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			PART I

		
	
		
			Prelude

			Let me tell you a story.

			The story of a girl who went into the land of faeries, met a prince, and fell in love.

			She went on a journey to rescue her brother, and along the way, she learned many things about herself and the world around her. She learned her father was a faery king, which made her a faery princess. She discovered her best friend was a faery straight out of legend: Robin Goodfellow. Puck of the Summer Court. Once you meet him, you’ll never forget him.

			On the way to rescue her brother, the girl met many strange and fantastic creatures. One of them was a talking cat, who agreed to help her in exchange for a “small favor.” The girl didn’t know it at the time, but she had stumbled upon one of the wisest and most infuriating creatures in all of Faery, and without him, she probably would have wandered in circles until she fell into a dragon’s cave or was eaten by a giant spider. If you are ever lost in the Nevernever, look for a gray cat with golden eyes, or call the name Grimalkin into the wind. Chances are, he’ll hear you. He might ask for the impossible, but he’ll always get you where you need to go.

			But we’re getting off track, aren’t we? Let me start again, from the beginning.

			The girl went into Faery completely unprepared, knowing nothing about any of the things that I just mentioned. It was there, in the Nevernever, that she met a Winter prince. His name was Ash, and he was the most beautiful, dangerous creature she had ever encountered. He was also the youngest son of Mab, Queen of the Winter Court, which made him her enemy. And the laws of the fey forbade them to be together. But the girl was young, and she didn’t care. She loved him, and though it took him a while to admit it, the prince loved her, as well. They faced many trials: terrible monsters, faery wars, kings and queens trying to tear them apart. Despite every obstacle and law and ominous faery warning, they fought with all their hearts to be together. But, sadly, their happily-ever-after was not to be.

			The girl became a queen. A queen of the fey in the Iron Kingdom, and the prince could no longer be with her in her new realm because it was poisonous to him. And so, the prince went on a quest himself, a journey to find a way to be with the queen forever. His quest took him all the way to the End of the World, and he had to face unspeakable challenges, but in the end, he was triumphant and returned to the girl he loved. She was still waiting for him, in her realm of iron, and finally, at long last, they could be together. But the story isn’t over yet.

			The girl and the prince got married, and after a time, had a son. They named him Keirran, and Keirran grew up to be a handsome prince himself. The Prince of the Iron Realm. The queen and her husband loved him very much, but a dark prophecy hung over the Iron Prince’s head. A prophecy that said he would betray his kingdom and bring about the destruction of the entire world of Faery. The Iron Prince became friends with the queen’s brother, Ethan, who was also grown up now, and Ethan’s beloved, a girl named Mackenzie St. James. The three of them had many adventures together in the land of the fey. But Keirran had fallen in love with a girl named Annwyl, a faery of the Summer Court, and the law said they could not be together. The Iron Prince tried to defy that law as his parents had done, but all his attempts failed. And so, as the prince gave into despair, the prophecy surrounding him came true. He betrayed his best friends, betrayed his parents and his kingdom, and tried to destroy the Nevernever.

			A great war was fought, with the Iron Prince battling those he’d once called family. His parents were heartbroken, but they had to protect their kingdom from their own son. Many lives were lost, but in the end, the Iron Prince was saved by the very friends he had betrayed. Ethan, Kenzie, and the prince’s own love, Annwyl, faced the Iron Prince behind enemy lines, and somehow, they were able to bring him back. But the final battle was not without loss and, sadly, Annwyl sacrificed her existence to save the prince she loved so much. The Iron Prince returned home to face the consequences of his actions, and as punishment, was forever exiled from the Nevernever. He became King of the Forgotten and went on to rule a realm known as the Between, swearing to protect the world he’d once tried to destroy.

			But the story isn’t over yet.

			Several years after the great war, a monster appeared in the Between. A monster of nightmares that spread anger and fear to everything it touched. It threatened the Iron Prince’s kingdom, and the Iron Prince knew he needed help. He sent two messengers to the Iron Realm to ask for aid: Robin Goodfellow and a mysterious faery called Nyx. Nyx was a kind of faery no one had ever seen before, but she was beautiful and a deadly fighter, and she helped Puck reach the queen and the Winter prince in the Iron Realm. Together, the Iron Queen and her family confronted the monster and discovered the terrible truth. Long, long ago, there was another realm of Faery known as Evenfall. And Evenfall was home to a whole species of faeries called the Evenfey. The Evenfey were very much like the faeries of the Nevernever, except they were born of darker dreams and nightmares. They were ruled by a powerful entity known as the Nightmare King. But then, a selfish faery known as the Lady decided to seal Evenfall away, cutting the Evenfey off from the rest of the world.

			This made the Nightmare King very angry. He fell into a deep sleep, and he dreamed of revenge. Of darkness and destruction, and vengeance against all fey, the Nevernever, and the entire world.

			Years passed. The king slept on. But eventually, the seal to Evenfall weakened. The Nightmare King was waking up, still filled with rage toward Faery and the Nevernever. And so, to save their world, the girl and her companions decided to step through the weakened seal into Evenfall. To find the Nightmare King and stop him. Whatever that meant.

			They didn’t know what awaited them on the other side. They didn’t realize that what they would discover would cause them to question everything.

			But the story isn’t over yet.

			In fact, this is just the beginning.

		
	
		
			1

			EVENFALL

			My name is Meghan Chase.

			Queen of the Iron Fey. Ruler of the Iron Kingdom. Daughter of a human mother and the immortal faery king of the Summer Court. I have survived multiple wars, faced unspeakable evil, and stopped at least two End of the World prophecies.

			None of that was quite as terrifying as where I stood right now.

			The sky overhead was black. No stars, no moon. Trees surrounded us, bent and twisted as if in horrible pain. A flat gray luminance filtered through the trunks, turning them into skeletal silhouettes that seemed to move whenever you looked away. In the distance, I could make out things dangling from the branches: rotting cages and sacks that bulged as they swung lazily back and forth.

			I shivered. Remember those horror movies that you love so much? Well, congratulations, now you’re in one.

			A chill traced my spine. It was still out there, searching for us. I could feel its presence, old and patient, prowling through the trees. The monster that had been waiting for us the moment we’d set foot in this strange, terrible world. An Elder Nightmare, vicious and nearly unstoppable, that had attacked us as soon as we’d arrived. We’d managed to fight it off and escape, but not unscathed.

			Clenching my jaw, I pressed a hand to my elbow. Beneath the bloody cloth I’d wrapped around my arm, my bones throbbed with pain. But even that was a small inconvenience compared to the bigger problem. If things had been normal, I would have healed myself by now, my fey glamour naturally restoring torn flesh and broken bones, staving off complete exhaustion and keeping me on my feet. But things were far from normal, and dread, yawning and terrible, had settled deep in my stomach.

