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The Thrall’s Gambit is the fifth installment in a seven-book YA Urban Fantasy series, Winter’s Blight. 

 

After standing trial in the Summer Court, James is sent on a quest to kill the Cait Sidhe, the monstrous faery cat who manipulated him into betraying the Seelie faeries and destroying the magical barrier that protected them. When the time comes to kill the beast, James decides to trick him into helping undo his mistake. But the man beneath the beast, Cecil Morris, is just as dangerous, and his manor, Heatherfield, is full of wild and deadly magic. In trying to reach Cecil, James risks being pulled into the darkness with him.

 

Cai, accompanying James to Heatherfield, escapes from the Cait Sidhe’s prison and fights for his life against Heatherfield’s deadly magic, determined to keep his oath to kill the beast even if it means making James his enemy. Kallista and Alan, also captives in the manor, face a fight of their own as Alan’s Unseelie magic slowly consumes him. 

 

Meanwhile, newly-appointed Noble Faery Deirdre and her human champion, Iain, head into an ancient tomb to find her drachma, an item that will help her control her powerful magic and save the Summer Court from destruction. She must undergo a trial to earn her drachma, but dark forces lurk inside, waiting to use her magic against her and against all she loves. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

 

Blood-red leaves fell from above, standing out starkly on the white marble floor and columns. The Summer Court was meeting in Romanesque ruins; the ceiling had long corroded away, leaving behind mighty, ivy-covered pillars. A small crowd of faeries, featuring everything from unusually quiet and somber Noble faeries to animallike faeries to a few gnomes, was gathered at the edge of the woods and whispering among themselves. Cai stood with them, talking to a giant faery owl, too far away for Alvey to clearly hear.

Alvey was waiting with Deirdre and Lonan in the small right wing of the ruins for the king, queen, prince, and James to arrive. Lonan had gone quiet, which was normal for him before a trial.

But Deirdre was flitting around, asking Alvey, “So how do faery trials work?”

Sighing, pulling her grey shawl tighter, the younger girl replied in a monotone. “The royal family and anyone else qualified to do so present information and considerations for the judge, Lonan. Then he makes his judgment. I have already told you this thrice!”

“Sorry. But what makes someone qualified to speak up?”

“Status or accomplishments that prove his or her worth. For example, Cai could speak up if he wished.”

Deirdre paced a bit longer. “Could I speak up?”

Lonan finally spoke, his ruby eyes resting on his daughters. “Let us hear what others have to say. There will be a moment of repose as I make my judgment. If you have something I should consider, let me know then.”

“But what if—”

Deirdre’s objection was cut off by the Summer King and Queen—Oberon and Titania—appearing in a faint flash of light at the head of the ruins. In another flash, Roshan, their son, appeared at the top of the pearly stairs that led up to what was once the main entrance, marked by strong, supporting columns with an intact arch above them.

The faeries, animals of the woods, and the wind went completely quiet as Oberon spoke, his voice as strong as an oncoming wave. “Let the trial of James Callaghan commence.”

With another small flash, Iain, Nikias, and a couple of soldiers appeared in the woods, leading a stumbling James forward. As they walked to the ruins, Cai fell in step with Iain.

Cai asked, “He looks like hell. Did he sleep last night?”

“I doubt it,” Iain replied tersely.

While James and Nikias walked up the stairs to stand before the king, queen, and Lonan, Iain and Cai remained outside the ruins, watching. Deirdre briefly tried to catch Iain’s eye, but his attention was entirely focused on his brother.

Titania stepped forward, her sharp, thin golden horns catching the pale sunlight. “James Callaghan, do you understand why you are here?” When there was no reply, she continued, “Feigning muteness is not tolerated in a trial of the Summer Court. You are here to be tried for stealing a Noble faery’s drachma, which led to its destruction and the weakening of our barrier, allowing Unseelie forces to slip into the realm, including Bleddyn and some of the Varg wolves.”

At the edge of the woods, the crowd of faeries grew restless, like a stormy wind picking up. Alvey could sense their magic and energy churning uneasily. Deirdre clutched the back of Alvey’s chair with shaking hands.

“Be still,” the younger girl whispered, barely keeping her voice from quavering. “They will not lose control.”

Titania gestured to James. “What is your statement?”

Finally James tilted his head up enough to look at the column past the queen, keeping his gaze fixed there. “I’m so sorry, and I just wish I could take it back. All of it. Sybil was… kind to me. I wanted to undo it. That’s why I went to the Time Rapids.”

“Cardea told me you were attempting to escape capture through the rapids.”

“But if I could control Time Magic, I could change what had happened.” Finally he glanced at Deirdre and Alvey before hanging his head again.

Immediately the restless faeries muttered among themselves.

“He wanted to control it?” a sapling-like faery said with a hiss that sounded like wind passing through leaves. “He is either mad or just another power-hungry human.”

