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      The secret library at Ravencroft Hall always smelled pleasantly of old parchment, beeswax candles, and hot chocolate. But today I caught a whiff of something sharper.

      Something like the earthy, metallic zing of a thunderstorm.

      Magic.

      I used to like that word. It inspired feelings of wonder and possibility. Fae, of course, and the ancient power of the Wild Wood.

      Now I associated it with things going suddenly, badly wrong. Forget an adorable bunny popping out of a hat. I’m talking about those snakes made of springs that fly into your face when you open a tin of mixed nuts.

      Lord Ravencroft, the wizard in question, stood before an oval mirror. He held an open spell book and his brow was furrowed in concentration. My oldest friend Layla Deen hovered at his elbow, eyes shiny with hope behind her round glasses.

      “Remember,” she said, “the second word has a glottal stop. And the final phrase should rise in pitch.”

      “Understood.” Richard’s jaw tensed. He looked down at the spell book, then up at the mirror. It reflected a tall man in the prime of life with a shock of black hair, sharp features, and vampire-pale skin. His free hand came up to touch the moonstone amulet at his throat—a nervous habit.

      I was nervous, too, though I hid it behind an encouraging smile. Richard was doing his best, and I loved him for it. The problem was that he had no tutor besides Layla (expert on the Fair Folk, yes; wizard, no) and thus was forced to learn magic from books, which is rather like trying to land a jumbo jet by skimming the manual.

      Last week, he’d cast a calming spell on the topiary animals to keep them from roaming the estate. Instead, they doubled in size. The water buffalo bowled over the milkman when he delivered the brownies’ cream, and the hedgehog—after rampaging merrily through the flowerbeds—curled up to nap on the bonnet of Richard’s car, leaving a massive dent.

      We’d yet to locate the lions, but there had been sightings, along with several flocks of emotionally traumatized sheep.

      Then, just yesterday, during an attempt to repair the Hall’s Victorian-era wiring, he’d turned the foyer chandelier into a wasp’s nest. The less said about that one, the better.

      This comedy of errors had been going on for months, but Richard refused to quit. Stubbornness was one of his best—and worst—qualities.

      Now here we were, about to attempt a spell Layla had found in the advanced section of the library, where the books hissed at you and rattled their chains. She was convinced it might work if Richard could only pronounce the archaic pre-Roman dialect it was written in.

      Outside the windows, illusory snow swirled through a stand of fir trees. The fireplace crackled with blazing logs, and a trolley rattled about, offering hot drinks—or brandy if you needed something stronger. I eyed the decanter with longing, but needed to keep my wits in case we had to run for the door in . . . oh, the next thirty seconds or so.

      Yet all the chaos would be worth it if the finding spell did work this time.

      Layla had been a little girl when her father disappeared in the Wild Wood. Arush Deen set off to hunt mushrooms on a fine spring morning and never returned. Everyone assumed he’d been taken by the fae. The wood could be a dangerous place for mortals.

      That was twenty-three years ago. I’d given up hope he would ever return, but with Richard’s magic . . . Well, we finally had a chance to find out the truth.

      Layla handed him her father’s watch, a treasured personal item. “Ready?” she asked.

      Richard gave a decisive nod. “Ready.”

      I crossed my fingers behind my back.

      He drew a breath and began. The words came out low and measured, each syllable placed with the care of a man crossing a frozen pond. Layla claimed the language was older than Anglo-Saxon, older than Latin, possibly older than anything human. It echoed strangely, as if the room had to make space for it.

      Midway through, the candles guttered. The drinks trolley halted abruptly with a rattle of glassware. I rubbed my arms as the air turned icy and the flames in the hearth shrank to blue pinpoints.

      The mirror lost its silvery sheen, the glass rippling like water. It seemed to swallow all the light in the room. For a long moment, there was only darkness, and Richard’s voice threading through it like a needle pulling silk. Then Layla inhaled sharply.

      A face appeared . . . but it was not her father.

      Instead, it was a creature with mismatched eyes and hair split down the middle: the left a frosty white, the right an inky black. I recognised him at once. We had met when Richard and I visited the Court of Silver Shadows. The faerie’s name was Halfglint, and he was the chamberlain to Lord and Lady Vael.

      The view was odd—we were looking up from beneath as he appeared to study his own reflection, one hand raised to touch the lock of silver hair. His knuckles bore scars I hadn’t noticed before, a webbing of fine white lines.

