“Ah, dear, no, I’m here to help you!” 


Great. Just what Nora needed. A crazy woman before she’d even
had breakfast. “I’m sorry—”


“Maker,” the woman said, her querulous voice suddenly
growing stern. “I’m here to warn you.” 


Nora blinked. “Why are you calling me that? I don’t know
what you mean,” she said, her heart pounding hard in her chest. How did this
woman know she was a Maker? She shouldn’t admit to it, should she?


The woman gave her a glacial smile. “You came into your
powers five summers ago, Maker. All the teachers who have been sent to you have
been forced away from here. Most disappeared. You must leave this place.
Something is hunting us. Keeping us away from you.” 


The power emanating from the woman washed over Nora, hard
and cold, as bracing as storm winds blowing off the ocean. She had no doubt
that this woman told the truth. “How did you get through?” Nora asked, finally
getting the damned key to turn. 


The laugh the woman gave was tinkling, filled with broken
icicles and glass. “I’m already dead!” she said cheerily.


Shit. Was she a
zombie or something? Nora looked critically at the old woman, but she had the
appearance of a retired schoolteacher. 


“The cancer just won’t let go,” the woman said, her smile
pointed and sharp. “So I agreed to a suicide mission. Might as well go out
doing something meaningful, eh?” 


“I am leaving. At the end of summer. For college,” Nora
promised the woman.


The woman shook her head. “You need to get out sooner. This monster
knows your plans and will do everything he or she can do to stop you. Leave
today.”


Nora gulped. “But my family—”


“The longer you’re here, the more endangered they are. Do
you think this thing won’t injure one of them in order to get you to stay?”


“But if I leave, couldn’t it injure someone I love to get me
to return?” Nora asked. What if it wasn’t safe if she stayed or left?


“No, the monster will follow you, at least for a while,” the
woman assured her. “But it will be weaker away from its nest. We’ll be able to
help. You must leave. Go. Now.”


Nora shook her head, then looked away. “I can’t. I need, I
need a few days.” To get her act together. To make plans. To say goodbye.


“I don’t know if I’ll still be alive in a few days,” the
woman told her bluntly. “Or if the monster will arrange an accident for me. Like
the one that claimed your grandparents.” 


Nora turned wide eyes toward the woman. “Excuse me?” 


“There was no accident,” the woman said sharply. “Or rather,
it wasn’t their fault. That road wasn’t abandoned when they died. It wasn’t the
ice that caused their car to skid off the bridge.” 


“Come inside,” Nora said, looking up and down the street. Was
this monster watching, even now? She had to learn more. 


“No,” the woman said. “I won’t endanger your employer, as
well as everyone who enters this shop.” She handed Nora a business card from
one of the local hotels. On the back, Mrs.
Wentworth was sprawled in an old-fashioned cursive script. “Come get me
when you’re ready to go. Don’t wait too long. Or we both may be dead.”


With that, and a cheery wave, Mrs. Wentworth turned and
left. 


Nora stood there with her mouth gaping. She knew there was supposed to be a teacher,
someone who was supposed to come and show her magic. She’d felt it in her
bones.


Evidently there had been. Several. How many had died or been
killed over the last five years? 


Nora walked into the shop, carefully locking the door after
her. Who was trying to keep her in the dark? Hindering her growth as a Maker? The
fairies? Kostya? No, something else. 


Some monster.


Fear transformed into anger. How dare they? 


Nora had no idea where she was going to go. She had money
saved for college, but the dorms wouldn’t open until fall, and she didn’t want
to spend all her cash for rent and food now. 


However, Nora would leave. By the end of the week. She’d
never knowingly put her family at risk. 


* * *


Kostya made a comfortable spot for himself that morning
outside the house of the Maker and the Tinker, across the street in the tall
grass. He needed to wait until both of them had left so he could approach the
mother alone. The day dawned clear and cool, though Kostya knew he’d be
sweating soon: the magic that protected him, that drained him, left his body
less able to process mundane things like sunlight and chill winds.


How could the Maker have been so thoughtless? 


Nora had never given the mother one of her knotwork bracelets,
the ones that the Maker had perfected, despite how Kostya had tried to
misdirect her, giving her incorrect directions when she’d first started to
learn. She didn’t have any other protection either as far as Kostya could tell,
no necklace or ring. Nothing to provide her protection against magic. 


How lazy was the Maker? He’d thought she’d work harder at
her magic. She should be stronger than she was. He’d certainly prepared for her
to be much more advanced. 


His original plans hadn’t included the mother, but when
Kostya saw that she was unprotected, he modified them. 


Though the mother had never wronged him, he had no objection
to involving her in the upcoming war and taking her life, too. 


Finally the Tinker left, carrying a large box and trudging
down the gravel road toward the highway where those awful infernal engines and
cars and trucks ran. The way he carried the box told Kostya that it was
precious, delicate. 


It tempted Kostya to suddenly appear, or to throw something to
startle the Tinker, to make him drop his burden. 


However, Kostya had learned even more patience while he’d
been away, while the skin-mage had been knitting bones and weaving his face
back together. His eyes remained the same, which made him glad: His poor, dead
wife, whom the fairies had killed, had always told him that they’d been his
best feature. 


Much of his face was smooth, now—burned skin that
would never quite heal. His poor broken nose had been cropped, no longer
hanging low, almost over his bottom lip. The bony ridge running down it had
protected his face to some extent. But his skin had burned and burned. 


He still felt it burning, sometimes. 


It didn’t matter what his original appearance had been, or
what he looked like now. He’d had magic woven into the new skin, magic to make
him invisible, magic to protect him. 


Magic that would help him get his revenge, despite how it
weakened him, drained away his life, brought his death closer, more quickly. 


After the Tinker had passed, Kostya stayed seated for a few
more moments, trying to bring air into his still blackened lungs, lungs that
would never quite fill. The pain they gave him helped fuel his constant rage. 


Then Kostya reached into his bag and pulled out his mask.


It only resembled Kostya in the most casual way, in that it
was obviously a dwarven face. It had been a gift from the dwarven king, to help
Kostya on his scouting mission. He hooked it over his ears quickly, shuddering
as it crawled against his skin, settling intimately. 


With a single pass of his hand, Kostya made himself visible.
Then he changed the look of the mask to match the human ideal—hiding his
large teeth and making his nose strong and whole, with crooked eyebrows and
pointed ears, as well as the mustache and beard that humans thought all dwarves
should have. He maintained his golden eyes but shrank his claw-like fingernails
down to human-size, whitening them as well. Finally, he spruced up his clothes,
making his shirt whiter, his vest richer, and his pants cleaned and pressed


Then he marched across the gravel road, to the Maker’s
house. The damn protections she’d set up made his skin crawl. He’d never get
inside, not even if he was invited, and possibly not even then. 


It didn’t matter. His people didn’t have to get inside the
house to get at the humans there. His invisibility had proven itself against
the fairies already. 


Their kingdom he’d
already visited. It hadn’t been nearly as protected. 


The Maker had grown strong. But not as strong as she could
have—there were things she could have done to stop him from even walking
up the driveway. He tsked again as he
dropped an invisible ball, something that only another dwarf would find,
marking their house. Then he dropped a second, just to make sure that this
house was marked. 


All who lived inside were now at peril. 


Then Kostya knocked on the front door, rocking back on his
heels, waiting. 


The mother opened the door, looked down at him, and gave him
a wary smile. “Oh. You’re Kostya the dwarf, I presume?” 


Kostya opened his mouth, then shut it again, the world
shifting under his feet, his careful plans already starting to unravel. 


* * *


“What do you mean you found one of the lost troops?” Garung
asked, shock holding him still under the dark pines. Why would one of the
troops build a life for themselves here,
just outside the Redwood Fairy Kingdom? Were they mad? Had some sort of
insanity taken over them, so that they never came home? He looked fearfully at
the trees. Did they have some kind of magic? 


“Come! See!” Frieda said, turning and taking off through the
trees. 


“Stay together,” Adele warned as Garung hesitated to give
the order. “Can’t take all of us,” she added gruffly. “In case this is a decoy,
and there are scouts and warriors hiding, ready to attack.” 


“Thanks,” Garung said grudgingly. “All of us. Stay together.
Stay sharp,” he added. 


He never would have thought about this being a trap. He was
suddenly very glad Adele was there. Pravir and Sree looked uncertain, but Titir
was smiling, nodding, and directing the others into a tight line. 


Garung flitted under the trees. Where had that annoying girl
gone? Up ahead he saw a flash of wings. Why was she going so fast? What was the
rush? 


Unless it really was a trap. 


Garung opened his eyes as wide as he could, trying to see
better. While fairies could naturally see in the dark, as a student, his sight
was more accustomed to brighter lights, so that he could read. The curses
behind him told him that the others suffered the same, which made him feel
better. 


“Be ready for anything,” Garung called out softly over his
shoulder as he flew toward the spot where Frieda had disappeared. 


Adele came up beside Garung. “If there’s a fight, let me
lead,” she whispered. 


Garung considered. On the one hand, Adele was from the warrior caste. She knew
more about fighting than he did. On the other hand, no one would follow his
lead ever again. 


It was worth it, if he could bring all his troop home alive
this time. 


“All right,” he whispered. He didn’t have to glance behind
him to know that Adele’s eyes were whirling and she was vibrating with suppressed
energy. 


He actually pitied any who challenged her. 


Another flash off to Garung’s left pulled him that way. Up
ahead, Frieda waited, her wings spread wide as she hovered in the air. Beyond
the trees was a natural depression and clearing. 


Garung flew closer. Behind him, Adele whispered urgently,
“Look up.” 


High in the trees above them were fairies, warriors, holding
very still, with spears. But they weren’t attacking. 


Not yet. 


Adele flew along the line, warning the others, while Garung
continued forward, to the very edge of the trees. 


There, in the center of the bowl, on an overgrown toadstool,
sat Garung’s long-dead brother, Ramit. Only he wasn’t dead, but very much
alive. His dark hair curled wildly over his head. He wore a vest woven out of
dried leaves, fading and falling apart. Petals and long vines hung from his
waist like a kilt.


“Welcome, brother,” Ramit said. “Welcome to the Forest Fairy
Kingdom.” 


* * *


Dale couldn’t stop grinning as he walked along the dusty
gravel road in front of their house, even after the bus was late, even after
the long walk from the last stop up the main drag, bumping into tourists,
trying to shelter the box he carried from falling.


The white-and-blue porcelain clock was finished. So maybe
he’d worked on it more than he’d promised, so instead of delivering it on
Friday, it was only Wednesday. 


Still. It meant Dale had an excuse to go to Betty’s. 


And maybe run into Leslie there, at the shop.


He knew that he was supposed to save all the money he made
from his clock business into his college fund. But it was close to noon. Maybe
he could take Leslie out to lunch instead. 


Mom would understand. Nora would too, though she’d tease him
about it. If he told her. Which he wasn’t about to. Not yet. 


Still smiling, Dale sauntered up the sidewalk, past the
little boutique kite shop that sold kites for more than he’d ever pay, even if
they were pretty, past the crystal, rock, and bead shop that always made Nora
sniff dismissively and say disparagingly, Crystal
magic. Then past the craft shop. Maybe he’d stop by and see Nora on the way
back, after lunch. 


However, Dale hadn’t gotten two steps past the door before
he heard his sister calling his name. 


Dale stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. He didn’t want
to turn around. He had plans. He was
going to go see Leslie. He still turned back. “What?” he asked, impatient. 


Nora jerked her head imperiously, indicating that he needed
to step closer. 


Dale rolled his eyes. Really, Nora was such a drama queen
sometimes. 


“Look, don’t tell anyone,” Nora whispered urgently. “But I
have to leave town.” 


“Kostya isn’t that much of a threat—” Dale started. 


“Listen to me, you idiot. A woman warned me this morning. Another
Maker. Said that there was a monster
preventing my teachers from getting to me. Said that it killed Grandpa Lewis
and Grandma Lilly. And all the teachers that had so far been sent to me.” 


Nora was scared. The last time Dale had seen his sister so
scared had been…never. She’d been more pissed than scared when she’d come to
rescue him in the fairy kingdom. 


“Shit, Nor,” Dale said. “It’ll be okay.” He couldn’t put
down his box and give her a hug, so he did the best he could, turning and awkwardly
bumping shoulders with her. 


“I don’t know who this thing is, who it’s masquerading as.
Neither did Mrs. Wentworth, the woman. So you can’t tell anyone,” Nora said.
“I’m going to have to run away. Disappear.” 


Dale blinked, then nodded. “All right. What do you want me
to do?” He probably couldn’t fight this magical monster—he didn’t have
any magic himself. But he would help his sister anyway he could. 


When Nora threw her arms around Dale’s shoulders, he
automatically complained, “Hey, watch it!” Dropping the clock would break it,
and then he’d be out money, instead of owed it. 


“Just act normal, for now,” Nora told Dale. “And don’t tell
anyone, anyone, that I have to
leave.” 


“Yeah, right, like either of us were ever normal,” Dale commented. “Ow!” he added as
Nora punched him in the shoulder. She was always stronger than she looked. 


“Be home tonight, okay? So we can talk then?” Nora asked,
the fear creeping back into her eyes. 


“Sure,” Dale said. “After I stop by the newspaper and
announce your departure.” This time, he ducked and managed to avoid her fast-moving
fist. “We’ll figure this out,” Dale assured Nora. “And I won’t tell anyone. Not
even Mom. Promise.” 


“Thanks,” Nora said. A shriek erupted from behind her,
through the open door of the store. She grimaced. “I gotta get back.” 


“See you later tonight,” Dale promised. 


“Later,” Nora said, slipping back into the store. 


Dale had no idea what kind of monster was after Nora. It had
killed their grandparents? He found a lump of grief in his throat that he
swallowed down. It felt as though the sunny day had just grown cloudy, and the
ocean wind had changed from playful to annoying. 


Whoever it was, they would pay. He and Nora would see to it.



* * *


“What do you mean, no?” Cornelius thundered at Imogene and
Gideon. His voice echoed off the mismatched walls in the private royal chamber,
the top half painted a pale ivory, with delicate gold vines and ivy decorating
it, while the bottom half was a deep blue. Cornelius had never felt comfortable
in the formal council rooms where Adele had kept her bone-white throne. He held
private meetings, instead, in the little side rooms next to the throne room. 


“The dwarf has returned! We must defend our kingdom!” Cornelius
continued. How could the council turn down his request? 


Then again, Cornelius had never asked to be crowned. He was
merely the leader of the fairies, not the king. He couldn’t command the
resources his predecessors could. Not for the first time, he wondered he’d made
a mistake by not pushing himself forward more. 


“The dwarf has only possibly returned,” Imogene countered.
“We don’t know for certain.” 


“And the amount of workers’ time that you’re asking
for—it’s shameful,” Gideon added. “We don’t want to repeat what happened
when Queen Adele stole the resources of the kingdom, redirecting them to her
great machine.” 


“Our people are happy in their jobs,” Imogene said. “With
their comfortable lives. Why do you want to stir everything up?” 


“Our people are dying,” Cornelius told them yet again. He
rose off the backless couch behind the desk he’d been sitting at and paced, his
wings folding and unfolding, agitated. How could they not believe him?


Despite his pacing, Cornelius still saw the look exchanged
by Gideon and Imogene. Did they already know? Had the priests approached them
as well? 


“Our people wax and wane, like the moon,” Gideon said in his
most pompous tone, looking down his nose at Cornelius. Like the other royals, Gideon
was very tall and his wings were very large. He was also thinner than a starved
sapling. Cornelius remembered that Adele had always disparaged the fashion,
calling the look weak, as if a strong
wind would blow the royal over. 


“Advise me, then, my closest counselors,” Cornelius said,
calming himself and staring hard at the pair of them. “If our people are waning, how do we get them to wax again?” 


The pair of them exchanged another look. They had a plan.
Cornelius knew it. 


But they’d let their people suffer, let them die, and never lift a finger, until they
ruled. 


“Get out,” Cornelius ordered them. “Now. 


“You’re being irrational,” Imogene said, walking closer to
Cornelius. “You need to calm yourself.” 


“While Queen Adele may have been a warrior, and so impetuous
in the extreme,” Cornelius said, walking back to his broad desk and seating
himself, “she never forgot that we were once fierce. I think it’s time we all
remembered that, don’t you?” 


Cornelius folded his hands on top of his desk and beamed at
the pair of them. “I’m calling for a midsummer bonfire. Outside. Everyone will
be required to attend. In fact, I think we need a series of bonfires. Every
quarter moon, starting tomorrow night, at the full moon. What do you think?” 


Imogene and Gideon stared, gaping at Cornelius. “Outside?”
squeaked Gideon, finally. 


“Your recent trip has left you unbalanced,” Imogene
declared. 


“Or it invigorated me, reminding me what it means to actually
fly, to stretch my wings in the open air, to find the heart of me,” Cornelius
countered. 


“You’ll never get approval,” Gideon declared. 


“Don’t need it,” Cornelius said expansively. “All I need are
some volunteers—probably from the warriors—to gather the wood
together for the fire. And maybe you’re right. The first few bonfires won’t be
required. I’ll just announce them, let people join in the fun. You do remember
how to have fun, don’t you?” 


Cornelius bit his lips together at their indignation, as
well as to prevent himself from grinning. He remembered Queen Adele throwing a
similar insult at the pair of them. 


Sputtering, Imogene and Gideon finally left. Cornelius
breathed a sigh of relief. 


Dancing on beach, with the wild waves and the leaping flames,
would help his people find their fierce hearts. From there, it wouldn’t take
more than a few strategically placed rumors to get the people insisting, no, demanding, that the royals take care of
the problem presented by the dwarf. 


It was all just a game, and Cornelius played it better than
any. 










Chapter Five


Garung gaped at Ramit. “Brother? Is that really you? What
are you doing here?” 


Ramit was skinnier than Garung remembered, and darker, too,
as if he spent all his time in the sun. He didn’t wear any clothes, either,
just leaves and petals. His fingernails were broken and dirty, his feet were
bare, and his arms were scratched. He sat on a traditional toadstool in the
center of a bowl-like clearing. Ringed around him, on the edges, stood other
fairies, some whom Garung recognized from their original troop, many whom he
didn’t. 


Garung folded his wings and buzzed toward Ramit. He’d
thought his brother was dead. Garung had written a soliloquy, as well as
composed an epitaph for his grave stone. damn it. Yet all the while, Ramit was
here, laughing in the moonlight? Sitting under the stars? 


“Whoa, whoa,” Ramit said.


Garung pulled himself back. Ramit wasn’t telling him to
wait, was he? Then Garung looked over his shoulder, where Ramit was staring.
Warriors stood there, barefoot and bare-chested, painted in traditional red
stripes, their spears all pointed at him. 


“What kind of a welcome is this, brother?” Garung asked
quietly. 


“You can come forward,” Ramit said, gesturing again for
Garung come closer. “They’re just…twitchy. You know how warriors get. I told
them to let you through, but you know how warriors listen.” 


Understanding slowly dawned on Garung. “These are your warriors. You’ve set yourself up as
king.” He made himself not add the next words, though from the way Ramit
narrowed his eyes, he suspected his brother heard them anyway: A petty king. 


“And I suppose after your grand journey, you actually went
back to the other kingdom, back underground,” Ramit sneered. 


“Of course I did! That’s what we were supposed to do!”
Garung said, exasperated. 


“No, brother, no,” Ramit said. He sounded sad. “Did any of
the other troops return?” 


Garung shook his head. “I suppose they all formed their own
kingdoms,” he said bitterly. 


“Of course they
did. I can’t believe you didn’t. Or do you really prefer living a half-life,
sheltered, underground?” Ramit asked. 


Garung stared at Ramit. “You were always wild,” he said.
“You know you broke our mother’s heart, right?” 


“Pffft,” Ramit
said. “Don’t lie. She barely noticed we were gone. She was too busy with her studies
and her poems to ever bother much with us when we were growing up.” 


“She was never the same when you didn’t return,” Garung
assured his brother. Which was mostly true. She did claim to miss arguing with
Ramit. 


“But come. We shouldn’t fight. Let’s dance together in the
moonlight, then feast until dawn,” Ramit said, rising off the odd toadstool he
sat on by spreading his wings. 


Garung took a closer look at Ramit’s former seat. It wasn’t
an illusion: It really was a toadstool, grown to monstrous size. But it was
already fading. It had been forced to grow to this height quickly and now was
collapsing under the weight of the cap. 


Ramit had known they were coming. They hadn’t had a lot of
warning, but enough to prepare this clearing, his seat. 


“Who have you been talking to in the kingdom?” Garung
demanded as he flew up to the same level as his brother. 


“Some secrets should remain secret,” Ramit said. “At least
for a while.” 


“Until?” Garung asked. He’d been a student long enough to recognize
a test, or at least a riddle, when he heard one. 


“Until you decide if you’re going to join us,” Ramit said
breezily. “Come!” He flew up higher, spreading his wings wide. “Let’s dance!” 


Garung heard the unspoken words: Or you decide you’re against us.


* * *


Denise hadn’t been surprised by the knock on the door. She
didn’t have her mother’s intuition about such things, but she still knew she’d have visitors that day. 


She’d just expected it to be Cornelius, the fairy. She’d been
expecting him, and was looking forward to talking with him about her daughter’s
training. 


“My daughter says you should call me Mother, or the mother,”
Denise instructed the creature in front of her. He wasn’t as ugly as Cornelius,
but there was something about his smooth face that she didn’t trust. The dwarf
had the same golden eyes as the fairy, with slits instead of round pupils, as
well as the same ridged nose. But there the similarities ended. This creature
had crooked eyebrows, a villainous-thin moustache, and just a few hairs
sticking out of his chin instead of the proper beard that she’d thought all
dwarves would sport. 


Denise found herself unconsciously reaching for the bracelet
her daughter had insisted on giving her the night before. Kostya’s eyes were
drawn to it immediately. 


“Yes, my daughter warned me about you,” Denise said. “As did
Cornelius.” 


“You know the fairy lied, right?” Kostya said. “He was responsible for the death of
Queen Adele. Not me.”


There was still something about Kostya’s face that Denise
didn’t trust. He was trying to look sad, as if he mourned this Queen Adele’s
death, but he wasn’t in full control of the muscles or something. The grimace
he gave looked fake. 


“I don’t believe you,” Denise said firmly. “You’re not
welcome here. Stop bothering me and my family.” Had she heard someone else say
those words before? They sounded vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t quite
recall. 


Kostya rocked back on his heels and just studied Denise for
a moment. “Ah, I see,” he finally said, nodding. “What’s in your pocket? Can
you show me? Please?” 


“I don’t see why I should show you anything,” Denise said
defensively, even as she found her fingers reaching for the small green agate.
“This isn’t a riddle contest,” she joked weakly as her hand continued moving.
She tried to make it stop, but she couldn’t. 


Nora’s bracelet was supposed to protect her, wasn’t it? 


Denise slowly turned her palm over and showed the dwarf the
agate. 


Faster than Denise realized Kostya could move, he slapped
her hand and the agate went flying. Racing after the stone, Kostya stomped on
it, grinding it into the driveway with his large boots. 


Denise found herself taking a deep breath and straightening
up. Memories from the previous morning flooded back. She remembered now just
how ugly Cornelius had been, how he’d frightened her. Why had she been thinking
about welcoming that creature into her house? About begging him to teach Nora
magic? 


Now Denise remembered. Nora had said not to touch the agate,
but Denise had put it into her pocket anyway. 


“What was that thing?” Denise asked, pleased that her voice
wasn’t as shaky as she felt. 


“Fairy magic,” Kostya said, spitting. “It made you more
susceptible to suggestion. That was why you showed it to me. You would have
done anything the fairies asked you to.” 


Denise shivered. She wouldn’t have done anything—she’d
never hurt her children. No magic could have made her do that. 


But the dwarf was right in that she would have let Cornelius
into her living room. She might even have told him her real name if he’d asked.



“Thank you,” Denise told Kostya. He was uglier now. The
stone must have been blinding her to the creature’s true nature. 


“You’re welcome,” Kostya said, bowing his head. “Now, you
owe me a debt.” 


Denise couldn’t help but laugh at the poor, delusional
creature. “All I owe you is my thanks,” she corrected. Just because he’d
destroyed a stone didn’t mean that she owed him anything. 


“Ah, yes,” Kostya said. “Well, then, could I ask a favor?
Remind Nora who was there when she needed help. And that while I might have not
taught her the right order of the knots in her magical knotwork, I did teach
her the right knots. My aim was merely to slow her down. I didn’t lie to her.” 


“You taught her the knotwork?” Denise asked, touching the
bracelet again. It gave her a sense of comfort despite the fact that it proved that
her daughter really was magical. 


“Yes. As I’m sure there have been others,” Kostya said
dismissively. “There have been others, haven’t there?” he asked casually. 


Denise debated telling him the truth. Nora hadn’t said as
much, but Denise knew her daughter. 


Nora had been looking for a teacher, expecting one. And one
had never shown up. 


“Then tell Nora I also know who the creature is who has kept
her teachers away,” Kostya lied. “And I’ll only tell her if she deals fairly
with me.” 


“I’ll tell her,” Denise said. She had to. Though the thought
that there was another creature out there, one that Nora didn’t know about,
chilled her. “Now, goodbye.” 


“Until we meet again,” the dwarf said smugly. 


Denise slammed the door in his face, but it didn’t bring her
half the satisfaction it should have. 


Not when she’d been so fooled, so…so enspelled previously. 


These fairies were more dangerous than even Nora realized,
Denise was certain. 


* * *


Dale didn’t feel like continuing on to Betty’s shop, but
he’d called and said he would be coming. He didn’t want to get the reputation
for being unreliable. That would be disastrous. 


Particularly since he’d never told Nora, or anyone else, that
his fondest dream was to go get training, then come back here to live. 


Nora would just call him hidebound and stuck in his ways and
okay, maybe he was a little like that. He liked order and precision. 


But he’d really come to love the sleepy little tourist town
they lived in, much better than LA. Yeah, he knew he should really move away.
He’d be safer from the fairies if he lived somewhere else. Though Nor couldn’t
tell him if fairies lived in other parts of the country. Maybe they were
everywhere. So maybe he’d be safest here, with fairies he already knew. 