“A power-hungry human inside our borders, with knowledge of magic he should not have,” the large owl commented, shifting on his perch.

A young Noble faery leaned forward on the branch beside the owl, her eyes fixed on James. “If he is allowed to live, he will just repeat these crimes.”

James tensed, screwing his eyes shut, but Oberon silenced the faeries with a raised hand. “James acted to use magic that was not his by stealing the drachma, Sybil’s mirror. Then he did the same when pursuing the Time Rapids.”

“But that was just one part of his motivation for doing so.” Roshan spoke up, gripping his long, lit staff-like torch. “Cardea said he was truly frightened of her and her soldiers.”

Titania slowly walked a wide circle around James, her deep green peplos rippling. “Even so, this reminds me of General Alan Callaghan—James’s father, who led the attack on the Summer Court. There was no cooperation between him and James, but their actions were similar: stealing the magic of faeries to use as they wished. Most importantly, their decisions resulted in casualties and permanent damage to the realm.

“The barrier that guards us”—she gestured upward—“is slowly decaying. It is unsustainable, and now the bomb must be neutralized and destroyed, something we were not prepared to do yet. His actions and their consequences were both extremely grievous. I propose that no leniency should be given due to his unrelenting interest in attaining power for himself through faery magic.”

“I second that,” Oberon said, earning a beaming smile from his wife.

Alvey twisted her shawl fiercely. Fie! But they are not entirely wrong. Still, neither James nor I could have seen that interacting with the Cait Sidhe would turn out this way.

“Does anyone”—Titania waved her arm—“have anything to add?”

Walking up the stairs, Cai said, “I do, Your Majesty.”

Titania blinked at him as he put a hand on James’s shoulder, making the boy start. “You?” she asked. “And what qualifies you to do so? You were a knight of King Arthur’s court and his foster brother, but that alone is not sufficient.”

The knight met her gaze steadily. “Ever since the Cataclysm woke me near thirty years ago, I have been aiding the Summer Court in cleaning up the mess caused by the bombing. I slew the large nest of Unseelie gnomes threatening to overwhelm and destroy the farms of South Wales. I have killed well over two dozen Unseelie beasts, including the Black Shuck of Norfolk, who hunted down and consumed several house faeries. I have slain Red Caps, including the one threatening Lonan’s daughters.”

Cai tilted his head, adding, “I could list more, but I don’t want to use up too much of the court’s time.”

“You also stole some of Roshan’s magic and opened the barrier without permission,” Titania said, folding her arms.

“Borrowed it. It’s not my fault he left it lying around. And no one ever said I needed permission.”

Titania’s scoff was overridden by Nikias grinding out, “I believe the court should hear him.”

When Oberon gestured for Cai to continue, the knight quickly bowed with a grin at Nikias, who glared in return, before continuing. “James’s theft of Sybil’s mirror, and its destruction, was because of the direct action of the Cait Sidhe of the Winter Court, who forced Unseelie magic on James and tricked him. The magic’s presence was confirmed both on James by a healer and in the areas where he was scrying with the beast. Additionally, the boy took the mirror due to fearing a curse laid upon his mother. I am a witness to this curse and can testify that he had plenty of cause for concern.

“While these factors don’t change the outcomes of his actions, both they and his motivations should be taken into account. To look at only one part of an action could result in an unjust sentence.”

“I second that,” Roshan said, unfazed when his parents frowned at him, surprised.

“Finally”—Cai met Lonan’s eyes and said with confidence—“I will vouch for James’s character.”

Alvey gaped, and Deirdre let out a pleased, high-pitched squeak behind her.

There was silence until Oberon spoke. “Are there any other additions? Or questions?” He directed the last inquiry at Lonan, who shook his head.

“I will consider everything presented to me,” Lonan said before retreating back to the side of the ruins, closer to his daughters.

Titania and Oberon returned to the head of the ruins, chatting in low voices, occasionally glancing at Cai with not-so-kind smiles.

“Father.” Alvey tugged on his sleeve. “You are not… You cannot be thinking of sentencing him to death.”

When Lonan did not reply, Deirdre gasped. “That’s mad! He’s just fourteen.”

“A faery of his equivalent maturity would have already acquired his drachma or would be undergoing the tests to do so,” Lonan said, his voice low. “At that time, such a faery would be judged as an adult, not as a child. For an adult, death would not be unreasonable for these crimes.”

“But he’s not a faery, and he’s not an adult! I grew up in an orphanage surrounded by human children of all ages. They’re not declared adults until eighteen for a reason. And James isn’t even fifteen yet!”

“I recall reading about that when I was young,” Alvey said, raising her chin. “I was confused about how I was aging differently than everyone else. It was my human blood. Humans mature strangely. Their brains are not fully developed until they are around twenty winters old. With a juvenile brain, he would certainly be an easier target for the Cait Sidhe to trick”—she lowered her voice—“just like I was.”