			There was no glamour in this place. None. It was a wasteland, barren and empty of magic. I could feel the deadness in the air, in the ground, in the trees around us. It made me sick. The Nevernever—the land of the fey—pulsed with magic; glamour existed in every tree and rock and living creature. It fueled our power, our very existence. It flowed from the mortal world into Faery from human dreams and emotions. From their loves, their fears, their passions and creativity.

			This was nothing.

			This was Evenfall.

			Evenfall. A mirror realm to the Nevernever, Evenfall had existed alongside Faery since the very beginning. It was home to the species of faery known as the Evenfey. These were the true bogeymen, the monsters in the darkness. The Nightmares that everyone feared. The ruler of Evenfall was the immortal, immensely powerful Nightmare King, and even the fey of the Nevernever feared him.

			So much so that, in the age before the courts rose to power, the strongest fey in the Nevernever made the terrible decision to seal Evenfall away from the world. Worse, they erased all memories that Evenfall, the Nightmare King, and the Evenfey had existed at all. Cut off from the glamour of the real world and the Nevernever, the fey of Evenfall were doomed to slowly Fade into nonexistence. Starving and forgotten, the Nightmare King fell into a coma-like sleep, and the fey of Evenfall vanished from the world.

			Until recently, when the Evenfey had begun appearing again. No one knew how, or why, though it was suspected that the rising anger, division, and hatred in the world had been strong enough to reach the Nightmare King in his sleep. We—myself, Ash, Puck, Grimalkin, and Nyx—had been called to a place known as InSite, where it was rumored that the Evenfey had been gathering. Deep beneath the building, we’d found a circle of Evenfey attempting to raise the Nightmare King from his slumber. We intervened, only to discover we’d been tricked. Destroying the seal did not stop the ritual as we’d hoped. Instead, it tore open the way to Evenfall. And every faery on this side of the Nevernever—Summer, Winter, Iron, and Forgotten alike—now remembered Evenfall and the Nightmare King.

			With the opening of the seal, the Nightmare King had stirred. He was waking up, and if he did, he would take his revenge on the Nevernever and the fey who’d sealed off his world. The Lady and her circle, those faeries of old, were no longer alive, but the Nightmare King wouldn’t care. He had gone mad in his dreams and would destroy the Nevernever, the courts, and possibly the real world as well.

			We had to stop him. Even if the Nightmare King was unkillable, and our own powers were greatly diminished in his realm. Even though it meant traveling into Evenfall itself and seeing the exact horrors that awaited us on the other side.

			A world with no glamour. A realm of Nightmares, where the fey were starved, twisted creatures from mankind’s darkest emotions. Where the king’s own nightmares had taken form and now roamed the land, preying on all they encountered. Somehow, we had to cross this nightmare world, find the Nightmare King, and either put him back to sleep or...

			Or what? I frowned at my own thoughts. I didn’t like the idea of killing him. What would happen to Evenfall if we did? What would happen to the rest of the Evenfey? I didn’t know exactly what we would do when we found him, just knew that it was up to us—again—to save our world from destruction.

			Even though we had no magic here.

			I sensed his presence behind me before his strong but gentle touch warmed my back. Leaning into the caress, I glanced up. Ashallyn’darkmyr Tallyn, former prince of the Winter Court and my husband, gazed solemnly over my shoulder into the woods. His silver eyes scanned the shadows between the trunks, ever alert for threats, though the hand against my back was of silent support. I wanted to lean into him, to close my eyes and forget this terrible place existed. But I couldn’t. A queen had to remain strong, even if the only ones to see it were her family and closest friends. I was the Iron Queen. In this empty world bereft of glamour and magic, I had to give them hope.

			“It’s still out there,” Ash murmured behind me.

			I nodded. “I haven’t seen or heard it in a while, but I’m sure it’s still stalking us.” The Nightmare had chased us for a while after we had fled. Or, rather, when Keirran finally convinced the rest of us to retreat. It was not in the Iron Queen’s nature to run away, even less so for a warrior son of Winter and the infamous jester of the Summer Court. Ash, Puck, and I probably would have fought the creature until we killed it or it tore us apart, but the Forgotten King had reminded us that we had an important mission to accomplish. If we died here, there would be no one to stop the Nightmare King from waking up, and the Nevernever—and possibly the real world as well—would be doomed. Realizing this, we finally retreated, and eventually lost the Nightmare in the twisted forest surrounding us.

			I didn’t like running away. Rulers of Faery did not give ground to their enemies. And I hated the fact that I was weak now. But Keirran had been right. Our mission was too important to waste time fighting. We were here to stop the Nightmare King and save the Nevernever. And somehow, we would do that, with no glamour, no allies, and no idea of how to accomplish anything.

			“Has Nyx returned yet?” Ash asked, interrupting my bleak musings.

			I shook my head. “Not yet.” The Evenfaery had left several minutes ago to scout the area, hoping to spot the Elder Nightmare before it found us. Nyx was unmatched at remaining unseen, and this was her world. We would have a better chance of avoiding the monster if we knew exactly where it was.

			Cool fingers slid over my arm, brushing my elbow. “Come inside,” Ash urged. “Nyx will be back when she’s ready. There’s nothing we can do until then.”

			“Yeah.” I sighed and let him lead me back into the cave. It wasn’t a large cavern, just a hole carved into a hillside, but it was sandy and dry and, most important, free of anything living in it.

			A reddish-orange fire burned sullenly in the center of the cavern, lighting the interior. Puck sat cross-legged in front of it, feeding twigs into the flames. His bright red hair glowed in the flickering light, making it seem like his head was on fire. Opposite him, a fluffy gray cat lay comfortably on a flat rock, feet tucked into his chest, golden eyes half-closed in the dancing shadows.

			I crouched in front of the small fire and spread my hands before it, letting the warmth seep into my cold fingers. “How’s everyone holding up?” I asked.

			Puck’s green eyes met mine over the firelight. The gash on his forehead had stopped bleeding, though his left cheek still looked a bit bruised.

			He shrugged and managed to dredge up his old devil-may-care grin. “Never better, princess. Who wouldn’t want to go gallivanting through a literal nightmare world filled with horrific monsters and no magic? I’m thinking of setting up a lovely vacation home in that grove of trees with the screaming heads.”

			I gave a faint smile. Not even a literal nightmare world could stop Puck from making a joke about it. “Then you’d at least have a captive audience,” I replied, making him snort. “Sleeping might be a challenge, though.”

			“Trust me, princess. No one is ever going to sleep in this place.”

			Ash knelt beside me, deliberately close. I resisted the urge to lean into him. “You managed to get a fire going, at least,” he observed.

			“Yeah.” Puck snapped his fingers, and a tiny flame appeared over his thumb for a split second before he snuffed it out. “By virtue of being me. This is it, though. This is how much glamour I have left, and it ain’t a lot. What about you two?”

			Ash shook his head. “Mine is gone,” he said grimly. “I used the last of it fighting the Nightmare.”

			“Princess?”