      Halfglint suddenly stiffened. “Ravencroft?” he demanded, his voice rippling through the glass like a warped LP record. “What the devil are you doing in my washbasin?”

      I bit my cheek to stifle a laugh. Richard shot me a brief, worried glance. Halfglint was the last person he wanted to find by accident. If Lord and Lady Vael knew about his lack of control, they might take his power away. And they could do it on a whim, since all mortal magic stemmed from pacts with the fae courts.

      The thought sobered me, but Richard came from a long line of dark wizards and quickly found his feet.

      “Master Halfglint,” he said smoothly. “I apologize if this is an inconvenient time. I wished only to affirm that I will attend the Court of Silver Shadows on the Frost Moon, to dance with the Princess Maeryn until the stars fade, as promised.”

      Halfglint’s eyes—one light, one dark—narrowed to slits. “That you will attend the court is assumed, Ravencroft,” he said irritably. “There was no need to affirm it.” The faerie’s gaze shifted to me. “Katherine Boot,” he added with a sly grin that revealed pointy teeth. “The forfeit prize.”

      A reptilian slither of fear crawled down my back.

      “Kitty is no one’s prize,” Richard said coldly.

      “Not yet,” Halfglint agreed. “Not as long as you keep the bargain. But if you fail to appear at the scheduled hour . . .”

      Layla’s elbow dug into my ribs. “What’s he talking about?” she hissed.

      “Later,” I whispered back. Halfglint had not taken his eyes off me, and beneath the smirk, I sensed something else. Something serious, though I could not for the life of me say what it was.

      “I will appear before Lord and Lady Vael,” Richard snapped, “of that you can be certain.”

      Halfglint inclined his head. He leaned forward, his foxlike face filling the mirror’s frame. “I will relay your message, Lord Ravencroft,” he said in a faintly mocking tone. “Is there anything else?”

      “No,” Richard ground out. “That is all.” The image faded to his own reflection, dark hair rumpled into a crest from his habit of dragging his hands through it.

      The instant Halfglint was gone, Layla rounded on us. “What was that talk of a forfeit?”

      “Now, don’t get angry.” I tried for a placating tone. “I didn’t tell you the full story of our excursion to Faerie last year⁠—”

      “Well, that’s obvious!” She pushed her glasses up her nose.

      “Because I knew you’d be worried,” I finished.

      “And now I’m more worried,” Layla shot back. “I suppose you two thought I’d never find out.”

      Richard and I exchanged a guilty look.

      “Out with it,” she said. “What exactly did you promise?”

      “The bargain itself is fair,” I protested. “Richard must appear⁠—”

      “On November’s Frost Moon and dance with this fae princess,” Layla interrupted. “I know that part. Tell me about this forfeit.”

      Richard loosened his collar with a grimace. “I opposed it, Layla, I want you to know that.”

      “Kitty?” Her fierce gaze swiveled my way. “I suppose you have to be their servant. Just tell me it’s not forever.”

      “It’s not forever,” I said.

      She sniffed. “Thank God for that.”

      “It’s for as long as I live.”

      Layla threw her hands up. “Did you listen to anything I told you? How could you make such a stupid bargain?”

      “We had no choice,” I retorted. “You weren’t there. Lord and Lady Vael refused Richard’s first offer to get his magic back.” I gently took her slender shoulders. “Everything will be fine as long as Richard keeps to the pact. One dance, once a year. That’s all.”

      “That’s all,” she muttered. “Next time, tell me the full truth.”

      “I promise,” I said, chastened. “And I’m sorry.”

      She grunted.

      “I’m sorry, too,” Richard said. “For not telling you before, and also for the spell. I’m not sure what went wrong.”

      Layla’s expression was neutral, though I could see the disappointment etched around her eyes. “Perhaps nothing went wrong,” she said after a moment. “Maybe the spell showed us Halfglint because my father is at the Court of Silver Shadows.”

      Of course, this had occurred to us already. “I didn’t see him among the courtiers,” I reminded her, “but perhaps they’re holding him elsewhere.”

      It was possible. The fae were fond of keeping mortals—as servants, as entertainment, as lovers. They bent time strangely, too. A day in their realm might be years in ours, or the reverse.

      “I’ll try the spell again tomorrow,” Richard offered. “I’m not sure I got the pronunciation right. Let me study it some more.”

      Layla sighed. “It’s not your fault.” She laid a hand on his arm and added softly, “Thank you for trying.”