Lonan sighed, silent as he placed a hand on Alvey’s shoulder, which she covered with her own. “I understand. But I must consider and make a judgment.”

For a few minutes that felt like hours, no one, not even the crowd of faeries, moved or spoke. Except for Deirdre, who paced again and occasionally asked low whispered questions to Alvey.

Finally Lonan returned to the center of the ruins, saying, “I believe that James must be seen as a boy in the eyes of the court—as one who has not yet come of age. And his motivations and the influence of the Cait Sidhe must be taken into account.” Behind him, the king and queen briefly grumbled, the latter scowling.

“He clearly craves magical power that is not his own to take. Because of this, his fate will be placed in the hands of the magic he was pursuing. When another stream of the rapids appears, he will be cast into it.”

“What?” Deirdre whispered.

“If the magic allows it, he will lose his family, friends, and the world he knows—just as his actions have taken our family, our friends, and the Summer Court we knew.”

Alvey was on the edge of her seat, clenching her armrests hard. “Take it back,” she whispered. “Father, please take that back.”

“Unless”—Lonan met eyes with Cai—“a more suitable idea is proposed by the one vouching for him?”

The knight straightened. “Since James is still coming of age and is worthy to have someone vouch for him, his sentence should focus on restitution.” Cai gestured to James. “I think the boy is better equipped to explain our idea.”

God, please don’t let it be a stupid idea. Please, please, please…

Looking like he was about to throw up, James managed to hoarsely force out, “I, um, know where the Cait Sidhe is. The Cait Sidhe who is a member of the Winter Court, who is holding Puck captive, and who gave General Callaghan Unseelie magic… I spoke to him, and I know how… how to get him to lower his defenses.

“Cecil—the Cait Sidhe—thinks I still trust him. Cai and I can go to his manor, catch him off guard, and”—he paused, swallowing—“destroy him.”

Cai added, “This will set all his poor thralls free, end the deal between him and Alan Callaghan that gave the general the support of the Winter Court, and release Puck.”

Titania was already smiling, nodding, following their every word, while Oberon asked, “You can guarantee that the Cait Sidhe will welcome you into its territory?”

“Y-yeah.” James gulped. “He, um… he’s already asked me to escape to the manor, and he’s sending a familiar to guide me. He thinks we’re brothers.”

Alvey shuddered; Iain let out a low, disgusted sound.

“There is still a chance that he might trick and use you again,” Oberon said, half to himself. “This quest could fail and deliver both you and Cai into the Cait Sidhe’s hands, new pawns for him to use.”

Lonan said in a loud, clear voice, “It is decided then. As proposed by Sir Cai, James will go to the territory of the Cait Sidhe responsible for breaking Sybil’s drachma. And, to ensure this quest is carried out with due haste, the Cŵn Annwn will stalk you from the edge of the realm to the Cait Sidhe’s territory.”

“Um, stalk?” James squeaked.

“They will ensure you do not tarry and also that nothing blocks your path. Once you leave the realm, you have seven days to reach the manor and kill the Cait Sidhe—if you do not succeed by then, the Cŵn Annwn will hunt you down, until either you or the Cait Sidhe is dead.”

“That’s not bad,” Alvey considered.

Deirdre gaped at her. “Not bad? Are you serious?”

“Aye. He could have given him just three days—’tis the most common time limit.”

Turning to James, Lonan asked, “You may request one object from the realm to take with you to aid you on your quest. What do you wish to take?”

The boy fidgeted with his sleeve. “Can, um, I borrow a library book?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

Two days before the trial, James contacted the Cait Sidhe at Cai’s request, scrying through the well in the tree prison. When he stood over the basin and called Cecil’s name, it took mere moments for the creature’s face to appear in the water.

The creature’s emotions were masked by a blank expression except for his golden eyes, which glinted like twin shiny coins; whatever emotion shone in them was unclear. In contrast, James’s reflection hid nothing. His terrified, pale face stared back at him in the rippling water. If he wanted to deceive a liar, he needed to construct his own mask.

“James.” Cecil’s voice was measured, giving nothing away. “I admit that I did not expect to see you again so soon after how our last conversation ended. Why have you contacted me?”

“I, um…” The words stuck in his dry mouth. For a split second, he desperately glanced to the opposite side of the tree prison where Cai leaned against the wall with his arms crossed.

Cecil stepped closer to the broken mirror. In the faint, flickering candlelight, the creature’s pupils expanded. He peered around to see beyond the well’s dimensions into the room. “Are we alone, James?”

“Unless Vera is, um, spying on you again,” he said.

“Yes, indeed.” Cecil sat on the floor cross-legged in front of the mirror. “Now that we’re certain we’re alone, answer my previous question honestly.”

James willed the obvious terror and anger on his face to vanish behind a mask. But his reflection did not change. If I can’t hide how I feel, then I can use it instead. Maybe it won’t matter that I’m not a very good liar.