			I sighed. “The same,” I admitted. “It took nearly everything I had to re-seal the portal to Evenfall. I have maybe enough for one more big attack, and then everything will be drained completely. I know Keirran is in the same boat. I’m not sure about Nyx.”

			“So, we have no magic,” Puck said. “No glamour, no power, and we are in the literal plane of Faery hell.” He grimaced and scrubbed a hand through his crimson hair, making it stand on end. “Yeah, this is gonna be all kinds of fun.”

			I clenched a fist. They were both putting on brave faces, but even though he hid it well, I could sense Ash’s fear. Without glamour, he was weaker; still a skilled and deadly swordsman, with a few natural Faery perks that made him more dangerous than the strongest human, but he would not be able to bring the awesome power of his Winter magic to bear. I knew he was worried, not for himself, but for the rest of us. His greatest fear was that he wouldn’t be able to protect the ones he cared for.

			I felt the same.

			My hands shook. For so long now, I had felt the pulse of glamour in the very land around me. As a queen of Faery, I was connected to the Nevernever in ways that even the normal fey couldn’t comprehend. I had forgotten what it was like...to be a normal human.

			“So, what does this mean?” I asked. “We can’t go back—if we open the portal again, the Nightmare King could wake up.”

			“No,” Ash agreed. “We can’t go back. We have to keep going, find the Nightmare King, and end the threat he represents. One way or another.”

			“It will not be as easy as that.” On the rock, Grimalkin raised his head, blinking slowly. “Evenfall has been cut off from the glamour of the real world and the Nevernever,” the cat explained. “I am not even sure how the realm has survived this long and not Faded away, much less the Evenfey themselves. But there is no natural glamour here, which means you will not be able to draw on the land to heal yourselves or fuel your powers. How do you propose to face the many Nightmares you will encounter, much less the Nightmare King himself?”

			With a crunch of boots against rock, another figure stepped forward, firelight washing over his features. Silver hair and ice-blue eyes glimmered as Keirran, my son and the King of the Forgotten, melted out of the shadows to stand before us. Like his father, he was tall and graceful, with the pointed ears and sharp beauty of the fey, though his human blood softened his features somewhat.

			“Nyx is returning,” he said, gazing at the mouth of the cave. Puck rose quickly to his feet. I caught the flash of relief on his face, a surge of emotion he wasn’t able to hide.

			There was a ripple of moonlight at the cave entrance, and a slender figure dressed in black leather armor seemed to materialize from nothing. The Evenfey assassin glided noiselessly across the cavern, pale hair and yellow eyes glowing in the darkness. Not long ago, we had all thought Nyx to be a Forgotten, those faeries whose names and stories had faded from everyone’s memories. Now, though, we knew the truth. Nyx was an Evenfaery. Evenfall, this nightmarish, magic-barren world, had once been her home.

			“The Elder Nightmare is gone,” she told us. “It left the edge of the forest and headed into the swamps. I don’t think it’s coming back.”

			Keirran nodded. “Good.” He rubbed a hand over his forehead. “This is going to be hard enough without those monsters stalking us everywhere.” His blue eyes regarded the Evenfaery and softened with sympathy and concern. “Are you all right, Nyx?”

			“No.” The Evenfaery shook her head. “Forgive me, your majesty, I am not. My memories of home are scattered, and some are just beginning to return, but...” Her gaze strayed to the mouth of the cave, and a haunted expression crossed her features. “Evenfall was not like this when I left. This is not the world I remember.”

			Puck moved quietly behind the assassin and slipped his arms around her waist. For once, his eyes were serious as he leaned in. “I know what it’s like to be banished from home,” he told her solemnly. “But I can’t imagine coming back to the Nevernever and finding it...like this.”

			Nyx sighed, and one of her hands rose to rest over Puck’s. “I had hope...for a moment,” she murmured. “When the seal was broken and I remembered what had happened, I had hope that maybe Evenfall had endured, even after all this time. But deep down, I knew that was foolish. Evenfall...” She shook her head. “It is still lost to me. My home is still gone.”

			My jaw tightened. What had been done to the Evenfey was unforgivable. Nyx had been robbed of her memories, her world, and almost her entire existence because of what the Lady had done eons ago. And the worst part was, Nyx was right. We couldn’t fix this. To unseal Evenfall was to release the Nightmare King on the Nevernever and the rest of the world.

			“Maybe we could talk to him.” Keirran sounded hopeful. “The Nightmare King. I know he’s been asleep for a long time, and I know he wants revenge on the Nevernever, but if we could reason with him, maybe we could come to some sort of understanding.”

			“An understanding?” Grimalkin sniffed, fixing a bright gold gaze on all of us. “The Nightmare King is lost to madness,” he said. “You saw him, did you not? In the final battle below InSite? Even asleep and half-mad, he spoke to you through his Nightmare creature and warned of what would happen when he awoke. Do you not remember what he said?”

			I did. I remembered that terrible moment when the hulking form of the Elder Nightmare turned, and I was suddenly staring into the eyes of something more ancient than I could comprehend.

			“I will destroy all.” Even asleep, the Nightmare King had made the ground tremble with his words. “All dreams will die. This nightmare I find myself trapped in will finally end. I hear the ripples of the world above. I hear the voices calling. The screams, the anger, they pull me from this dream. Soon, I will be among them. Soon, all will know my rage. All will be darkness, and the ones who betrayed us will know nothing but terror. Wait for me, dreams. I will be there, soon.”

			“If the Nightmare King wakes,” Grimalkin went on, “there will be no reasoning with him. That Nightmare King wants only to destroy and cover the world in darkness. I am afraid that, should you meet him in the waking world, he will not hear you.”

			“So, the only solution is to kill him.” Keirran did not sound happy.

			“That, or find a way to keep him from waking up,” Ash said. “Whatever we decide, we are going to have to find him, regardless. Nyx, is there someone who might know where the king is? Did Evenfall have a court?”

			“It did,” Nyx replied slowly. “Not in the sense that Summer and Winter have courts, but the king did rule Evenfall from his castle in the Forest of Mist.”

			“The Forest of Mist?” Puck repeated, and wrinkled his nose. “Typically, anything with mist in its description is either on some other weird plane of existence that doesn’t conform to normal space or is an absolute pain in the ass to find.”

			“Have you ever been there, Nyx?” Keirran asked.

			Nyx frowned. “Yes,” she said, as if memories were just starting to return. “I believe... I was at the castle a lot. I’m sorry, I am just starting to remember my life in Evenfall before the Lady, and some things are coming back slowly.” The assassin seemed to ponder the situation before she gave a solemn nod. “We need to find the Nightmare King,” she said. “That is the only certainty I know. I can guide you to the Forest of Mist to look for the castle, but I think it could be a long way. There is no guarantee the king will be there, but it is our best lead.”

			“That sounds like a plan,” I said, and glanced out of the cave, where darkness still shrouded the land in night. “I would suggest we wait until daylight, but I’m guessing the sun never rises in a realm of nightmares.”