      “Of course,” he replied, covering her hand in his own larger one. “And I won’t quit until . . . well, until we know one way or another where your father is.”

      Richard returned the spell book to its shelf and locked it to its neighbors with a delicate silver chain (we had discovered the hard way that unlike regular books, magical books seldom remained where you left them). Layla tossed a black cloth over the mirror, and I tossed back a dram of brandy from the cart. Truth be told, I was still unnerved by Halfglint and the almost covetous way he’d looked at me.

      Not that I would mention it to Richard. He had enough on his mind, and I knew he felt responsible for the admittedly terrible bargain we’d struck. Layla was right. We’d made a mess of things.

      I consoled myself with the thought that at least we’d managed to save the village and the Wild Wood, and restore Richard’s magic. No price was too high for that.

      The three of us left the library the way we'd come in, through a tunnel that led to a false fireplace in the billiards room. The hearth swung shut behind us with a gentle click, and we were back in an ordinary world of green baize and rain streaking the windows.

      It was October the 9th, but despite the leaden skies, the land did not seem to realise that winter would soon be upon its doorstep. The gardens were still a riot of colour, and the trees held their leaves, without a hint of autumn’s gaudy red or gold. Oh, the season would turn eventually, but Little Groating was always a month or two behind the rest of the country.

      It was the natural magic of the Wild Wood. A different sort of magic from Richard’s spellcraft—old and deep and uncaring of the ways of mortals.

      Layla gathered her coat and said goodbye at the front door, heading down the drive toward the village. I watched her go—small, straight-backed, determined—and felt the familiar ache of wanting to fix something that might not be fixable.

      I reminded myself that Layla had a good life. She and her wife Briar owned a popular shop called Sugar & Sprites, selling baked goods, books, and faerie-themed souvenirs to the tourists who came to the village on the weekends. Layla’s mum owned the local inn—The Dancing Toadstool. I lived there with my Nan, and also worked there as a waitress.

      Until last year, I’d made extra money leading faerie walking tours. In fact, that’s how I met Richard. We were tramping around his estate and he came running out of Ravencroft Hall with pixies in his hair.

      The house had sat empty for two decades so you can imagine my surprise—and the awkwardness that ensued when I was forced to explain what we were doing there. Richard’s parents were notorious dark wizards, now banished to Romania, and it was a highlight of my tour to take selfies in front of Ravencroft Hall.

      Needless to say, now that there was a wizard in residence again, I no longer brought tourists here. The village had other points of interest—a ruined abbey, an orchard, and the barrows where ancient kings lay buried—but lately, Layla and I had been spending our free time combing through the library for spells to find her father.

      “That was nearly a disaster,” Richard muttered. “Halfglint! Of all creatures.”

      “You handled it perfectly. I’m sure he didn’t suspect a thing.”

      I laced my fingers in his as we stood on the front steps under the dripping eaves. After hours cocooned in the library, with its fake snowfall, it was disorienting to see the real world again, warm and smelling of fresh-mown grass. Speaking of which . . .

      Across the vast emerald lawn, two shapes bounded toward us with the joy of dogs who’d been let off their leads. I inched closer to Richard as the topiary beasts reached us in a thunder of rustling leaves. The water buffalo skidded to a halt and shook its curling horns. The dragon reared up on its hind legs and pawed the air.

      Richard gave a sharp whistle. “Down! Sit!” he laughed, good-naturedly fending them off.

      I tried not to flinch as the buffalo snuffled my shoulder. It smelled of boxwood and damp earth.

      Richard awkwardly patted the dragon’s long snout. “Good lads. Go on, then."

      They bounded away, racing each other down the drive.

      “At least they seem happy,” I remarked.

      God only knew where the lions had gone off to. But the hedgehog was back on the bonnet of Richard’s Mini, dozing in the massive dent like a cat curled in a basket. He gazed at it and sighed.

      “They’re protective of this place,” he said. “I suppose they’ll come in handy if Montfort ever returns.”

      Ambrose Montfort was a vile man who had tried to buy Ravencroft Hall and convert it into a faerie theme park and zoo. The sale was averted at the last moment—but not before a great deal of trouble that I will not recount in these pages.

      “Or his cronies, Blight and Penhaligon,” I added. “I doubt they will, though. Not after you turned them into swine.”

      Richard perked up. “At least that spell went right.”

      I was about to suggest we go inside for a midafternoon snack—watching him do magic always made me hungry—when I saw a peculiar thing, even for Ravencroft Hall.