“I… I—” He let out a breath, his shoulders slackening. “Um, I’m in trouble. That’s why I’m— You’re the only person who can help me.”

“What kind of trouble are you in?” The golden eyes shone even brighter, and the creature’s mouth tugged at a smile.

He’s enjoying this. This is what he wanted, isn’t it? James gripped the edges of the well until the jagged stone was sharp against his palms, the pain grounding him. “I was captured by the Seelies, at the Time Rapids. They’re going to put me on trial for what I—for what we did to the barrier.”

“Time Rapids?” Cecil raised his eyebrows. “What do you mean?”

“It’s where Time Magic—”

“Yes, I am aware. But what were you doing there?”

James lowered his head as Cai scowled from the wall. “I tried to escape what I’d done. I just wanted to make everything stop. The only way out I saw was to use magic.”

“I have told you several times that magic cannot recover what we’ve lost, James.” On the other side of the reflection, Cecil rose and paced. “One cannot manipulate Time Magic, as far as I know. However, I’m certain we could figure out something if we put our heads together. Some rare branches of Shadow Magic possess the ability to decay, which is a sister of Time Magic…”

“You mean you know about Time Magic? Can you—?” He broke off, sobering. He’s lying. He must be lying. Even if he can help me control Time Magic to make this right, I can’t trust him enough to find out.

“I know a few tricks.” Cecil’s smile was smug. “I happen to have a wild stream of Time Magic in my territory. But how did you learn about it?”

“I, um, studied it and found that the stream avoided a certain ore formation. But I’m not sure how to control it.” He searched for his pack, and his heart plummeted when he could not find it. “My pack is gone. It had my books, notes, and the ore inside. I guess the Seelies took it when I…” James’s eyes glazed, and he continued, distant, “I was going to throw myself into the Time Rapids, but the Seelies stopped me. They knocked me out, and I guess they took my stuff so I couldn’t try anything.”

“You could have been killed,” Cecil said, frowning, his mask slipping for a moment.

“I know. I just wanted— I didn’t see a way out or forward. I still don’t.”

The future and a way to it was like a black, formless void.

“Well, I do see a way forward, and I can show it to you, James. As for your predicament in the Seelie Court, it should be easy for you to slip through the damaged barrier unnoticed after you escape from your cell. Do you have supplies?”

“I can, um, probably get them.”

“Once you do this, I will send my magpie familiar, Byron, to lead you to my home, Heatherfield, on the North York Moors. You will be quite safe there and protected from the wrath of the Seelies.”

James blinked in surprise. “Why do you want me there? So I can be a thrall? There’s more that the Winter King wants me to do, isn’t there?”

“I’ve explained this to you before, James,” Cecil answered with forced patience. “I wish to teach you what I know, to bring you up as my protégé—as a brother. That was all true. The rest was an unfortunate but necessary lie.” He smiled, adding, “Besides, your mother and father are here already.”

At this, Cai moved from the wall, reaching for his sword unconsciously.

“All right,” James said. “The second I can get away, I’m coming to you.”

The moment Cecil’s face vanished in the rippling water, James slumped against the well, his energy depleted. He retreated to his hammock, collapsing on it.

Striding over, Cai asked, “That nonsense about controlling magic, that was to sell your story to that beast, wasn’t it?”

James covered his face. “Y-yes.”

“That better be the only reason, lad.”

Removing his hands, the boy snapped his head up. “If you don’t trust me, then don’t vouch for me at the trial.”

“Do you trust yourself right now, in the state that you’re in?” The knight sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’ll feel better once that beast is dead and he can’t manipulate you anymore.”

James glanced at the well, muttering, “I wish… I wish I’d never met him.”

“When we face the Seelie Court in two days, I suggest that we propose an alternative sentence for you,” Cai said. “We will vow to kill the Cait Sidhe and free your mother in the process. That is the only way to make things right.”

“Kill him?” He tried to process the words, to feel anything about them, but all that was left in his heart was numb guilt and fear. If killing the beast would put an end to that feeling, then maybe it was the right thing to do. Maybe that was the way forward he couldn’t see.

“It’s what a monster like that deserves. When you mess with magic and people’s lives, you pay the price.”

A dull ache radiated through James’s skull, and he clutched his head, groaning.

“Headache?” Cai asked.

“It must be from when I blacked out.”

“Your brother is coming tomorrow morning to take you to a healer. The Seelies will need proof that the Cait Sidhe used dark magic on you since it will be brought up at the trial. Have them check your head too.”

With that, the grumpy knight stormed out and left James alone with his thoughts once more.

 

The next morning, the Callaghan brothers walked side by side to a Seelie healing house in the forest, escorted by four Eniad soldiers, two behind and two in front of them. 

Iain strode along in a stormy mood, muttering, “I don’t know why they sent this many armed soldiers to guide you. It’s not like you’re dangerous.”