It was a theory, at any rate. 


The door to Betty’s shop gave a cheery ring as Dale stepped
in. Despite how he liked things clean, he still didn’t mind the scent of old,
dusty books that overwhelmed the store. Shelves filled to overflowing with
knickknacks covered the walls. The center of the store was just as crowded, as
was the lighted, locked counter at the front.


“Hey, Betty,” Dale called out to the older woman standing
behind the counter. She wore her spinster, cat-eyed glasses today, the pair in faux
leopard print. She wore her gray-and-brown hair up, and a red dress that Dale
was sure if he asked her about it, she’d tell him it was vintage. “Whatcha got
there?” 


“Surprise box from eBay,” Betty said, smiling up at him.
“Oh, is that my clock?” 


“Yes, ma’am, it is,” Dale said, carefully handing over the
box. 


“Thanks.” Betty walked directly to the cash register and
pulled out a fifty. “Will this cover it?” 


“More than,” Dale said, swallowing hard and nodding. “Thank
you.” Betty was always so generous with him. She’d fed his college fund a lot.
She wouldn’t let him give her a proper invoice, though he always prepared one
for her. 


“Want to see what I got in the box?” Betty asked. 


“Uhm, sure,” Dale said, resisting the urge to look around.
He’d been hoping that Leslie would be in the store today. 


“Glad to be graduated?” Betty asked as she slit open the box
and started removing the crinkled newspaper.


“Can’t even tell you how happy I am to be out of there,”
Dale said seriously. 


“When are you heading out?” Betty asked as she pulled up the
most ugly waving cat that Dale had ever seen. Its head wasn’t on straight, it
looked blotchy, as if it had been painted by a child—even its paw seemed
deformed. 


“End of the summer,” Dale said breezily. “Same as Nora.” 


Nora had said she didn’t know who the creature was, and not
to give away any of her plans. It couldn’t be Betty, Dale was certain, but he
wasn’t about to take any chances. 


After Betty had oohed and awwed over half the contents in
the box, Dale finally worked up the courage to ask, “So, where’s Leslie today?”



“I knew there was a reason you finished that clock so
quickly!” Betty said, looking up at Dale. “She works Tuesdays and Thursdays. So
she won’t be here until tomorrow.” 


“Oh. Okay,” Dale said, trying not to feel disappointed. He
had gotten paid generously, after all. 


“Here,” Betty said, pushing the ugly cat towards Dale. “Fix
this by Thursday.” 


“I can’t fix this,” Dale said seriously. “It’s too ugly. Even
if I could, once it catches a glance of itself in the mirror, it’ll just break
again.” 


Betty laughed and laughed. “No. Seriously. There’s something
wrong with the arm mechanism there. You should fix it. Bring it back on
Thursday.” 


Dale looked at the ugly thing in his hands and slowly
nodded. “I’ll do my best, ma’am.” 


“Of course you will. I never expect anything less,” Betty
said. “Now, help me move these other treasures.” 


Dale rolled his eyes but complied, carrying broken bowls,
dolls missing arms, even a bag full of beads from a broken necklace. “You don’t
have to keep all this junk, you know,” he pointed out. The workbenches in the
back were already overflowing with things that just needed, as Betty put it, “a
little fixing and a lot of love.” 


“What’s one person’s junk is another person’s treasure,”
Betty instructed him, as she always did. “And how are you going to know the
difference?”


Dale sighed and shook his head. He didn’t. He couldn’t. 


Just as he couldn’t know who the creature was, the one taking
Nora’s teachers. 


* * *


Adele screeched her joy to the starlit sky as she spiraled
upwards, darting in between the warriors and their mock battle, racing the
students to the top of the column the folding her wings and diving back toward
the forest floor, pulling up much later than most of the rest who didn’t know
the limits of their power. 


This was what
she’d been looking for in all those years in her court up north. This heady,
glorious mix of dance and flying, not just warriors but all the castes, enjoying
the night and the moonbeams on their wings. 


If only Adele could have gotten Cornelius to see. Her people
needed to be outside, away from the stifling atmosphere of the underground
world. Yes, it was safe there. 


Fairies weren’t supposed to be safe, as they were now told about in fairy tales. 


Adele flew up again, her heart racing. She was at least as
strong as the strongest warrior with her clockwork support, the gears turning
smoothly. 


One of the forest warriors turned midair and yelled a
wordless challenge at her. Adele dove directly at him, not bothering to respond
with her own challenge. They struck with a vigor that took her breath away,
arms grappling as they tried to force the other down. Adele got a good handful
of hair and pulled the warrior’s head back. If they’d been truly battling, he
would have either let go or died—she would have happily torn out his
jugular. 


Instead, the warrior screamed and folded his wings, dropping
his weight so Adele would have to let go. 


She still gave him a nice scratch with her nail across his
throat before she released him, so he’d remember her power over him, their
lovely dance. She shouted again and danced higher, arms outstretched as wide as
her wings, then spiraling down. 


This time, Adele swooped into the far clearing. A ready pot
of blessed full moon wine sat there. However, instead of the traditional glass,
it was contained in an earthenware vessel. Adele glanced around for cups or
glasses—surely they had to be somewhere? 


Then two warriors joined her, racing to the large bowl.
Greedily, they thrust their hands into the wine, then licked it off their
fists. 


Adele had memories of doing the same as a girl. She’d been
born in the country, where she’d nightly danced in the clearings, screeching at
the moon and grappling with the other warriors. She’d been barefoot all the
time, her clothes merely rags and paint. 


With a shock, Adele realized that after their dance tonight,
there would be no warm bed to go to, no clean stream to bathe in. These people
lived as she had as a child, like barbarians. 


While Adele warmed to their passion, she despised the
poverty she saw. Ramit’s people weren’t starving, but they had no fancy dresses,
suit coats, or shoes. Their children would be prey to the larger animals in the
woods, as well as to any snap cold front. They would stay in the trees all
night, never knowing a soft feather bed again. 


While Adele had wanted her people to leave the kingdom, to
regain their fierce fairy hearts, she had never wanted to lead them back into
this level of scarcity. 


Was one possible without the other? 


Adele scoffed at the warriors who’d finished their drink and
had taken off again. Of course it was. She’d just have to be clever about how
her people traveled and battled. 


Just as she was an amalgamation of mechanical and fairy, so
could her people be both fierce and pampered. 


* * *


Nora looked up every time the bell over the door rang, her
heart beating faster. Was this the monster? Damn it. She couldn’t live her life
scared this way. 


But she couldn’t help it. Someone had been stopping her
teachers from getting through to her. Killing them. Was it Mr. Glendal, the
owner of the craft shop? Somehow, she doubted that he could do anything other
than swish someone to death, maybe drown them in glitter. He and his partner
Bill weren’t the only gay couple in their small town, but they were the most
prominent. They always talked about “making a pilgrimage to Mecca” every
year—going to the Castro district in San Francisco for Pride. 


Nora couldn’t imagine any of the parents she regularly saw
would have some sort of magical ability. If they had, they would have done
something about their kids: Drown them at birth, or made them mute, or
something. 


Working with kids had made Nora seriously question having
any children of her own. Particularly since she didn’t know if she’d pass along
her magical abilities or not, or if it would skip a generation. She also had no
way of teaching the youngster, since she’d never had a teacher. 


Had this monster actually killed her grandparents? If so,
she was doubly pissed at it. Not only had it hindered her training—what
if she could never learn everything she needed to learn, because she needed to
start at a younger age? But it had killed two of the people she loved most in
the world, right when she needed them most; after discovering just what a pig
her biodad was. 


That was how Nora thought about Chris these days. He’d
passed along some genetic material, but that was about it. She’d never call him
“dad” again. 


The next time the bell rang, Nora looked up, startled. This
time, though, her heart kept racing a little. It was Brett, and he held a
bouquet. 


“Hi, beautiful,” Brett said with his graceful smile as he
walked across the craft shop, easily negotiating the table full of ten-year-olds
who were busily making a mess of the clay Nora had gotten out for them. 


“Hi,” Nora said. She looked at Mr. Glendal, who nodded and
said, “Ten minutes.”


“Thanks,” Nora said. He really was the best. 


She was going to feel bad about leaving him shorthanded, but
she couldn’t take the chance that maybe he knew something. Or that he’d mention
her leaving to someone who really couldn’t know. 


Nora led Brett to the back storage room. Boxes of paint
kits, puzzle kits, stamps, and construction paper lined two of the walls, while
bags of wool and an odd collection of holiday supplies filled the third. The
overhead light buzzed annoyingly. Nora could never get it to stop. Mr. Glendal
said it was the transformer, and she hadn’t been able to blackmail Dale into
coming into the shop sometime after hours to fix it. 


With a quick glance back out into the store, Nora gave Brett
a hug. “Hi there,” she whispered into his ear, kissing the warm skin there.
Brett always smelled amazing, like the spicy aftershave he used and his own
musk. 


“Hi there,” Brett said. He also glanced over his shoulder,
lifting one eyebrow. 


Nora shook her head. “If I close the door, Mr. Glendal will
be back here in three minutes. If I leave it open, he’ll leave us alone for
closer to seven, maybe ten.”


“Ah, okay,” Brett said. He pulled back a little and
presented Nora with the flowers. “For my best girl,” he said. “Also, as an
apology.” 


“You don’t have to apologize for anything,” Nora told Brett,
taking the flowers and sniffing the bouquet deeply. Yellow roses and red astoria,
with two sprigs of rosemary tucked in among the greenery to sweeten the bunch. 


“I didn’t mean to push you about the ring,” Brett said.
“Though I’d still really like for you to have it.” 


Nora pulled back from her half embrace of Brett and looked
into the bouquet. There, nestled at the top of the paper, was the blue velvet
box. 


“I can’t take it,” Nora said firmly. She gave the bouquet
back to Brett, pushing him to arm’s length away. “I thought you understood.” 


“See, that’s the problem. I really don’t,” Brett said. “You
said it’s because it belonged to Eli, my grandfather. Why won’t you take
something that belonged to him? I mean, it was in my family.”


Was he serious? Nora’s heart sank. 


She’d said no. That was all she needed to say. Ever. To any
guy. The word “no” all by itself should have been enough. 


Nora glared at Brett. “You know? I don’t have to tell you
anything more. I told you no. That should have been good enough.” When Nora
realized her hands were shaking she folded them into fists and pushed them
against her waist, to hide how angry she was. 


How dare he?


Brett took one look at Nora’s face. “Wow. I really
overstepped, didn’t I?”


“Yes, you did. You should just go,” Nora told him. “Now.”
She couldn’t talk with him, not after that. 


“How about I come over tonight?” Brett offered. “No ring.
Just talk.” 


Nora hesitated, then told him, “Call first.” She’d been
pissed when Mom had insisted that none of her friends could just drop
by—that they all had to call or text first, to make sure it was okay. 


Now, she was glad of the policy. 


It would be easy enough to tell Brett he couldn’t come over.
She wasn’t sure how much she wanted to see him the next couple of days. 


On the one hand, she wanted to spend every minute she could
with him. 


On the other hand, she knew she couldn’t do that. She’d end
up telling him, or dropping a hint or something, that she was leaving. 


And she couldn’t do that. She wouldn’t tell him either. 


It wasn’t until an hour after Brett left that Nora realized
that he’d left the flowers on the back table in the storeroom. 


With the ring still inside. 


* * *


Kostya chuckled as he walked away from the mother’s house.
She hadn’t offended him by slamming the door behind him. On the contrary. She’d
just acknowledged his power. That was always a compliment as far as he was
concerned. 


Oh yes, his plans of enspelling the twins’ mother had fallen
by the wayside. Kostya reminded himself of the first rule of war: no matter how
good the plan, it always failed when it met reality. 


The best generals were flexible. And Kostya had learned
flexibility as well as patience these last five years. Along with finely
manipulating the politics of the dwarven king.


The twins already knew of his existence. Which meant they
were still in touch with the fairy kingdom. But what had changed in the last
week? The mother hadn’t been wearing anything of Nora’s earlier, Kostya was
certain. 


Something had spooked the girl, spooked them both. 


As strong as Nora had become, Kostya knew something wasn’t
right. She hadn’t been taught, led in the usual directions. She was still
expanding, finding her own way. 


Why hadn’t any of the other human Makers come and found her?
Any of the teachers? They still existed.


It had been a pure shot in the dark that the humans assumed
a single creature was keeping away her teachers. No one was powerful enough to
do that.


Unless…


Kostya had always been aware of another creature, older than
the fairies and the dwarves, who’d been there before them. Who didn’t have a kingdom
per se, but still looked after this area as his own. Now that Kostya thought
about it, this area had never had as many humans who could do magic as other
parts of the world. 


Of course, Kostya had no idea who this creature was. But
that there was one, he had no doubt. 


And perhaps this creature wanted to keep Nora for his own. 


Should he include his speculations in his next report to the
dwarven king? 


Kostya tottered off through the tall white-tufted grass, his
boots making no sound on the path. The grass held no knots, no tests or traps. 


Foolish fairies. Had they turned their back on the human
world these past few years? It wouldn’t surprise him. Since coming to the New
World they’d isolated themselves, turned inward. 


At the end of the trail sat the still-abandoned house, the
human entrance to the fairy kingdom below. Red paint bubbled like a disease on
the walls. Scraps of paper, fast food wrappers, and dirty plastic bags littered
the bottom edge of the house, like a modern moat. The roof was flat, black, and
gathered in all the light to itself. 


The door had been changed. Instead of a great clockwork doorknob,
now it was boarded over with graffiti-stained plywood that still looked like
new wood, despite its age. 


Kostya recognized it for the illusion it was: Nothing human
or otherwise could pass through that door without setting off alarms in the
kingdom below. 


Luckily, there were other tunnels, other ways into the
kingdom that weren’t as well guarded. 


* * *


Brett watched from across the street as Nora left the shop.
She hunched in on herself as she looked up and down the street, before stepping
into the fading afternoon sunlight. She kept herself upright, not catching the
eye of any of the tourists on the sidewalk. The day was sunny and nice, people were
being friendly and smiling, and Nora wasn’t paying attention to any of it. 


Not good. 


Something had scared Nora. Instead of a warm hearthfire,
which was what Brett normally saw when he looked through the flimsy human walls
to the hearts inside, he saw that cooler fire still, but now it was tinged with
blue steel. 


What was Nora protecting herself from? Who or what had
scared her? It hadn’t been the fairies, had it? He’d kill them all if they had.
Brett wasn’t aware of any other creature who’d crossed the borders into his
territory. 


At least she carried the boutique with her, and, as far as
he could tell, the ring. Its magic would work on her. 


All she had to do was put it on. Brett had thought he had
more time before the next mating season started, as much as a year or two, but
it was on him before he’d even begun the process. 


He had to have Nora bound to him. Before the full moon waxed.
Or else it would be another long, cold cycle of one hundred and thirty-three
years before he could find another mother for his ravenous children. 


Had some teacher finally gotten a message through to the
Maker? Brett didn’t see how. They would never commit such a message to any kind
of electronic media: Too easily spoofed, stolen, or transmuted even, something
Nora would learn to do, eventually. 


If she survived childbirth. 


Brett let Nora go for the time being instead of calling out
to her and escorting her to her truck. He’d phone her later, solicitous as
always. Maybe stop by the house, if she’d let him.


For now, Brett had some searching to do. He sniffed the air,
looking for a trail of something that didn’t belong, for someone who he hadn’t
granted permission to. It had to be a tourist—they were the most
difficult to control. As a general rule, he made it difficult for all but the
most ardent of practitioners to stay. The old stories of a weird vortex on the
coast always helped, how sensitives got sick if they stayed too long in the
small tourist town.


There had to be a trail, somewhere. That led from Nora and
the store. To this person. Nora hadn’t been like this the day before. They
couldn’t have approached her home. So the contact had to have happened here,
possibly on the sidewalk in front of where Nora worked. 


Brett sauntered across the street to start his hunting. When
he found whoever it was, he’d make sure they regretted it. 


* * *


Garung woke in the trees, precariously balanced on a pine
tree branch, his wings wrapped around him. He opened his mouth wide, stretching
out his jaw. The muscles in his face hurt from all the screeching he’d done the
previous night, from stretching his mouth wide enough for his howls. 


Garung steadied himself and looked around. Below, the floor
of the forest was blanketed with soft pine needles. It wasn’t even midday, the
sun filtering through the tree branches above Garung’s head. Birds called to
one another, defending their territory or gathering their flock. Crickets and
flies buzzed lazily in the still air. Off in the distance, Garung heard the
waves of the ocean, and caught a faint trace of the salt overlaying the sweet
pine scent. 


Scattered in trees below Garung were the rest of the troop. None
of them was properly wrapped up either, though their wings brilliantly
camouflaged them. 


Except Adele. Interesting. He would have thought she’d take
most to this natural state. Maybe she
wouldn’t be staying here, but would continue with them. 


Because Garung was determined that his troop would continue
on to the northern kingdom. This forest kingdom had nothing they needed. They
not only had let the traditional crafts go, they’d let all manners and everything
they deemed “modern tradition” fall to the wayside. 


Things like using cups, sleeping in beds, carving wood, even
wearing clothes. 


“So, brother,” came Ramit’s voice from behind him. 


Garung jumped. He wasn’t used to these wide open spaces,
where any kind of creature could just fly up. 


Ramit handed Garung an acorn cap filled with sweet morning
dew. It was tiny in Garung’s long fingers, but he knew that traditionally, this
was all that his people drank for breakfast. 


It wouldn’t be enough. 


Fairies had evolved,
away from being barbarians to being civilized, for better or worse. 


There was no going back, not for him. 


“Quite a night, eh?” Ramit said, sitting down next to Garung
on the tree branch. 


“A night I’ll always remember,” Garung said truthfully. Not
just because of the wildness he’d allowed himself to experience, but also
because it had shown him what he truly wanted. 


Home. Comfort. A clean bed.


“I can see you’ve made your decision,” Ramit said sadly. 


“You could come with us,” Garung said. He looked around,
making sure that none of his people were close enough to hear the brother’s
talking. “The Greater Oregon Kingdom, up north, isn’t that stable. You might be
able to take it.” 


Ramit gave Garung a wicked smile. “I think the queen, there,
would have something to say about that.” 


“You knew she was the queen? How?” Garung asked. He wasn’t
about to deny it. Had Adele said something? 


“All the fairy kingdoms up and down the coast have heard of
the queen with the clockwork fairy wings,” Ramit said. He paused, and looked at
Garung pointedly. 


All the fairy kingdoms?
Garung had always been taught that it was just his kingdom, the Redwood Fairy Kingdom,
that far down the southern coast. 


“How many other kingdoms are there?” Garung asked,
bewildered. “Have they always existed? Or are they all new, formed by our
scattered troops?” 


Ramit chuckled. “There are many, brother.”


“But why don’t we meet? Trade?” Garung asked. He could
already envision a great gathering of all the west coast fairies, come
midsummer. Oh, the dancing they would do!


“Because fairies only meet to war,” Ramit said seriously.
“Or to pay tribute to the winners of a battle.” 


“So the others—” Garung started.


“Have hidden their existence from the other kingdoms for centuries,”
Ramit finished. “They came to this country to have peace, finally. To live
their lives as they saw fit, wild in the huge wilderness of the New World. Not
ordered or hemmed in by the old orders.” 


“You won’t come back with me,” Garung said, bitterly.
“You’re going to stay here, then. Let the others think you’re dead.” 


“That’s the plan,” Ramit said lightly. “You could always
stay, though.” 


Garung heard a pleading note in his brother’s voice. “Why
would you ask us to stay?” His brother was king of his own troop. He could live
as he chose. Why would he want any of the southerners here? And potentially
disturb the balance of power?


A trilling call made them both swivel and look down. Frieda and
one of the forest fairies led a troop of youngsters—all born
recently—weaving between the trees. The children laughed and danced,
stretching their wings and calling to one another. They were tiny, smaller than
the children of the southern kingdom. Would they grow taller? Or would they
stay smaller than the new average, able to survive on just an acorn cup of dew?



But there were too few. Not given the general size of
Ramit’s troop. “Is that the only class?” Garung asked. 


“Last winter was harsh,” Ramit admitted. 


Garung shivered. Ramit and his troop lived above ground,
with only their wits and their wings to protect them from the elements. Had the
freezing rains and cold been so bad that some of the children had died? Were
there predators in the woods as well? While the children were small, could a
hawk take one of them? Or a bear? 


Ramit’s people were stronger than the people of either the
northern or southern kingdoms. That, Garung had no doubt. Their warriors had
muscles that he didn’t know fairies could possess. 


However, could any of them read? 


No, Garung would not be staying. 


He couldn’t say the same of the rest of his troop, though.
“We won’t tell anyone of the existence of your kingdom,” Garung promised his
brother. 


Ramit laughed, a surprisingly bitter note in the sweet
morning. “I know you won’t, brother. But the rest of your troop? I don’t trust.
They stay with us.” 


Garung turned his head sharply to look at his brother. Only
now did he see the warriors perched beside every other member of his troop.
“You can’t keep them all here,” Garung said. The fairies would never cooperate,
the ones who didn’t want to stay. 


Ramit shrugged. “You’ve forgotten all the old ways, brother.
The ones who don’t agree, well, at least they would ensure we had fresh meat
all summer.” 










Chapter Six


Dale spread out the brochures for the local technical
college across his desk. It would be cheaper for him to stay right there, in
Port City. He could live at home, with Mom. Wouldn’t have to spend money on a
dorm room. Wouldn’t have to spend as much money on food. He’d have to get a
car—he couldn’t rely on the bus. But he could get a cheap one, then make
sure it ran, all on his own. 


He had all the arguments lined up in his head. He’d actually
given them all to Nora, more than once. 


All she’d had to say was, “Annual visit by the fairies.” 


They had his name. Once Nora was no longer there, would they
have more power over him? Would they be able to do more than force him to meet
with them more often? He didn’t think they would, or they already would have
tried it. 


Fairies didn’t strike him as being patient. 


But Nora was right. Maybe something would happen in the
kingdom, the power would shift in some way. 


Like Kostya returning. 


Dale sighed and returned the brochures to his desk drawer.
Nora could find them if she looked—and maybe she already knew about them.
It wasn’t as if his desk was the sty hers was. 


For now, Dale couldn’t worry about staying. Instead, he had
to figure out some way to protect his sister from whatever this monster wanted,
the one who’d been turning away Nora’s teachers. 


It had to be someone close to her, Dale was certain. Could
it be one of Nora’s numerous high school friends? Dale didn’t care much for
Delia, but that was because she was always trying to prove herself better than
everyone else. No, a magical creature would have more self-confidence. 


Trisha, maybe? She was tall and beautiful and smart and
honestly intimidated Dale some. But she was also one of the more sane and
down-to-earth members of Nora’s tribe. 


One by one Dale went through all of Nora’s connections, then
all of his own. He’d known Rich and Tabri since they’d fist moved there, and
quite frankly, neither of them was enough of a mastermind to do something like
this. 


Then Dale thought about Brett. He’d said he’d been adopted,
but had he been, really? Dale had never met his parents. Mom had, though. But
what would Mom know? She wouldn’t have suspected anything. Nora said she’d only
met Brett’s parents once, as well: They worked odd hours at the university, the
next town over, leaving Brett on his own often. 


How often had Brett come over to their place? Dale thought
back. No, Nora was always going over there rather than Brett coming into the
house that Nora had so thoroughly protected magically. 


And Brett had tried giving Nora a ring that she hadn’t
liked, said it was slippery. 


Brett was close to Nora, closer than anyone, except Dale
himself. 


It was a crazy thought. How could he suspect Nora’s
boyfriend? Brett was plain and ordinary and everything Nora wasn’t. 


Too plain and ordinary? Wouldn’t that be the perfect
disguise? 


The more Dale thought about it, the more suspicious he grew.
Brett wasn’t solid like Rich and Tabir, or like Trish. Why would Nora be
attracted to someone so plain? It didn’t make sense. He wasn’t that smart,
though Dale could recognize he was cute, if you liked that kind of blue-eyed,
sloppy dark-haired, bad-boy look. 


Nora would call Dale crazy. Jealous. He snorted. As if. 


Would Dale have to tell Nora his suspicions, though? If she
was going to leave Brett behind and not tell him her plans? 


Dale resolved to wait. He’d tell Nora only if he had to. 


His twin would be gone, out of harm’s way, soon enough. 


* * *


“Why do we need a warrior guard?” Cornelius asked Thirza,
Bascom’s second in command. The old warrior had refused to meet with Cornelius,
insisting instead on directing the party of warriors gathering the wood for the
fire on the beach. Thirza had come to the room where Cornelius was meeting with
people instead, and stood scowling at him from across his desk. 


Today, Cornelius had chosen the side room with a painted
mural of an open window overlooking a fairy forest. Warm green ferns, roses,
and moss blanketed the area. The moon shone down brightly on red-and-white
toadstools, and fairies floated on the beams. Bright orange and yellow paint
covered the rest of the walls, a blaring contrast to the soothing greens, as if
daylight had risen in the room while night still reigned in the forest. 


However, Thirza wouldn’t just acquiesce to Cornelius’
demands. She was short for a warrior, with her long brown hair worn in plaits,
then woven around her head like a helmet. Her features were broad and spread
out, her nose pressed into her face and her lips thin. Lines marred the edges
of her cheeks from the deep scowls she wore. At least she was covered up,
wearing a slim vest made of gray and black streamers, with a matching skirt,
instead of the usual red warrior paint. 


Thirza’s only visible clockwork was a small clock imbedded
in her shoulder. It didn’t tell time human-style. Instead, the phases of the
moon and the tides were displayed in the holes cut into the face. 


“You believe you’ll get most of the court out on the beach
dancing, yes?” Thirza asked. Her accent was mixed, not as purely old country as
Cornelius and the court. Had she been born here, in the New World? 


“I believe so,” Cornelius said. He hadn’t tried asking them,
or even commanding them to go. But he felt certain he’d be able to persuade
most of them to come and witness the spectacle at the very least. Maybe some of
them would forget themselves enough to join in. 


“Then we provide a guard,” Thirza insisted.