			“You are very astute, your majesty,” Nyx said, and Puck groaned.

			“Oh, I just love it when there’s no sun,” he muttered, and blew out a gusty breath before looking up with a wide grin. “Okay, well, since we don’t have to wait for a morning that will never arrive, I suppose there’s nothing left but to get on with it.”

			

			“How has Evenfall survived with literally no glamour?” Keirran wondered as we followed Nyx through a forest that looked like every horror movie set in a dark, creepy wood. Skeletal trunks crowded us, branches and twigs reaching out like claws, snagging hair and clothes. The sky overhead was pitch-black, but the spaces between the trunks were lit with a flat gray light, outlining silhouettes and eerie shapes in the trees. I lost count of the times I thought I saw a figure in the corner of my vision, only to find nothing there when I turned my head. It was not, I decided, like being in the wyldwood, the great tangle of forest surrounding the Faery courts. The wyldwood was dim and murky, with vivid splashes of color against a perpetual gray backdrop. It, too, played tricks on your eyes, making you see movement or figures that might or might not really be there. But walking through the wyldwood felt...surreal was the best way to describe it. Like you were in a dream. The wyldwood was alive; it was dangerous, beautiful, and forced you to pay attention to it.

			This place felt dead. Lifeless.

			“I don’t know,” Nyx replied in answer to Keirran’s question. “When the Lady and her circle closed the way to Evenfall, they also erased it from everyone’s memories. They intended for the realm to Fade, along with the Nightmare King and every Evenfaery who lived here. It should have Faded away. Without glamour to sustain it, I don’t know how the realm survived.” She gazed around at the haunting forest, a pained look crossing her face. “This...is all wrong,” she murmured. “I am glad to be home, that Evenfall still exists, but...it shouldn’t be here. The Evenfey shouldn’t be here. We should have Faded long ago.”

			“Hey.” Puck stepped up, placing a hand on her shoulder. His green eyes were surprisingly intense as Nyx turned to him. “What does it matter?” he asked. “Who cares how it survived—it did. It took the Lady’s plans for genocide and spit in their face. And the Evenfey are still here. Despite everything, they’re hanging on.” One hand rose and pressed against her cheek. “So, no more talk of Fading, huh? You deserve to be here as much as anyone else. Evenfall survived, and the Evenfey still exist. Trying to figure out why things are in Faery is just a surefire way to give yourself a headache.”

			Nyx arched one silver brow, though she gave him a faint smile. “Is this your solution to most things, Goodfellow? Ignore them and pretend they don’t exist?”

			“Most things, yeah.” Puck shrugged. “I was going to offer to shove glamour down your throat if you started to Fade, but I might’ve ended up with a knife in the eye. Or the groin. And that just sounded painful.” Puck gave her a wry grimace before sobering. “You’re not allowed to Fade on us,” he told her. “If you start, just imagine me being sad and mopey for the rest of my life, until ice-boy gets so fed up he stabs an icicle through my heart to stop my whining.”

			Beside me, Ash snorted. “If that was a viable choice, I would’ve done it years ago,” he muttered.

			Nyx shook her head, then leaned forward and kissed Puck on the lips, very briefly. “I’ll keep it in mind,” she said in a soft voice, pulling back. “Though I will point out that, while we might not be in danger of Fading, without access to any glamour, things will be much more difficult.”

			“And yet, you continue to stand here and keep talking,” Grimalkin said from atop an old stump, “instead of moving toward a solution. We will never find the Nightmare King if certain fey continue to...” He trailed off.

			“Well, don’t keep us in suspense, Furball,” Puck said, turning toward the stump. “I assume you meant to say ‘be distracted’ but—oh, he’s gone.”

			We all tensed, hands falling to our weapons. Everyone, even Nyx, knew that when the cat disappeared, something was coming.

			Silence fell for several heartbeats. We backed into the shadows, watching and listening for sounds of pursuit.

			My skin began to crawl. Something was moving through the distant trees. Something enormous and bulky that, impossibly, made no sound as it almost glided through the air. As it slid into the open, I bit my lip to keep the sudden fear and horror contained. I did not frighten easily anymore. I was Queen of the Iron Fey. I had lived in the Nevernever for a while now. Nowhere near as long as Ash or Puck, but I had seen my share of the weird, the scary, and the grotesque. I’d fought everything from dragons to trees to giant snakes. But this creature, much like the world around it, seemed to have come straight out of a nightmare.

			It was longer than it was tall and had a body disturbingly reminiscent of a giant insect. Multiple jointed legs stuck out at strange angles, though when I looked closer, I realized they weren’t legs at all but thin, bony arms with long fingers grasping at nothing as it crawled forward. The body itself looked pale and featureless, until I saw what it was made of.

			Skulls, hundreds of them. Animal, human, and faery alike, all jumbled together into one massive, nightmarish beast of bones and teeth and empty eye sockets. Tendrils of hair and bits of fur trailed from the skulls, giving the creature a mangy appearance, and the smell of rot and grave dirt drifted toward us on the breeze. A distended neck, ending in the bleached skull of a horse, swung slowly from side to side.

			Nobody moved. I don’t think anyone breathed.

			The skull-insect thing continued into the forest, its terrible body shockingly graceful as it glided over the ground. It moved like it was half wraith, half maggot, squirming forward but somehow barely touching the tops of the bushes as it crawled. Its long neck swung toward us, the horse skull disturbingly small against the bloated body, and an eerie sound, like a wail being muffled by pillows, emerged from the gaping jaws.

			I clenched my teeth and did not move a muscle, despite the chills running up and down my arms. I could feel Ash tense beside me, his entire body coiled and ready to strike. The creature continued its distorted wriggling flight into the darkness until it was no longer visible, but nobody relaxed for several long minutes after it had disappeared.

			“Okay,” Puck whispered when we were sure the creature was well and truly gone. “What was that? Is this how it’s going to be from now on? Every beastie we run into is some sort of awful Nightmare monstrosity?”

			“Nyx?” Keirran looked at the assassin. “What are we dealing with? Was that a fey or something else?”

			“I...don’t know,” Nyx said, sounding concerned and frustrated. “I’m sorry, your majesty. I don’t think it was fey, but I’ve never seen it before.” She stared in the direction the monster had disappeared, eyes narrowed. “There were always disturbing creatures in Evenfall, but nothing like that. Unless I’ve forgotten more than I realized. However...”

			She gazed around the forest, furrowing her smooth brow. “I am starting to recognize this place. If we keep going, we’ll reach the Sinking Swamp, and if I’m not mistaken, Stilt Town is close.”

			“A town,” Ash repeated. “That could be helpful. But do you think anyone is still alive out here?”

			“I don’t know,” Nyx replied. “But I would like to see for myself. If there are still Evenfey around, they would know more about what has happened to the realm in the time I’ve been gone. They might even know where the king is.”