James was reminded of when Iain used to intimidate schoolyard bullies into leaving his little brother alone with just a glare. Thinking of the way Cardea and the other Noble faeries had looked at him when he had used magic to escape their capture, James said, “I destroyed their barrier. To them, I am dangerous.”

“It wasn’t all you. It was the Cait Sidhe. He manipulated you, and he’s the dangerous one.”

James didn’t answer, focused on placing one shaky foot in front of the other. His steps faltered, and he stumbled over a stone in his path, pitching forward. When he tried to right himself, nausea made the forest sway.

The Seelie soldiers pointed their weapons at him, wary, but Iain waved them away. He helped his brother to stand. “Did you sleep all right?” he asked as they continued on, sounding like a mother hen. “Have you been eating?”

“I slept a little. But, um, I wish I had my stuff. Writing makes it easier to gather my thoughts.”

He hadn't slept more than an hour the night before. After waking from another vicious nightmare, he’d paced the tree prison, recited everything he knew about dream folklore, splashed his face with water, and leaned against the wall in order to stay awake until he almost toppled over.

The nightmares varied, but in the worst of them, Deirdre stood at the trial, despondent and weeping, and when James attempted to apologize for what he’d done, her decaying magic slithered across the ground like a shadow and blackened his body, corroding his tongue before he could get the words out.

He would rather never sleep again than face the night terrors waiting for him.

Iain lowered his head to study his brother’s face, his brown eyes weary even as he forced a small smile. “Hey, I’ll see what I can do about your belongings. Having your books couldn’t hurt, yeah?”

“Thank you.” James let out a relieved breath. “It would help a lot.”

 

James hunkered on the bench in the healing house, which was a grand treehouse in the forest with a spiral staircase leading up to levels of open, circular rooms. He could only stare at the floor with his hands folded between his knees as the healer faery examined him.

They were not alone in the room. He felt glaring eyes from other faeries of all kinds on him; they were being healed from the battle outside the barrier. A willowy faery with bark-like skin was being treated for burns. A Noble Seelie was wounded by iron bullets. An owl Dryad had his wing torn by Unseelie hounds.

“What is that human doing here?” the Noble faery asked in a sharp tone. “This is a house for the wounded Seelies. Most of us are in here because of his actions.”

Iain sidled close to his brother from where he had stood out of the faery’s line of sight, protective. Upon recognizing him as the human soldier who had fought alongside the Seelie Nobles in the battle, the faery respectfully fell silent.

The healer, a water spirit with shimmering dark skin and braided white hair, summoned a disk of clear yet glowing water that clung to her hand. She brushed the water over James’s back, asking, “You claim this Cait Sidhe forced Unseelie magic upon you?”

“Uh-huh.” Though her touch did not hurt, he tensed up as the magic searched him. “I felt it here, in my chest. It was like… it was like I was being held down or smothered. He said it was the Winter King’s magic.”

The faery let out a small gasp. “I can sense it still. This is very dark magic.”

Moving even closer, Iain asked, “Can you get rid of it?”

“It is gone; however, magic like this leaves traces that cannot fade. I feel it around your heart and in your mind. Did this creature use this magic or enthrallment to influence your will?”

If only the answer were that simple. He shook his head. “He, um, used it to break the barrier. The magic overwhelmed me, but he didn’t force me to do anything.”

The two stared at him—Iain with encouragement and the faery with thinly veiled suspicion. Somehow Iain’s expression made him feel worse. He wanted to disappear or for time to stop.

“Can I please get my belongings back?” James asked. “I had a pack, but it’s not in my cell.”

“I was told you could use some of those items to perform a corrupt form of magic,” the faery said calmly. “I was also warned that you had attempted to avoid capture once before and that you abused the magic to do so.”

“Abused—?” Panic swelled in his chest. “But I… I need my stuff. I have years of research in those books.”

“You are a danger to yourself and to others with that power. I sense what the magic has done to your body, to your mind. The Seelies do you a favor by withholding access to it.”

“I won’t— You can take the crystals out, but please leave my books, my notes, and—and the ore.” He looked up dizzily, hardly taking a breath. “The ore isn’t even magical. I can’t even use it, or I would have.”

For a moment Iain hesitated, shooting his brother a questioning look, then said with a small smile, “He’s not going to escape from his cell. He’s going to stand trial and make up for what he’s done. Besides, his prison is guarded.”

“Very well. I shall retrieve his belongings.” As the faery walked away, she said over her shoulder, “I suppose he may not need them much longer, depending on the outcome of the trial tomorrow.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

“This reminds me of the banshee,” Deirdre whispered to Iain as they approached the glen. In its center, Lonan and Titania were conversing beside a large well carved out of white marble with wispy designs and patterns carved into it.

“Hopefully it won’t be as cryptic,” Iain replied with a half smile. “Are you ready to do this, Deirdre?”