“Who would attack us?” Cornelius asked. The only enemies of
the fairies were the dwarves, and for the most part, they’d been driven off. 


“We still provide a guard,” Thirza said. She turned away
from Cornelius and his desk, starting for the door. 


“Wait,” Cornelius said. He’d really been hoping to chat with
Bascom, see if he’d heard anything about the dwarf. However, since Bascom wouldn’t
show his face in the palace, he’d just have to deal with his second in command.



And possibly start grooming Thirza as commander instead. 


“There’s been a report,” Cornelius said slowly. 


“Of Kostya, the dwarf. Yes, I’ve heard,” Thirza said,
turning back toward Cornelius. 


“You knew?” Cornelius asked. Had the priests told the
warriors? Warned them? 


“One of the tunnels in the north. We do do regular sweeps,” Thirza said stiffly. “We didn’t find
anything to suggest that the dwarf had actually returned. A few things had been
disturbed. We’d set a watch, and were going to wait and see what was actually
there before reporting to the court.” 


“Ah, thank you,” Cornelius said, nodding. So the priests’
information might be incorrect. 


“But that’s why you’re getting a guard,” Thirza said. “We
don’t know what’s out there. Something is, though.” 


“I appreciate your diligence,” Cornelius said sincerely. “If
there’s ever anything you need, you have merely to come and ask.” 


Thirza nodded and gave him a sudden grin, surprising
Cornelius. He’d thought her expressions only existed as a series of scowls.
“Get the Tinker to return. Then we’ll talk.” 


With that, the warrior quickly exited the room. 


Cornelius nodded thoughtfully. He hadn’t known any of the
warriors were capable of being subtle. But perhaps this one had just delivered
a message to him, that her loyalties were with her commander, Bascom. 


If Cornelius wanted to command her, and possibly the rest of
the warriors, he really needed to make a deal with the Tinker to fix them. 


* * *


Nora spent the time before dinner in her room. Dale called
it a sty, and sometimes made snorting-pig noises when he walked by it, but Nora
loved her room. All her project bags spread across the floor, the thirteen
different crafts she was practicing at different stages all scattered on her
desk and shelves, her clothes in (roughly) ordered piles of clean, semi-clean,
and dirty. Her room was a nest of creativity, not a sterile, barren place. 


But Nora didn’t want to talk about anything substantial
until after dinner, though she could tell Mom needed to tell her stuff, and
Dale as well. It all just made her tired. 


When Nora first discovered that she was a Maker and could do
magic, she’d wanted to turn her back on it. She knew she could find people to
knit with, to talk about materials and sewing machines, even the weird crafting
projects she wanted to tackle. 


Magic was something completely different. It turned her down
a path apart from her twin. How could Nora find people who practiced magic? Who
could she practice with? How would becoming a Maker further break up her
family? 


However, Nora hadn’t had any choice. She’d needed to embrace
her magic to save Dale. 


Turning her back on it was never an option from then on,
though she hated how it threatened her family again. 


Nora picked up and put down three projects while she tried
to think. Who was this monster? Who’d want to slow her learning? Could it be
the fairies? Somehow she doubted it—Mrs. Wentworth had been clear that it
had been an individual, not a collection or group. Nora doubted that any one of
the fairies was strong enough. Together, maybe. 


Was it Kostya? He’d tried to divert her learning, before, to
slow her down. But he had started showing her the basics. And he’d only been
sighted again recently. Cornelius said he’d just come back. He hadn’t been in
the area for the last five years, causing trouble. The fairies would have
spotted him before this. 


So that left some other unknown. Someone who knew Nora well
enough to warn people away from her. 


Nora shook her head. No. Not warn them away. Hunt them. Kill
them. 


Nora almost felt sorry for this individual. Because when she
found them…Her powers had grown, despite this monster’s interference. She’d
still be able to damage whoever it was. More than they realized. 


* * *


Denise almost didn’t want to tell her daughter about the
visit from the dwarf, given how pale Nora looked at dinner. Denise asked,
“What’s wrong? Are you sick?” as she served them hamburgers, broccoli, and
cheesy-garlic potatoes.


Nora shook her head. “After dinner. Please.” 


“All right,” Denise said, acquiescing. 


To fill the quiet, Dale told a story about the ugly waving
cat that he’d picked up from Betty, and how he was going to have to work by
feel alone—looking too long at that thing would make him go blind. 


Denise told a story about the latest manuscript she was
proofing, how the poor writer had used the word “record” to mean five different
things until Denise couldn’t make heads or tails of the manuscript. 


Nora smiled at them both gratefully as they told their
stories, quietly eating her fill. Finally, after they’d piled the plates up in
the sink, Nora led them to the living room. She and Dale sat on the couch as
usual, and Denise took a chair to the side.


“I have something to tell you,” Nora started, looking down
at the floor, her hands wringing.


“Before you start, I have something important to say as
well,” Denise said. 


Nora looked up at her, thought for a moment, then nodded.
“Go on.” 


“Kostya the dwarf came to visit me today,” Denise said all
at once. 


Denise had read about a brittle silence before—she’d
never known one so vulnerable to breaking. “I’m glad you gave me this,” she
added, twisting the bracelet around her wrist. 


Nora and Dale looked at each other. They obviously had a lot
of history with this dwarf. “What did he want?” Nora asked finally.


“He wants you to treat fairly with him,” Denise said. “I
don’t know what that means. In exchange, he said he’d tell you about the
creature who’s been blocking your teachers from reaching you.” 


If Denise had thought the silence had been brittle before,
it chilled beyond the breaking point now. 


“He knows?” Nora finally said, jumping up from the couch to
pace across the living room floor. 


“He could be lying,” Dale said. 


“He probably is,” Nora said, nodding. “How could he know?” 


“Before you go dismissing him completely,” Denise said. “You
have to know something else.” She paused, taking a deep breath. This was surprisingly
hard for her to admit. “He helped me.” 


“What do you mean?” Nora asked, stalking over to where
Denise was sitting. 


Denise had never seen her daughter so angry before. She
glowed with rage. 


Or maybe she just literally glowed at this point, her magic
making her spark. 


“Do you remember the green agate that Cornelius dropped in
the grass?” Denise asked. 


Nora nodded, then looked horrified. “I forgot to pick it
up.” 


“It…flashed at me. So I picked it up. Without thinking about
it,” Denise admitted. She hung her head in shame. She’d known not to touch it,
but had anyway. 


Nora dropped to her knees beside the chair and put her
overly-warm hands on Denise’s. “Hey, hey, it’s okay. Don’t worry. We can fix
this. Where’s the stone now? Can you say?” 


Denise looked up. Nora seemed worried, but less angry. “It
was in my pocket. It was wearing away my will.” She shivered. “If Cornelius had
asked me for something, after another day or so, I would have given it to him.”



“Where’s the stone now, Mom?” Nora asked again. 


“Kostya asked to see it. I hadn’t wanted to show it to him,
but I felt compelled. He destroyed it, stepped on it, ground it to dust,”
Denise said. At least she no longer mourned the loss of the stone, though her
palm could still feel its coolness. 


“Where, Mom?” Nora asked. “Can you show me?” 


Denise didn’t understand why Nora was so insistent, but she
agreed. “Okay. He stepped on it out on the driveway. Let me show you.” 


Out in the garage, Denise got the big flashlight and led
Nora to the spot on the concrete driveway. She walked over to where the pieces
of the stone lay right away. It surprised her that she still had a connection
to it.


“Don’t—” Denise said, but it was too late. Nora ran
her finger across the shards of the stone. 


“Yeap. This is it,” Nora said, sounding surprised. “I don’t
know if this is the whole thing, but it’s most of it. The magic’s been broken.
Dale, can you get me a paper cup from the kitchen? So I can gather up what’s
left?”


“Why do you want to gather up all the pieces?” Denise asked.
“You said the magic’s broken?” 


“It is,” Nora said. “And you said all he did was step on
it?” 


Denise nodded, making the flashlight wobble. 


“He shouldn’t have been able to destroy it like that,” Nora
said. “I don’t care how strong the dwarf is, merely stepping on the stone
shouldn’t have shattered it. Rocks are stronger than that, particularly ones
enspelled.” 


Dale brought out not just a paper cup, but a small hand
broom so Nora could sweep up every particle of dust. 


“Are you sure it’s safe for you to touch?” Denise asked. Her
palm itched watching Nora. She still missed how calm the rock had made her
feel. 


“It’s safe for me, Mom,” Nora assured Denise.


Somehow, Denise doubted that, given that her daughter was
handling the broken pieces like they were made of a hazardous chemical. 


“I’ll just—disarm it a bit more,” Nora said after
she’d deposited the paper cup in her bedroom and come back into the living room.
“Transform it back into merely a rock.” 


“So why did Kostya help me?” Denise asked. She’d been
wondering all afternoon about that. “Why did he show up here?” 


Nora made a face. “You were unprotected until yesterday,”
she said slowly. “Maybe he thought he could control you, somehow. Get your
name.” 


Denise shivered. “These creatures are a lot more dangerous
than you’ve told me, aren’t they?” 


Nora and Dale exchanged a glance. “They’re deadly, Mom,”
Nora admitted. “And we’re dealing with more than just the fairies and the
dwarf, I’m afraid.” 


“What do you mean?” Denise asked, sitting back down in the
living room. 


“I was warned, today,” Nora said. “A tourist woman. Mrs.
Wentworth. Said that there’s something living here who’s been interfering with
me. She said it was stopping any teachers from reaching me.” 


“That’s what Kostya said,” Denise said. “So the dwarf wasn’t
lying?” 


“That something’s been stopping a teacher from finding me?
No,” Nora said. “That he knows who or what this creature is? He might know. He
might be lying. But Mom—this thing, this monster—is deadly.
According to Mrs. Wentworth, this thing is responsible for Grandpa Lewis and
Grandma Lilly’s accident.” 


Denise shivered. She’d wondered what had happened. Grandpa
Lewis had been one of the safest drivers she knew. 


Of course, accidents happened. But it had never made sense. 


“So what do we do now?” Denise asked. She wanted to get this
creature, but first, she needed to protect her daughter and her son. She found
herself sitting up straighter. She’d fled Los Angeles when Chris had threatened
not just her life, but her children. She never would have forgiven herself if
she’d stayed and let him hurt them. 


“I have to leave,” Nora said quietly. “Mrs. Wentworth said I
needed to go tonight, but I told her I couldn’t leave until the end of the
week. She warned me that I need to just take off, not tell a soul.” 


“And the monster won’t come after us, hurt one of us to get
you to return?” Denise asked. 


“No,” Nora said, though she sounded uncertain. “Mrs.
Wentworth said that they’d hurt someone to get me to stay, but would leave when
I did.” 


“Then you need to go. Now,” Denise said, standing. She’d had
to leave Los Angeles that way. “Will you be able to contact us later? After
you’re settled?” 


Nora stood slowly. “I…I think so. But I don’t want to leave
tonight.” 


“Why not?” Denise asked. “You’re in danger. We’re in danger. There isn’t anything
more important.” Why couldn’t Nora see that? 


“I don’t know where I’m going to go,” Nora said. 


Denise hated the heartbreak she heard in Nora’s voice.
“We’ll figure it out, sweetheart,” Denise assured Nora. “We’ll figure out
someplace safe.” 


“But what about the fairies? They’re going to keep coming
after Dale. And you,” Nora said, crossing her arms over her chest. “I need to
put up some more protections for you. And the house.” 


Denise hesitated. “How long will it take you?” 


“Half a day? Maybe?” Nora admitted. 


“So spend tomorrow taking care of the house. Then leave in
the evening. It’s better if you leave at night, anyway,” Denise told her
daughter. She’d never wanted to have this knowledge, to know about how to leave
someone when they were dangerous. Now, she hated even more that she had to
impart it to her daughter. 


But Denise would do anything to keep her children safe. 


The knock on the door startled all of them. 


“Expecting anyone?” Dale asked as he rose and started toward
the front door.


“No,” Nora said. “Brett would call first. He knows better.” 


Denise saw her daughter start to glow. She drew a string
from the pocket of her skirt, long and knotted. Denise didn’t know what Nora
would do with it, and she wasn’t certain she wanted to see the full extent of her
daughter’s powers. 


Still, it made her feel better that Nora could protect
herself, and her family. 


“Open it,” Denise said after Nora nodded at her. 


Whoever it was, if they intended her family harm, would get
the surprise of their life. 


* * *


Garung looked at Ramit in surprise. “Really, brother?” he
said. “You’ve fallen so low, that you’ve reverted to the warrior’s cannibal
past?” Garung continued to look around him. Was there a way out? Too many
warriors waited in the peaceful morning trees. He had no doubt that they’d
attack at Ramit’s command. 


And none of the student troop really knew how to fight. Even
if they did, they weren’t warriors. They’d never been trained that way. 


How could they escape this trap? Had Frieda realized it was
a trap? Had she led them there on purpose? To fill Ramit’s kingdom with more
subjects? 


“And yet, we’d say you were the ones who’d fallen, who’d
strayed from the traditional paths,” Ramit said, holding his large hands wide.
“We’ve returned to our natural state, not fallen. It is you, brother, who’s in
the wrong.” 


Garung shook his head as he got to his feet. “You can’t ask
this of them,” he said, indicating his students. “They’re all too young, too
new. They wouldn’t understand the implications. The freezing winters. The work.”



“Pffft,” Ramit
said. “What work? To gather moonbeams and spiderwebs? Set up acorn cups to
catch the morning dew?” 


“And the winters? Are you telling me they’re easy? That
everyone will survive?” Garung challenged. 


“The strong will survive, as they always have,” Ramit said.
“And my followers are strong.” 


“But you have so little to offer them,” Garung said.
“They’re used to the softer things.” How could he get Ramit to see? He couldn’t
just take all of Garung’s troop. 


“So they’ll get tougher. You did, on your first trip, didn’t
you?” Ramit asked. 


Garung had to admit it was true, and that he’d hoped for the
rest of the students to get used to the hardships of travel. “But there’s an
end to our travels,” Garung said. “You’re asking them to stay for the rest of
their very, very long lives.” 


“Brother, we could argue the points for days,” Ramit said.
“But the choice will remain the same. Either you and your troop will join us,
or you’ll die. The choice has come. What will it be?” 


Garung looked around, still seeking another way. Only then
did he notice that Adele had slipped away. The warrior who’d been standing next
to her now lay on the empty branch, his head tilted back at an odd angle. 


Out of the corner of his eye, Garung followed an abrupt
flurry of movement. 


Another warrior fell against a branch. 


“Where’s Adele?” Garung asked innocently enough. “Wasn’t she
right there?” he asked, pointing to the dead warrior. 


When Ramit looked and gasped, Garung screamed as he jumped
off the branch, his wings folded in, diving toward the forest floor. “Go! Go! GO NOW!” he shouted. “It’s a trap!” 


* * *


Cornelius didn’t bother holding council that afternoon with
the rest of the court. Instead, he visited fairies in their homes, personally
inviting them to the bonfire that evening. He assured the royals that the
warriors would be there in great strength, and it would be safe.


To some, Cornelius told them it would be invigorating. To
others, he hinted at a special appointment to be made if these bonfires were
successful, that someone would have to be put in charge of holding them
regularly. To still others, he promised a night of magical and sensual delight.



Adele had always accused Cornelius of using his words like a
weapon, as skillfully as any warrior. Today, Cornelius needed all his skill. 


He had to get the fairies out tonight. The bonfire had taken
on a life of its own at this point. It wasn’t about Kostya or the misplaced
passion of his people. It was about the success of this party, to prove to
himself that he could still lead. 


The servants Cornelius bribed with promises of good wine and
food. For the warriors who wouldn’t be on duty, he promised dancing and fire. 


It took an entire day, but Cornelius tirelessly flew around
the kingdom, binding the people into one huge party. 


Cornelius ended his long day at the golden temple, landing
in the courtyard, calling for Sebastian. 


When the priest came out of a side door, Cornelius bounded
over to him. “Have you heard? It’s going to be marvelous!” 


“It’s just a bonfire,” Sebastian pointed out. He still
handed Cornelius a large mug of freshly brewed honey wine and waved him along
to come and sit in the garden at the very back of the temple. Roses grew in
abundance, along with pansies, daffodils, delphinium, camellias, tulips, and
chrysanthemums. No daisies or poms, of course. It wasn’t that fairies were
allergic to those flowers, but they weakened fairy magic. 


The sky above the two of them slowly started to darken, the
fairy lights simulating the setting of the sun by slowly fading from the east
to the west. 


Cornelius sipped at his mead and relaxed. He’d flown more in
the last couple of days than he had in the last year or so, he was certain. And
while, previously, he’d supported the queen and been excited by her grand plans
and the great machine, this felt more satisfying.


For all that it was a single, small bonfire. 


“Don’t be disappointed if many of the royals don’t show up,”
Sebastian warned Cornelius after a bit. “You know royals, saying anything they
need to say to please who’s in power.” 


“Really?” Cornelius asked dryly. “Is that how royals are?” 


Sebastian chuckled. “Of course they are, old man. Just as
priests will always follow the true leader of the people. You know we never
wavered in our support in the queen.” 


“True,” Cornelius said. He’d always assumed that had just
been because the priests were mostly from the servant class. But Sebastian was
a warrior, as the queen had been. “Why is that?” 


“Royals always intend to rule,” Sebastian said seriously.
“For good or bad doesn’t matter. Scratch any royal, and underneath, they all
think they should be king or queen.” 


Cornelius knew that wasn’t true—he didn’t want to be
king—but he was fascinated that other fairies thought that was so. “And
so?” he prompted. 


“The rule is always taken by the royal with the strongest
will to rule,” Sebastian continued. “If we threw our power behind someone who
wasn’t as determined, all we’d gain is a weak king or queen. We’d never have
any power ourselves.” 


Cornelius nodded. It was true. While the people might have
followed Adele longer if she’d lived, they never would have followed someone
like Sebastian. 


“So do you support me?” Cornelius asked. 


“For now,” Sebastian said. “But only as long as you keep
your will up, old man.” 


After a bit Sebastian got up and left Cornelius to his
thoughts as the sky continued to darken, the fairy lights dying. 


Cornelius didn’t know if he had the will to keep the rule.
Would he fight Gideon and the others if they truly challenged him? Or would he
lay it down so he could go back to his quiet days and peace and order? 


He didn’t truly know. But he suspected he would find out
soon enough. 


* * *


Darkness spread across the sky. Chris again doubted the
wisdom of his decision, to drive up along the coast, instead of sticking to the
larger freeways and interstate. 


That creature, the one he’d seen in his backseat, that time
with Nora—it had come from the coast. He knew it from the slanted eyes
glowing in its skull. It couldn’t possibly be a native born American thing. 


Plus, it got so dark in between the coastal towns. Chris
wasn’t afraid of the dark—Mama had beat that out of him as a
child—but ever since the encounter with that creature in the back of his
car, he was more cautious. 


Maybe Chris should just pull off the road, spend the night
at a hotel, get into town first thing in the morning. 


No, he wanted to get to the house where he knew the kids
were, as the address had been handily listed on the restraining order. Yes,
Denise would be there as well. However, it would be the first time he’d
violated her order. She’d only threaten to call the cops. She wouldn’t actually
do it. 


And besides, that way, Dale could see how unreasonable his
mother was being. Could see that there was another way to do things. 


Whistling along with the radio, Chris pulled into the small
town. The main drag hadn’t changed. Pretty concrete pots holding flowers decorated
the sides of the street. In between the small boutique shops were still good,
old-fashioned ma-and-pa stores that had made this country great in the first
place. Of course, too many had been replaced with foreigners, like the Chinese
restaurant on the corner that was still open. It was late enough, though, that
most of the street was empty of tourists, most of the shops closed for the
night, people at home with their families.


Chris approved.  


It didn’t take Chris long to get out to the neighborhood
where Denise and the kids lived. He shivered as he stepped from his car.
God-forsaken abandoned place. While Chris had gotten tired of the noise of Los
Angeles as Denise had, he still couldn’t live out in the sticks this way. Off
in the distance he could hear the ocean. A field of tall grass sat directly
opposite the house. The nearest neighbor was a good distance off. 


Blue lights flashed out near the horizon. For a moment,
Chris thought about turning back. For some reason, those lights reminded him of
that Satanic creature he’d met the last time he’d been here. 


However, Mama had always said Chris had an overly active
imagination. That creature couldn’t get him, had never returned to haunt him.
Chris still hurried across the gravel road and up the concrete driveway.


Taking a deep breath, Chris assured himself that he was
doing the right thing. 


Dale answered the door, looking defensive, as if he wanted
to shout at whoever was there. “Dad?” Dale asked, stepping back when he saw
Chris. 


“Son!” Chris said, gladly stepping into the house. 


He saw Nora standing by the back of the couch, her hand
holding a long knotted string. Of course the girl couldn’t go anywhere without
her handwork. Denise had been sitting next to her, but rose at Chris’ entrance.



The living room was shabby, but clean. Chris would give that
to Denise, she always insisted on things being neat and tidy. The couch was gray
and probably been bought used. Books crowded all the shelves. The TV was much
smaller than Chris’, but it hung over a nice looking fireplace. 


“Why are you here?” Denise asked, stepping forward. 


“Hello Denise. I’m here to see my children,” Chris explained
reasonably. 


“I’m going to give you to the count of three to leave,”
Denise said. “Then I’m calling the cops. Or do you not realize that I still
have a restraining order out against you?” 


“It’s only for you,” Chris said smugly. “Not for the
children.” 


“That can be fixed,” Denise said, her voice low and mean. 


Chris was glad suddenly that he hadn’t fought the divorce,
or insisted on some sort of visitation rights, not if Denise was going to be
witchy this way. 


“Son, if you ever need a place to stay, or any help, you
just let me know,” Chris told Dale. 


Chris turned to go when he heard Nora call out, “Wait.” 


* * *


Nora’s heart felt like it was going to beat out of her chest
when she saw her dad standing in the doorway. They’d had no idea who—or
what—would be there. The knock had been so unexpected. She had grabbed
some loose string in her pocket, ready to use it to block whoever it was, ready
to turn the single, small string into a rope of fire. 


Despite hoping that her dad had changed, and okay, maybe a
daydream or two, Nora could see that he still looked the same. He wore his
usual nice dress shirt, with slacks and a sports jacket. However, overlaying
his handsome human countenance lay another beast, piglike and mean. His nose
was more like a snout, his eyes were tiny and hard, and at least half the words
he said were untrue. 


Still…when he made an offer to Dale, Nora had to ask. “What
about me?” she said. “What if I need someplace to go.” 


Dad’s eye swept Nora from top to toe. “What, you pregnant or
something?” he asked. 


Nora held up her hand before Mom exploded. “No. I’m not
pregnant. But what if I needed someplace to go for a few months? Before I go to
college?” 


“No, Nora,” Mom said automatically. “Not with him.” 


“Mom, please,” Nora said. Sure, Dad was a bully. He’d
bullied Dale as well as her mom. But he’d never been able to bully her.


And now that she saw him as he truly was, he’d never be able
to do anything to her. She’d have to get Mom to see that she could take care of
herself when it came to him. 


Dad looked at Nora, then at Dale, then back again. “I think
we could work out something,” he said. “I could put up with you if that meant I
got access to my son. Want to corrupt him too.” 


Nora shivered. She knew those weren’t the exact words her
dad had said, but rather, the true meaning of them. She looked at Dale. Could
her dad corrupt him? 


However, Dad was only human. And Dale was her twin. He could
be as stubborn as she was. Not more
stubborn, of course. But stubborn enough. He wouldn’t listen to Dad’s warped
ideas. 


In fact, he already knew Dad wasn’t the sweetheart Nora had thought
he was when they first ran away. 


“No,” Mom said, her voice harder than Nora had ever heard it
before. “He won’t protect you.” 


Nora nearly laughed, but she knew her mom was serious. “Mom,
I don’t need him to protect me. I can do that myself.” She just needed to stay
with him a short while. “And he can’t hurt me,” she assured her mother. And
maybe herself. 


“Are you still in league with the devil?” Chris asked. “I
don’t want anything unholy riding in my car.” 


Now, Nora did laugh. Her dad had told her that the last time
he’d seen her—because he’d gotten a really good look at Queen Adele. 


“Not in league with the devil, Dad. Give me any test you’d
like. I’ll drink holy water if that’s what you need.” 


Chris looked at Nora hard. Was he actually seeing her? Was
he capable of seeing her? “You have grown up nicely,” he said. 


Nora shivered. He did not
mean that in any sexual way. It just sounded like that. Besides, she’d fry off
his personal parts if he ever tried anything. 


“You’re not going with that man,” Mom said firmly. 


“Mom, I need to make my own decision here,” Nora told her.
They locked eyes, staring hard at each other. 


“Please,” Nora added. She could take care of herself in
regard to her dad. He wasn’t nearly as frightening as some unknown monster
preventing her from getting her proper training. 


“All right,” Mom said finally, nodding. She turned toward
Dad. “I will hunt you down and use your own balls to strangle you if you harm
her.”


“Whoa, whoa,” Dad said, holding up his hands. “I thought I
was the one doing you a favor.” 


“And you would be,” Nora said. “I really need to leave here.
Now.” 


“I suppose I could take you in, if that meant getting you
off the street for a while,” Dad said, glancing between Nora and her mom.


“Thank you,” Nora said, trying to sound grateful. “I’ll be
ready to go by tomorrow night.” She hated saying those words. But Mom was
right. The sooner she left, the better. 


“And when will Dale come to visit?” Dad said, turning away
from Nora toward his prize. 


“Next month,” Dale said. “After the fourth of July. That’s
always the busy time at the store. I couldn’t leave Mrs. Donovan without help.”


Mrs. Donovan? Dale didn’t have a job. Or was that Betty’s last
name? Was he working at her shop? Why hadn’t he mentioned anything? 


But Dad nodded, smiling and proud. “Of course you have a
job,” he said, throwing a sneer at Nora, obviously figuring that she was
unemployed. “It’s only right that you do right by them. As long as they’re
doing right by you.” 


Dale nodded. He looked at Nora. She could practically hear
the words spoken out loud: You better be
gone from there before I have to visit.


Nora nodded. She certainly hoped so. Or she’d probably end
up killing her dad herself. 