      A man was galloping up the drive. On an actual white horse. He wore a cloak the colour of midsummer twilight that billowed cinematically behind him. I glanced around to see if there might be a princess nearby who needed saving. Richard uttered a groan—but it was too late to ask why. Sir Lancelot was upon us.

      He dismounted gracefully, bent a knee, and clasped my hand in his gloved one. His hood fell back, revealing tanned skin and hair the dark gold of an ancient coin.

      “Enchanté,” he murmured, brushing his lips against my wrist. “You must be Katherine Boot.”

      I blinked. “I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage, good sir.”

      His smile was dazzling. “I am Adrien Christophe de Questel.” He straightened and beamed his goodwill at a stunned-looking Richard. “Greetings, cousin! Are you not glad to see me?”
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      The Hall’s formal drawing room was decorated in silver and black, the Ravencroft colours. Deep armchairs in charcoal damask had been arranged before a fireplace big enough to warm a small cathedral.

      I sat across from Adrien, who sprawled in his seat with the casual ease of a man who’d grown up in rooms exactly like this one. Richard’s cousin resembled a stained-glass angel—flaxen hair pulled into a ponytail, wide blue eyes, Gallic nose, and an athletic physique. Under the cloak, he wore a dove-grey morning suit that looked quietly expensive.

      Next to Adrien, Richard was funereal, all in black with only the glimmer of his moonstone amulet.

      Adrien Questel was a wizard, too, and clearly one of accomplishment. I had been wondering what to do with the white horse (the stables hadn’t been used in forever, and there certainly was no longer a groom on call) when Adrien murmured some words and the beast vanished, leaving a heap of luggage on the front steps.

      Richard looked none too happy at that.

      But my curiosity was piqued. He seldom talked about his family, and he’d never mentioned cousins, though I knew his mother’s maiden name was Questel, and that she was from France.

      The silence had just turned awkward when Nettle bustled in carrying a silver tray. The house brownie’s button eyes flicked between Richard and Adrien as she laid out the tea things on the table between us.

      “Master Adrien,” she said, her scratchy voice conveying fondness. “We are so pleased that you’ve come to call. It’s been an age. I made your favourite—lemon curd tarts with blackberry jam.”

      “Nettle, you magnificent creature!” Adrien exclaimed. “Your memory is as impeccable as your pastry.”

      The brownie ducked her head, grey-tufted brows lifting with pleasure. “Will there be anything else?”

      “No, thank you, Nettle,” Richard replied stiffly.

      Adrien watched her retreat, then turned his high-beam smile on us.

      “The last time I saw you,” Adrien said to Richard, helping himself to a tart, “you dared me to a race down to the pond. Somehow, you neglected to mention the child-eating hag that dwelt there. If my reflexes were not so quick, I wouldn’t be sitting here today.” He took a bite of the tart and sighed in contentment.

      “Bah, Nelly is harmless,” Richard declared, which we both knew to be patently untrue. “Besides, I let you win, didn’t I?”

      Adrien laughed. There was warmth in it, but something else too—a glint, like light off a blade. These two had history, and it was the kind that involved both affection and scorekeeping. “You were a ruthless eight-year-old,” he said, devouring the rest of the tart.

      “And you were an insufferable six-year-old,” Richard replied.

      “Tea, Miss Boot?” Adrien inquired, lifting the pot.

      “Call me Kitty. And yes, thank you. Milk, please.” I leaned forward to snag a tart before Adrien ate them all, then accepted the cup.

      “Tea, cousin?”

      “No,” Richard said. “Thank you.”

      “Do you remember that Christmas at Villa du Soleil?” Adrien asked, eyes twinkling. “We were playing hide and seek in the wine cellar, and I found that bottle of crème de cassis.”

      “And you convinced me to open it,” Richard shook his head, smiling a bit despite himself. “It was a Mouton Rothschild. Worth what? Six hundred pounds?”

      “Uncle Ransom turned the most terrifying shade of puce when he found us drunk,” Adrien agreed cheerfully. “Worth every moment of the punishment.” He grinned at me. “You should have seen my cousin as a boy, Kitty. Just as terribly serious as his father.”

      I’m sure Adrien meant it as gentle ribbing, but any mention of Richard’s parents tended to throw a damper on things. Richard’s smile faded.

      “So,” he said with a touch of impatience. “To what do I owe this unexpected visit?”

      Adrien’s smile didn’t waver. “As your closest relations, we have certain obligations regarding your welfare. And your responsibilities,” he added pointedly.