“I hope so.” She chuckled anxiously. “I’m a Noble faery now. I should be able to control my magic on my own, both for myself and for everyone else. I have to be ready for my drachma.”

He nodded and shifted his leather belt slightly.

“Does it not fit right?” she asked. “You’ve been fussing with your clothes the whole way over here.”

Turning a bit pink, he shrugged. “Feels a bit like wearing a costume. But my old clothes were about ready to retire and take a tropical holiday, so after the healer said I was completely mended a few days ago, she came back with these and ordered me to wear them for the scrying.”

Definitely an improvement, Deirdre thought, glancing over his sky-blue tunic and brown trousers. He’d also been officially gifted a faery sword, which was in a scabbard at his waist.

Titania spotted them. “Deirdre, Iain! Make haste! I am quite curious to see where Deirdre’s drachma is.”

Lonan smiled at them. “The scrying, of course, might not show you the drachma itself. More likely, you shall see a starting point to find it or the trial you must undergo to acquire it.”

“A trial?” Deirdre held back a groan. “You mean like a test or something? I hope it won’t be like exams.”

“A faery must earn his or her drachma. It will help you connect with your magic like nothing else.” As an example, he reached in his shirt and pulled out a thin chain, on which was attached an ancient silver coin from the Iron Age, carved with a leaping horse. “Everything will change once you get your drachma.”

Deirdre nodded, clenching her hand. Once I get it, I can control my magic. Once I get it, I won’t have to bother Iain to help me; I can use magic just like Lonan and the other Seelies.

After glancing around once more, she asked, “Alvey isn’t here?”

“The fewer people at a drachma scrying, the better,” Titania replied. “If someone is present, it is more likely that he or she will be made part of the quest. And Alvey has been in a state since Sybil’s passing, so this is best.”

Deirdre privately thought Alvey was holding up well—incredibly so. Over the past days, she had been able to talk calmly about Sybil, even sharing sensitive, personal stories about their mother that were both sweet and heartbreaking. She was far less likely than Deirdre to become despondent after those exchanges.

“Now”—Titania raised her arms—“let us begin.”

“Do you need a strand of my hair?” Deirdre asked, already reaching up.

“No, such a source of magic is not required. Use Water Magic to stir the water six times clockwise.” After Deirdre did so, Titania stirred it counterclockwise the same number of times, then blew softly on it, making the top completely freeze over. Then with a flick of her finger, the white ice split, and as it rapidly melted away, a glowing, vivid image appeared in the water.

Unlike the banshee’s scrying, which showed a wide array of images flashing, gazing into this scrying well was like looking at a living, breathing photograph. It started out far away, showing a wild moor, then slowly went in closer to a dark structure on the horizon.

“Is that a manor?” Deirdre asked, squinting.

“Look at that stone…” Iain’s words died as the image zoomed in on a large, dark rock in the moors that read: Heatherfield. Then the image shifted, swooping around the manor until it settled on a redwood door in the side, which was covered with cubic-style carvings and altogether looked distinctly out of place.

“Do you remember how the Summer Court was in no single location that humans could easily find and pinpoint, before the Cataclysm?” Titania asked, gesturing to the door. “Instead of one entry into the Fae realm, there were many hidden entries. Such entries are almost gone on this island, but this appears to be an exception. A human could not find such an entrance, unless a faery or the magic present allowed it.” She tilted her head. “I wonder why this portal was able to appear in a human dwelling of all things?”

“Because it’s where the Cait Sidhe is,” Iain said, meeting Deirdre’s eyes. “James told me that monster’s home is called Heatherfield. That’s where James and Cai are heading.”

Grinning, she asked, “So this means we get to travel there with Cai and James?”

Iain let out a relieved breath. “If that’s where we’re meant to go, then it only makes sense to travel with them.” He looked at the two Seelie Nobles.

“I do not like this,” Lonan said, glaring at the door in the well. “The Cait Sidhe is not a force to be taken lightly, and going into his territory possibly to just access the first step of this quest? It feels like an ill omen. Perhaps you should wait until Cai and James have completed their quest.”

“Hold a moment.” Titania plucked a strand of her hair, breathed on it, and dropped it into the bowl. It shimmered, then began to show the history and future of the door: how it appeared that morning, and how, after two nights, it would disappear in the early morning.

“No, I believe you have very limited time to get there.” She looked up at them. “’Twould be best to travel with Cai and James, as you said, for the Cŵn Annwn shall watch over their journey. But on the third morning, you must hasten to the door, for its magic is unsteady and will disappear shortly.”

She let out a small gasp as the image rippled. It briefly showed a green grassy field and then sank underground, deep into darkness and mist, flashing past skulls buried deep, then into shadow, the image disappearing.

“Curious.” She met Deirdre’s gaze. “It seems the door will take you to a tomb or lead you to one. I imagine that is where your drachma will ultimately be.”