			I nodded. “Then we should try to find it.”

			My heart was still pounding. Ash reached down and curled his hand around mine. I could feel the strength in his fingers, the silent comfort because he knew I was on edge, and I squeezed his hand. So far, Evenfall was proving to be horrifically disturbing, but at least Ash was with me. Nyx, Keirran, and Puck were here as well, and Grim would pop up eventually. We were always stronger when we were together.

			A bone-chilling wail echoed from the direction the Nightmare had disappeared, making the hairs on my arms stand up. Silently, we followed Nyx into the trees, and the eerie moans faded into the night.

			

			I smelled the swamp before we saw it, the pungent odor of stagnant water, mud, and rot. We came out of the trees to see the remains of a town spread before us. At one point, either the swamp had crept forward and swallowed most of the town, or it had sunk into the muck. Structures lay half-buried in mud and brackish water, rotting wood and thatched roofs poking up from the glassy surface. Another town had been built atop the skeletal remains, with walkways and platforms strung between the ruins, covering the surface of the water like a rickety web. It was a jumbled mess of shanty town, sunken village, and city on stilts, all dripping with moss, algae, and the clinging smell of bog water.

			We stopped at the edge of the water, gazing at the cluster of dilapidated buildings before us. A rope bridge led from the forest into the town, the bottom planks barely clearing the surface of the water beneath. I was certain that my boots were going to be submerged trying to cross it.

			“Oh,” Puck remarked. “How charming. Really gives you that rustic, fishy, scum-covered feeling.”

			Nyx scanned the town with troubled eyes. “I think this is Stilt Town. It used to be the last settlement before you crossed into the swamp. But it wasn’t like this before. The swamp has...grown.”

			“Does anyone still live here?” I asked, searching for movement atop the bridges, ladders, and platforms. “It looks like it’s been abandoned.”

			“I see light,” Keirran said, squinting as he gazed across the water. “Not much, just a candle or two, but that should mean someone in there is still alive, right?”

			Before Nyx could answer, a chilling wail echoed from the forest behind us. It rose above the trees, several voices crying out in agony, before drifting away on the wind.

			Puck flinched, and we all turned to stare at the darkness. “Don’t look now,” he muttered, as a rattling sound drifted to us through the branches. “But I think our monster friend is on to us.”

			Ash nodded. “Move,” he ordered. “Everyone into the town.”

			We hurried across the bridge, which did indeed sink into the water under our weight, drenching my boots and the bottom of my coat. Across the bridge, the actual town became a labyrinth of walkways, structures, and narrow alleys between lean-tos. We ducked into one cramped, narrow corridor and peered back the way we’d come.

			“I don’t see anything,” Keirran said. “Maybe it didn’t notice us after all.”

			A cold wind, smelling of dust and rotting things, blew into the alley from the forest. As it did, the town around us...stirred. As if dozens of eyes suddenly turned our way. Beyond the lapping of water and the creaking of planks under our feet, I heard the faintest skittering sound.

			“It’s coming,” Ash muttered, as that clammy chill raced up my back. He drew his sword, bathing the dark alleyway in the glowing blue light of the ice blade. “Everyone, spread out,” he ordered. “It’s one creature—it won’t be able to follow us into tight spaces very well. Use that to your advantage, and we can slow it down.”

			A bloated, pale form rose out of the trees beyond the edge of the swamp. The Nightmare, looking like a hideous giant insect, swam through the air toward the town. Multiple jaws gaping, it let out a piercing wail that made my blood curdle, and shot toward us over the water.

		
	
		
			2

			RATS AND NIGHTMARES

			“Go!” Ash said, and the five of us scattered. Puck and Keirran drew back, vanishing down another alley, and Nyx disappeared into the shadows. I turned and slipped between a pair of rickety buildings with Ash, drawing my sword as I did. He gave me a fierce, determined look over his shoulder, silently asking if I was ready. I met his gaze and nodded.

			The Nightmare wailed as it came in, a hundred voices shrieking at once. Instinctively I reached for my glamour, opening myself up to the magic of Faery. The deadness in the air shocked me, reminding me that we were no longer in the Nevernever. This was Evenfall, and we were on our own.

			With shocking speed, the Nightmare slammed into the space between buildings, reaching for us with a scream. Bony talons stretched into the alley, and Ash responded instantly, slashing the arm with his sword as it came in. As the Nightmare pulled back with a shriek, I darted forward, ducked beneath Ash’s arm, and plunged my sword into one of the wailing skulls. The skull shattered, and a wisp of something dark rose from the fragments and dissipated on the breeze.

			As it did, I caught the faintest hint of magic, like a familiar smell, before the wind blew it away. Whatever it was, this Nightmare possessed magic that was absent everywhere else.

			The Nightmare recoiled, backing out of the alley while trying to cover its many faces with its arms. As it pulled back, it changed. The body pulsed and writhed, skulls shifting and reforming themselves, becoming narrow and thin. It no longer resembled a bloated maggot but a bony, long-armed centipede. The horse skull at the front opened its jaws with a chilling scream and plunged back into the alley with us.

			I took a breath and felt the last of my glamour rise to the surface, making the air around me crackle. If this monster couldn’t be killed by swords or blades, we would see how it fared with a bolt of lightning to the face.

			A hand on my arm made me pause. “Wait,” Ash told me as I glanced up at him. “Not yet. It’s too cramped to fight in here. Fall back and regroup with the others.”

			I nodded, and we fled, retreating from the monstrous creature slithering toward us. The Nightmare skittered along the wall, rattling off planks and loose boards, long strands of hair snagging on nails and sharp edges.

			Ash and I ducked and wove through narrow spaces and tight corridors, hearing the scrabble and screams of the monster behind us, until we reached an open platform over the dark waters of the swamp. Whirling around, we stood shoulder to shoulder, watching the Nightmare snap a pair of low-hanging beams as it spilled onto the platform. With a hiss, it reared up, skulls and bones towering over us, the horse head gaping as it slithered forward.

			A trio of spinning crescents flew through the air and struck the creature’s side, shattering skulls into a dozen bone fragments. With a screech the monster twisted around, just as Puck leaped from a nearby roof and bashed several skulls while Keirran stepped out to bring his sword smashing down through the creature’s middle. More skulls shattered and burst apart, raining bone fragments everywhere, and more tendrils of darkness coiled into the air before writhing into nothing.

			Ash and I lunged forward, striking with our blades, severing skulls and cutting through flailing arms, forcing it back. Darkness swirled around me, and rage poured from this creature, its poisonous glamour leaking into the air and making me gasp. The creature radiated the glamour of Evenfall; anger, fear, hatred, despair. Like the Elder Nightmares we’d fought before.

			As I realized this, the Nightmare screamed. Rearing back, it exploded, skulls flying outward until it was no longer one mass but hundreds of swaying heads. Dozens of skulls stared down at us, held together by long black strands, like a hydra made of bones and hair.