Chapter Seven


Cornelius turned his face up to the stars and laughed.
Finally, after all his work, the bonfire was a success. Flames leaped high in
the dark night. Stars laughed with him, twinkling in the sky. Even the moon
sent her beams as blessings on the dancing figures. The ocean glowed darkly
beyond the beach. 


Of course, not all the royals Cornelius had personally
invited had shown up. Fewer servants and warriors as well. 


But there were still over thirty who had shown up, who spiraled up into the air, screeching their
delight. This was just the first of several fires, Cornelius was determined.
More fairies would show up at the next. And then more, and then more. 


By midsummer, he’d have most of the fairies in the kingdom participating:
Maybe not all the royals, but the servants and the warriors. They’d all support
his rule. He’d show the priests—everyone—that he had been meant for
the rule.


Maybe it was time for him to pursue being declared king. It
would take time, and patience, and some political maneuvering, but that was
something Cornelius had and did well. 


And here he’d been complaining about the impatience of the
warriors! Cornelius had to remember that spring always followed winter. Gideon
and Imogene may have been right—their people were waning. 


However, Cornelius was going to do something to make sure
that they waxed again. He smiled from his position on the sidelines, watching
his people enjoy themselves, though he also itched to join them. 


The warriors grappled in midair, tumbling as they conducted
mock battles far above the searing flames. They’d rise and fall, flinging each
other around roughly. Cornelius was glad that these warriors protected his
kingdom: Their fierceness filled him with joy. 


Servants conducted a complicated dance that Cornelius had
never seen before, weaving around each other gracefully, spiraling up and down.
He was going to have to learn it, someday. It reminded him of a field of
flowers, gracefully bobbing with the wind, interacting with the bees flying up
and down.


The royals, like Cornelius, mostly stayed on the sidelines.
Sometimes one would join in, dancing and screeching for a bit, before merely
watching again. Neither Gideon or Imogene were there. Then again, Cornelius
hadn’t directly invited them. 


Off in the distance, surrounding the fire and the fairies in
a wide circle, floated Thirza and her people. Cornelius wondered if maybe they
could be enticed to join the dance, or if they took turns guarding and
celebrating. 


None of the priests had shown up, which disappointed
Cornelius. Had Sebastian decided that they didn’t approve? Cornelius had
thought they’d all be there. But they’d all stayed away. He’d have to ask
Sebastian later.


When one of the younger royals—Eustace, wasn’t
it?—gave Cornelius a flirtatious smile as she flew by, Cornelius spread
his wide wings and glided after her, floating on the strong ocean breezes.
There was no reason why he couldn’t also join in the dance, now and again. 


Cornelius spiraled up, his fierce heart beating wildly in
his chest. He’d never taken a mate: Had always assumed that none would have
him. Most fairies never showed their age, but Cornelius had gone gray as a
young man, over a century ago. 


Maybe he’d been wrong. 


Eustace led Cornelius on a twisting dance, up and down. He
was glad that he’d been flying everywhere for the past two days: His wings had
never felt stronger, despite how much he’d used them.


Or maybe because they were getting so much use. 


The sound of screeching rose on all sides of Cornelius. He
joined in, trying to express his joy. Yes! Yes!
They should all celebrate, cry their hearts out to the night sky, dance on
moonbeams and twist the flames higher. 


When someone clipped Cornelius in the shoulder, he barred
his teeth. How dare they interrupt his dance? His pursuit of a female? His
hands formed automatically into claws, ready to tear the intruder to pieces. 


Thirza floated there, growling back. She screeched into his
face, “Stand down! It’s just me, you idiot.” 


Cornelius automatically stiffened his back, his hands going
back to their softer shape. What had he been thinking? Why would he attack
someone? He shuddered. The bonfire had drawn up something ugly from his soul. 


Then he remembered the insult. How dare a warrior call him
anything other than “sir”?


“We’re being attacked,” Thirza said, pointing off to the
south. 


* * *


Adele laughed as she slit the throat of the third warrior.
She wished she had a full troop of warriors with her so she could rest after a
killing and lick up the blood. 


But there were too many of the enemy, and she was alone. The
others, the students, were children,
really. Worse than royals in too many ways. 


Adele had known that the double-cross was happening. She
hadn’t trusted Ramit from the start, though she had felt more comfortable in
his kingdom than she had at the Redwood Fairy Kingdom. But she also recognized
his greed. His people were dying. He needed more subjects. If he couldn’t have
them, he’d kill them. 


Once the warriors had shown Adele just how much Ramit’s kingdom
had fallen, she’d spent the rest of the night grappling with one after another,
learning their strengths and weaknesses. 


They all were strong, stronger than any other warriors she’d
ever known. 


But it was primarily their arms that were strong, probably
from hauling logs and trees, trying to set up small shelters in the freezing
winters. 


They weren’t as nimble as she was, couldn’t maneuver as she
could. 


They also relied on strength, not magic or subtlety. Though
Adele knew Cornelius would laugh at her, warriors could be subtle. 


At Garung’s shouted warning, the others in his troop finally
woke to the realization they were in danger. 


Maybe Adele should have warned them earlier. Then again,
they never would have believed her. 


A few of Ramit’s warriors were successful, holding onto the
students they’d placed themselves next to. Adele wanted to clap her hands with
glee when she saw that Pravir had been neatly captured. Maybe the warrior
beside him had some skill capturing and killing snakes. 


Adele couldn’t be bothered with him after that. She had her
own battles to fight. 


Warriors flew at Adele from all directions. At least they
understood that to attack her one at a time was stupid. She spiraled and
whirled, shouting and screaming as she slashed at her attackers. Her wings were
more vulnerable than a usual fairy’s—all that Ramit’s warriors would have
to do would be to stick a spear in the clockwork, clog up the gears. 


Luckily, that thought hadn’t seemed to occur to them. They
fell on her screeching, four against one. 


Adele flew hard, trying to get away, draw as many of them
with her as they could. Maybe the students could get away if she brought more
warriors to attack her. 


Then she’d turn, and attack herself. They’d never seen fierce before. 


A loud howl made Adele look over her shoulder. Titir had
flown after her, and now attacked one of the warriors with a sparkling, silver
chain, whipping it around and entangling the warrior’s wings again. 


But Titir hadn’t noticed the other warriors coming toward
him, fully focused on his one foe. 


With a screaming howl of disappointment, Adele turned back.
She was going to have to rescue the stupid fool. Then she’d probably kill him
herself. 


So much for getting away.


* * *


Brett glared at his phone. Infernal modern device. It was
useful at times, but right now, he’d gladly toss it into the ocean, along with
at least half the humans in his territory. 


He hadn’t been able to find the damned human teacher who’d
warned Nora. He had no doubt that one had made it through to her. He’d have to
admit the teacher had been clever and had hidden her tracks well, mingling with
the tourists and their shops, spreading her scent far and wide in a short
period of time. It was like following a tangled net, teasing apart separate
lines that led off, only to circle back into town again. 


There was something off with her scent. If Brett had to
guess, he’d say she was ill. Seriously ill. He was almost flattered by that,
that the human magic makers would send such a one, considering it to be a
suicide mission. 


He hadn’t realized he’d gained such a reputation. He had
chased off a few teachers, true, but he hadn’t killed many. Not more than half
a dozen over the last five years. Plus, the accident on the main highway that
had claimed the life of two others really hadn’t been his fault. And while he
had some power over the water, the sneaker wave that had claimed one more also
hadn’t been his fault, though he had
encouraged the waves that morning to take any who were foolish enough to turn
their back on the ocean. 


Still, this teacher couldn’t be allowed access to Nora.
She’d learn too much, too quickly, and would push him to the side, no longer
trusting his appearance. She wouldn’t be able to see through his
disguise—he was too old, too strong, too well practiced. But something
would trouble her about him, and he’d never have another chance to get close
again. 


The teacher was out of his grasp for the night. He’d
searched, and would search again in the morning. 


Now, Brett wanted to see Nora. To bask in her warm
hearthfire. To try to win her again. To maybe just slip the ring onto her
finger, to bind her to him. 


But the damned phone kept going straight through to
voicemail. 


It was as bad as when Brett had been courting the previous
Maker, over a hundred years ago. All the hoops he’d had to jump through, the
formal introductions, how he couldn’t just present himself at her house,
despite calling hours: It just wasn’t done, a young gentleman calling on her
like that. 


He knew, though, that he couldn’t just show up. Nora’s
mother would boot him out if he did. She had strict policies about such things,
maybe a holdover from her mother. 


It had been a shame to kill such a spark. But he couldn’t
take any chances. Nora had to stay ignorant of his true nature until it was too
late. 


So Brett tried the phone again, stabbing the End Call button
when it went directly through to voicemail. Again. 


Though he knew he couldn’t go into the house, that he
wouldn’t be welcome, well, he could still drive out there and check the
property, right? He knew that Nora didn’t like the tall grass opposite the
house, and he tended to agree with her: Too many creatures could hide in the
darkness there. 


Still, it was useful. Particularly on a night like tonight.
Brett parked his truck at the end of the lane, not driving down the gravel road
and giving away his position. Instead, he slipped out and flitted from shadow
to shadow. 


The blue flashes out near the water drew his attention. The
fairies were out. On the beach. Why? That was most unlike them. They’d stopped
having bonfires and dancing in the moonlight decades ago. 


Something else Brett was going to have to investigate. He
had thought the fairies coming to his territory would be a good thing, but
they’d been nothing but a pain in the ass since he’d allowed them to drive out
the dwarves and stay. Though the dwarves hadn’t been that good of neighbors
either, digging out the jewels and treasures in his hills and carting it away.


A foreign car was parked in the driveway. Who? Brett didn’t
recognize it. After he’d settled himself in the tall grass across the street
from the house he unfocused his eyes to look past the sheetrock, to the souls
inside. 


The mother, the Maker and the Tinker were all scared. But
not threatened. The soul who stood there with them was weak. Already corrupted.
Had no power. 


It—he—didn’t stay long. He whistled as he got
into his car to drive off. Whatever it was that he’d wanted, he’d achieved it.
Waves of smugness rolled off him. His scent wasn’t familiar, though. 


Who was this stranger? 


Brett longed to go inside, find the Maker, bask in her
warmth. But he couldn’t. 


He would follow this bastard, though. Maybe use him as
leverage against Nora. 


Without bothering to get back in his truck, Brett flowed after the interloper. Modern cars
and their speed presented no challenge for him, and he easily followed the man
to one of the cheaper hotels out on the strip. 


There was a reason why the local Native Americans referred
to his people as wind hawks—unshakable
in stalking their prey.


* * *


Kostya watched with dismay as the fairies flew out of the disguised
house that was the entrance to the fairy kingdom. A whole stream of them, and
not just warriors—servants and royals as well. 


What was going on? Why were the fairies leaving the fairy
kingdom? Were they leaving for good? 


This was going to blow his revenge well and truly to hell. He
really was going to have to report this. 


The house remained as dismal as it always had. The illusion
of the boarded-over door had been replaced with an unwelcome gaping hole, that
if Kostya squinted just right, he could see through to the opening to the
house. The inside had been cleaned up since he’d last been there: All the order of the royals taking over. 


Eventually, the stream of fairies died down. After the last few
stragglers had flown off as well, Kostya tottered to the edge of the cliff and
looked down. There, on a slip of beach below, the fairies had built a huge
bonfire. 


Kostya watched, gobsmacked, as the fairies danced. It was
like an old-fashioned celebration, the kind they always used to have. What had
caused them to be out like this now? Were they celebrating something? Had there
been a royal birth? Some great victory? 


But no, the fairies just seemed to be enjoying themselves. 


Kostya had to turn away, had to walk back along the tall
grasses, back to the road. How dare
the fairies just celebrate the phases of the moon? They should be miserable and
suffering, as Kostya had been miserable and suffering, all these years. 


After stomping back and forth on the path for a while,
Kostya finally calmed himself. He had to think. How could he use this? How
could he twist the fairies’ celebrations into part of his revenge? 


There, by the side of the gravel road, an old truck sat
parked. It was one of those truly ancient beasts, as it was made mostly of
metal. Kostya shivered as he approached it. Damn the humans and their machines.
While Queen Adele had been wrong about most everything, as fairies generally
were, she might have been right about trying to stop the spread of the humans
and their infernal machines. 


Kostya held himself still as old Eli approached the truck.
Except that it wasn’t Eli anymore, was it? 


No, this was a creature of age and strength. Kostya
flattened himself to the ground as it passed, holding his breath, praying that
this certain death passed him by, with its golden hawk-eyes and its long,
silver hair. 


Kostya didn’t dare breathe until after he was sure it was
gone. That was the creature who’d
kept Nora’s teachers away from her, he was certain of it. Why, he couldn’t even
guess. Maybe to just keep her in his territory? 


However, Kostya recognized him as one of the old ones, an o’onakie, who had been in the area
before even the dwarves had arrived. The creatures were known for their great
strength and magical power. They’d tolerate others in their territory, then
seemingly at random kill all of them in a single night. Kostya had no idea that
one of them lived here, that it had been masquerading as Eli for decades. 


What did it want with the twins? Did it matter? Would it
kill Kostya if he interfered? What if he told the Maker the truth? Which path
would further his revenge? Should he warn the dwarven king about this creature?
Or would that make him more cautious? 


Whistling to himself, Kostya tottered back down the road
toward the fairies dancing on the beach. If they were coming outside regularly,
they’d be more vulnerable to attack.


Kostya just had to figure out how. 


* * *


Garung fought with claws, teeth, wings, and cunning. He’d
read about fairy battles, heard all the poems about them. Knew about the
chilling cry of an attacker. Felt his own heart beating as fiercely as any
warrior’s. 


Nothing that Garung had read prepared him for a real battle.
Blood coated his tongue and greased his cries. It also made his hands slippery,
allowing the warrior he grappled with to slip out and away when his opponent
folded his wings and dropped, diving down toward the forest floor. 


Garung had gladly taken the spear that Sree had tossed to
him. He’d read how to use them, had even done a little sparring himself. 


His first stab had been a lucky shot, piercing the chest of
the warrior barreling toward him. He hadn’t expected to actually kill another
fairy. But the warrior had been going too fast to stop, and Garung had got him
smack in the chest, piercing his heart, an injury even the toughest of fairies
couldn’t recover from. 


The sudden weight of the fairy on the end of Garung’s spear
had caused him to drop his weapon. The crash below him had sobered him in a way
that the attack from his brother hadn’t. 


They had to kill these warriors. All of them. Or be killed. 


Garung knew his troop was outnumbered. And outclassed, quite
frankly. They could hold their own for a while, but they’d lose, sooner rather
than later. 


There really was only one thing for them to do. 


“Fly!” Garung urged as he neared Sree and the others,
fighting hand-to-hand with Ramit’s warriors. “Save yourselves! Flee!” 


He couldn’t take his own advice when he saw another of the
students in trouble. Resigned, Garung returned to the battle. 


They were destined to lose, and no one would sing of their
efforts either, make a song of their valiant attempt.


* * *


Dale sighed when Nora barged into his room. If he could have
locked the door, he would have. He knew his sister would want to talk. And he
hadn’t wanted to be a complete ass. 


But he needed some time alone, too. To figure out what it
meant that Dad, of all people, should be riding to the rescue. Dale had known
their dad was a bully. He’d figured it out long before Nora had. And it looked
like he still was. Nora had just better be out of there before Dale’s time to
visit. He felt no guilt breaking that promise. 


“Why do I feel like Judas?” Nora asked, dramatically
flinging herself on Dale’s bed. 


Though Dale loved his sister, he would actually be glad when
she left for a while. When he could have more peace and quiet and order. 


“Oh, I don’t know,” Dale drawled. “Maybe because you
over-exaggerate and are a drama queen at heart?” 


Nora looked stricken. Dale almost felt bad. “I am not,” she
said. “I just—I don’t want you to have to go anywhere with him.” 


“I know, Nor. Going with him isn’t a fate you’d wish on
anyone, not even Bridgette, that cheerleader you hate,” Dale said. “But you’ll
be fine.”


“I’m not worried about me, stupid,” Nora said, scowling.
“I’m worried about you.” 


“I’m not,” Dale said. Why should he be worried about Dad? If
he tried anything stupid, well, Dale had grown up a lot. He’d been surprised
that he could look his dad right in the eye, now. And though Nora teased Dale
about his “prison workouts”—those pushups had done some good. He wore
larger shirts because of it. 


“He wants to corrupt you, you know,” Nora said. 


“I know. You already told me. But really, Nora, how can he?”
Dale asked reasonably. Dad didn’t have any magic. There wasn’t anything he
could compel Dale into doing. Why was she so worried?


“I don’t know!” Nora said, exasperated. “I’m just—I
just feel helpless. I want to protect you and Mom. But this thing is chasing me
away.” 


It was Dale’s turn to sigh. As much as his sister embodied
chaos, she was still a control freak at heart. “We’ll be fine,” Dale assured
Nora. “I can take care of Mom after you’ve gone.” 


“What’s that supposed to mean?” Nora asked suspiciously.


Dale rolled his eyes. Nora was spoiling for a fight. Fine.
“Since you can’t be here to worry about every little detail, we’ll just have to
manage on our own.” 


“Are you sure you’re capable?” Nora asked. “I mean, you
might end up dancing to the fairies’ will, instead.” 


That was mean. “And you can’t even take care of yourself,”
Dale replied hotly. “I mean, you’re going to have to rely on Dad of all people to rescue you.” 


“He’s not that bad!” Nora said hotly. “I mean, well, he is a
pig. But he does care about you.” 


“Bullshit. All he cares about is some image he has of family,” Dale said. “That’s all he’s
ever cared about. Shit, Nora, he accused you of being pregnant.” That had made
Dale want to put his fist through his father’s face. It probably would have
hurt like hell. 


But it also would have felt really good. 


“I know.” Nora sighed and deflated. “I just—I don’t
want to have to go this way. It’s too close, you know? Too similar to how we
had to leave LA.” 


Dale nodded. He wasn’t surprised his sister still smarted
from that. Mom had made them leave everything behind, depart in the middle of
the night, change names, everything to get away. 


And it took Nora a really long time to accept that Mom had
done the right thing. 


“Look, it’s going to be okay. You’re going to be safe, and
we’re going to be fine. Idiot,” Dale added, trying to get his sister to smile.
Or maybe get off his back. Possibly leave his room, to boot. 


But Nora wasn’t finished yet. She brought out a small blue-velvet
box and set it next to her on the bed. 


Dale thought about playing dumb, but figured that wouldn’t
get him anywhere. “From Brett?” he guessed. 


Nora nodded. “I don’t know why he’s so insistent on me
taking this ring of his grandfather’s.” 


Dale hesitated. Should he tell Nora his suspicions? Now
would probably be as good a time as ever—though he was already resigned to
the fact that there was never going to be a good time to bring this up.


“Do you think Brett could be the creature?” Dale asked. 


Yeap. Bad idea. Nora glared daggers at Dale. “Impossible,”
she said. “He’s too—ordinary.” 


“Exactly. Too
ordinary. Maybe that’s how he’s hiding from you,” Dale pointed out. Why else
would his very special sister be attracted to him?


Nora snapped open the blue box. “He wouldn’t be offering me
a ring like this if he was the monster, trying to keep all my teachers away.”


“How can you say that?” Dale asked, bewildered. “It’s a magic ring. You said so yourself. You
have no idea what the hell it does. It’s exactly
the kind of thing a creature might offer you.” 


Nora shook her head. “No. It’s slippery, I’ll give you that.
But you can’t really see it, can you?
Not like I can,” she sneered. 


Damn it—why was Nora being so obstinate? More than
usual? It couldn’t just be because she had to leave, was it? 


“How do you know?” Dale asked. “You don’t know enough about
magic to know exactly what it does.” 


“Do so,” Nora said. 


“What?” Dale asked. “How? Since when?” He saw Nora looking
at the ring, her eyes drawn to it constantly. 


That ring was doing something to her. “Put it away, Nor,”
Dale said, getting up from the bed. “Close the box. Give it to me.” 


“Jealous?” Nora asked, picking up the ring and holding it
closer, bringing it to her chest. 


“Idiot,” Dale said, holding out his hand. “Can I see it, at
least?” When Nora hesitated again, Dale added, “Please?” 


Nora started to hand over the ring box when a knock came on
Dale’s door, startling them both. Mom stuck her head in the door and Nora
snatched the ring box close to her chest again. 


Damn it. Dale was going to have to steal that box from Nora.
And soon. 


Or something really bad was going to happen to his sister.


* * *


Garung felt himself falling. He’d fought well, he knew. But
he wasn’t a warrior. His arms bled freely from long scratches, his right wing
was torn to shreds, and his mouth was sticky from blood. 


However, the latest blow had dazed him, and he couldn’t get
his wings spread out. He was going to fall, crash, hard.


Ramit had been right—their mother wouldn’t really care
that she’d lost two sons. But he hoped someone would mourn him as he struggled
to get his wings to work, to stretch, damn
it, to fly as a fairy was meant to fly. 


Instead of the ground, Garung hit something—squishy.
Something that bounced. That sent him up flying into the air again. 


What? 


When he looked back down, he realized that it was a net of
new material, spread out between the trees, defended by two of the students. It
was giving them an edge. 


A bright flash of silver drew Garung’s eye as he continued
to struggle to get his wings spread. Pravir struck out again with a long
sparkling chain. It entangled the wings of the warrior he engaged with, and
with a quick tug, ripped them to shreds. The warrior tumbled toward the ground,
as Garung had.


But there was no net to catch her. 


Garung wanted to protest: Fairies didn’t fight with chains. They weren’t one of the
traditional, time-honored weapons. 


But he also wanted to get out of the forest alive. 


“Flee!” Garung called again. His troop was rallying, yes.
But they’d never win. “Fly!” 


The two with the net flew up behind Garung, the net trailing
behind them. They suddenly darted to the side, the net stretching between them.
Two of the chasing fairies flew into it, entangled. 


It gave Garung and the others a head start. 


Garung’s wings ached, pain seeping into his very bones. The
bright sunlight hurt his eyes and the humid air was hard to breathe. 


He kept flying. 


Strung out over half a mile behind Garung flew two dozen
students and Adele. Maybe more would be able to escape Ramit, maybe some had
voluntarily decided to stay. 


But he had less than half of his original troop. Garung
shuddered to think of the songs that might be sung about him now, losing not
most of one, but two troops. 


Titir flew up beside Garung, his silver chain still wrapped
around his hands. He grinned at Garung, his lips seared red with blood. “You
know they won’t stop, right?” he asked, challenging. 


“What do you mean?” Garung asked. They’d gotten away, hadn’t
they? He looked over his shoulder. 


There, in the distance, a ways off but gaining, flew Ramit’s
warriors. 


“Damn it!” Garung said. His eyes scanned the ground ahead.
Was there anywhere they could get away? Where they could rest? How were they
going to get away?


“What are we going to do?” Garung asked. Titir was the
smartest of them all. Garung had been convinced he was soft, though. Just a
scholar. Maybe he could be something more. 


“We run,” Titir said. “We fly to the Greater Oregon Kingdom,
and ask for sanctuary.” 


“That’s three days away!” Garung said. They needed to rest.
To mend their wings. To recover. To bind their wounds. 


“Too bad,” Titir said, shrugging. “We fly. Or we die.” 


Garung looked behind him again. They’d had so many dreams,
so many plans. 


And damned if he was only going to be sung of in sorrow,
another troop to never return. 


“We fly.” 


* * *


The undulating warning call of the warriors echoed against
the cliffs, over the water, and spiraled around the leaping flames. 


Danger came.


It took the dancing fairies a few moments to recognize the
call. Like Cornelius, they mistook the initial sounds for more fierce
screeching from the warriors. Slowly, the servants separated, drifting apart
from each other. The royals on the sidelines looked up, puzzled, then dismayed.



Time to flee.


Cornelius jerked away from Thirza. He refused to be hustled
back inside the safe fairy kingdom. When had they all forgotten how fierce they
once were? 


Queen Adele might have been right about more than one thing.


Cornelius stretched his wings wide and flew hard toward the incoming
creatures. The ocean winds picked up away from the sheltered cove, and he had
to concentrate to keep from being blown back in toward the coast. Clouds
gathered at the horizon, promising a cold rain later. Echoing warning calls
faded as Cornelius shortened the distance between himself and the lead warrior.


Thirza flew beside Cornelius. Even from that distance,
Cornelius could hear her growling, and imagined that her complaints were all
about him. 


He was the leader of the royals, however. He would see this
threat to his kingdom firsthand. 


After a short while, Cornelius could make out the fairies
flying toward them. They were a ragged bunch: They still bore long scratches
and scrapes, with dried blood on the remains of their clothes. 


With a start, Cornelius recognized the leader: Garung, from
the Redwood Fairy Kingdom. 


“Wait!” Cornelius called out, trying to stop his warriors
from attacking. “We know these fairies!” 


What terrible battle had they been in? Who had attacked
them? Why were they coming to the northern kingdom again? Were they seeking
refuge? Or revenge? 


“We ask for sanctuary!” Garung called out across the space
dividing them. “The Forest Fairy Kingdom is still after us!” 


The Forest Fairy Kingdom?
Cornelius did not like the sound of
that. He’d only ever known of one kingdom to the south. Now there was another? 


“Escort these people to safety,” Cornelius told Thirza. 


She mutely shook her head, staring at the refugees. 


“What?” Cornelius asked. 


Then he turned and looked more closely at Garung and his
group. 


“Hello, Cornelius,” came a familiar voice. 


Queen Adele floated to the front of the line.


* * *


Brett waited while the human got out of his car at a small
coastal hotel. The breeze was picking up: There would be rain before morning.
It would destroy the scent he’d been following all afternoon. Damn it! 


Then the human stepped into the light. He looked like an
older version of Dale. 


Nora had never mentioned her father. She’d actually let
Brett assume he was dead. But Brett, as Eli, had filed the restraining order
against the man, working his magic on the system so it looked as though Denise
had actually filed it before they’d left California. 


What was he doing
here? Why was he bothering the Maker? 


Brett couldn’t just kill him, as much as he might like to. It
would automatically put Denise under suspicion with the human authorities. And
while Brett could probably fix any trouble, it was easier to avoid it in the
first place. He was just going to have to wait until the father was driving out
of town. 