      I winced. It was precisely the wrong approach.

      Richard’s expression grew cool. “I’m thirty. Don’t you think it’s a bit late to turn up and poke into my affairs?”

      Adrien held his palms up. “That’s not what I’m trying to do⁠—”

      “Isn’t it? I might ask why, as my closest relations, you never intervened when my parents were exiled? When I was sent off to live with the Earl of Kilmarnock, and then to boarding school in Scotland? It’s been twenty years!” Richard leaned forward. “Where were you, Adrien?” he asked in a low voice that couldn’t mask the pain.

      Adrien’s sunny facade collapsed. He looked remorseful. “My parents tried,” he said after a moment, bitterness edging his tone. “Repeatedly. They petitioned the English authorities, argued that blood should remain with blood. But the queen was insistent. She wanted you far from your family’s influence, raised by someone loyal to the crown. That earl was chosen precisely because he despised magic.”

      “I’m well aware,” Richard said tightly. He vented a breath. “Though not about the first part.”

      Adrien looked puzzled. “We all wrote you letters. Dozens. Did you not get them?”

      Richard shook his head. “I thought you’d forgotten about me.”

      Adrien tossed the remains of his tart aside in disgust. “Mon dieu. The man probably burned them.”

      There was a pause, but it wasn’t quite so brittle.

      “How did you know I’d returned to Ravencroft Hall?” Richard asked at last.

      “Word spreads,” Adrien replied. He sprang to his feet and paced to the fireplace. “I am here because the Riddle approaches. You must prepare for it, cousin, and I will help you do so.”

      Richard merely stared at him, aloof and inscrutable once more. I got the impression that he knew what this Riddle was, but the prospect wasn’t appealing.

      “What’s a Riddle?” I asked. “Some new test by the fae?”

      Adrien shook his head. “It is the annual gathering of all the wizards in Western Europe. Every house and bloodline all under the roof of one grand castle in the Alps.”

      “Ah.” I glanced warily at Richard, whose arms were folded in a protective gesture. “And what happens at this Riddle?”

      “It’s part ceremony, part—how would you say?—diplomatic summit.” Adrien turned back to Richard. “Now that you’ve claimed the Ravencroft magic, you must attend.”

      “I’m afraid I’m far too busy,” Richard said flatly. “Please convey my regrets.”

      Adrien’s brows lifted. “It’s not an invitation, cousin. To refuse would be taken as an insult at best. At worst . . .” He paused. “Well, the other families will assume you’re plotting against them.”

      “That’s absurd.”

      “Is it? Your parents have been gone for twenty years, but many still believe them guilty of scheming against the Crown⁠—”

      “Don’t you?” Richard interrupted. Beneath his reserve, I sensed a desperate hope.

      “Of course not!” Adrien exclaimed, outrage in his voice. “They would never have done such a thing willingly. My father is certain they were framed, though he does not know who was behind it.”

      A muscle ticked in Richard’s jaw. I knew how it troubled him to have the Ravencroft name stained with treason. At boarding school, he’d been ruthlessly bullied by the other boys. And his parents had never answered any of his letters—although now I wondered if the horrible earl hadn’t intercepted those too.

      “Have you heard from them?” Richard asked quietly.

      “No.” Adrien frowned. “Haven’t you?”

      “We are estranged.”

      Adrien face fell. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realise.”

      “It’s fine.” Richard sat back and crossed his long legs. “It’s true that I have claimed my magic.” He glanced at me. “But I plan to lead a peaceful life in the country. I want nothing to do with wizard intrigues.” His tone hardened. “And I am not a curiosity to be gawked at.”

      “Certainly not,” Adrien replied reasonably. “But you are one of us. The other families will not let you hide in your manor forever.”

      “Let me?” He bristled. “They have no say in the matter.”

      Adrien sighed. “I’m not here to command you. My parents are delighted you claimed your inheritance, and we all care deeply about your future. It’s only a few days, cousin. You will shake some hands, attend the sessions. C’est du gâteau. A piece of cake, as you English say. But they must see your face. Know that you are a force to be reckoned with. Every prominent wizard in Western Europe will be at the Riddle.”

      “I don’t care what they think of me,” Richard said dismissively.

      “And he has responsibilities here,” I added, hurrying to defend him. “Richard is our village doctor.”

      Adrien barked a laugh. “A wizard with a medical practice? I have not heard of such a thing before, although . . . why not? Our great-uncle Bertrand owned a racecourse.” His voice lowered. “Though I think he cheated on the bets.”