			As we backed away, I became aware of a new sound: a scratching, chittering noise, coming from all around us. Dozens of feet and claws scrabbled over wood as a swarm of small, furry bodies appeared on the tops of the buildings, bridges, and wooden platforms.

			I drew in a sharp breath. They looked like rats. Enormous, bipedal rats with glowing red eyes, tattered ears, and long naked tails. Their hairless fingers clutched simple weapons, like spears, slings, and bows and arrows, and their red eyes shone with intelligence as they leaped and scuttled forward. Chittering madly, they bared long yellow incisors at the monstrous Nightmare looming overhead, and the Nightmare wailed, its swarm of heads weaving frantically as it tried keeping track of so many enemies.

			Puck staggered back a pace, eyes wide as he stared at the army of rat things. “What in the world?” he gasped, his voice nearly lost in the storm of wailing, scrabbling claws, and aggressive squeaks. “What kind of Pied Piper hell is this? Now we have to deal with rats as well as hair horrors?”

			“No!” Nyx dropped from seemingly nowhere, landing in a crouch beside us. “They’re not enemies,” she cautioned as she rose, gazing at the army of rats with a sudden recognition. “Don’t hurt them,” she called, as Puck and Keirran glanced at her in surprise. “They’re Evenfey.”

			With a flurry of squeaks and chitters, the rat swarm attacked. Spears, darts, and stones flew at the Nightmare, some missing the frantically waving heads, but many striking true. Skulls cracked, fractured, and imploded from the storm of projectiles, releasing a mist of dark glamour into the air.

			The Nightmare howled and thrashed, skulls striking out madly. I dodged one swooping head and lashed out at another, cutting through a dog skull and splitting it in half. Furry bodies were flung through the air as the flailing heads struck rats from their perches, sending them tumbling into the water or crashing into walls.

			As more skulls were destroyed, the dark mist grew thick on the air. I reached out for it, and the pulse of glamour coursed through me, angry and choking. But it was magic, the Nightmare glamour of Evenfall, and my own powers rose up in response.

			“Stranger!”

			A raspy voice caught my attention. I turned and saw one of the rat creatures, crouched on a crate, peering up at me with beady red eyes.

			“The heart,” it squeaked, pointing back to the writhing Nightmare. “In the center. Destroy the heart, and the Nightmare will fall.”

			The rat leaped off the crate and scampered away, and I spun back toward the battle. The heads still swirled and lashed out frantically, striking rat and friend alike. But in the very center, where the hair and fur converged, I could see a cluster, a tangled knot throbbing with a faint light. With the storm of skulls around it, it would be nearly impossible to hit.

			“Ash!” I called, smacking away a serpent head as it lunged at me, fangs gleaming. “We need to clear out the heads! Or at least give me a clear shot at the center!”

			He nodded but didn’t turn, busy dealing with four skulls at once. After striking down the last head, he darted to one side, circling the Nightmare. A swarm of heads followed him, and on the other side, Keirran and Puck baited a cloud of skulls into attacking them, leaving the center exposed.

			The sky overhead flickered. Energy surged in the air, and I brought a spear of lightning straight down into the center of the monster. Bones and hair ignited, and planks burst into flame as strands of lightning pulsed outward. The Nightmare let out a horrific, ear-piercing scream, which cut off as its remaining skulls burst and rained bone fragments everywhere. The pulsing, hair-covered knot in the center flared, then exploded in a burst of shadow.

			Glamour filled the air, a ripple of power and rage fluttering over me as the Nightmare died. The rats surrounding us rushed forward in a furry mob, swarming over the Nightmare’s remains, snatching bone bits, clumps of fur, even strands of hair. For a split second, I wondered if they would take them as trophies, but then I saw they were eating them, stuffing them into their jaws one after another.

			“Ew, I think I’m going to be sick,” Puck muttered, appearing beside me. Keirran and Nyx joined us, watching the rat creatures gorge themselves on the Nightmare’s remains. “This is...yup, definitely going to be sick. Excuse me while I hurl.”

			I shuddered, forcing myself not to turn away, as the grisly feast continued. In seconds, every part of the Nightmare was consumed, down to the tiniest bone chip. Slowly, the swarm turned, beady eyes glowing red in the darkness. Ears and noses twitching, they stared at us, curious and wary.

			Remembering the one that had spoken to me, I stepped forward, causing several to skitter back and bare long yellow incisors. Ignoring the flashing teeth, I stood tall and met the beady gazes of two hundred rats. “We mean you no harm,” I told the army before me. “My name is Meghan Chase, queen of the Iron territories in the Nevernever. Are you... Evenfey?”

			Several of them blinked. Glances were exchanged, naked tails swishing over the planks as they chittered at each other. Finally, one edged forward. I couldn’t tell if it was the same rat from before; they all looked pretty much the same. I did notice this one carried a spear and wore a necklace of teeth, but in the craziness of battle, I hadn’t been concerned about what the rat who’d spoken to me was wearing.

			“We are Skitterfolk,” it told me in a creaky voice. “This is our town. What is the Nevernever?”

			I blinked. “You’ve not heard of the Nevernever?”

			“No,” the rat, or Skitterfolk, confirmed. “You are strangers. You are new to us. You...” It raised its head, whiskers trembling as it sniffed the air in my direction. “You are not like us,” it stated. “You have the magic. Like the king’s offerings. But you are not like them, either.”

			“The king’s offerings,” I repeated. “Do you mean the Nightmares?”

			“The king’s offerings,” the Skitterfolk insisted. It made a chittering sound, seeming frustrated that I didn’t understand. “Strangers speak oddly. Skitterfolk do not know their words.” It took a step back, raising one scaly claw. “Come. Come, and speak to our Palefur. She has the words to make you understand.”

			I glanced at the others. Puck shrugged. “Sounds like their version of an oracle or priestess,” he said. “Either way, perhaps she can tell us what the heck is going on in Evenfall.”

			I nodded and turned back to the Skitterfolk. “Lead on, then.”

			The rats surrounded us, but I felt it was more out of curiosity than aggression. We followed them through the dilapidated, waterlogged city, crossing multiple bridges and swaying platforms, until we came to an old shack on the edge of town. It jutted over the water on stilts, looking like anything stronger than a sneeze would cause it to tumble into the swamp. Bones hung from the roof like wind chimes, and a tattered gray cloth had been drawn over the door.

			The Skitterfolk leading us held up a claw. “Wait here,” it told me. “Strangers are too big. Might cause the Palefur’s house to fall into the swamp again. I will tell the Palefur you have come. If she is not sleeping, she will be out to meet you.”

			It turned and vanished through the door of the ancient hut. A few minutes later, the cloth parted, and a thin old rat stepped through. True to her name, her fur had turned pure white, though most of it had fallen out, showing scabby, wrinkled skin beneath. Her eyes were milky, and her withered claws were curled around a staff topped with a bird skull. She raised her head, nose twitching as she sniffed the air, and her lips curled back from her curved yellow teeth.