Those roads along the coast could get awfully lonely, as
well as slippery with sudden showers. Accidents did happen.


But for now…Brett raised his nose to the air, taking in a
deep breath. He needed to find his prey before the rains came. She wouldn’t
risk leaving her hotel room again, not until she had Nora under her wing. 


There. The Teacher. One had
made it through. And there she was. Off along that line of cottages and old
fashioned hotels. She must be hiding there. 


Humming, Brett slipped into the shadows to seek his prey. 


* * *


Nora couldn’t be bothered to listen to Mom. Yeah, Dad was
back. Blahdy blah blah. He was a pig. Maybe Nora could transform him into one,
someday. Like those circus shows. See the mighty pig man! Laugh at his snout
and beady little eyes! 


Dale’s stare felt like a weight against Nora’s chest. God,
he could be so pedantic sometimes. Sure, she didn’t know exactly what the ring
did. She could admit to that. It wasn’t her fault that she’d never had a
teacher. 


And now, she knew it
really wasn’t her fault. Something had been keeping them away. 


The ring was originally Old Eli’s, but it was being given to
her by plain, ordinary Brett. That didn’t mean it was bad. He was so plain and ordinary he’d probably rubbed away some of
the magic, just by holding it for a while. 


Nora leaned her head back against the hard wall, scrunching
up Dale’s cover between her fingers, leaving random pleats in his orderly bed. She
didn’t want to go. Didn’t want to leave like this. Without saying goodbye to
her friends. She’d done that once, when they left LA. It still stung. 


When Nora realized Dale and Mom were staring at her, she
just nodded and said, “Sure. Whatever.” 


“Are you feeling okay?” Mom asked, coming farther into the
room. She put the back of her cool hand against Nora’s forehead. “You feel
warm.” 


“That’s just the magic,
Mom,” Nora explained. “Part of the transformations, you know? Oh, right, you
don’t. You’re human.” Nora pushed
herself off the bed, hitting the floor harder than she’d expected. Her ankles twinged.
She pushed past Mom and headed toward the door. 


“Excuse me, young lady?” Mom asked. 


Nora knew that she’d overstepped her bounds. But she found
she didn’t care. She’d be gone the next night. Might as well cut all the ties
she could. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be in my room. Packing. Out of your hair
soon enough.” 


“Nora,” Mom called out after she’d pushed open the door. 


For a moment, Nora paused, expecting to feel her mom’s hand
wrapped around her bicep. But it never came. Instead, Dale said in a low voice,
“Let her go.” 


Of course. Mom would side with Dale. He’d get to stay. Nora knew he wanted to, anyway. To never leave Port
City. 


Well, that was too bad. She was going. And good riddance. 


Nora found herself in her room, looking at the mess there.
Maybe Dale was right, sometimes it was a sty. But it was her sty. No one
else’s. Those were her project bags, that she’d have to leave behind. Her craft
projects that she’d probably never be able to finish. Her little
magics—simple knotted strings in various eye patterns—draped across
the window so nothing could come in, possibly even with her permission, were
all going to get left behind, taken for granted. 


And for what? So Nora could learn more magic, be more of a freak? Apart from her family and
everyone else, kind of like her Dad? 


If only she could tell Brett. Or have him come with her. She
knew that wasn’t safe, though. 


And Dale would spoil it all, too, by showing up early. He’d
do that sort of thing. He might not have been fooled by their dad, but how long
would that last? 


Nora opened the little box containing the shiny ring. It
hadn’t looked so smooth, or so solid, when Brett had showed it to her on the
beach. She put it on her bed, open, like a calming beacon, while she dutifully
went to her closet and pulled out her suitcase. 


What should she take? Dad lived in Texas. It would be hot
there. Much hotter than the Oregon coast. Except when it wasn’t, when it was
freezing from all the air conditioning. 


God, she hated this. Why couldn’t she just stay? 


Nora drifted over toward her bed, where her ring awaited
her. 


She couldn’t take it. Couldn’t make any promises to Brett. 


But she could at least try the ring on, once, to see how it
fit? 










Chapter Eight


Adele looked across the darkened night at her old friend,
Cornelius. What was he doing out here? He never left the kingdom. “Stuffy” was
his middle name, as the students might say. He looked fit. Younger than she’d
remembered. He’d been using his wings, flying. 


What had happened to her kingdom, to bring such a change?


“Queen Adele,” Cornelius said, greeting her oddly. 


“Aren’t you happy to see your old ruler?” Adele asked,
stung. She’d expected him to be more warm. 


“Of course,” Cornelius said smoothly. He executed an
old-fashioned genuflection in mid-air, gracefully bowing his head to her. “It’s
just that..things have changed, since you disappeared. We must talk.”


“First, we get you to safety,” growled Thirza, hovering
beside Cornelius. “How far is this other troop behind you?” she asked Garung.


Why weren’t they asking her?
It had only been through her cunning that they’d been able to get here, finding
areas to rest hidden from the warriors hot on their tail.


But before Adele could respond, Garung replied. “Maybe a
quarter hour,” he guessed. 


Adele nearly snorted. She
could have told them exactly how far away the other warriors were, how many
they were, and how they were armed. But no one was asking her. 


“We’ll take care of them,” Cornelius promised grimly. 


Adele felt as though the world was shifting without her
willing it. What had happened to the smooth royal who would never get his hands
dirty with such matters? “Get them safe,” he directed the warriors. “Now.” 


Adele thought about protesting: She could defend herself.
But it had been a long, long trip.
Her wings ached, as did her sides. The thought of rest was overwhelming. Along
with food and strong moon wine.


She would go hide with the rest of the students. But later,
she and Cornelius would exchange more than words, if necessary. 


* * *


Dale watched with growing horror as Nora tuned him and Mom
out. She wasn’t responding to their questions, didn’t even seem to notice they
were still in the room. 


That damned ring held all her attention. Like the fairy
machine had for him. It wasn’t until Nora had gifted him with her sight that
he’d been able to see the magical chains that the fairies had used to bind him
to it. 


If Dale had magic, would he see the same chains forming
between Nora and that damned ring?


He’d tease her about going all Frodo on him, but she’d take
it wrong, he was sure. Start another argument. 


When Mom called Nora on her shit, she still didn’t respond.
Just played the part of the martyr. 


“Mom, don’t,” Dale warned when Mom was about to go after
her. 


“Excuse me?” Mom said, turning her glare to Dale. 


“It isn’t her. It’s that damned ring. Sorry,” he added. 


“What ring?” Mom asked, confused. 


“That blue box she’s holding? It contains a ring that Brett
gave her,” Dale explained. 


“She doesn’t want to get engaged to him, does she?” Mom
asked, looking horrified. 


Thank you! Dale
wanted to shout. Someone else who finally realized that Brett wasn’t right for
her. “The ring is originally from Old Eli, our former landlord. Who, according
to Nora, wasn’t quite human.” 


“Oh,” was all Mom had to say. 


Great. Now he was going to have to explain that. “Look, she
wouldn’t take the ring from Brett. Said it was slippery. Didn’t trust it. Now,
since she’s brought it home, she’s acting all funny. I think it’s magic. I
think it’s got some hold over her.” 


“Then we should take it away from her,” Mom said determined.



“That might not be smart,” Dale said, wincing at the look
Mom gave him. Jeez, he wasn’t the bad guy here. “We have to get her to give it
to us. Then I’ll take it. Somewhere. Where she can’t get to it. At least for a
while.” 


“Are you saying that this ring may turn my own daughter
against me?” Mom asked, her voice rising. 


“Uhm, maybe?” Dale said. He wasn’t sure. 


All he knew was that the ring wasn’t any good. And they
needed to get it away from Nora. 


Soon.


* * *


Dale followed Mom into Nora’s room. His sister stood in the
middle of circle of project bags, cradling that damn ring to her chest and
swaying, as if dancing with it. 


Mom looked over her shoulder at Dale, as if asking, Okay, now what? 


Nora looked possessed, her pupils blown wide, her face slack
with a scary-ass smile. She glowed, too, though Dale didn’t know how much of
that Mom saw. It wasn’t her usual white light, it was more a pale silver. It
would have been cool looking, if Dale hadn’t known that it was absolutely wrong
for Nora. 


“Hey Nor, whatcha doing?” Dale asked, stepping into the room
and slowly starting to walk toward his twin. 


Nora looked up at him with dark brown eyes that seemed hazed
over, clouded by silver. “You wouldn’t understand,” she sneered. 


Dale knew better than to take anything his sister said
personally. She wasn’t really herself right now. 


“You’re probably right,” Dale admitted, stepping even
closer. “Why don’t you tell me about it?” 


“No, I don’t think so,” Nora said. She took two quick steps
back. “You’ve always been jealous of my powers. You’re merely a Tinker.” 


Dale made himself laugh at Nora, watching her face fall
going from sure superiority to uncertainty. “Why the hell would I be jealous? When all your powers mean this?” he said,
gesturing widely to indicate Nora’s room. “This mess? This chaos? That’s all
you’re capable of producing, you know. On your own. We need each other, to
balance each other out. We work better as a team, you and me, not anyone else.”



Quickly, Dale stepped closer. “And that ring is just going
to make everything messier, you know. Worse. Not better. Hand it over, Nor.” 


For a moment, Dale thought his ploy might have worked, that
Nora would listen to him. He’d never forget those brief minutes in the fairy
kingdom when Nora had loaned him her powers to finish sabotaging the great
clockwork, to destroy it.


However Nora quickly backed away again. “I just want to try
it. To see how it fits. It won’t be bad. Promise. I just want a normal life,
just to pretend for a few moments.” 


Dale lunged, but it was too late.


Nora slipped on the ring.


The silver flared around Nora, flashing as brightly as the
blue fairy magic. 


Behind Dale, he heard his mom gasp. 


Shit. Not again.
This magic wasn’t going to destroy the battery in her pacemaker, like the fairy
magic had?


But Mom still stood in the doorway to Nora’s room. She
hadn’t fallen. 


When Dale turned back, he barely recognized his sister. Her
long black hair shone with its own dark light. Her nose had grown sharper, and
her thin lips curled in a cruel smile. But it was her eyes that were most
changed; instead of warm brown, they shone with a cold silver light. 


“I have to go now,” Nora announced. 


Dale shivered at the disdain those simple words held, at how
unworthy he and Mom were in Nora’s presence. 


Could Dale take the ring from Nora? He was bigger and
stronger. Before he took a step toward her, she held up her hand. Cold power
emanated from her, pushing him back. 


He couldn’t take two steps toward her before he’d be flat on
his ass. 


Whatever power that ring had, it had transformed his sister
into something more than merely a Maker. 


“Where you going, Nor?” Dale asked quietly, his hands held
up in surrender. 


“To find my mate.” 


Nora swept out of the room. Mom turned to follow her. Dale
caught his mom’s arm to stop her. 


“We’ll go after her,” he promised. “But we need help.” 


“What do you mean?” Denise asked.


“I don’t have any magic,” Dale snapped. “Do you?” 


“Excuse me?” Mom asked, folding her arms over her chest.


“Mom, this is much, much bigger and worse than either of
us,” Dale said, sorry but not sorry. “We need help. Magical help.” Dale paused, then added, “If we can find that woman
who contacted Nora, Mrs. Wentworth, that would be good. But she’s also dying.” 


Dale marched into Nora’s room to her desk where he found the
paper cup filled with the pieces of the magical stone that Nora had swept up
from the driveway and not done anything with. 


“We have other options, too,” Dale said, picking up the cup.
“And we’re going to need all the help we can get.” Anticipation hollowed out
his stomach. Chills ran up and down his spine.


At Mom’s grim nod, Dale marched from Nora’s room. The house
felt colder without his sister’s bright light. Would the magical protections
she’d put into place still work? Or were they gone, too, now that she was? 


Dale went through the side door, out the back of the garage,
and into the backyard. A full moon shone down and lit his way across the wet
grass. Dale’s hands were shaking, and his heart pounded. It wasn’t just fear,
no. Excitement filled him as well. 


Dale didn’t want to be beholden to the fairies. But a part
of him was excited at the thought of seeing them again, at maybe going back
into the underground kingdom. 


With a hard, overhand throw, Dale scattered the pieces of
magic stone into the trees, off the edge of their property, beyond the row of
protective Rowans. 


“Cornelius,” Dale called into the night. “I need your help.
Come to me.” 


Then Dale turned, brushed past his mom, and marched into the
house. 


The fairy would be there soon. Dale had to be prepared. 


* * *


Brett followed the elusive, old scent of that thrice-damned
teacher into and out of half a dozen hotels. He didn’t bother going into the
lobbies: He flowed faster than the human eye could see, following the breeze
and rattling the windows, making the poor humans shiver. 


She’d been effective, thinning out her trail. Had she
pretended to be lost? Stopping and pretending to ask for directions every
place? It was a clever strategy, he had to admit. Instead of tracking her to a
single hotel, he found her scent everywhere. If she hadn’t been there long, or
she’d changed hotels, he wouldn’t have been able to figure out where her scent
was strongest. 


But Brett needed to find her. Needed to stop her from
teaching Nora anything. Nora’s
strength had been what had attracted him in the first place. She’d pass all of
that power and ability to his children, making them formidable indeed. 


Once he bound her to his will. 


Up ahead, at one of the most expensive hotels along the
coast, the teacher’s scent pooled. Had she stopped there for dinner? Or was she
staying in one of the nicer rooms? 


It had to be the latter, he realized, as he was suddenly
swimming in her scent. 


Yes, she was sick. She didn’t have long. 


Particularly not since he’d found her. 


Brett pushed his way through the glass door, wiping his
hands on his jeans after touching the cold metal. If there had been a way to
stop the humans and their advance, he would have. 


Brett set his will
on the woman sitting behind the reception desk. Not only did he belong here,
she wouldn’t remember him. The cameras were easily spoofed, until nothing of
Brett remained in the lobby. Just a wind that made the windows rattle and the woman
shiver. 


The elevator down took longer than Brett liked, but he could
only set his will so far. The bottom floor was thickly layered with the
teacher’s scent, along with a weak attempt to cover it up with something false
and mechanical. 


Really? Had human Makers grown so arrogant that they
believed machines were the response
to magic? 


Brett didn’t bother knocking on the door to the woman’s
room. He opened it easily enough, despite the lock, sliding it closed after
him. 


An old woman sat in one of the uncomfortable-looking chairs
on the far side of the bed. Her silver curls bristled with magic, and she wore
a knotwork magical shawl over her shoulders. A single lamp sitting on one of
the bedside tables left her half in shadow.


Brett looked beyond her frail human shell. Inside, she shone
with a strong, steady light. She’d had such power, once. It was a shame she was
so sick, a shame that he would have to snuff her out, like the others. 


But she couldn’t interfere with his plans for Nora. 


She didn’t look startled when he came in, or scared. She
used the remote to turn off the TV blaring one of the local news programs and
turned to face him. 


“The monster, I presume?” she asked, a tired smile playing
around her lips. 


Brett cocked his head to one side, puzzled. “Monster? Why
would you call me that?” 


“Do you even remember how many Makers you’ve killed to
protect Nora?” the teacher challenged. 


She still didn’t rise from her seat. Odd. Or maybe she was
saving her strength for the fight later. 


Not that it would do any good. 


“I’m not a monster,” Brett protested. “I just need Nora’s
strength. Her magic.” 


“Her life,” the woman said bluntly. “Yes, I’ve heard of your
kind before. You’re an O’onakie.
She’ll never survive childbirth. Your children are cannibals.” 


Brett shrugged. “Not necessarily,” he said. Some mothers
survived. The children didn’t eat their way out of the womb if they were
birthed early enough. And they just needed to be kept far from the mother, at
least for their first few ravenous weeks. It was why he always chose humans for
mates. He wouldn’t risk one of his own in childbirth, not that any of them
would have him, being as old as he was. 


His age had made him powerful, at one time.


Now, he was starting to wane.


“You’re still a monster,” the teacher declared. “You’ve
denied Nora her heritage. Prevented her from learning all she could, coming
into her full potential.” 


“Her full potential is to act as the mother to my children,”
Brett told the woman coldly. “Not that it’s any of your business. How did you
get through to her?” he asked reasonably. 


“Tour bus,” the woman said. “And a sleeping draught that
brought me across the border without clawing my eyes out. Gave me interesting
nightmares,” she added. 


Brett shrugged. He’d have to strengthen his spells, if he
could, against any further attempts, drive out all those with even a drop of
Maker blood, make it impossible for them to stay. 


But only if Nora didn’t survive, of course. 


“You can’t be allowed to teach her anything,” Brett said
seriously. 


The teacher gave him a crooked smile. “Do your worst,” she
challenged. 


Brett hesitated. Was this a trap?


Then he shook his head. None of the Makers had the strength
to damage one of his kind magically. Any physical attack would show just how
invulnerable he actually was. 


Brett flowed
around the bed, as fast as a gale wind, his hands like claws, slicing through
the teacher’s flesh. He didn’t want to just drain her spark—that seemed
almost rude after talking with her, after seeing her warmth. 


But striking her was like striking air. 


The image in front of him wavered, then solidified. The
woman still sat there, giving him a rueful smile. 


It was just an illusion. It wasn’t really the teacher at
all. 


Brett slashed through her again, his nails scratching against
the back of the chair, tearing through the ugly blue-and-green upholstery. 


“You’re getting old, O’onakie,”
the woman taunted. “Sloppy. Did you really think I’d be waiting here like a
sitting duck?” 


Brett turned around. Behind him, on the shelf in front of
the TV, sat a brilliant purple gem. It contained enough of the woman’s essence
to fool him into thinking she was in the room. He turned and kicked over the
chair, destroying the magical projection. 


A cornhusk doll slid off the seat, onto the floor. It had
been magically enchanted. That was why when he’d looked through her flesh he’d
still seen her light. 


“Clever,” Brett murmured, picking up the doll. She wouldn’t
be able to escape him now. The doll had too much of her essence. He’d be able
to track her anywhere. “You know your mistake,” he said, holding up the doll to
the gem. 


The woman’s merry laughter rang through the room. “I don’t
fear you. You bring a gentler death than the one that’s facing me.” 


Brett nodded. “Before this, yes. Now?”


The woman laughed again. “Find me if you can, demon.” 


Brett brought the cornhusk doll up to his nose. It was well
made, from dried husks tied together and folded down into a rounded skirt, the
cob making up the doll’s torso, with a wooden head and arms stuck into it. The
head had curls from the woman painstakingly glued to it, her features painted
on it cleverly. More cornhusk covered the arms, gathered around the bicep and
wrist like an old-fashioned dress. 


The doll smelled strongly of the flat plains of Iowa, from
where it had come, the long hot summer days, the overlay of diesel fuel from
the nearby interstate. He could almost hear the song of the cicadas that had encouraged
the stalk to grow. 


Brett turned in a circle, his nose raised to the air,
scenting. It didn’t take him long to unravel the winds, where she’d come from
and where she’d gone. 


She was north of town, close to the water. It wouldn’t take
him long to get there. 


As Brett took a step away from the jeweled light, doll in
hand, a shock ran through him. 


Was this a trick? Did the woman have other magic embedded in
the doll so he couldn’t leave the room with it? 


No. This was different. Warmth infused Brett. 


He walked back and gave the purple jewel a warm smile. “I
will come for you. Never doubt it. But first, I must go claim my mate.” 


Nora had put the ring on. She would seek him out, now. He
had thought she’d fight longer, that perhaps she’d be the first one capable of
refusing. 


He’d been wrong. She was his. As he’d always planned. 


* * *


Cornelius waited grimly beside Thirza in the cooling night.
The bonfire had been quickly quenched and the royals and servants escorted back
inside the safety of the kingdom. The moonlight shone down more harshly on the
water, waiting in judgment. 


How had Adele survived? She’d obviously been living in the Redwood
Fairy Kingdom for some time. She wasn’t queen there, however. Only a few of the
troop of fairies had followed her. The others looked to the unnaturally tall
southerner, the one who was so dark—Garung, if Cornelius remembered
correctly. 


And another kingdom of fairies hot on their trail? They’d
flown for days, he was certain. 


Was he going to regret granting them safety? 


A hooting call made Cornelius strain his eyes, looking
across the distance, trying to see who was approaching. 


A group of more than twenty fairies flew closer. The
warriors had broad chests and were more muscled than Cornelius’ own. Even the
royals and servants who flew with them looked stronger than the ones in his
court. 


They also looked dirt poor. The leaves of the trees and the
flowers of the fields covered them, not actual clothes. Their feet were bare,
their arms scratched and dirty. 


These fairies didn’t live underground, Cornelius realized
with a start. 


However, they didn’t automatically attack his own warriors.
Maybe they could be reasoned with. 


“Who is your king?” demanded one of the warriors. 


Thirza flew closer to respond. “Who wants to know?” she
countered. 


Cornelius was impressed by how arrogant and casual she
sounded, as if she faced down strange troops of warriors all the time. 


“King Ramit of the Forest Kingdom,” the warrior proclaimed. 


A very dark-skinned fairy floated closer. He didn’t look
like a king, despite how tall he seemed. He wore a vest woven from dried
leaves, and a kilt-like skirt made from petals and vines. Black hair curled
around his head like a mane. Like the rest of the troop, his skin was scratched
and his feet were bare. 


“What does this king want?” Cornelius asked. Thirza glared
at him, but he didn’t care. It was better for the leaders to talk with each
other. 


“That you return their prisoners to them,” the dark-skinned
fairy replied. 


“Why would I do that?” Cornelius asked, perplexed. Fairies
didn’t normally take prisoners. They demanded tribute from a losing side. It
just wasn’t economical to try to imprison fairies—they were too tough,
too hard to keep control of. Unless these prisoners were to be used for ransom?


What had Adele gotten herself into? 


“Because if you don’t, our kingdom will declare war on yours.
And we’ll win,” the dark-skinned fairy said. 


Cornelius couldn’t contain his snort of derision. “While I’m
sure your warriors are fierce of heart and brave of wing, you’re ill equipped
to be attacking a kingdom as well fortified as mine.” 


“You are the king?” the dark-skinned fairy asked. 


“I lead the great Oregon kingdom, yes,” Cornelius said,
bowing his head. “You may call me Cornelius.” 


“I am called King Ramit,” the dark-skinned fairy said. “King
of the Forest Fairy Kingdom.” 


Cornelius pressed his lips together. Should he have lied?
Claimed to be king? It didn’t matter. This Forest Fairy Kingdom was poor. His
warriors with their superior weapons should be able to defeat them soundly. 


“What kingdom do your prisoners hail from?” Cornelius asked.
He wasn’t about to turn them over to this King Ramit. But he was curious where
Adele had been hiding. 


“The Southern Kingdom, also known as the Redwood Forest
Kingdom, also occasionally referred to as the Silicon Kingdom, in the fashion
of the humans.” the king sneered. “Where we were from originally, until we
split off.” 


Cornelius blinked and leaned back further on his wings. The
Southern Kingdom had split? What had happened? How weak were the royals there
to allow such a thing? This Ramit was obviously some sort of royal, as were
many in the troop behind him. 


“I am not giving you the prisoners,” Cornelius declared. He
held up his hand when Ramit growled. “I have not, however, said that I would
grant them sanctuary. I need to interrogate them. Perhaps we will barter with you
for them. Perhaps we will send them on their way. Or perhaps we will let them
stay.” 


Or perhaps I’ll have Bascom and Thirza come and wipe you out
of the sky, chase you back to the woods where you belong.


“We will camp here, on your borders,” King Ramit told
Cornelius. “But we won’t wait too long. There are many more warriors who follow
us from our kingdom. They won’t take it kindly if we don’t return to our
kingdom.” 


Cornelius nodded. That made sense. His warriors would come
looking for him if he’d led a troop out and didn’t return. 


“I will give you our answer as soon as I’m able,” Cornelius
promised. 


It was a promise he actually intended to keep. Though
chances were, they wouldn’t like his response. 


* * *


Kostya sat trembling in the tall grass outside the human
house that hid the entrance to the underground fairy kingdom. The night had
grown uncomfortably cold, and the moon shone down like a bane on the earth. He
longed for his safe, dark tunnels, packed with the comfort of things.


Queen Adele? Still alive? He’d thought she was dead. Her
death had sustained him through his own trials, through the skin-weaver’s
magic, through the painful recovery. 


Through the long journey from the dwarven kingdom back to
the Oregon coast.


How could she still be alive?


She wasn’t part of the Greater Oregon Fairy Kingdom. She’d
come from some other kingdom, traveling with a group of royals. It had almost
looked as though she was a prisoner as she’d been escorted into the kingdom,
warriors on all sides of her.


It took many minutes before Kostya could calm his breathing.
He couldn’t over react. He couldn’t tear into the underground kingdom and go
after her, tear her apart with his own two hands. 


Patience. His plans would come to fruition. She’d be dead
along with all the others. He would have to include her presence in his next
report to the dwarven king. 


She would be part of his vengeance, though.


* * *


Pain tore into Nora as she slipped the cold, slippery, hard ring onto her finger. Nails pounded
into her eyes, her skull. She wrapped the pain around a splinter of herself,
tearing it away. It hurt to move
apart like that. It was worse than the time she’d loaned Dale her magic,
pulling it out of herself. 


Nora had to split herself into pieces. It was the only way
to keep her soul alive. 


Her tongue kept moving. Nora let go of her eyes. It hurt too
much to see Dale’s shocked expression. She shuddered deep inside at how pale
her mom looked. 


Part of her was still there, in her room, with her family.
It talked back to her mom, to Dale. 


That part of her would direct her body, propel it to him. 


However, that part of her split apart by the pain—it
remained separate. She wove a wall between the tiny, real part of her and the
rest, catching at light and knots, crocheted chains and knitted loops. 


Nora knew she couldn’t last. The other part was too strong. He’d
enspelled too much of her. She’d lose herself fully in a day, maybe two, this
separate section of her sinking into the morass of the rest that no longer had
its own will. 


Did Brett realize she could split herself like this? She
hadn’t known it was possible. 


If only Mrs. Wentworth had been able to get to her sooner! If
only someone had been able to teach her. Then she wouldn’t have fallen for his
trap. Would have destroyed the ring. 