      Richard’s brows drew down. “I’m serious about the patients under my care, and I don’t care to discuss the matter further.”

      Oh, how well I knew that tone! Once his mind was set, you’d have better luck convincing the topiary dragon to take up knitting than changing his opinion.

      Adrien seemed to recognise this. He shrugged, helping himself to another pastry. “Very well. I delivered the message.”

      The abrupt forfeit struck me as suspicious. Silence settled over the room. Richard appeared fascinated by the rain pelting the windows.

      “I don’t suppose,” Adrien added casually, “that I might impose on your hospitality for a while? I can hardly return home and tell my mother I’ve failed to convince you. She’ll have me translating ancient grimoires for a month as punishment.”

      Richard’s gaze narrowed, but then he sighed. “Of course you can stay. The Hall has more bedrooms than I know what to do with.”

      “Excellent!” Adrien slapped his thigh. “I’ve missed this draughty old pile.”

      “Nettle will see to your needs,” Richard said, standing. “But you’ll have to excuse me. I have patient rounds to make in the village.”

      “Of course, of course.” He winked. “Don’t let me keep you from your duties.”

      I stood as well. “It’s been lovely to meet you, but I’ll catch a ride with Richard. I’m helping out with dinner at the Dancing Toadstool.”

      Adrien’s face lit up. “Ah, the local inn! I look forward to visiting. We were never allowed as children.”

      “You’d be welcome anytime,” I said, meaning it despite the complications his arrival seemed to herald.

      Adrien pressed my hand between both of his. “Kitty, you have brought light to this dark and dreary place.” He cast a mischievous glance at Richard. “Not to mention its dour master.”

      We left him in Nettle’s capable hands, the brownie chattering about which rooms would suit him best. Richard grabbed his black doctor’s bag and we walked to his car in the drizzle.

      “Shoo,” he told the hedgehog, giving it a prod. “Go nap in the kennels.”

      It was curled into a ball and looked like a large shrub that had been inexplicably dropped on the car’s bonnet. With a creak of branches, the hedgehog untucked its pointy snout, gave a small squeak of protest, and ambled away.

      Richard eyed the dent. “I suppose I ought to do something about that.”

      “Why bother? It’ll just make another one.”

      “I suppose you’re right. At least the engine still runs.” He went around to open my door. They had old-fashioned manners, these wizards, which I didn’t mind at all.

      “You needn’t explain yourself,” I said as Richard slid behind the wheel.

      His dark eyes searched my face. “I don’t, eh?”

      “You care for Adrien,” I said. “He’s family. But you don’t want to face the other wizards until you’ve mastered your power.”

      He stared through the windscreen. “I’m thirty years old, yet I barely have the control of a child.”

      “It will come in time. But you were brave enough to start over. Most people never do that once in their lives, let alone twice.”

      Richard turned to me, then leaned over and gave me a soft, lingering kiss that sent warmth down to my toes. “How do you always know just what to say, Kitty?”

      “It’s a gift.” I smiled. “Now we’d best be off, Dr. Ravencroft, or I’ll be late for my shift.”

      He started the engine, and we drove in silence down the beech-lined drive to Little Groating. I knew he was mulling over everything Adrien had said. Richard might be stubborn, but he wasn’t a fool, and this Riddle was no trifling matter. If only Adrien had waited to come until next year! This life was still very new to Richard, and pressure was the last thing he needed.

      The sight of the Dancing Toadstool, with smoke drifting from its crooked chimney and mullioned windows spilling yellow light, lifted my spirits. Richard stopped the car in front.

      “Do as you please,” I told him firmly. “I’m proud of you. You have nothing to prove to anyone.”

      He looked grave. “I fear that isn’t entirely true, but I love you for saying it.”

      I watched him drive away, the car disappearing around the bend toward the surgery he had taken over from Dr. Singer. We both knew cousin Adrien would not be put off so easily. The Riddle, whatever it meant, was coming for Richard whether he was ready or not.

      But that was a worry for tomorrow. Tonight, there were pies to plate and pints to pull, and in the snug kitchen behind the bar, friends who would listen to my stories, no matter how strange they got.
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      After Richard drove away, I stood for a moment, breathing in the familiar scents of home—woodsmoke, primroses, and the sweet aroma of curry wafting from an open window.

      The incessant rain had paused and I still had a few minutes before supper, so I headed around the side of the inn, past the herb garden with its rows of thyme and rosemary, toward the meadow where a special oak tree had taken root.