“A tomb?” Deirdre gulped.

“Aye.”

Lonan spoke up hopefully. “Perhaps they can wait until later and do another scrying?”

“Nay! She must acquire her drachma with all due haste. After all, if the first scrying is not attended to, faeries may wait years to find another way to their drachma. No, they must leave with Cai and James on the morrow.”

As Lonan thanked Titania without much enthusiasm, Iain whispered to Deirdre, “Thank God. I trust Cai to look after James, but I feel better knowing we can go with him this far, at least.” He froze, then asked, “Will you be okay? I mean, I know it can’t be easy after what happened…”

“I’ll be fine.” Deirdre smiled at him, but it was forced. Her last real discussion with James had been an argument. How could they begin things again after that and after all that had happened?

But I’m getting a chance here. He looked horrible at the trial… I have to try to let him know he’s not alone.

 

“Why did you not tell me about the scrying?” Alvey asked, meeting them as they headed toward the edge of the realm. James and Cai were already there, ready to leave.

“Alvey, drachma quests are quickest performed with the fewest people possible,” Lonan answered, placing his hand on her shoulder. “Deirdre must get her drachma as soon as possible so we may work on destroying the bomb before the barrier is completely undone.”

“Excuses,” Alvey muttered.

“How long will it hold up?” Iain asked, though he kept his gaze dead ahead, looking out for the first glimpse of his brother.

“Long enough. It’s just not sustainable…” Lonan shook his head. “In truth, it was never truly sustainable. But we did not have another solution before now. With Deirdre’s unique magic, supported by my Shadow Magic, I believe the bomb can be destroyed safely.”

“I still do not like being left behind.” Alvey huffed. “Especially since you will be accompanying James.”

“Maybe there’s some way she could still come, even part of the way?” Deirdre suggested, looking at her father.

“Drachma quests test a faery’s mettle, skill, and character. They are by their nature extremely dangerous. Normally I would agree that Alvey would be a good resource to have on hand, but in this case, the fewer variables involved, the better.”

“But still—”

“’Tis fine, Deirdre,” Alvey said, wheeling between Deirdre and Lonan. “I suppose that… this might not be the best time for me to go on a drachma quest.”

“I’m sure you’ll still be busy here,” Deirdre said carefully. Alvey snorted.

Iain stiffened as Cai and James, along with the faeries escorting them, came into view. Lonan went ahead, speaking with Nikias.

Before Iain darted off to his brother, he turned to Alvey. “Thanks, Alvey, for speaking to Lonan about James at the trial. Deirdre told me about it. It means a lot.”

“I did not do it for you,” she replied, turning her chin up.

“I know. You did it for James, but—”

“I did it because I cannot lose anyone else so senselessly. Speaking up was the least I could do.” She sniffed, wiping furiously at her nose. “’Twas more than I can do now, being stuck here while everyone else leaves.”

“You’re not doing nothing. You’re taking time you need to grieve and recover. That’s a good thing, yeah?” Iain glanced up at Deirdre, eyes asking for help, who nodded encouragingly. “We’ll be back in a few days, yeah?”

He patted her shoulder, and she burst into tears.

“Er, sorry.” He gave her shoulder one last awkward pat, then stepped toward James. Deirdre made to embrace Alvey, but the girl waved her away furiously, protesting she would be fine in a second.

Following Iain, Deirdre caught his eye and commented, “Well, you’re much better with James than with Alvey, at least.”

“That was… not great, was it?” He glanced back at Alvey as she blew her nose loudly on her kerchief.

“It’s not you, you know.”

“Yeah. But next time I’ll ask you for tips, yeah?”

“Oh yes. I’m sure I can find some pearls of wisdom from my experience growing up surrounded by little girls.” She gave him a light nudge of her elbow, grinning, but slowed as he went on ahead to speak to James.

And maybe I’ll ask for some tips with James too.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

 

“You’re really coming with me?” James had asked when his brother told him about the scrying. He had dreaded the thought of traveling alone with Cai; though the knight had vouched for him as promised, it was obvious Cai didn’t trust him.

“Yeah, as far as the manor,” Iain had said, leaning against the wall of the tree prison. “You and Deirdre will be stuck with me and my cooking for a while yet.”

“Deirdre’s coming?” James balked.

“Well, yeah. It is her drachma quest. Of course she’ll be coming.”

“Oh right. That, um, makes sense.” From his seat on the hammock, James shook his head against the fog of exhaustion. “How is that going to work? She probably doesn’t want to see me. I wouldn’t, um, blame her.”

His brother sighed. “James, she said she’s fine with it, and I believe her. She stood up for you at the trial, you know.”

“So did Cai, and he can’t stand me.”

“Cai can’t stand anyone, really.” Attempting to joke, Iain added, “I think one day he’ll go mad and do away with the lot of us.” When his little brother did not even smile slightly, he continued, “Anyway, it’s not like that with Deirdre. She understands that what happened wasn’t completely your fault. She knew the Court was out of line with those accusations.”