Wouldn’t have allowed Brett close in the first place. 


Dale had been right. 


Nora glanced out through her body’s eyes. The sheets of
magic that always sparkled in the air had disappeared. She, the splinter, could
sense them, but the will-less part no longer had access to them. 


What did that mean? Why had they disappeared? 


Nora didn’t try to interfere with the single track her brain
was fixated on—getting to Brett as fast as she could. She didn’t know
what he was, except some sort of monster who had killed her teachers and her
grandparents, who was out to kill her soul while leaving her body alive. 


She just hoped she’d survive the encounter. 


* * *


Adele couldn’t believe how much her kingdom had changed in
five short summers. The lights didn’t stretch across the sky as far as they
once did. Even at night, there should have been more fairy lights twinkling and
imitating stars. 


Of course, the village where the servants lived was now neat
and clean and ordered. The thatched
roofs had been repaired, the lanes were clean, the wooden houses all freshly
painted. 


However, it didn’t stretch out as far as it once did. Abandoned
houses lay along the farthest edges. How many fairies remained? 


Cornelius wouldn’t have allowed them to slack off. All Adele
had heard as queen was a bunch of excuses. Cornelius wouldn’t have tolerated
that. 


The graveyard made Adele feel gray. It had been overflowing
five years before. Now, it was threatening to take over the entire kingdom. 


The people were dying. Her
people. And Cornelius had done nothing to stop it. 


It didn’t surprise Adele that the warriors directed them to
the barracks next to the palace, then to the mess hall. The wooden benches were
plain, but solid and well made. Long tables lined the room, enough for fifty
warriors to sit at and eat. All the joints had been magically enhanced, so the
occasional brawl didn’t destroy the furniture. 


It was the perfect place to put prisoners. She’d done the
same the first time Garung and his troop had visited, until she’d been able to
determine that they were friendly and not an advance war party.


Garung and the others looked around eagerly. That snake Pravir
wrinkled his nose and made some disparaging remark that Adele couldn’t hear.
Sree giggled, but Titir just looked thoughtful. 


Adele didn’t try to talk with any of the warriors, though
she knew several of them by name. They followed another leader now. She didn’t
want to test their loyalty. 


Not yet. 


Adele sat down next to Garung, but he obviously didn’t feel
like talking to her, or to anyone. He sat like the rest of them, exhausted
after three long days of constant flight, wings drooping as they rested. 


They’d lost four students during their mad rush up the
coast, weaker fliers who hadn’t been able to keep up, who’d fallen behind. 


Adele hadn’t heard fairies die in battle for such a long
time. She’d forgotten how loudly they screamed. 


The smell of thick stew made from winter berries and fresh
greens wafted over the dining hall. At least Adele’s stomach wasn’t the only
one growling. 


They all fell eagerly into the simple food. It wasn’t
enchanted or enhanced in any way. It didn’t have to be: They were starving and
would have eaten most anything. Adele slurped her stew with the rest of them,
its simple warmth soothing her soul.


Before Adele finished, Thirza, Bascom’s second in command,
flew into the room and straight to her. 


“Cornelius wants to see you,” she said. “Come. Now.” 


Adele blinked, surprised. She’d assumed the first thing that
Cornelius would have done was get himself declared as king. 


After giving Garung a nod, reassuring him that she’d be
fine, Adele easily rose from the bench. She was suddenly no longer tired, no
longer weak and fading. 


There was no king. 


Which meant that she was still Queen. 


* * *


Brett waited outside, standing on the driveway of his house.
The cornhusk doll lay tucked against his chest, a reminder of future duties,
future kills. Winds danced around him, carrying the many scents of the night—the
cooling blacktop, the burnt oil from the fish-and-chips stand two blocks away,
the salty smell of the ocean below it all. 


Nora’s truck came closer. Brett had tuned the engine
specifically so that he could track it easily. Eagerly, he waited while she
parked and turned off the engine. 


However, Nora paused when she first got out of the truck,
instead of sliding sweetly through the night, coming directly to him. 


Brett beckoned to her and she flowed into his arms, kissing
him with a passion that he’d never experienced from her before. 


“I needed to see you,” Nora murmured. “I’m glad you were
waiting for me.” 


Brett eased the Maker away, holding her at arms’ length so
he could really look at her. He’d
been fooled once that night. He wasn’t about to make the same mistake twice. 


Nora’s warm hearth fire was encased in his cool silver, as
he’d expected. Her will was no longer her own. She was his, completely and
totally. 


Yet—still Brett hesitated. He drew Nora closer and
kissed her again, letting his spirit overflow hers, holding her body and soul. 


She paused, then accepted him. Totally, completely. 


Brett didn’t like that split second of hesitation. He couldn’t
see it, couldn’t smell it or identify it. Couldn’t even taste it as he licked
at her spirit. 


Something still held her back. 


“Oh, my eager bride,” Brett chuckled as Nora reached for him
again after he pulled back. “My one true mate. It took so long for you to come
to me.”


“I didn’t mean to make you wait,” Nora assured him. Her eyes
held the promise of starlight and cool moonbeams. 


“No, it was your strength that attracted me. That same strength
held me away,” Brett told her. 


“And now?” Nora asked flirtatiously, raising her lips again.



It was Brett who hesitated this time. As far as he could
tell, Nora was completely enspelled. In all his centuries, he’d never heard of
a mate being able to resist.


But Nora wasn’t singular, had never been just on her own.
She had a twin who held her to this world. 


Brett couldn’t see the connection. He’d never been human.
However, that must be what was holding her back, that separate entity that was
still a part of her. 


“Now, we must wait until I make everything perfect. Your Bridal
bed,” Brett promised her with another deep kiss. 


It would only take a day Brett to remove this one last
thread holding Nora back. Killing Dale would be easy enough. He’d never really
liked the boy. 


* * *


Cornelius didn’t try to hide his agitation. He knew Adele
would sense it, no matter how he stilled his wings and tried to calm his eyes.
She was a warrior, trained to find weaknesses in her prey. 


And Cornelius had no doubt that Adele considered him prey. 


He’d never had himself declared king. Though the fairies had
never found Adele’s body, they’d still declared her dead and had a funeral for
her. 


But she could still be considered the queen.


Cornelius walked up and down the galley where he’d told
Thirza to bring Adele. He found the sea-green walls soothing, particularly when
matched with the pale, robin’s-egg blue walls. Adele had never approved of
Imogene’s color schemes for the palace. Cornelius had always privately thought
it was because she was a warrior, and unable to appreciate the finer aspects of
the design. 


Adele looked thinner than Cornelius remembered. He wasn’t
about to joke about how she more closely resembled a royal, now. Her clockwork
wings were in good repair, though her clothing was old-fashioned, dirty and
stained with blood. She still wore her dark hair short, in warrior fashion,
fanned out around her face. 


Cornelius merely bowed his head this time when Adele came in
the room.


She might be queen, but he was more than ready to fight for
the rule. 


Adele looked around the room with obvious distaste. 


Cornelius hid his smile. Anything to give him an advantage. 


“It is good to see you,” Cornelius told Adele, holding out
his hands to her, to clasp forearms as the warriors sometimes did. 


She was a worthy opponent, after all. 


“It is good to see you, as well,” Adele admitted, clasping
arms with Cornelius then easily following him to one of the backless benches
that lined the walls. The bright red and gold stripes set it off nicely against
the walls, a bright splash of color. 


“Why have you come back?” Cornelius asked.


Adele arched an eyebrow at him. “What, no smooth words of
greeting? No inquiry as to how I am?” 


“I figured that as a warrior, you’d appreciate the direct
approach,” Cornelius replied. “Or have you given up your fighting days?” 


Adele gave him a wide grin, showing her razor sharp teeth.
“I still fight. Even now I wear the blood of my victims.” 


Cornelius nodded. It was good to know that Adele’s heart
still beat with the same fierceness. “Why does this King Ramit declare you and
your troop their prisoners?” 


“We flew into their territory unexpectedly,” Adele admitted.
“It was a trap. They’re dying. They need new blood.” She paused, then added,
“Garung is Ramit’s brother.” 


That made things more difficult, if it was a feud between
brothers. 


“He expects us to turn you over to him,” Cornelius told
Adele. 


She laughed, then quieted when she realized he wasn’t
laughing with her. “You wouldn’t!”


Cornelius shook his head. “I don’t want to give anything to
this upstart king.” 


“Then don’t,” Adele counseled. 


“I also don’t want to start a war with them,” Cornelius
pointed out. Though he was certain that Bascom and Thriza could wipe the forest
floor with them. 


“They’re strong,” Adele told him. “They’ve been living
outside for years now.” 


“What else can you tell me about King Ramit and his
warriors?” Cornelius asked. 


Adele’s eyes whirled faster. “They have—”


Cornelius. 


“Shh,” Cornelius said, interrupting Adele. What was that? 


His name came again, whispered on a magical wind. 


The Tinker was calling to him. Asking for his help. 


“I’m sorry, my dear,” Cornelius said, standing suddenly. “I
must go. We will speak together later, you and I. Rest.” 


“What?” Adele screeched. 


Cornelius flew through the door, ignoring the former queen.
Thirza waited outside. 


“Take Adele back to the rest of the troop,” he instructed.
“Keep them contained.” 


“And if they try to escape?” Thirza asked demurely. 


Cornelius paused, blinking. He recognized what the warrior
was actually asking: Should the warriors fake an escape of the troop? Should
they actually kill them all?


“Let them,” Cornelius said. “King Ramit can take care of
them.” 


Then it was no longer his problem. He had larger, more
pressing opportunities to take care of. 


Like escorting the Tinker back into the kingdom, to repair
all the clockwork of the warriors. 










Chapter Nine


Dale sat on the edge of the couch while Mom paced back and
forth across the living room floor. He’d changed into jeans, abandoning his
usual shorts, though keeping his short-sleeved blue stripped polo shirt. He
also kept his shoes on, though he knew Mom didn’t like it when he wore shoes in
the house. He needed to be able to run at a moment’s notice. 


Mom didn’t like that either, but she understood. 


The winds from the ocean had picked up. The old house held
them out, but just barely. It felt to Dale as if everything was trying to get
at them—the night, the cold, the winds, the monster. 


Monsters weren’t supposed to be real. Then again, neither
was magic. 


The knock on the front door echoed weirdly through the
house, as if it was already empty of all life. 


And maybe it was. Maybe all the life and magic had been
stolen when the monster had ensnared Nora. 


Maybe he shouldn’t have fought so hard to stay here in Port
City when they’d discovered the fairies could call him once a year. 


“It’ll be okay,” Dale assured Mom as he got up. He wiped his
palms off on his jeans, walked around the couch, then went to the door and
opened it. 


Cornelius stood on the other side. He wasn’t wearing his
suit coat or his hat, just his usual white shirt and broadly striped
black-and-gray vest and pants. Even his hair seemed out of place, no longer
slicked back, but windblown. 


Had Cornelius been sleeping when Dale had called? He’d never
seen the fairy so disheveled—hadn’t thought it was possible. 


“You called me?” Cornelius asked. His golden eyes whirled
faster than Dale had ever seen them move. 


“Nora’s been taken,” Dale said. He knew he should invite the
fairy to cross the threshold, but he didn’t dare. He didn’t want to accidentally
weaken Nora’s protections. 


Cornelius rocked back on his heels. “By what?” 


“A monster,” Dale said. “Brett. Her boyfriend. He isn’t
human. He gave her a ring that—changed her. Made her will not her own,”
Dale guessed.


“It must be very, very strong magic to ensnare the Maker
that way,” Cornelius mused. 


Dale nodded. He’d known his sister was strong. It was good
to hear the fairy confirm it. 


“You must save her,” Dale told the fairy firmly. That was
the only thing he wanted. 


“Why?” Cornelius asked, a smile playing around his lips. 


Bastard knew Dale was stuck between a rock and a hard place.
“Because if you do, I’ll come with you to fix the warriors in your kingdom.” At
least Dale had something the fairies wanted.


“Not good enough, I’m afraid,” Cornelius said, shaking his
head. 


“One day a year for three years,” Dale added. 


“No. You will come when we call you,” Cornelius said eagerly.



Before Dale could agree, Mom spoke up from over his
shoulder. “No, he won’t,” she said firmly. 


Dale blinked, then glanced over at his mom. The only time
he’d ever seen her look this mad—and this determined—was when she’d
faced down Dad in the hospital five years previous. 


“He will go to your kingdom one day a year for four years.
While he finishes college here. Then he is free to leave and pursue his life
wherever he chooses,” Mom declared. 


Go to college here? These were the worst circumstances in the
world for Dale to be glad, making different plans. But he was still grateful.
Maybe his mom knew just how much he’d wanted to stay.


“Ten,” Cornelius automatically shot back. 


“Five,” Dale countered. 


“And you will be grateful that I’m allowing him to do even
that,” Mom snarled. “This is my baby that you are endangering.” 


“And your other baby?” Cornelius challenged. 


Dale snorted. “Nora’s in the shit, yes,” he said honestly.
“And yes, we need your help. But even without it, she might make it on her own,
you know.” 


Cornelius nodded, thinking. “Five. Starting this year,” he
said. 


Dale’s knees suddenly felt weak, but he didn’t buckle. “You
find her and bring her home, still alive, her soul no longer ensnared or
entangled. Then we’ll set a time for me to work with your warriors.” 


“Done,” Cornelius said, flashing a wild grin. Then he took
off, his wide wings catching the wind and flying away quick as a thought. 


“Will he do what he said he’d do?” Mom asked Dale as he
stood there, staring out into the night. 


“He has to,” Dale said. Cornelius would try his damnedest to
get Nora back, not because he cared about Nora, but because he wanted Dale that
badly. 


And Dale would just have to figure out how not to get
ensnared by the fairies on his own. 


* * *


Cornelius stared in dismay at the human house. It had been
easy to track the Maker, a simple enough spell. She hadn’t tried hiding her
path or her presence. 


On the outside, the house seemed ordinary enough, one of the
typical old ramblers built when the human population had swelled here on the
coast—in human dates, around 1950. It was one story, made from wood,
painted a warm brown, with many windows that looked out both on the street and
the wide, immaculately trimmed backyard. 


However, every window, every joist, possibly every beam, was
reinforced with magnets and magic. Cornelius couldn’t even fly close enough to
the house to toss in a trinket that might put a pinhole in the house’s
defenses. Even if he flew high above the property and dropped a stone straight
down, it would probably still be bounced away. 


Whoever lived here had well protected his property. And without
a doubt, Nora was inside. Enslaved and enspelled. 


Cornelius shot up high when the front door suddenly opened.
The creature who stepped out glowed with age and strength, though its skin was
as black as burnt leather. It had golden hawk-eyes and long silver hair, and
the air of certain death about it. 


That was the
Maker’s current boyfriend? 


Cornelius had never seen one of the old ones before, though
like the rest of the fairies, he’d been aware of their presence. He’d even been
under the assumption that the one who lived on the Oregon coast had tolerated
the fairies when they’d come, particularly after they’d attacked and driven off
the dwarves who had been in the area.


But the fairies had no treaties with this creature, had
never had formal talks. Cornelius didn’t even know its true name. 


Not like Cornelius would be able to do anything about this
creature. It was far, far stronger than he was. 


Could he go back and lie to Dale? Say that he rescued Nora,
and that she was waiting for him in the kingdom? He might be able to fool the
Tinker, but the mother was no longer ensnared. He’d never be able to convince
both of them. 


No. Cornelius had to get Nora out of the creature’s den,
free her, at least for a while. 


Which meant he had to go and get Adele. The queen knew
Nora’s true name. No matter how enslaved she was, she would still know her
name, would still come to someone calling it. 


All Cornelius had promised was to free Nora the one time,
and get her back to Dale. 


It wouldn’t be his fault if either Adele or the creature
ensnared her again immediately. 


* * *


Brett flowed freely through the night. He couldn’t keep Nora
at his place for too long—Port City was too small a town. There would be
questions. Perhaps even police, particularly if the Maker’s mother was
involved. No, he had to move her to a proper nest. 


She had so sweetly accommodated him that night. They’d been
lovers for some time, but tonight, she’d been much more his. The mating wasn’t complete however, and wouldn’t be for
another night. 


Brett flowed out of town, up the coast, past the damned
dwarfish tunnels (he never should have allowed them into his territory in the
first place. Encouraging the fairies to drive them out hadn’t helped either.)
There were more tunnels up the coast, hidden by illusion stronger than fairies
or Makers could create.


The cliffs were limestone, a pretty yellow and white during
the day. They’d had been formed from what was now the tiniest river. Brett had
dipped his toes in the water when he’d been a child, when it still flowed
closer to the top. 


Brett couldn’t fly like the fairies. He didn’t need to. He
could dive and flow across the stone, caress it like the wind as he ran. The
earth would never betray him, who came from Her, who still remembered and
worshipped Her. 


Down the cliff face Brett flowed, into a crevice guarded
with large boulders on either side of the opening. Birds hadn’t dared to build
nests on the ledge; even after millennia the stones still carried the scent of
his kind. 


The cave was dark and chill, holding in the smell of blood
and birth. This was where Brett’s mother had whelped him, before she’d thrown
herself off the cliff. It didn’t take long to bring in hides to cover the
stones, straw for the birthing bed. 


Farther back in the cave, Brett prepared the space where he
planned on stashing the carcasses of two cows. He hoped that would be enough to
feed his hungry brood. 


Finally, everything was prepared. He knew it wouldn’t be the
hideaway in the country that Nora, or any human, would dream about. The rocks
were barely hidden, there was no electricity, no running water, no internet or
even cell phone coverage. 


But it was far enough away from everything, even the hiking
trails, that no one would be able to hear Nora’s or the babies’ screams. 


He did try to make it nice, though, so that she wouldn’t
follow in his mother’s footsteps, but might survive the birth as well as the
aftermath. 


Not every human could withstand the trauma of giving birth
to, as the teacher had named him, monsters. 


* * *


Garung waited until Adele came back before he gathered the
students together—Avrit, Sree, and Titir. The food had helped sooth his
nerves, and resting finally, feeling safe, had done a lot for his courage. 


Yes, the barracks were plain. He could see the other
students turning up their noses at the simple furniture, the basic beige walls.



However, none of this furniture would break if a fairy
pushed it. It was all solid. Nothing wobbled. He doubted the other students
realized the amount of magic that was invested in the joists, special magic
that ensured the life of each piece, far beyond its maker’s lifetime. 


“So what’s the plan?” Pravir asked, as soon as they’d gathered
together at the far end of the barracks, away from the warriors. The other
students had gratefully spread out their cloaks, curling up and sleeping
soundly. 


Garung would have liked to rest as well. But they had to
talk, instead. He turned to Adele. 


“Ramit has declared us escaped prisoners,” Adele told the
group. She seemed subdued. 


It hadn’t surprised Garung that the leader, this Cornelius,
had pulled Adele aside, choosing to talk with her first. He knew her, had known
her as the queen. 


It also wasn’t surprising that Cornelius hadn’t been as
welcoming as Adele had assumed he would be. 


“What will Cornelius do?” Pravir asked. 


Adele shrugged. “The old Cornelius would have sweet-talked Ramit
into going away. This new version…I don’t know.” Adele paused, thinking. “He
might actually send his own warriors out after Ramit. He seemed unhappy being
given orders by this upstart king.” 


“He called him that?” Garung asked, pleased. Because that
was exactly what Ramit was. An upstart king.


“He did,” Adele said. She looked at the warriors gathered
near the door. “We don’t have to escape from here. Not yet. But we should be
prepared to flee. In case Cornelius does decide to deal with Ramit.” 


“Would he do that?” Garung asked. This trip was turning into
an even worse disaster than his last one. He should never have left the Redwood
Fairy Kingdom, should never have persuaded the council to let him go with the
children of the royals. 


He’d already lost so many of his troop. He’d only ever be
remembered as part of a greater tragedy. 


Adele shrugged. “He might. He might now. He’s…changed.” 


“Some good it did us bringing you along,” Pravir said. 


Faster than Garung could stop Adele, she already had her
hands around Arivit’s neck and was dragging him toward the ceiling. “Without
me, you all would have died. Or
already been captured by Ramit, thrown into slavery.” 


“Let him go.” A very deep voice came from next to Garung. He
turned to see a broadly muscled warrior standing there, covered in red warrior
paint. He only had one eye—the other was a ruby. 


It looked as though the ruby was infected—unnatural
red veins stood out from under the warrior’s skin. 


Adele dropped Pravir suddenly. Luckily the boy was quick
enough to catch himself before falling gracelessly on the table below. 


“Adele,” the warrior said, bowing his head. “This way,
please.” 


Adele stared at the warrior for a moment, before turning
back to Garung. “Make your own plans,” she told him before she flew off. 


Garung knew he’d been abandoned. It was up to him, now, to
see his troop either safely ensconced in the northern kingdom, or else figure
out a way to escape both from here as well as from Ramit, who surely was
waiting for them at the borders. 


“We need to rely on our own wits, this time,” Garung
instructed the others. He glanced over his shoulder at the warriors scattered
around the room, then leaned forward and said softly, “I have a plan.” 


* * *


Adele smiled smugly at Cornelius, glad that he’d come to his
senses, and was finally admitting that he needed her help. It didn’t matter
that it was such a trivial task—rescuing the Maker. It was the start of
their greater interdependence, a word that she was certain would shock
Cornelius if she said it out loud. 


She had been paying attention to some of what Garung had taught,
even if most of it didn’t make any sense. 


At least they were meeting in the yard with the warriors,
and not in one of those obnoxiously closed-in meeting rooms, next to the throne
room. She was worried about Bascom: Fairies didn’t get sick, but he obviously
was. 


“You need to go and guard the Tinker,” Cornelius was
instructing the warriors. “And the mother. The creature may or may not attack
him. The Tinker has agreed to come to the kingdom, to work on the clockwork
here.”


Cornelius turned to Adele. “We are going to go and rescue
the Maker.” 


Adele preened. It was just a matter of time before they were
all following her again. 


“We’re going with you,” Thirza, Bascom’s second in command
insisted. 


Cornelius agreed immediately. “I would be pleased to have
your escort,” he said smoothly. 


Adele felt like rolling her eyes. The same old smooth words that
Cornelius always spouted. They didn’t need an escort. She could fight her way
out of anything. Hadn’t she already proven that? 


They didn’t leave by the normal staircase, instead, going
out one of the hidden entrances further north. Adele was pleased at how well
the second entrance was being maintained, how many guards were posted there. Of
course, this entrance was closer to the entrance of Kostya’s cave. 


There hadn’t actually been a sighting of the dwarf, had
there? There were too many warriors out for just this creature. Surely
Cornelius was overreacting, a response he’d always accused Adele and the
warriors of. 


They flew silently through the air, the warrior escort just
behind. Adele was impressed by how strong Cornelius was. Had he always had such
powerful wings? Or had he been using them a lot lately? How many times had he
held a bonfire out on the beach, dancing with the other fairies? She had to
admit it was a brilliant idea, and an excellent method to bring the fairies together.



He would have handily kept up with the student troop on
their desperate flight up the coast. 


Adele’s wings were tired. Her whole body was tired. She
needed to rest. Her magic and her strength would only last for so long. But she
was also prepared to completely drain every reserve she had—to not sleep
for three more days if necessary. 


The town hadn’t changed much over the years: The highways
were still an ugly blight cut across the earth, the stench of the humans’
mechanical vehicles poisoned the sweet smell of the ocean at night, and the
constant whir of the electronics was enough to drive anyone mad. 


But Adele still found her heart warming to the familiar
sights and smells. 


All the warmth Adele may have been feeling disappeared when
they landed on the hard concrete outside the lair of this creature. Holy Seven Hells. “You didn’t tell me it
was this protected!” Adele complained. Even the beams holding up the walls inside
the human dwelling were enspelled. 


“You didn’t listen,” Cornelius said with a small smile. 


It was an old joke between them, about how warriors never
listened. 


Adele didn’t feel like laughing. 


“I’m supposed to call the Maker out of that?” Adele
demanded. 


“Can’t you?” Cornelius challenged. “You know her name.
Better than she does.” 


It was going to take the rest of Adele’s meager strength to
call the Maker, to wind her call through the cracks in that fortress. 


But once she did, not just Cornelius, but the Maker, would
be in her debt. 


Though the Maker would be more than just indebted. 


She’d be completely under Adele’s control. 


* * *


The splinter that held the real Nora woke suddenly. Had he returned? The monster? She touched
the knotwork walls that held her safe, throwing more magic into them. They
wouldn’t hold for too much longer, then she’d be fully his. 


Nora shuddered again at the memory of his long, forked
tongue licking her soul. The touch
had been intimate and unbelievably wrong. 


No one should be able to touch her that way. 


Nora had no idea what Brett actually was. He smelled like
death in his true form, his skin blackened and burned with age, his hair
silver-gray and hanging to his waist, his eyes like a hawk’s, preying on her
every move. 


He’d woven some magic around the bed—she’d been able
to recognize at least that. The language he used was completely foreign. She
didn’t recognize his power. He wasn’t a Maker, not like she was. If she had to
guess, he was more like an elemental, part wind, part death. 


A bell rang somewhere outside of Nora’s splinter soul. She
made the body controlled by the rest of her wake up and open her eyes. 


There it was again. Only it wasn’t a bell, ringing in the
deep. 


Someone called her name. 


It wasn’t Brett, though she recognized the caller as magic.
Was it Mrs. Wentworth? Had she been able to track Nora down? 


But that didn’t feel right. Nora had only just met Mrs.
Wentworth. The teacher didn’t know Nora well enough to use her name. 


The only one who knew her Name, could call on her soul like
this, was Queen Adele. 


Maybe the queen wasn’t dead. Or she’d given her knowledge to
another fairy.


Nora felt her body rise to the call. She struggled to hold
it back, but it was like holding back a wave. 


What was better? To be enslaved to the monster? Or to the
monstrous queen of the fairies? There was no good choice here. 


Somehow, Nora had to keep her soul her own. 


Her feet touched the cold, concrete basement floor. The call
wavered. Nora snuck a glance out of her body’s eyes. 


Magic lit up the room. Nora didn’t know what most of it was
for—she guessed it was to keep others from reaching her. 