      The path behind the inn wound through tall grass and wildflowers. Butterflies drifted between purple thistles, and somewhere nearby, a thrush was singing its heart out. My leggings quickly turned damp.

      The oak stood alone in the centre of the meadow. Last winter, it had been nothing but an acorn in my palm—a gift from my friend Nyx, a dryad who lived in the Wild Wood. Now, it stood ten feet high, thick with luxurious growth. A red squirrel darted along one of the branches, scolding me with a rapid-fire series of chirps.

      “I’m only visiting,” I assured it, which did nothing to soothe its temper.

      I pressed my palm against the oak’s trunk. The bark felt warm and alive under my hand. This was no ordinary tree. It was the offspring of an ancient faerie oak, planted in soil that lay on the boundary between our world and the Otherworld. I’d felt its magic growing stronger each time I visited.

      A breeze stirred the oak’s leaves and something flickered at the corner of my vision. The brief impression of a small, dark face peering from behind the trunk.

      “Hello,” I said softly.

      No response came. The young dryad who had claimed this tree was shy—more so than Nyx, who had become a friend. I never caught more than an occasional glimpse. Some things needed time and patience.

      “You’re doing a fine job,” I said. “Your tree is very strong and straight.”

      The squirrel scolded again, more insistently.

      “Yes, I’m leaving now,” I conceded, backing away. “Some creatures have no manners,” I added in a stage whisper. This time, a tiny, bell-like laugh answered me.

      Satisfied that the child of Nyx’s oak was flourishing, I hurried to the inn. Dark clouds mounded over the wood, and I quickened my pace, slipping through the door as the first raindrops dashed against the flagstone walk.

      The Dancing Toadstool’s common room was quiet in the lull before the dinner hour. It was midweek in the off-season and we only had a few guests staying anyway—an older couple celebrating their anniversary and three Finnish backpackers in their twenties who were tall, blond, and very polite.

      A fire crackled in the hearth, casting a glow over worn flagstones and age-dark beams that had sheltered travelers since the inn had been a hostel for the nearby monastery. We had our own house brownie, Quince, but he only came out at night.

      In a pair of armchairs drawn close to the flames sat my Nan and Dr. Singer, their heads tilted toward each other, both dozing. Barbarossa, the inn’s aged black cat, curled at their feet. Nan looked happy, her ninety-two years softened by the firelight. Dr. Singer’s hand rested near hers on the arm of his chair, their fingers not quite touching but existing in each other’s orbit.

      They’d been married less than a year, but had settled into each other’s lives with the comfortable ease of old books finding their places on a familiar shelf.

      Not wanting to disturb them, I tiptoed past toward the kitchen, where the clatter of pots and the murmur of voices promised more active company.

      Mrs. Deen stood at the stove, stirring a pot of something that smelled of cinnamon and cardamom. Layla sat at the scrubbed wooden table, her laptop open before her, while Briar piled steaming circles of naan bread into cloth-wrapped baskets. They closed Sugar & Sprites at four on weekdays and came over to the inn to help with supper.

      “There you are,” Briar said with smile, glancing at the drops pattering against the window. “And you just beat the rain.” She was a sturdy woman with strong arms from kneading and stirring, lots of freckles, and red-gold hair that made her look like a Highlands lass, though she was actually an American from Vermont.

      “I checked on our baby oak,” I said, hanging my wet macintosh on a peg by the door. “It’s thriving—already looks a decade old.”

      Mrs. Deen smiled. She wore her thick dark hair pulled into a bun and looked like an older version of Layla, with large eyes and an elfin chin. “Magic follows its own time,” she said, her voice carrying the musical lilt of her Sri Lankan homeland. “Here, taste.” She held out a spoon of amber liquid, which I sipped.

      “Perfect,” I said, the spices blooming on my tongue. “Ceylon cinnamon?”

      She nodded, pleased. “For the rain. It warms the spirit.”

      “Speaking of spirits,” I said, pulling up a stool beside Layla, “we had a visitor after you left.”

      Layla’s fingers paused over her laptop. “Oh?”

      “Richard’s cousin from France—Adrien Questel. Rode in on a white steed like something from a storybook, all golden hair and charm.”

      Briar’s ginger eyebrows rose. “Sounds dashing.”

      I laughed and began to gather cutlery for the sideboard. “Yes, and he plays the role for all its worth.”