			“Strangers,” she said in a high-pitched, raspy voice. “They do not smell like us. They do not feel like us. I smell...” Her whiskers worked frantically as the rest of the horde watched in silence. “Glamour,” she said at last. “That is not from the king. Strange magics.” She sneezed, making several rats jump, then shook her head and peered sightlessly up at us. “Who are you?” she asked. “Where do you hail from?”

			“We are not from Evenfall,” I told her. “We come from the other realm. The Nevernever.”

			“The Nevernever,” the Palefur stated. “I know not of this place. But there are legends. Stories of another time, about a world like and not like ours. Where the glamour did not need to be harvested—it was free to all. It flowed from the very ground, saturated the air, and the fey took it in with every breath they breathed.”

			A murmur went through the crowd behind us, but the Palefur snorted. “Fantasies,” she said with a wave of one twisted claw. “Stories and legends do not keep us alive. Maybe they did once, a long, long time ago. But now, there are no more stories. There is no more magic. And it does no good to dwell on what cannot be. This is the world we exist in now.”

			Nyx stepped forward, her gaze intense. “Your people said the Elder Nightmares were the king’s offerings,” she said. “What did they mean by that?”

			“The king sleeps,” the Palefur said. “Somewhere far away. Somewhere unknown and unreachable. But while he sleeps, he dreams. And his dreams manifest and roam this land. The strongest of these dreams are his offerings—what your kind call Elder Nightmares. They are for our survival, a bit of his own glamour to keep us alive. We hunt them, but the offerings, the Nightmares, hunt us as well.”

			“Isn’t that dangerous?” Keirran asked. “What happens if you can’t kill them?”

			“We lose many Skitterfolk to the king’s offerings,” the Palefur said. “Each fight, each battle, more of us fall. But the Nightmares do not kill, no. They corrupt. They madden. They turn us into creatures like them. For each Skitterfolk that falls to an Elder Nightmare, a new creature is born, twisted and mad with hate. They turn on their former kin, and we are forced to destroy them for good. They are not the king’s offerings. They do not have the power of the Elder Nightmares, but they are no longer fey.”

			“So, you have to hunt these Elder Nightmares for the glamour you need to live,” I said, trying to follow along. “But the Elder Nightmares will turn normal fey into smaller, less powerful Nightmares if they kill them.”

			“That’s not confusing at all,” Puck muttered sarcastically.

			“Yes.” The Palefur bobbed her head. “The king’s offerings are powerful. We lose many this way. But we would lose all if the Elder Nightmares disappeared. The king knows. He sleeps, and he delivers glamour to us the only way he can.”

			“So that is how the Evenfey have remained alive all this time,” Nyx mused. “The Elder Nightmares are their source of glamour, but they have to kill them to release it.”

			“Yes,” said the Palefur again. “The king takes care of his people, even though his dreams are terrible in their grief and rage. We have accepted it. We are grateful for his sacrifice, even though we must fight and kill to survive.”

			“Uh, not to alarm anyone,” Puck said. “But...what happens if the king wakes up?”

			The horde at our back broke into a storm of alarmed chittering and sounds of frightened dismay. The Palefur bared her yellow teeth at Puck.

			“Do not speak of such things,” she rasped. “The king is the only reason Evenfall exists. He is our lifeline—his offerings are the only source of glamour in this entire barren world. If he wakes, there will be no more Nightmares, and thus, we will all Fade and cease to exist.”

			I drew in a horrified breath. The gravity of the situation descended all at once, threatening to crush me. If the king’s Nightmares were the only way the Evenfey could survive in a world empty of glamour and magic, what could we do? If we somehow killed the Nightmare King, the Evenfey would die. If he woke up, the Evenfey would Fade.

			“Strangers.” The Palefur was staring at us with blank eyes that were suddenly filled with a grim understanding. “You are not from this world,” she mused. “You come from...the other place. A realm beyond Evenfall. But why have you come here, if the balance has not shifted? If your own world is not in danger?” She paused, long whiskers trembling for a moment, before she asked: “Does...does the Nightmare King wake?”

			I swallowed. “Yes,” I said simply, and the horde at my back broke into another cacophony of terrified squeaks and chitters. “Something happened in our world to cause a ripple effect that reached Evenfall and the king. He is waking up, and he threatens not only the existence of Evenfall, but our own world in the process. I don’t want to endanger an entire realm of Evenfey, but I must keep my own world safe.”

			“The king must be kept asleep,” the Palefur hissed, almost desperately. “He cannot be allowed to wake. Strange queen, you must find a way to put him back into his endless slumber, or we are all destined to Fade into nothingness.”

			“How?” Ash questioned. “How do we stop him? Is there a way to put him back to sleep?”

			“I do not know.” The old Palefur let out a long breath, seeming to shrink in on herself. “It has been many years since I have spoken to anyone from outside our haven. The Skitterfolk do not dream of grandeur. None of my own warriors have ventured beyond the swamp. I know only that if the king wakes, we are all lost.”

			“There must be someone who can tell us more about the king,” I said. “Does this world have its version of oracles or seers? Someone who might know how to help us?”

			“None that I am aware of, but...” The Palefur chewed a ragged claw in thought. “There was...a city, once,” she said slowly, as if recalling something long forgotten. “In legend and story, it was a bastion of understanding. A hive of secrets and forbidden knowledge, where information was hoarded like gold, and words were used as currency. The greatest mass of information was said to exist at the very center, a collection of knowledge through the ages. Words written in languages no one can remember...” She paused, twitching her whiskers. “The city, if it still exists, might have the information you seek. Though the name of the city has been lost to time. I do not remember what it is called.”

			Nyx straightened. “Hollownest,” she whispered. “I remember.”

			“Hollownest?” Puck frowned. “I don’t think I like the sound of that.” His nose wrinkled. “But then again, I don’t like the sound of any of these places. Hollownest, the Sinking Swamp, the Forest of Mist. Is there one place in Evenfall with a happy-sounding name?”

			“The library,” Nyx said, ignoring Puck. “Hollownest has a massive library at the very center of the city, the largest and grandest in Evenfall. Back when I still lived here, fey would travel from all across the realm to seek the knowledge contained in the library. It was said that there was not an answer to any question the library did not have, if you had the patience to search for it. The librarians were very jealous of that knowledge, however. There were rumors that certain places within the halls were forbidden to everyone. That they held secrets no one should possess or understand.”

			“Sounds like a good place to learn how to put the Nightmare King back to sleep,” Keirran said.

			“If I can find it,” Nyx said. “I...think I remember where Hollownest is. The city is in a part of Evenfall known as the Grave Lands. If we can make our way to the Grave Lands, we’ll find the entrance to Hollownest.”

			“Then you already know where you must go,” the Palefur said. “Find your way to Hollownest, if it still exists. Find the keepers of the forgotten lore. Beware the Elder Nightmares that roam the world, but also beware of those whom the Nightmares have slain, who now roam the land as Nightmares themselves.”

