
  [image: 9781616206635.jpeg]


  
    SARAH JEAN HORWITZ


    CARMER


    and


    GRIT


    BOOK ONE


    The Wingsnatchers


    [image: ]


    ALGONQUIN YOUNG READERS 2017

  


  
    For Mom and Dad,


    for never laughing at me


    for wanting wings


    of my own

  


  
    Contents


    1.


    PREPARE TO BE AMAZED


    2.


    AN IMPOSSIBLE THING


    3.


    A MAD, MAD WORLD


    4.


    IT’S ELECTRIFYING


    5.


    FRIEND OF THE FAE


    6.


    THE PUPPET MISTRESS


    7.


    THE MASKED MAGICIAN


    8.


    A DEAL IS STRUCK


    9.


    BEHIND THE CURTAIN


    10.


    THE PHOENIX ENGINE


    11.


    THE HOLLOW VALLEYS


    12.


    AN OFFER YOU CAN’T REFUSE


    13.


    IN THE LION’S DEN


    14.


    MEN IN BLACK


    15.


    UNDER INVESTIGATION


    16.


    LIGHT ’EM UP


    17.


    MEET THE PARENTS


    18.


    DOWN MEMORY LANE


    19.


    THE BELLY OF THE BEAST


    20.


    UNLIKELY ALLIANCES


    21.


    BREAKING AND ENTERING


    22.


    HOW THINGS WORK


    23.


    THE SHOW GOES ON


    24.


    BOYS OF FIRE AND IRON


    25.


    WINGS TO FLY


    Acknowledgments


    About the Author


    About Algonquin Young Readers

  


  
    [image: ]


    THE CAT ON THE TRAIN


    The Relerail can take the cat anywhere, except where it wants to go.


    Something funny happens to machines when they get near the city’s oldest and largest public park, Oldtown Arboretum. Most either stop working completely or go a bit haywire. Gears turn the wrong way, buttons push themselves, spring mechanisms unfurl like wet noodles. It’s why the elevated railway travels around the Arboretum instead of through it, and why even the closest platform is at least two blocks away from its wrought iron gates.


    Below, the streets of Skemantis are a churning mass of steam carriages, bicycles, velocycles, and pedestrians all jockeying for space on the evening journey home, and the Relerail isn’t much better. Yet despite the cramped quarters, the passengers give the cat a wide berth. It even has its own seat.


    It’s not a real cat, of course. This cat is an Autocata mechanized clockwork creatureand an impressive one at that, even in a city accustomed to seeing shiny brass automata marching down the streets. Yet there’s something different about this Autocat with the glowing orange eyes that people can’t quite put their finger on. If the cat could, it might suspect a few people even switch cars to avoid it. Silly humans.


    The train spits the Autocat out with a crowd of dusty, soot-blackened factory workers who have much farther to go on foot than the Relerail reaches, but they hold little interest for the cat. It doubles back toward the Arboretum, paws clicking lightly on muddy cobblestones.


    The lampposts just inside the Arboretum’s gates flicker as the Autocat approaches. It makes no move to go insideat least not yet. The cat simply sits, cocking its head to better hear the soft whisper that could be the wind in the trees, but is not.


    The whisper travels up and over the hills and around the frog ponds, shuddering through cattails and briar patches and finally reaching the base of the oldest tree in the Arboretum, an ancient willow with roots wide enough for a man to sit on. The grass rustles. The whisper cartwheels up through shaking leaves, up and away to the very, very top, where the last listener pauses to hear it and frowns.


    At the South Gate, just outside the winding iron bars, the Autocat waits. Its jeweled eyes gleam in the darkness. It watches as each golden lantern on the pathway blinks out, one by one, and it growlsa rough, scraping sound like metal on metal, a sound never heard in the garden before. The creature slinks off into Skemantis’s black night, its mission accomplished.


    For now.
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    PREPARE TO BE AMAZED


    “And now, ladies and gentlemen, for my last and final trick! I will be performing the unimaginable, the grotesque, the miraculous! What you are about to see may shock you, but fear not. We will all come out in one piece, after all.”


    Antoine the Amazifier clapped his bony hands together, relishing his own dramatic pause.


    “Prepare to be amazed.”


    Surely, sawing his lovely assistant in half would earn him a shriek or two from the women in the crowd. If not a shriek, then maybe at least a gasp. The Amazifier couldn’t be too picky these days.