      “A friendly visit, then?” Mrs. Deen asked.

      I wiggled a hand to convey complications. “He’s come to deliver a summons to something called a Riddle. A gathering of wizard families that happens every year.”

      Layla perked up. “I’ve heard of it, but almost nothing is known about it. Wizards are so secretive. Is Richard going?”

      “He refused, but his cousin is determined to change his mind. He claims the other wizards would take it as a threat if he stays away.”

      Layla snorted. “Everything’s political with them, isn’t it?”

      “Poor Lord Ravencroft,” Mrs. Deen said, adding a pinch of salt to the pot. “Why can’t they just let him be?”

      “That’s exactly what I said!” I exclaimed, grabbing a pile of cloth napkins. “Well, I didn’t actually say it. Adrien was trying to be charming, and I didn’t want to seem rude, but⁠—”

      “Rude and impertinent!” a voice screeched from behind me. “Cap’n said thirty lashes for the lot of ye!”

      Sir Francis Drake, Nan’s outspoken grey parrot, sailed through the kitchen door and alit on the windowsill. He was followed by Nan herself, Dr. Singer at her elbow. She was still spry, and looked dashing in her red velvet smoking jacket, her white hair arranged in perfect finger waves.

      “Who is charming?” she demanded. “And why didn’t you invite them for supper, Kitty?”

      “Richard’s cousin just arrived from France,” I explained. “A wizard named Adrien de Questel.”

      “Ah, the Questels.” She nodded sagely. “That would be Desdemona Ravencroft’s kin. From somewhere near Cannes, I believe.” Her eyes misted as they did so often these days. “I spent a summer on the Riviera with a Bohemian count once. Handsome but boring. He knew seventeen ways to prepare escarole.”

      Dr. Singer chuckled. “Now, love, you promised not to make me jealous of your former admirers.”

      “Pish,” she waved a hand, setting her bracelets to jangling “You’re the only dandy for me now.”

      Mrs. Deen smiled at their banter. “Dinner is almost ready. Kitty, would you take this out?”

      She handed me tureens of rice and curry, which I carried to the common room. The Finns were already hovering at the buffet and thanked me in perfect English as they heaped their plates high. I made sure the pitcher of ice water was full, pulled them a couple of pints, and added Briar’s naan to the table and an arrangement of fresh fruit.

      Once the guests were settled with their meals, I joined my own family—blood and found—in the inn’s small private dining room. Barbarossa commanded his usual position under the table, tail curled around Mrs. Deen’s ankle.

      Layla lit candles in silver holders while Briar passed around Nan’s mismatched china, collected during her sailing adventures. Soon we were all digging into Mrs. Deen’s incomparable cooking and a fresh salad from the garden. Damp fog pressed against the windows, making the room feel even cozier.

      “So, this Riddle business,” Nan said, gesturing with a fork. “What exactly is it?”

      I tried to recall the exact words. “Adrien said it was both ceremonial and some kind of diplomatic summit.” I helped myself to tamarind chutney. “But he was rather vague. Layla?”

      She was the resident expert on all things magical. But Layla only shook her head. “Like I said, wizards are secretive, and almost nothing has been published about it.”

      For the rest of the meal, they speculated about what might await Richard if he was roped into it. Layla suggested magical duels, while Briar bet it would involve silly hats and odd rituals, like a Freemasons’ convention.

      It was all lighthearted. They cared for Richard, too, and had welcomed him like a long-lost son. Yet they didn’t know him as I did, or understand how deep the scars of his parents’s abandonment ran. Not to mention that he was a man accustomed to being highly competent in his chosen profession of medicine, and did not take well to being a novice again.

      I felt a bit guilty gossiping behind his back and was relieved when the topic changed and Layla made a toast to Briar, whose new savoury samosas had sold out at Sugar & Sprites in one hour that morning. We all raised our glasses, at which point Sir Francis Drake woke up from his perch and screamed hoarsely, “For God’s sake, don’t trust the cup!”

      In addition to anarchist pirates, Sir Francis had been owned by a German countess accused—although never convicted—of poisoning her lovers.

      “Poor dear, he has trust issues about beverages,” Briar said, offering the bird a grape.

      Sir Francis eyed the grape, then muttered, “Test it on the valet,” before swallowing it whole.

      “I think Richard should go,” Layla said, as she gathered up the dirty plates. “He needs to connect with his heritage, doesn’t he? Learn more about his powers?”

      Mrs. Deen nodded. “Sometimes we must look back to
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