The silver chain that linked her ankle to the bed, though,
that was meant to keep her here. It was made from human metal, but also enspelled
with magic. 


Naked, barefoot, pregnant, and chained to the bed, sounded
like the bad punch line to a joke that Nora would have slapped one of Dale’s
friends for telling. 


How could she unravel it? The chain was cold, so cold. She
couldn’t touch it with her fingers. Even if they were wrapped in power, she’d
end up freezing them off. 


Nora remembered her own experiments, from what seemed like a
hundred years ago but had only been the previous week, when she’d been
combining Making with sound. How she’d blown down the fairy bubble that
Cornelius had used to trap Dale. 


Feeling her way through the various muscles, tendons, and
ligaments, Nora got her other self to open her mouth. Then she dove deeper,
past the huge muscle of her tongue, down her throat, to her vocal chords. 


Pushing air into them felt like shoving against a
three-hundred-pound iron door. But Nora was determined. She must make sound.


Sound that would shatter frozen metal. 


A low moan finally issued from her body. The chain rattled
against the floor. 


Close, but not close enough.


If Nora had been using her arms, she knew she’d be shaking
with the effort. It was so difficult to control all the moving parts inside
her, the parts that she’d never had to think about before (thank goodness for
the anatomy class she’d taken that spring). Then she had to concentrate on a
single link of chain for her unraveling. 


Nora tried again, failing, though not just the chain but the
entire room vibrated with the effort. 


Shit. She had to
be careful. No need to bring the whole house down on top of her. 


She wasn’t that desperate. Not yet, anyway. 


Finally, Nora found the right combination of pitch and
sound, combined with a laser focus of Making. 


The chain link Nora had chosen disintegrated into sparkling
powder. It was still magic, still dangerous. Nora found a glass next to the bed
and scooped up as much as she could, assuring the other part of her that of course they were doing this to show him how badly made his chain was. 


He’d want to know that, so he could chain her better next
time. 


From outside, the deep call echoed through Nora’s bones. Was
this what Dale felt, every time the fairies called him? No wonder he’d never
been able to resist, despite how much Nora had tried to protect him. 


She wasn’t about to give him less grief about it, though. 


At least some bit of humanness had remained in that other
part of Nora, and her body paused and dressed itself before continuing out the
door, then slowly mounting the wooden staircase up from the basement. 


How was Nora going to fight the control of the fairy? Her
splinter soul recognized the call of her name, stronger than the ensnared
portion. Once she got outside, she was lost. 


Nora listened hard to the call. Was there a way to resist?
To break herself off again? She didn’t see it. 


After Nora entered the kitchen, she was able to pause again.



The caller was Queen Adele. Nora had no doubt about that,
now. The taste of the queen’s magic—even her name—filled Nora’s
tongue, and gave her an idea. 


The queen was having to pour magic into the call. Looking
around, Nora could see how protected the house was: the walls shimmered with
magic. How had she not seen it before? Brett was much better at illusions than
Nora had realized. 


To her shame, though, she’d also not really looked after
he’d brought her over the first time. 


But the queen’s name was attached to her call.


While Nora’s body moved slowly, inexorably, toward the front
door, the splinter soul of Nora worked her mouth, her lungs, her vocal chords,
trying out one sound after another while lacing it with magic, tying them
together, racing to find the right combination of sound and Making that would
match the queen’s name. 


The house lit up oddly as Nora worked, either a wall or a
chair or even just the face of a photograph suddenly sparking in reaction to
her Making. 


Nora didn’t have the right mix before she reached the door.
She couldn’t stop herself from opening it. Couldn’t prevent her body from
stepping across the threshold. She was only able to pause for a moment and put
down the cup full of the silvered chain next to the door. 


Outside, on the driveway, stood Cornelius, looking
disheveled in only a shirt, vest, and pants. At least half a dozen warriors
flew behind him, their teeth gnashing, their bodies painted for war. 


The queen stood there as well. She looked pale in the
moonlight, thinner than a fairy should, as if she’d been ill for a long while.
She wore a gray skirt that sparkled even in the dim light, and a white tunic
open down the center. Her clockwork wings spread out wide when she saw Nora, as
if to suddenly take flight. 


“Nora,” the queen crooned, knowing all of her. 


Nora had her response ready. Even if it wasn’t exactly
right, it had to be close enough. 


“Adele,” Nora replied, her own voice taking on the same deep
bell qualities as the queen’s. 


* * *


Denise walked through the quiet house, softly closing the
door to her bedroom. She hadn’t slept more than a few hours after the visit
from the fairy. Luckily, it was summertime, and the sun had risen early as
well. 


Telling herself she was being ridiculous didn’t stop Denise
from silently opening the door to Dale’s room to check on her son. He was still
there, sleeping on his back, one arm thrown open, the other clenched to his
chest. He looked oddly vulnerable. Denise quickly stepped back, out of his
room, into the hallway again. 


Denise didn’t hesitate to walk into Nora’s room, though it
felt just as awkward. She wasn’t checking up on her daughter—she knew
Nora didn’t do drugs or fool around. 


She just did magic. 


Denise needed to figure out which hotel Mrs. Wentworth was
staying at. Nora had described her as a tourist. That meant a hotel. But which
one? There were hundreds—maybe thousands—up and down the coast. Port
City was a tourist town. There wasn’t any way for Denise to call every single
hotel on the off chance that she’d find the teacher. 


If she was still alive. If the monster hadn’t gotten to her
as well. 


Though Nora didn’t have anything resembling a filing system,
Denise still started at the desk sitting in the far corner of the room. Craft
books, scraps of notes, as well as hunks of yarn and needles covered the top of
it. 


Denise didn’t bother going more than a layer deep in the
first pile. If there was something there, it wouldn’t have been buried yet.


As Denise shifted the second pile, a business card slid out
from between the pages and landed on the floor. It was from one of the local
hotels, farther up the coast. Denise quickly bent over to pick it up. 


On the back, written in a lovely cursive script, was the
name “Mrs. Wentworth.” 


Denise felt like doing a fist pump. Finally. They were going
to be able to get some real help for Nora. 


However, as Denise examined the card, all the hairs on the
back of her neck stood up. She quickly looked behind her. No creature or fairy
stood there. 


When Denise turned back around, she caught a glimpse of
someone standing on the street outside the house. 


Drawing closer to the window, Denise realized it was Brett.
He glowed with that same cold silver that had shone through Nora’s eyes the
night before. 


And he was pointing at the house. No, not in
general—at Dale’s window. Then he crooked his finger, calling her son to
him. 


* * *


Dale came up to the surface slowly. Damn it, it was too
early again. And why was Bascom calling him? Hadn’t Dale just answered the
damned fairy’s call? 


Slowly Dale pushed himself up, out of sleep. No. It wasn’t
Bascom. The fairy hadn’t seen him that year—it had been Cornelius. 


This call wasn’t a fairy call. It wasn’t as perfect, it
didn’t click along his bones like a great clock ticking in time with his heart.
This call was colder, carried on unnatural winds. Though Dale felt an urge to
go see the caller, it wasn’t as compelling. 


What the hell? 


Dale rolled out of his bed, wincing as his feet struck the
carpet. Damn it. He really wasn’t awake. 


It couldn’t be Nora, could it? It seemed to hold some
element of her, though he couldn’t have described how. 


Eagerly, Dale went to the window and threw open the shade. 


Brett stood there, out in the street, pointing at Dale. His
face didn’t fit—it flowed from his usual, dumb-town-boy grin to a black
death mask. 


Shit. What the
hell was he? 


“Dale,” Mom called from his door. 


“Still here,” Dale assured his mom, though he didn’t move
from the window. 


The call was growing more compelling. 


“What does he want with you?” 


Dale wished he could chase away the fear he heard in his
mom’s voice. “Don’t know,” Dale said, though he doubted it was any good. Brett
had always pretended to be nice to Dale, but Dale had been well aware that
Brett hadn’t liked Dale, not for Dale’s sake. 


“Don’t go,” Mom said. 


Dale shook his head. “I’d like to say I’ll be able to
resist, Mom, but it’s magic. I don’t have any defense against it.” 


Mom walked into his room and grabbed his wrist, wrapping her
fingers around the bracelet Nora had tied there. “Does this help?” she asked. 


Dale shuddered. He saw the creature—the monster that
was Brett—better now. His black skin looked burnt, with deep crevices and
pocked holes. Golden eyes pierced the house. Dale knew that Brett saw him
clearly through the walls. There wasn’t anywhere he could hide. 


And the call was growing stronger. Iron bands had wrapped
themselves around Dale’s ankles and wrists, pulling him forward.


“I found Mrs. Wentworth,” Mom said. “I’m going to call her.”



“Quickly,” Dale said. He shifted from one foot to the other.
Had Brett always been able to call him this strongly? Had he been toying with
Dale earlier? Or just learning his name better? 


Mom went to get her phone and Dale found himself drawn out
of his room. He tried to detour, to go into Nora’s room, but it was as if the
door was blocked by an invisible web. 


“Mom!” Dale called as he fought to stop moving. He dropped
to the floor, but found himself still crawling forward. “I can’t stop!” 


Mom came out of her room and grabbed ahold of Dale’s ankle. 


“Don’t!” Dale shouted, but it was too late. He hadn’t been
able to control his reflexes, and he’d kicked her. 


“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” Dale said, glancing over his
shoulder. 


Mom sat with a stunned look on her face, her hand cupped to
catch the blood dripping out of her nose. 


Dale groaned and slid forward more. “I have to go to him,”
he said through gritted teeth. His body was no longer his to control. 


Mom nodded, then got up and ran to her office.


Dale continued with his inexorable crawl. He tried dropping
to his belly, but that made the urge to get up and walk again stronger. At
least crawling he was able to go slower. He reached the living room, dinging
his fingers into the carpet there. The old gray couch blocked clear sight of
the door, but Dale could already smell it, smell the freedom going outside
would bring. 


He shook his head. No, not freedom, not out there. Nothing
but death. 


Mom suddenly grabbed his ankle again, this time with a sheet
roped around it. She was back far enough that he didn’t kick her this time. She
grinned at him, her nose and upper lip bloodied. “Always threatened to tie you
up once you could start dating,” she said with a grin. 


Dale groaned and reached for his ankle. He had to get outside.


Mom wrapped the cloth around Dale’s wrists, so he could no
longer free himself. 


“What are you doing?” Dale asked through gritted teeth. He
pulled on the sheet, bringing it up to his mouth, tearing at it with his teeth.



“Delaying. That’s what Mrs. Wentworth said to do. The
creature’s call can’t last that long, and she’ll be here soon,” Mom assured
him. 


The spark of hope that flared in Dale died when the front
door suddenly slammed open. The winds tore into the living room, shoving at the
furniture, pushing it aside, trying to get at Dale. 


“I love you, Mom!” Dale called as the winds choked him,
rushing across his neck, stealing all his breath. 


“NO!” Denise called. “You aren’t taking my son too, you
bastard.” 


But it was too late. The winds had already found Dale,
lifting him off the ground and carrying him out the door. 


The clear sky was still pale with morning clouds. It would
have been such a great day to live. Dark shapes appeared against the gray,
fighting the wind. 


Those weren’t fairies, were they? 


Dale couldn’t hold onto consciousness long enough to find
out. 


* * *


Adele closed her mouth against the cool night air with an
audible click. The Maker did not know Adele’s true name. It was just
a weird echo of her own name. Cornelius, standing beside Adele, grew stiffer.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him raise his hand and motion the
warriors to come closer. 


“Nora,” Adele called again, using the Maker’s true name. The
fairies around her couldn’t use it, they were only aware of the magic Adele had
woven into the calling, not the actual name itself. 


The Maker took one shuddering step forward. Then she
stopped, drew herself up, and called out, “Adele.” 


The queen shivered and took an involuntary step toward the
Maker. The girl didn’t quite have her name right, but it was close, so close. 


Nora called Adele’s name again, lowering the pitch this
time, certainty rounding out the notes. She was closer still to the queen’s
true name.


“No!” Adele screamed, launching herself at the girl. This
Maker, this human, could not have
control of her. No one knew her true name, not even her long dead husband
Thaddeus, though they’d both flirted with telling each other.


Nora’s arms raised to meet Adele’s outstretched claws. But
instead of trying to slap her away, or ward off the attack, Nora grabbed hold
of Adele’s forearms, yanking her close, bringing their faces together. 


Adele saw her mistake right away. Nora was still partially
enspelled by the other creature. Cool silver light ringed her dark brown eyes.


The Maker was not herself. 


Too late, Adele struggled to pull away, but the cold silver
magic stole over her soul, trapping her together with the Maker.


 










Chapter Ten


Chris slept poorly. The bed was soft enough and the sound of
the trucks rumbling along the highway was a hell of a lot better than the
constant sound of ocean waves. Chris still had nightmares about wild creatures
with mad eyes, flying after him like certain death. 


The sun had just risen when Chris woke up. He blamed it
partially on his own internal clock, still set at Texas time. The hotel room
was more of a dump by daylight, with scratched, mismatched nightstands, the bed
not two feet from the TV jutting out from the far wall, and sheets stained and
scratchy. 


Chris took a quick shower, wishing he had a pair of flip-flops
he could wear in the shower so as not to catch any of the diseases sure to be
growing there. After he got dressed, he stopped. He was checking out that day,
going to take Nora away from whatever trouble she’d gotten into. 


He’d hated her sass from the night before. She claimed not
to be in league with the devil, but Chris wouldn’t bet on it. Or that she
wasn’t pregnant. 


It was good that he was taking her away from here, so he
could be a positive influence on her life. Of course, she didn’t know her
place—Denise had never taught her that. 


Maybe Chris could, though. 


Chris dropped his key off at the desk and sauntered out into
the parking lot. The day had dawned gray, but it would clear up soon. 


Maybe he could take the twins to breakfast. He remembered
taking them to a place that made faces in the pancakes, down in Los Angeles. 


With a jaunty whistle, Chris threw his luggage into the
backseat of his car and drove off for the house. 


What Chris didn’t expect to see as he drove up was his son
flying through the air, with what looked like a bed sheet wrapped around his
ankle and dragging on the ground. 


Creatures from Chris’ nightmares came out of nowhere,
surrounding his son and flying at Denise, forcing her back in the house. They
had wings, bony heads, wild golden eyes, and wore red paint and not much else. 


Demons. 


Another creature seemed to be drawing Dale to it. It didn’t
look like the others, with its black skin and silver hair. 


It must be the devil himself. 


The flying creatures seemed to be attacking the devil thing,
dive-bombing it from on high, trying to grapple it. 


When the devil turned away, Chris saw his chance. He punched
the gas and careened directly into the thing. 


It had a physical body that bounced down the street, then
lay there, not getting up. 


Chris rushed out of the car and raced to Dale. His son was
still breathing, merely unconscious. Chris grunted as he picked Dale
up—the boy had some serious muscle on him. Luckily, so did Chris. 


He threw Dale into the back seat of the car and reversed
into Denise’s driveway. The creature in the street was up on elbows and knees,
shaking its head. 


Chris wasn’t about to stick around to see if it would fully
recover. Instead, he headed out of there, giving a great woop! 


Not only had Chris just defeated evil, he had his son with
him. 


From the quiet streets Chris headed directly inland, heading
toward the interstate. 


It was time to head back to Texas with his prize. 


* * *


Nora—both sides of Nora—fought Queen Adele. The
part still ensnared by the monster tried to capture the queen’s soul as well,
while the splintered side worked at perfecting her use of the queen’s name. 


Of course, Adele fought to free herself, as well as fully
capture Nora. 


They stood locked in a deadly embrace, hands and claws
wrapped around forearms, staring intently into each other’s eyes, saying each
other’s name. Cornelius circled them, worried, not letting the warriors
interfere. 


It was possible that if Cornelius broke them apart at the
wrong time, one of them would be in total control of the other—and he
couldn’t predict which one of them would be on top.


Nora fought Adele’s unraveling of her own soul, catching up
the stitches and yanking them back to her. Then Nora would sally Adele’s name
forth, drawing up the flowers and hard gears that made up the queen, learning
more and more about her fierce fairy soul, how strong and independent she was,
how cruel and inhuman. 


Back and forth they called, learning and forgetting and
remembering again. As Adele drew Nora out from Brett’s spell, Nora took her
soul back, drawing together more and more of it until the proportions were
reversed, and most of her was herself with only a splinter made up the
controlled soul. 


Adele suddenly looked up and howled at the sky. Nora pressed
her advantage forward, calling Adele’s name again, but the fairy merely shook
her head and backed up. 


They were at a standstill. They both had enough parts of
each other’s names to do serious damage. But it would be at the price of their
own soul.


Nora stood panting on the driveway, suddenly aware of the
cold morning sky. The sun had just risen. How long had she and Adele been at
it? She was exhausted and swayed where she stood. 


“Truce?” Nora asked Adele, using her regular human voice. 


Adele merely sniffed at her. “If you say so.” 


The queen would never willingly give up. She would keep
coming at Nora, trying to trip her up, catch her unawares so that she could
control her. 


Nora would always have to be on guard against her. 


Pain stabbed through Nora’s hand. She realized she was still
wearing Brett’s ring. She slipped it off her finger easily.


The ring lying in her palm looked like such a small thing; a
plain metal band, with three garnets in it. Even now, she could hear it
whispering, trying to bend her will. 


Nora shook her head. She couldn’t keep the ring. There was
no safe place for her to put it. Even if she locked it away in a vault and
threw away the key, it would still gnaw at her. Someone else had to take it. 


“I will take it from you,” Cornelius said softly. “It will
never bother you again.” 


“At what cost?” Nora asked warily. It was never wise to
bargain with fairies. 


“The price of being able to destroy it, to suck all the magic
out of it,” Cornelius said with a coy smile. 


Nora wondered at how powerful the ring actually was, that
the fairy was willing to just take it. Maybe if she knew more, she’d be able to
unravel the ring herself and use its magic. 


For now—she just needed it gone. 


“Catch,” Nora said, underhanding the ring to Cornelius. 


Cornelius snatched the ring out of the air, then deposited
it into his vest pocket without looking at it. “We should be going. Your
brother asked us to save you, you know.” 


“In exchange for what?” Nora asked, fuming. She was so going
to kill him if he’d promised something stupid, her anger suddenly making her
feel less tired. 


“An annual visit,” Cornelius said smugly. 


“I won’t let him get entrapped down there,” Nora warned. 


“No, I didn’t think you would,” Cornelius said. 


A hooting horn made Nora jump and the fairies scatter,
taking to the air and winging away. 


Mom came barreling up in her car, jumping out even as it
rolled to a stop. Mrs. Wentworth got out of the passenger seat. 


“Nora!” Mom called, rushing up to her. 


Nora didn’t hesitate to fling her arms around her mother.
God, it was good to see her. 


“Are you okay?” Mom asked, not letting Nora go. 


“I’m fine, Mom,” Nora assured her. Though she was going to
have a lot of nightmares, and probably need some therapy at some point. If she
could only figure out how to express what had happened to her, how Brett had
subsumed her, then touched her. 


Nora shivered, then remembered how she’d left. “Ah, Mom.
Uhm…” 


“I know—you weren’t really yourself,” Mom said, pulling
back, her eyes shining with tears. 


Nora looked more closely. Mom’s nose was bruised and her upper
lip was swollen. “What happened to you?” she asked, looking from Mom to Mrs.
Wentworth. “Where’s Dale?” she demanded. 


“Chris took him,” Mom admitted. “Before Brett could kill
him.” 


Brett tried to kill Dale? “Why?” Nora asked. “Why did Brett
try to kill him?” 


Mrs. Wentworth shrugged. “No idea. How did you get away?” She peered at Nora with
bright, piercing eyes. 


“The fairies—Adele—she knows my name. And called
me out,” Nora said, not wanting to admit how she’d split herself, how that one
small splinter remained. 


“Hmmm,” was all Mrs. Wentworth said in reply. She obviously
didn’t believe Nora. “You’ll need to tell your other teachers all about it. But
right now, we’ve got to get you away. I don’t believe the O’onakie will kill you outright. But he will come after
you—all of us.” 


Nora nodded, shivering. She still felt as though there was a
thumbprint cold on her soul. 


If—when—Brett found it, he’d exploit it. 


“What about Dale?” Nora asked as she let herself be bundled
into the car after she retrieved her glass full of powdered chain. Mrs.
Wentworth took it from her, sniffing it carefully, then nodding. 


“Do you really think his dad would be able to keep him away
if he thought you were still in trouble?” Mom asked reasonably. 


Nora shook her head. No, Dale would come racing after her.
Just as she would come for him, if he’d been taken or was in danger. “What
about Brett?” Nora asked. “What did you call him?” 


“He’s an O’onakie.
Like a wind elemental. Ancient and dangerous. There’s speculation they’re as
old as the native Americans in this region. Some even have suggested the O’onakie are the creatures referred to
as the East Wind, in the myths,” Mrs. Wentworth said. 


“A wind?” Nora asked. He had that feeling to him, of flowing
and moving, though she’d never seen him change into something like that. “But
how are we going to get away? He’ll just follow me,” Nora said. And do
everything in his power to get her back. 


“Chris did run him over with his car,” Mom said smugly. 


“Good,” Nora said. Her dad might be a pig, and violent, but
at least he was finally able to use that for good. 


“So your ex-husband is already driving away from Port City?
Going inland?” Mrs. Wentworth asked. 


“Probably,” Mom said. “It would be like him, to do the most
damage he could, then run away with his son.” 


Nora nodded slowly. That would be her dad, not checking on
her or mom. They were just women, after all. 


“I have a plan,” Mrs. Wentworth said. “We’ll need to stay in
the car, drive around for a bit. We could use some help,” she added, pointing
toward the sky. 


“It’ll cost you,” Nora warned. Damned fairies never gave
anything away for free. Even if they said it was, the cost would be higher than
most could pay. 


“My dear, it doesn’t matter what I promise the fairies. I
won’t be alive long enough for them to collect,” Mrs. Wentworth said, giving
her bitter, tinkling laugh. 


“Thank you,” Nora said as they stepped out of the car,
waving Cornelius, Adele, and the others closer. 


“You’ve given my life a great ending,” Mrs. Wentworth said
sincerely. “You just go ahead and live a life that makes my sacrifice worth
it,” she added seriously. 


“I will,” Nora promised easily. 


Nora would never forget her first teacher, even if she
hadn’t taught Nora much about magic, but about life and living and sacrifice instead.



* * *


Kostya stayed absolutely still as he watched the old one
pick itself off the road. He never imagined he’d see such a battle and survive.
He doubted any of his kind had. 


The fairies had attacked the o’onakie, trying to save the Tinker. 


Kostya hadn’t known who to root for: the old one, who would
kill the fairies, or the fairies, who, if they survived, had just brought down
certain death on their heads. 


The old one would never suffer their existence in his
territory now. He’d kill them all, or chase them off. 


This was just getting better and better. 


Should he report the existence of the old one to the dwarven
king? He’d have to think about that. 


The fairies flew off before the old one could recover. Kostya
still didn’t care for their chances. If they thought the Maker would help, and
would fight the o’onakie, they were
strongly mistaken. 


Kostya slid his eyes to the ground as the old one passed,
limping, then walking stronger. When he looked up again, the old one had
stopped and was staring directly at him. 


“Clever, dwarf,” the old one said. “The illusion is woven
into your skin, isn’t it? That’s how you’ve stayed invisible to all the others.”



Kostya nodded, then swallowed down his nervousness and spoke
up. “Yes, it is.” 


The old one looked down the road at where he’d been hit,
then back at Kostya. “You and your kind are still not welcome here. Even after
the fairies go.”


“But—” Kostya started to protest. That wasn’t fair! 


“This is my territory, and mine alone,” the old one said,
his golden eyes piercing Kostya’s soul. “The fairies will be gone soon enough.”



Kostya nodded. “Thank you,” he managed to say. He stayed
seated, shivering, as the old one suddenly took off, flowing away like the
wind. After one shaky breath, then another, Kostya nodded. 


It only changed his plans for revenge a little. And he’d
deliberately forget to mention the old one in his next report to the dwarven
king.


* * *


Dale couldn’t believe how much his head hurt. It was worse
than that time Rich had talked him into drinking a six-pack of beer with him,
teaching him he never wanted to do that again. Dale didn’t want to open his
eyes. He knew he was moving—his body rocked subtly. He had no idea where
he was though. Was Brett taking him off to some cave to torture him?


Groaning, Dale opened his eyes. Sunlight peered down on
him—through the car window? He was in the backseat of a car. What the
hell? 


“Good to see you up, son,” came…Dad’s voice from the
driver’s seat.


“What happened?” Dale asked, forcing himself to sit up, then
breathing deeply to keep what little was in his stomach down. 


A cheap, blue-cloth roller bag sat stuffed between the seats
on the passenger side. Maps lay spread out over the passenger seat. They were
on the intercoastal road, heading east and going inland from the coast, Dale
guessed, based on the sunshine coming in over his right shoulder. 


“You were in the clutches of the devil himself,” Dad proclaimed.
He gave a theatrical shudder. “So I ran him down.” 


“You did what?” Dale asked. How? What? Why?


“That black devil was standing in the middle of the street,”
Dad explained. “He wasn’t looking at me when I came driving up. The Lord was
protecting me. But that monster sure took a tumble when I ran him down.” 


“You hit Brett with your car?” Dale asked. Wow. He was
suddenly kind of glad that his dad was such a sociopath. 


“What about Mom?” Dale asked, suddenly afraid for her. 


“Didn’t see her. Or Nora. But I did see those flying
creatures.” Dad paused. He swallowed hard.


Under Dad’s tan, his skin was abruptly much more pale. “Dad—you’ve
seen fairies—creatures like that, before?” Dale asked. 


“Yes,” Dad admitted. “Your sister’s in league with them.” 


Dale didn’t laugh, though he wanted to. You have no idea. “Dad—that black creature? The monster? It
kidnapped Nora. We have to go back and rescue her.” 


“No, son, we do not,” Dad proclaimed, shaking his head. 


On the steering wheel, Dale could see his dad’s hands
shaking. What had frightened him so much? Had it been his first encounter with
the fairies? Or seeing Brett? What had happened to him?