    His audience did not look particularly amazed. A handful of underfed mill workers and dirty children, tired after a long day’s work, gathered around him in what passed for the town square. The men wore stony glares, the women deep lines in their faces, and a few of the younger ones eyed the magician’s tip collection in a way that made the Amazifier nervous—not that there was much in there to begin with.


    This was the blessing and the curse of running the country circuit. Far from the pressures of pleasing overentertained city audiences, who were used to all manner of marvels and delights, country crowds were a simpler folk. More often than not, they were pleased that any sort of show had come to town at all. Then, of course, you had years when the harvest was bad or when a mine shut down, and the grandest tricks in the world couldn’t get them to crack a smile—or open their wallets.


    Resigning himself to another mediocre showing, the Amazifier gestured for his assistant, Kitty Delphine, to step forward. There was no response. The Amazifier cleared his throat.


    “With the help of the lovely Miss Delphine!” hinted the Amazifier loudly. Kitty snapped out of her bored reverie and shimmied over to his side, the little golden bells on her costume jingling as she walked. One of the men in the crowd whistled.


    The Amazifier instructed Kitty to lie down in a large black box in the center of the square. As he explained the process to the audience, brandishing a fearsome-looking saw, the third and heretofore unseen member of his entourage prepared to complete the trick without the audience ever knowing. Or at least, that was the hope.


    There was a boy in the big black box, and his name was Felix Cassius Tiberius Carmer III. We’ll call him Carmer, or this book will be much longer than any of us would like.


    What looked like one box to the audience was actually two. As Kitty Delphine settled herself into the first half, Carmer shoved his own skinny legs—stockinged and high-heeled, to look like Kitty’s—out of the foot openings in the second. To the audience, it appeared as if one whole girl was about to be sawed in half.


    Carmer did not particularly like being stuck in a box wearing stockings and ladies’ shoes, but he knew it was necessary. Carmer was Antoine the Amazifier’s apprentice, and if he hoped to become a great magician himself one day, he had to pay his dues. Even if those dues included shaving his legs.


    Carmer heard the grinding noises against the box and Kitty’s scream of pretend shock that signaled the “sawing” had begun. He wiggled his feet a bit for dramatic effect.


    A few muffled, disgruntled voices echoed from outside, and Carmer tensed. If the show was going south, it would be best to wrap it up quickly before things got ugly.


    “The old man’s full of it!” a teenaged boy sneered. Murmured grunts of assent followed.


    “That’s a boy in that box!” cried another.


    Perhaps the wiggling feet had been a bit much.


    Splat. Carmer heard the distinct ooze of rotting fruit hitting the side of the box, just near his head. He cringed at the Amazifier’s tremulous protests as the crowd grew more impatient.


    “Now, just a moment, ladies and gentlemen!”


    Splunk. A tomato, this time.


    “Boo!”


    Sploosh.


    “Get outta here!”


    Squish.


    “Take your sorry excuse for a magic show somewhere else!”


    And finally—mercifully—the sound of retreating footsteps. The Amazifier stood alone in the dirty little square, picking bits of spoiled lettuce off his velvet cloak.


    Carmer shook Kitty’s shoes off his feet and shimmied out of his box. He took a moment to pop his favorite hat, an old and bedraggled top hat, back onto his head. It was too big for him, and only his large ears kept it from sliding down completely over his face.


    Carmer looked at his mentor—old, hunched, and abandoned by his audience—and thought of what it must have been like when the Amazifier was in his prime, when hundreds gathered to see his every performance. Those times were long gone now.


    But Carmer owed the Amazifier his life and his freedom, and he was resolved to help in any small way he could. He wished he could have done something to stop the hecklers, but cleaning up after the fact would have to do.


    “We’ll pack everything up, Master Antoine,” Carmer assured the old man.


    “We?” asked Kitty Delphine. She appeared to be taking a nap in her half of the box. Carmer shot her a look, and she sighed.


    “You go on, just like he says,” said Kitty resignedly. She hoisted herself up and jumped down, careful to dodge the moldy cabbage in a mud pile by her feet. She pecked the Amazifier’s cheek. “Head back to the Moto-Manse and put the kettle on. We’ll be right behind you.”


    Their steam-powered house on wheels, built by the Amazifier himself, was parked at the town limits. Its tendency to take up the entire road did little to endear it to most locals.


    “Oh, well . . . yes, dear. All right.” The Amazifier nodded absentmindedly and tottered off. He was always like this after a bad performance.


    “You think he’ll be all right?” Carmer asked once the Amazifier was out of earshot.


    “Even if he’s not, we’d best shake a leg,” said Kitty, looking around nervously, “I don’t fancy it’ll be long before those folks come back wanting a double refund.”