			She shot a split-second glance at her own people, clustered behind us, concern in her milky eyes as she shook her head. “It will not be safe for you to journey to Hollownest,” she went on. “But it will not be safe for you anywhere. Rachitik,” she said, glancing at the Skitterfolk who had brought us. After a moment, I realized that was his name. “Take the strangers to the old bridge over the sunken city. It is not the safest way out of the swamp, but it is the fastest.”

			The Skitterfolk from before stepped forward with a nod. “It will be done, Palefur.”

			“We appreciate your help,” I told the ancient Skitterfolk. “If there is a way to keep the king in eternal sleep, we will find it. We will not let you and your people Fade into nothing.”

			“Perhaps you will at that.” The pale rat opened her jaws in a yawn that bared all her cracked, yellow teeth. “I am going back to sleep,” she announced. “In the endless nothing, I feel no hunger or pain. And if I Fade away while I slumber, that is the best any of us can hope for. Farewell, strangers. I wish you luck. Though your quest sounds impossible, I will hope that you will find a way to save this world, and us. And if you do reach the king, remember the Skitterfolk kindly. You might be the only ones who do.”

			She turned and slipped back into the dilapidated hut, naked tail sliding over the soggy planks as she ducked through the door and the curtain swished shut behind her.

			The Skitterfolk—Rachitik—turned to us with a grave look. “Come,” he said. “I will take you to the bridge.”

			“Sounds like a good plan to me,” Puck said. “No offense, but three hundred pairs of beady red eyes staring at you like you’re the last chocolate donut in the box is a little bit unnerving.”

			Rachitik didn’t answer. He simply turned and padded away, his curved claws clicking over the rotting planks and his tail dragging behind him. With nothing left to do, we followed.

			The red eyes of the Skitterfolk watched us the entire way.
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			WARNINGS OF WOLVES

			Outside the Skitterfolk city, we stood at the edge of a swaying rope bridge over the swamp. The tattered-looking structure, covered in algae and vines, hung twenty or so feet over the surface of the water and looked like it might snap at any moment. But that wasn’t the cause of the concern sweeping through me.

			Beneath the bridge, a massive sinkhole had opened in the center of the swamp, swallowing trees, vegetation, and even buildings. I could see the tops of roofs and towers where structures had tumbled into the hole and had either gotten stuck in the middle or had lodged themselves against the sides. I couldn’t see the bottom of the sinkhole, but I did know that I wasn’t entirely thrilled with the idea of walking across a giant hole into the abyss.

			“Oh, this looks fun,” Puck commented, peering down into the pit. “A rope bridge across an endless crevice, how quaint. You know it’s going to snap when we’re in the very center of it, right? It could have hung there, perfectly functional and safe, for hundreds of years, until you decide to stroll across it and boom, that’s the moment it decides to snap. Does that happen to anyone else, or just me?”

			I looked around for our guide and found he had already fled, scurrying back to his city and his kin. I could still feel their eyes, watching us from hidden nooks and crannies.

			Remember the Skitterfolk kindly, the Palefur had said. You might be the only ones who do.

			I will, I promised silently. I will not forget your people, and the help they offered. I will remember.

			Thankfully, despite Puck’s claims, the bridge did not snap when we were in the middle of it, though walking across it was nerve-wracking. I had no magic now. I had used the last bit of my power fighting the Nightmare. From here on out, we would have to get by without glamour.

			A furry gray cat waited for us on the other side, curled up on a log with his tail over his nose, apparently asleep. Gold eyes cracked open as we approached.

			“Finally.” Grimalkin sat up with a yawn and a flash of sharp teeth, before settling back to give us an impatient look. “I thought you might have gotten yourselves eaten by the rat things. Did you enjoy yourselves in the city of vermin? I was certainly not going to set one paw inside that place. The smell of filth was bad enough.”

			“Aw.” Puck grinned. “Was our widdle kitty cat scared of the big mean rats? I guess I can’t blame you—if I were a cat, that’s the last place I’d want to go.” One hand rose to scratch behind his head. “Getting eaten by rats would just be embarrassing.”

			Grimalkin sniffed. “I was simply trying to avoid acquiring fleas, Goodfellow,” he said, and Puck quickly dropped his hand. “Regardless, I assume you were able to discern where we must go next?”

			“Yes,” I said, and glanced at Nyx. “The city of Hollownest, and its Great Library, is our next destination.”

			“Hollownest.” Grimalkin thumped his tail in thought. “It sounds...familiar.”

			I frowned. “How is that possible, Grim?” I asked. “You’ve never been here before. Until a couple days ago, no one had even heard of Evenfall.”

			“Incorrect.” The cait sith gave me a superior look. “Until recently, no one could remember Evenfall,” he stated. “Because of the nature of the Lady’s ritual, the memories of Evenfall, the Nightmare King, and the Evenfey were erased from everyone’s minds. However, as I am sure our Evenfaery assassin has realized, some memories are beginning to return. This Hollownest does sound familiar to me. Perhaps I had heard of it before the Lady sealed off Evenfall and everyone’s memories were lost.”

			“I keep forgetting how old you are, Grim,” I told him, and the feline sniffed.

			“And I am constantly reminded of how rude and inexperienced you all are,” Grimalkin returned. “In any case, we know Hollownest is real. Whether or not it is still there is a different story.”

			Puck frowned. “Why do I get the feeling this isn’t a normal city?” he asked. “Also, why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like the answer?”

			“Because you’re not,” Nyx stated, and sighed. “The city of Hollownest is underground,” she went on. “Deep underground. And the residents there are... Well, one of the oldest, most common human phobias is a fear of—”

			“Oh no,” Puck immediately said. “No. No, no, no. Are you telling me that this is a city full of giant bugs?”

			“They are fey,” Nyx replied. “They’re Evenfey, so they’re not animalistic. Everyone in Hollownest is very polite, actually. Or at least, they were when I lived here. And their Great Library is supposed to be the greatest collection of knowledge in Evenfall. But...yes. Essentially, we’ll be going underground to meet a city’s worth of intelligent giant insects.”

			“Oh,” Puck said, and he suddenly looked rather pale. “Great. You know, maybe I’ll stay here after all. That cozy cottage in the grove of screaming trees is sounding better and better.”

			“How long will it take us to reach Hollownest?” Keirran asked, ignoring Puck.

			“I’m not entirely sure,” Nyx replied. “Bear in mind, Hollownest is enormous. The actual city stretches for miles underground. There are multiple entrances scattered throughout Evenfall, but many of them are hidden. The entrances I know of might not be there anymore. And once we do find Hollownest, it might take us another day or two to reach the heart of the city, where the library is located.”

			“But you can get us there,” Ash said.

			The Evenfaery nodded. “I will get us into Hollownest,” she assured him. “And we will find the library and ask its keepers for
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