At the mention of what was said at the trial, cold sweat bloomed across his skin, and James laced his fingers through the lattice of the hammock, wrenching it. His heart thudded in his ears with a panicked pulse. But what if they were right? What if it was all my fault? If it was, and if Iain, Deirdre, and Alvey find out…

“Try to rest a little before we leave, yeah?” Iain said as he headed to the exit, shaking him from his thoughts. “It’s going to be a difficult journey.”

 

After exiting the tree prison to begin the journey to Heatherfield, James clutched his pack to his chest, feeling like he might throw up. Cai was waiting outside with three soldiers. They were escorted through a dense forest of sea-green pines to the tear in the barrier through which they would exit the realm. James walked behind Cai, tripping over each incline as the past few sleepless nights caught up to him.

There was a faint, low echo of whining dogs, sounding near and far away at once, reminiscent of Unseelie hounds. Through the tree line, in a bright, rocky clearing, Prince Roshan stood with his torch aflame with a pack of eight dogs behind him. The Cŵn Annwn, a little smaller than Great Danes, had bright white coats, making their red ears and eyes stand out starkly like blood on snow.

The moment James stepped into the clearing, the pack shifted, some smelling the air, whimpering, or pawing at the ground as if in anticipation of a foxhunt. He bumped into Cai’s back, startled. The knight glanced at him, looking like a sergeant about to shout at a new recruit, but merely grunted.

As they approached Roshan, Alvey wheeled her chair beside the prince, the sunlight reflecting off her white-blond hair, her shawl wrapped around her shoulders. James put on a brave face even though she could not see it.

“Alvey,” he said hoarsely. “It’s good to, um, see you. Why—?”

The half elf reached under her chair and thrust something toward him. It was the ancient alchemical tome from the Seelie library, gripped so hard in her hands that her fingers whitened. “I volunteered to deliver your requested item to you, as I knew which tome you sought. But in truth, I wished to bid you a safe journey.”

“I kind of doubted they would let me have it.” He let out a relieved sigh, reaching to take it. “They didn’t even want to give me my research back.”

Alvey did not let go. “Pray tell, why have you requested this book? James, you must promise me you will not continue our experiments. Why else would you want it? Surely you have learned—”

“I’m not sure, exactly, why I asked for it.”

“You are lying.”

He flinched. “Alvey, I don’t even know if I can use this book or the ore at all. But I do feel better having it. It’s like, um, a safety net. I might be able to do something with it, if it comes to that.”

“If it comes to what?” When he was silent, Alvey continued in a hushed tone, “There is no other option for you, James. Understand that you must complete this quest. You must kill the Cait Sidhe. You must”—her voice faltered—“return to us unharmed.”

Collecting herself, she forced the words out. “Truthfully, I was upset beyond measure when you refused my help at the Time Rapids. You made me feel helpless, and there is nothing I hate more than that. But after the trial this morning, knowing what danger you face, I have no room left for anger.”

“No room?” He understood what she meant. There was no room left for anything but grief and pain. No room for whatever relationship they had been building before everything shattered.

“I only wish that you did not have to face this alone. I wish that I could—if only I could help in some way, if I could accompany you…”

“You did help, at the trial. You and Deirdre spoke up when you didn’t have to.” As he reached for the book again, James covered her hand with his own, squeezing her fingers gently like it was his last chance to touch her. “I’m so sorry, Alvey,” he whispered, voice thick. “For everything.”

As he safely tucked the book away in his pack, Alvey lowered her head, sniffling, and rolled her chair back into the woods with a final wave.

Cai, Iain, and Deirdre, who had been chatting with Roshan, now stepped forward, the knight clearing his throat loudly.

“My father wishes me to inform James and Sir Cai of the rules of the quest,” Roshan said. “The Cŵn Annwn will chase you only as far as the territory of Heatherfield to ensure you stay on course. Afterward, they will wait on the outskirts until either you fulfill your quest or time runs out.”

Iain eyed the hounds warily. “How long does this chase last?”

“Oh, there will be sufficient time for rest. The hounds will pursue you in two-hour intervals, leaving a break of half an hour between those times. Once night falls, they will chase you but an hour at a time, with a three-hour rest. During such times, the Cŵn Annwn will scout the area for Unseelie monsters to ensure you shall continue onward without delay.”

“How far away are the moorlands?” Cai asked.

“A little over a hundred miles. A three-day’s journey.”

“Oh, this will go well.” He scoffed. “The boy can’t take a step without tripping over something or—” One livid look from Iain and the knight relented, though he still grumbled under his breath.

James turned his attention from Cai and tentatively to the Cŵn Annwn. He had read all about the Welsh hounds, but he had never imagined he would be lucky enough to see them in person. They were beautiful, but the sight of them now
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