    Carmer nodded and started to wipe the grime off their box with a spare rag. The wind picked up, scattering bits of rubbish everywhere and making it hard to see through the dust. Carmer and Kitty ducked their heads against it.


    Smack. A piece of paper flew right into Carmer’s face. He yanked it off and was about to toss it aside when something caught his eye. He unfolded the flyer and read it aloud.


    “‘SKEMANTIAN INTERNATIONAL EXHIBITION—October 15—For the scientifically inclined, the technologically talented, or simply the curious! Featuring the newest cutting-edge technology from Titan Industries and beyond. Presented by the one and only Titus Archer himself!”


    An illustration of a stern-looking man shaking hands with a brass humanoid automaton looked up at Carmer. He grinned back, all thoughts of the disastrous magic show forgotten.


    “Kitty?” he called across the square. “How would you feel about a trip to the city?”


    Thirteen-year-old Felix Carmer had been interested in “how things worked” since he could babble and point (talking having never been a strong suit of his). His inventions and the various mishaps and minor injuries they caused had made him notorious throughout the orphanage where he spent most of his early childhood. He earned his first caning from the headmistress when he borrowed a wealthy donor’s watch, though he protested again and again that he’d only wanted to take it apart and put it back together again.


    The Amazifier, at least, understood Carmer’s penchant for tinkering, even if he didn’t encourage anything too adventurous. By the time he was ten, Carmer knew the ins and outs of nearly every magic trick and illusion the Amazifier performed, and even more besides. The Indian rope trick, the bullet catch, the levitating linking rings—Carmer picked up on them all. He even convinced the Amazifier to try a few of his enhanced smoke bombs, flash strings, and other magical supplies.


    Carmer made other things besides contraptions for the magic show, of course: self-winding bobbins for Kitty’s sewing machine, a relay system to send messages through all the wagons in a caravan, and other small but (arguably) useful machines. His most prized possession, however, was a miniature automaton soldier he’d built entirely by himself. It was this project that had first led Carmer to discover Titan Industries.


    Helmed by the formidable Titus Archer, the company was at the forefront of modern scientific discovery, specifically automaton technology. Clockwork creatures that could walk, work in assembly lines, play musical instruments, serve a table, or even cut the grass were all the rage from the manufacturing sector to the homes of the wealthy, and they endlessly fascinated Carmer.


    Titan Industries’ base of operations was Skemantis, a gleaming metropolis lauded by many as the “city of the future.” Carmer had never set foot inside it, though he’d traipsed through nearly every one-horse town within fifty miles. Skemantis was no longer part of the Amazifier’s circuit, and convincing his mentor to go off the seasonal schedule for a few days would be no easy feat. But Carmer just had to meet Titus Archer and learn whatever he could.


    “Spirits and zits, Carmer, I sure would love to visit Skemantis!” said Kitty on the way back to the Moto-Manse. (The undead and a poor complexion were the only things worthy of exclamation in her book.)


    Carmer hoped he’d be able to convince the Amazifier with Kitty on his side, even if all she wanted to do in the city was look at new dresses.


    “But you know Master Antoine’ll never go for it,” she said, shaking her head. Beside her, their ancient horse, Eduardo, let out a soft whinny. The weight of their big black box was clearly getting to be a bit much for him.


    “Besides,” Kitty added, “I don’t think this beast would survive the trip.”


    Eduardo snorted into her hair.


    The Moto-Manse was one of Antoine the Amazifier’s proudest accomplishments. A three-story motorized house on wheels, with a small trailer for Eduardo hooked onto the back, it provided nearly every comfort of modern domesticity—a flush toilet, a working stove, and even a shower, just to name a few.


    The cab of the Moto-Manse looked much like the front of any steam car, except that it was nearly double the size and was steered by a giant ship’s wheel. Driving the Moto-Manse was a precarious business, as it had a tendency to tilt rather wildly from side to side if anyone dared push the accelerator to more than ten miles an hour. This did not make it a popular vehicle on the road.


    But to Carmer, Kitty, and the Amazifier, who had no other place to call their own, the Moto-Manse was home. It was with a relieved sigh that Carmer and Kitty sat down to the tea the Amazifier had ready for them. Carmer clutched the flyer for the Titan Industries expo in his pocket.


    After a few minutes of Kitty’s chatter about their day, Carmer finally got up the courage to speak his mind.


    “Sir, I was wondering . . .”