It didn’t matter. Dale still had to return. “Yeah, I gotta
go back to Port City,” Dale insisted. 


“The gas tank is full and we’re not stopping until we’re
over the border,” Dad said stubbornly. 


Dale sighed. “As soon as we stop, I’m going back. You can’t
stop me. Can’t hold me forever. I will go back and…help my family.” That was
it. That was the thing that Dad had always harped on—how important it was
to be a family. “I’m not about to abandon my family.” 


Dad shook his head. “No. They’re not your family, not
anymore.”


“It’s my twin sister,” Dale pointed out. How could Dad deny
she was his family? 


“Why can’t we just be a family? Just you and I?” Dad whined.



Dale couldn’t explain just how wrong that was. Dad was a pig
and a bully, and had verbally abused Mom for years. She’d only left when he’d
escalated to physical violence. 


“Look, Dad, we can talk about it later. I, I, I promise to
call you,” Dale said. This was going to be worse than dealing with the fairies
once a year. 


“You promise?” Dad asked, his eyes suddenly staring at Dale
hard in the rear view mirror. “A man’s true value is measured by the quality of
his word.” 


Dale wasn’t even sure what that meant, but he nodded. “Yeah,
Dad, I promise.” No idea how often he’d call, but he would call. 


“Then let’s go rescue your sister,” Dad said with a grin.
“We be the cavalry!” 


Dale rolled his eyes. “Actually, can I use your cell phone
to call them? Let Mom know I’m okay?”


Dad grudgingly handed over his phone. It was an ancient
brick, but Dale wasn’t about to complain. 


“Hey, Mom—” was all Dale managed to get out before she
started speaking over him


“Are you okay? Are you hurt? Can you talk? Where are you?” 


“I’m fine, really,” Dale said, his heart warming. “We’re
driving down the highway, heading inland.” 


“We have Nora,” Mom said. “And we’re coming to meet you.”


“That’s great,” Dale said. “Is she okay?” The need to see
his sister, his twin, washed over him and he had to blink suddenly at the
overpowering emotion. 


“Shaken up,” Mom admitted. “And she needs to get out of
town, still.” 


“All right. Meet us at—” Dale looked out and gave
directions to the next exit, as well as the fast food joint they’d be at.


After Dale had hung up, he told Dad, “We’re still going to
be the cavalry. Just a bit different.”


Dad was going to drive off with Nora, taking her out of
harm’s way. 


While Dale was going to have to go back and face the monster
again. 


* * *


Adele flopped onto a bench in the warrior’s barracks,
drained beyond belief. The battle with the Maker had left her more exhausted
than the three-day flight up the coast. All she wanted to do was sleep for a
year. She couldn’t answer Garung’s questions. Couldn’t address Pravir’s snide
comments. Could only close her eyes and drop into the deepest sleep she could
find. 


Soon, far too soon, Adele found herself being dragged back
into consciousness. Her wings ached and needed to be oiled. Her stomach still
rumbled, needing fuel. Even her will hurt, after defending herself so fiercely.



But someone was not letting her sleep, had the strength to
draw her back up. 


When Adele opened her eyes, she grimaced. “Bascom,” she
murmured. When had the warrior gotten so strong? Despite his illness? 


“You must wake,” Bascom said sternly. “And face judgment.” 


“Judgment?” Adele asked, confused. What had she done to
warrant that?


“You have been directed to appear before the council,”
Bascom continued. 


Adele forced herself to sit up. She brushed at her garments,
using a feeble thread of magic to straighten them. 


She didn’t bother to clean them: She would continue to
proudly wear the blood of her enemies. 


Garung and two of the other students sat at the far end of
the barracks, talking with a warrior there. Three other students talked with
another pair of warriors. 


They should be saving their strength, sleeping and resting,
not being students and exploring and
learning. 


Adele had a bad feeling about this. 


* * *


The council met in the room that had held Queen Adele’s
bone-white throne. The curtains had all been drawn back, showing murals of
forest glens and mushroom circles. Sparkling will-o’-the-wisps shone from every
corner, brighter than the usual fairy lights. Her throne had been taken down,
along with the platform it had sat on. Instead, all the royals gathered
together in the open room, circling and chatting. 


It was worse than the council
of the Redwood Fairy Kingdom. How could Cornelius stand it? To rule without a title?



But Adele had no doubt that rule he did. Conversation had
died out when she’d been escorted into the room, then had sprung back up again.



When Cornelius came into the room, silence spread in waves
and all the fairies turned, attending to him. He demanded their attention
without a word, a throne, or a title.


Adele was impressed despite herself. 


Cornelius walked from the door into the center of the group.
They spread out behind him, until as one they faced Adele, who stood with just
Bascom, her back to the doors. 


“Adele, though once you were queen of the Greater Oregon
Kingdom, we now banish you. You must leave this place, never to return,”
Cornelius proclaimed. 


Not one of the fairies standing behind him looked tentative
or unsure. Quite a few—including Imogene and Gideon—bared their
teeth at her. 


They had probably wanted to kill her, not banish her. 


“Why?” Adele asked. What had she done? 


“The Maker knows your name,” Cornelius said. “You can’t be
trusted.” 


“She doesn’t know it fully!” Adele complained, stung. “And I
know hers as well.” 


“Not good enough,” Cornelius said. “Can you guarantee that
she’ll never be able to control you? That you’ll never slip someday, and give
her an edge?” 


“You know I can’t,” Adele said bitterly. “But she will never
completely control me. I will have her
in my power, someday.” 


“Even if you do somehow manage that feat,” Cornelius said,
“you are never to return here. The Maker is stronger than you realize.” 


“And if I do return?” Adele asked. She knew the answer, but
she wanted to make Cornelius say it. 


“I will kill you, old friend,” Cornelius said softly. 


The truth of it chilled Adele. Her oldest friend had
changed, dramatically. 


It was ironic, really. She’d worked so hard to get her
subjects to find their fierce fairy hearts. 


It seemed that Cornelius had found his.


* * *


Garung bitterly faced the midday sun. It irked him that they
were being turned out from the Greater Oregon Fairy Kingdom so quickly. 


That they’d barely accomplished any of the things they’d set
out to do depressed him further. His trips were probably only going to be sung
about as mourning tunes. He was certain they’d lose more students on the flight
back, either dropping from exhaustion or in battle. 


And it was all her
fault.


Garung glared again at Adele. He didn’t know why she’d been
banished, but Bascom, the head of the warriors, had let them all know that
while only Adele’s banishment was formal, the rest of them were not welcome to
return. 


Ever. 


At least the warriors escorting them had taken them out of
the kingdom at the northern end. Titir said he could navigate the coast, using
the human highways instead of the ocean, and so they might be able to avoid
King Ramit and the Forest Fairy Kingdom warriors. 


Cornelius had promised not to inform King Ramit of his
decision to turn the southern fairies loose until after the moon had fully
risen. That gave them a good flying start. 


Garung looked at the fairies strung in a line behind him.
They all looked as grim as he felt. They knew what was ahead. None of them was
looking forward to another race down the coast. 


Or to the battles that would happen at home. 


Garung wouldn’t be surprised if he lost a couple of the
students to King Ramit—not as victims, but as converts. Easier to do that
than to face their parents. 


Face the probability of the Forest Fairy Kingdom declaring
war on the Redwood Fairy Kingdom. 


“This is as far as we will go,” Thirza announced after
they’d been flying for just a short while. 


Garung wanted to protest. They’d been promised an escort to
the borders of the Oregon Kingdom. He’d assumed that meant the border between
Oregon and California. 


Garung and his troop turned to face Thirza and the others.
“We will go,” he told them. “And we won’t return.” 


“As will I,” “And I,” “And I.” 


Half a dozen of the warriors that had been escorting the
troop suddenly flew across the invisible line separating Garung and his troop
from the Oregon warriors. 


Including Bascom. 


“What?” Thirza screeched. “What is the meaning of this?” 


“They need our help. More than Cornelius does,” Bascom
explained. “They have goods to trade. And battles to face. All we have here is order and routine.” 


“You’re a traitor,” Thirza declared.


“Am I?” Bascom challenged. “Or am I fulfilling the will of
the royals by ensuring that Adele never returns?” 


Garung kept his smile to himself. He’d been the one who had
approached Bascom, proposing that he follow his former queen into exile, both
ensuring her safety and her banishment.


Thirza shook her head. “You’ve been sick,” she said. “The
Tinker is returning. This year.” 


“He won’t be able to fix us. You know that,” Bascom chided.
“He’s a patch on a mortal wound.” 


“And what about Kostya?” Thirza demanded. 


Garung’s eyes widened. He’d thought Adele’s story had been a
lie. 


Bascom shrugged. “What about him? He’s a single dwarf.
Surely you and the other warriors can handle him.” 


Had Adele told Cornelius that Kostya had returned? And he’d
believed her? 


Or had the dwarf really come back? 


It wasn’t as if Garung would ever find out. They weren’t
ever going to return to this cursed kingdom. 


“We need to go,” Garung announced. The others all looked to
him. It was very gratifying. 


Maybe all the songs about him wouldn’t be sad. Maybe he
could return with most of this troop, as well as some new blood. 


He could only try. 


“Let’s fly,” Garung told the group. 


They turned as one and began to fly south. 


Flying home. 


* * *


Dale breathed a sigh of relief when he saw Mom’s car pull
into the parking lot. Not because he had nothing to say to Dad—they’d actually
gotten along better than Dale would have thought. They both still liked
basketball, though they disagreed about which teams should be in the playoffs.
Dad had a wicked sense of humor too, though Dale quickly realized that at least
half of what Dad said was meant to make fun of him, not have fun with him. 


Still, he wasn’t going to regret calling his dad once a
month or so. 


Nora got out of the car stiffly, standing and waiting until
Mom also got out. She turned awkwardly, as if she’d been hurt. Then she and Mom
walked slowly across the blacktop. 


When they stepped into the sunshine, Nora’s hair suddenly
shone with an odd silver glow, as if her hair was no longer black and straight,
but made from silver curls. 


She was completely free of the creature, wasn’t she? Dale
waited warily until his sister stood directly in front of him. 


“Doofus,” Nora said fondly, before pulling Dale into a hug.
Her hands were so hot—she must have been doing a lot of magic recently. 


Dale felt his reservations melt away. Of course this was
Nora. It couldn’t be anyone else. 


“Idiot,” Dale murmured into her hair, giving her a fierce
hug before pulling back. “You okay?” he couldn’t help but ask. 


“Getting better,” Nora admitted. “I’ll call, later, when we
get to a hotel.” 


“Mrs. Wentworth said to drive, and keep driving, don’t
stop,” Mom said, interrupting. 


“We’ll get as far as we can on this tank of gas,” Nora said.
“And we won’t stop until after we’re past the Oregon border.” 


“The devil’s really got your number, doesn’t he?” their dad
suddenly asked. 


“Yeah, he does,” Nora said, smiling at him. “And you’re
going to help me run away from him.” 


“’Bout time you came to your senses. We’ll pray together,
later,” Dad promised. 


Dale nodded. Though Dad was still a pig, and he didn’t
really like Nora that much, he’d at least try to do the right thing. 


“We’ve got to go,” Nora said. She squeezed Dale’s bicep with
her too-hot hand. “Take care of Mom. I’ll send you extra protection later, to
help when you work with the fairies.” 


“Thanks,” Dale said. He suspected he might need it. “And
what about Brett?” 


Nora gave him a crooked smile. “Mrs. Wentworth assured me
that he won’t come after you again. He’ll still be focused on me for a while.
Once he realizes he can’t get to me, his interest in the family will
disappear.” 


“You sure?” Dale asked. 


Nora shrugged. “He’ll probably go after the fairies first.” 


Dale nodded grimly. According to Dad, they’d tried to thwart
Brett’s attempt to kill him. 


“Don’t you start feeling sorry for them,” Nora warned. “You
only need to help them for a single day this year. Don’t be getting involved in
their wars.” 


“I won’t,” Dale promised, though he knew it wasn’t a promise
he could keep. 


Nora squeezed his arm one last time, gave Mom a quick hug,
then looked at Dad and said, “Let’s roll.” 


Dale desperately wanted to say something to his sister about
her choice of boyfriend—anything to lighten this goodbye. 


All he did was stand back as they pulled out of the parking
spot. 


Then Nora rolled down her window. “Don’t make me come and
rescue your ass again,” she warned. 


“Idiot,” Dale said with a grin. “Don’t you go getting your
soul enslaved again. Or I’ll have to come and kick your butt all over Texas.” 


With a last wave, Nora rode out of the parking lot in Dad’s
car. Dale went over to stand next to Mom, who put her arm around his waist (he
was too tall for her to put it over his shoulders, as she once had). 


“She’ll be fine,” Mom said, as it to reassure herself as
much as Dale. 


“Of course she will be,” Dale said. Because no matter how
far away Nora went, she was still his sister. His twin. 


And they’d always race to each other’s rescue. 


* * *


Brett knew that waiting was dangerous. He stood out on the
cliffs overlooking the ocean, breathing in the winds, letting them heal the
rest of his damage from the infernal car striking him. The ancient sunlight
still sparkled on the waves and Brett could almost forget the human
encroachments on either side of him, remember how the beach had
looked—and how little the ocean had changed—across the millennia. a


While Brett waited, the Maker was getting farther and farther
away. The silly attempt this morning by the Maker and the teacher to obscure
her path had been pitiful, really. 


Why did they think they could fool him? Particularly after
the teacher had already fooled him once? He knew exactly where Nora had gone, off in the car with that father of
hers. 


Still, Brett waited. That damned car had hit him at exactly
the wrong time, just as Nora had taken the ring off, had torn out the heart of
his spells. He’d been at his most vulnerable. The car certainly hadn’t come
close to killing him, but it was taking him longer to heal than he’d expected.
Longer to regain his speed, and Nora was driving away from him with all the
artificial swiftness her kind could muster. 


Longer to muster his will. 


He really was getting old. 


Of course, there would be mates in the future. He wasn’t
that old, he assured himself. Yes, Nora had been special. But didn’t all humans
consider themselves special? She would have conveyed such strength to his
brood, though. 


There was still a chance that he could win her back, bend
her will to his, but the farther she got from the center of his territory, the
harder it would be. The weaker his own strength would be. 


Brett stood up straighter, pushing back against the winds. 


It was time. To either convince the Maker of the error of
her ways, or to kill her, and her father as well. 


It didn’t much matter to him which one she chose at this
point. 


* * *


The car finally pulled over to get fuel at a station just
across the border of Brett’s territory. Had the Maker stopped there on purpose?
The day was still hot, the sun beating down, unyielding, no winds to cool them
this far from the ocean. 


While the father stayed with the car, the girl walked away,
toward the station. 


Brett had stepped into her path unexpectedly. “Hello,
beautiful,” he told her. 


And she was still beautiful, with her long dark hair and
dark eyes. 


“O’onakie. I
expected you miles ago,” Nora replied with a chuckle. 


“You’ll find that I still have enough strength to deal with
you,” Brett promised her. 


“Deal with who?” the Maker asked. Her dark hair glowed
brightly in the sunlight, flaring in a halo of silver. 


Silver curls.


“You!” Brett proclaimed. The teacher. How had she fooled him
again, particularly when he’d been so certain this time? The winds whipped
around both of them. Brett couldn’t contain his growl of frustration. 


The only reason he didn’t kill her immediately was because
he had to admire and respect her skill. 


From the front pocket of her patchwork quilt skirt, the
teacher pulled out a baggie full of powdered silver. “You were tracking
yourself, I’m afraid,” she said. “This is from the chain you used to tie Nora
to the bed.” 


Brett took the bag and weighed it. The teacher was far too
clever, as had been the Maker. 


It was a shame they both had to die. 


“You really should wait until tonight, to kill me in my
sleep,” the teacher told him before he could strangle her. “Far less questions
about a wild young man on the highway at a national truck stop.” She glanced up
at the security cameras on the side of the building. 


Brett grimaced. He could always take care of all of that…but
the teacher was probably right. “There could always be an accident,” he said softly.
“Once you get back in the car.” 


“No guarantee I’d die,” the teacher pointed out. “They do
make these things called safety features, you know, in these modern vehicles.” 


“I’d make sure of it,” Brett promised her. “And him, too.” He
owed her a death. 


“No, not him,” the teacher said immediately. “I know he hurt
you.” 


Brett gave a snort. “Barely,” he lied. 


“If you don’t kill him, he’ll always live in terror of you,”
the teacher reasonably pointed out. “See him?” 


The father stood on the far side of the pumps, looking over
the car in shock. He’d wet himself in fear. 


It was good to know that he could still strike such terror
into men’s hearts. 


“Tonight, then,” Brett promised the teacher. He still had
her scent, and could find her easily enough, after he’d figured out where
exactly Nora had gone. 


“I’ll still fight you,” the teacher told him. 


“I look forward to our dance,” Brett told her, before
sliding away, flowing back into the winds. 


He was looking forward to testing her strength, her
cleverness, her cruelty, before he took her soul. 


She couldn’t be allowed to live, no matter how much he
admired her. 


And once he’d taken care of Nora and the teacher, he could
turn his attention back on the fairies. And possibly Nora’s brother as well. 


* * *


Nora found, to her relief, that she could knit on the bus.
She’d always gotten carsick while knitting and doing knotwork in a car, but a
bus seemed different. Besides being bigger, it didn’t seem to sway as much as a
car. 


If Nora could just focus on her work, she could stop
worrying for at least two minutes at a time. Like, would Brett be fooled by
their trick? Would Nora be able to escape his territory? She didn’t think he’d
ever be able to control her again, but Mrs. Wentworth had warned that he was
very, very powerful, particularly in his own kingdom. 


What would happen to Dale? Mom had mentioned that he’d stay
in Port City, go to the technical college there. In her heart, Nora knew that
was probably the right choice for him. He hadn’t really ever wanted to leave Port
City. 


She’d have to remember to tease him about being such a
mama’s boy. 


How long would Mrs. Wentworth have? She said she’d be able
to protect Nora’s dad. And though he was a pig, and had kidnapped Dale, he’d
still stepped up to do the right thing. 


Nora’s phone buzzed once with a text, “Exchange successful.
Dale safe,” when Mrs. Wentworth had taken off with their dad. 


Finally, a second text came. “Winds are here.” 


Brett had found Mrs. Wentworth. And had let her live. At
least for now. 


Nora didn’t know when Brett would find her. She’d be ready
for him, though. He’d never be able to bend her to his will. 


There might be tears. Nora had loved him. Or what she’d seen
of him. If he hadn’t turned out to be a monster, she might have even loved the
creature he truly was. 


Mrs. Wentworth had promised that there would be teachers for
Nora, waiting for her when she got off the bus. 


Despite how abruptly Nora had had to leave her family, her
life, all that she’d known, she was still looking forward to that. To finally
being able to fully learn her magic. 


As the cliché went, this was the first day of the rest of
her life. 


She couldn’t wait to get started. 










Epilogue


Brett watched Nora get off the bus. The back of the terminal
was a small parking lot, surrounded by other buildings, hemmed in on all sides
by concrete and man-made things. Too many people waited to greet the
passengers, or for their own seat on the bus. The stench of humanity and their
foul machines clogged Brett’s sinuses. 


Before Brett could get to Nora, two teachers, a man and a
woman, walked up to her, smiling, taking her into their fold. 


Protecting her with their magic. 


Brett had seen them standing there, a younger woman and an
older, bearded man. He’d let them be, however.


He was outside of his own territory, though none of his kind
had claimed this area.


If Brett was honest with himself, he was considerably weaker
than he’d anticipated. It had been centuries since he’d ventured outside his
own borders. He’d had no idea how much he relied on his own lands and winds to
sustain him.


How old, how ancient,
he felt, outside of them. 


Despite that, Nora wasn’t safe here. Brett was determined to
get to her. He didn’t have to make a move, though. 


Nora, once she saw him, made a beeline toward him. 


The two other Makers didn’t try to stop her. Interesting.
Did they think they could really stop him, if he tried to escape with her?
Despite how weak he felt?


“You know, if I thought a restraining order would do any
good, I’d go apply for one,” Nora told him angrily. 


“It’s good to see you, too,” Brett told her with a smile. He
breathed in her scent. It still held a part of him, and would, for a good long
time. Her hearthfires were warm as well, and soothed his aching bones. 


“I’m not going with you,” Nora told him.


“But you will be mine,” Brett assured her.


Surprisingly, that didn’t put a dent in her confidence. It
should have. He’d captured, tasted her soul. She’d never be able to get fully
away from him. 


Instead, Nora just laughed at him. “Yeah, right, buddy,” she
said. “Just try it.” Suddenly, a rope slipped around his neck, closing tightly
across his throat. “You’ve hurt my training. You killed my grandparents. You coerced me into doing your bidding.”
Nora shuddered. “I will kill you first.” 


It took Brett another moment to pull the thread from his
throat. Nora had been clever slipping it into the air, letting the wind take it
to him. 


He would have to watch out for that. 


“You aren’t strong enough to stop me, my dear,” Brett
assured her. God, the fire in her was so delicious. 


“She isn’t alone anymore,” said the female teacher from over
Nora’s shoulder.


“Together, we are strong enough,” the male assured him. 


Brett looked from one determined face to the next, to the
next. 


They were all turned against him.


“I won’t say goodbye,” he told Nora, taking a step back and
giving her a bow from another time and place. “But fare thee well.” Then he flowed away. 


He would have to rethink his strategies. Find a better time
and place to approach the Maker. Figure out what guile it would take to trick
her.


Because he wasn’t about to let her go just yet. 


* * *


Kostya tottered through the long grass, going toward the
entrance of his tunnels. The sun beat down on his balding head. He was too far
inland to be cooled by the ocean breezes, though the gulls still gave their
piteous cries nearby. Exhaustion dogged him, making every step a chore. 


Soon, though, it would all be over. His revenge would spring
on the unwary, grinding everything to death in its sharp teeth. He’d just sent
his last report to the dwarven kingdom, spun full of lies and half-truths, all
to manipulate the king into doing Kostya’s bidding. 


Almost everything was in place. Kostya just had one or two
more traps to set, that would either be found by the other dwarves, or would
spring on the unsuspecting fairies when they tried to flee. As well as a couple
of nasty surprises for the Maker and the Tinker. The Mother, too, unless she
left this area.


Kostya paused a few feet from the entrance, casting a wary
eye on the door. The spiderwebs he’d set in place were still there, floating
easily. No one had disturbed the rocks he’d used to block the path, not since
he’d left. 


Good. The fairies would come for him soon enough, but he was
happy to have a few more days. 


Kostya took another deep breath of the clean air before
stepping into the darkened hallway.


Rough hands grabbed Kostya’s arms and a sharp knife pressed hard
against his belly. He kicked out with all his strength, fighting blindly,
trying to free himself. 


“I’ll prick you where you stand, pig,” came a dark voice.
“Struggle more and die here and now.” 


Kostya couldn’t help but to struggle a bit more, trying to
free his arms. When the knife cut sharply into his abdomen, he stopped. 


“See? Even a dwarf can be taught to listen,” came a
chuckling voice. 


Cornelius. And the fairies. “How did you get in?” Kostya
asked as his eyes adjusted to the dark tunnel. The tall royal had forgone his
hat, but he still had to hunch over in the small tunnel, his head bowed so it
wouldn’t brush against the rough rock ceiling. Behind him, the hall held a legion
of fairies, as well as the comforting collection of items Kostya had
accumulated: broken dolls heads, spools of wire, two molding bags of feathers,
half a dozen broken radios and a collection of mismatched tiles. 


“Do you really think you’re the only one who is a master of
illusion?” Cornelius chided Kostya. “We’ve had you under observation for days.”


Kostya didn’t believe him. “Then you know I don’t mean you
any harm,” Kostya lied. 


“Mean us harm? What does that matter? You’ve already caused
us harm,” Cornelius told him. “Blowing up the great machinery.” 


“Where is Queen Adele?” Kostya asked. She should be here,
gloating over his capture. 


“She’s been compromised,” Cornelius said sternly. “And is as
welcome in this kingdom as you are.” 


Kostya really wanted to hear that story. It was enough,
though, that she’d been banished, even if that meant she might fall outside the
circle of his revenge. 


“So what do you plan to do with me?” Kostya asked. 


“You’ve already been condemned to death,” Cornelius told
him. “A death to be executed immediately.” 


“And then what?” Kostya asked. “The old one will still come
and hunt you down, drive you out of his territory. And when you’re outside,
shivering in the dark woods, the dwarves will fall on you.”


“What?” Cornelius asked. 


“Give me one hand, and a few more seconds,” Kostya told him.



Cornelius nodded.


Kostya found his right arm freed. He reached up slowly and
removed the mask. 


The fairies gasped. The magic still worked. He wasn’t fully
invisible—they knew he was there. But he’d faded before their very eyes. 


“Your kingdom has
been compromised,” Kostya told Cornelius with relish. “The king of the dwarves
sent me back as a messenger.” The fool had wanted peace. “When I don’t return,
his forces will fall on you like a merciless hammer.” That much the king had
promised. 


The king had just never realized how ill Kostya really had
been, how the lack of Kostya’s return wasn’t an “if” but a “when.” 


“Kill me at your own risk,” Kostya taunted Cornelius.


The tall royal barred his teeth. “Tell us of your
treachery.” 


“No,” Kostya said plainly. He shoved the knife pressing
against his skin into his own throat, slicing it open with exquisite pain. “The
trap is all around you,” he managed to whisper as the dark tunnel started to
fade. 


No matter where the fairies ran, Kostya had set traps for
them: in the forest, in the tunnels, along the cliffs, through their own
kingdom, everywhere. They were all hidden, invisible to the fairies. Only some
were visible to the dwarves, even. Even the Maker’s house had been marked for “attention”
by the dwarves as well. 


It had cost Kostya all his energy. The rest of his life.


After the dwarves came, they wouldn’t be able to reclaim the
territory—there was nothing Kostya or even the dwarven king could do
about the decree of the old one. 


But Kostya would have his revenge. All of those who had
killed his dear wife so long ago, and had caused him to burn in his own
tunnels, would die. The other dwarves would see to it. 


Kostya coughed, laughed, and then died himself, completing
his act of revenge. 
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