    “What the square root of six thousand five hundred and sixty-one is?” The Amazifier was clearly in a better mood, as he had reverted to his favorite habit of turning everyday conversations with Carmer into Teachable Moments.


    “Well . . .”


    “The origin of the carrier pigeon?”


    “I, um . . .”


    “The melting point of magnesium oxide?”


    “Two thousand eight hundred fifty-two degrees,” answered Carmer automatically. He looked down at his tea.


    “I’ve told you time and time again, Carmer,” said the Amazifier. “If it is knowledge you seek, you need only ask.”


    Carmer extricated his hand from the depths of his pockets and smoothed out the International Exhibition flyer on the table. The Amazifier put his monocle to his eye and surveyed it critically.


    “And I suppose you want to go to this . . . exhibition?” asked the Amazifier stiffly.


    Carmer nodded.


    “To poke about with experimental engines and hazardous chemicals and whatever else I won’t let you get your hands on, with a bunch of other addle-brained young men?”


    “Y-yes, sir.”


    The Amazifier gave Carmer a long, hard look and peered down at the flyer again. “As it happens,” he said, gathering up their empty teacups, “I had plans to bring our little show to Skemantis anyway.”


    Antoine turned to bring their cups to the sink and Carmer and Kitty exchanged looks of surprise. What could the Amazifier want in Skemantis?


    The old magician answered their question by placing an advertisement of his own on the table. It featured a colorful drawing of a dashing magician in a spotlight, surrounded by pretty dancers and flying hawks.


    “The Seminal Symposium of Magickal Arts,” declared the Amazifier grandly, puffing out his chest.


    Carmer tried and failed to hide the skepticism on his face, and he knew Kitty was doing the same. The Seminal Symposium of Magickal Arts was the most prestigious magic convention in the United States. Magicians from all over the country traveled to compete against each other for the grand cash prize. Kitty and Carmer knew that the Amazifier, while great in his heyday, was hardly competition material now. And the biggest one in the country? They didn’t stand a chance!


    But if this Symposium was what Carmer needed to get to Skemantis to see Titus Archer, he’d grin and bear it. He was concerned, however, that the city folk might have even more rotten tomatoes to spare than their usual audiences.


    “Also, it’s eighty-one,” added the Amazifier.


    Carmer looked at him questioningly.


    “The square root of six thousand five hundred and sixty-one, of course!”
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    AN IMPOSSIBLE THING


    In the prickly shelter of Oldtown Arboretum’s famous blue roses, a flame was born. It came to life with a breath and a wish and the rubbing together of two tiny palms. It was no bigger than a candle flame, but that was sort of the point, really. A forest fire was not the goal of the exercise . . . at least not today.


    The teardrop of a flame floated up and out, willed on by the tiny hands that guided it carefully around delicate petals of cerulean, indigo, and turquoise. It came to the edge of a frog pond, plucked up its courage, and glided out over the water. It caught one of the last of the sun’s rays and grew a little larger, like calling to like, before the hands coaxed it small again. The pinprick of light descended ever so gently into the open blossom of an expectant water lily. Nearly a dozen floating flowers already glowed on the pond’s smooth surface. Not a single petal was singed.


    The rosebush rustled. A casual passerby would have expected a squirrel to dart out, or perhaps a small bird, but the face that peered out between the thorns was most certainly neither.


    It was a very small face; that much was obvious. The tiny features were those of a girl in miniature, though upon closer inspection, one could not help but notice the pointed ears and impossibly dewy complexion, and come to the conclusion that this face was not altogether human. The little face with the wide eyes that seemed too big for her head was neither human nor animal, but faea fire faerie, to be exact.


    Like all fire faeries, her eyes were a warm golden yellow. She had bits of red in her hair, though it was mostly a frizzy mess of dirty blonde tresses piled on top of her head. She was dressed in a fitted green vest and well-worn brown leggings tucked into deadly looking lace-up boots with spurs of thorns. A shiny hatpin dangled from a sheath belted around her waist, ready to be drawn at any moment. All in all, she cut quite the intimidating figure for five inches tall.


    Such an imposing costume undoubtedly warrants an equally imposing name, and so this faerie was called Grit. Grit crept to the edge of the pond and surveyed her flaming flowers with a satisfied smile. She almost wished a human would walk by to see it, but the chances of that were slim. It was nearly dark, and if all the talk around the Arboretum was true, there would be no faerie lanterns to light the paths tonight. Few humans, especially the city folk of Skemantis, would venture into the park in total darkness. The Queen of the Seelie Court had summoned all her subjects to the castle at the Great Willow for the first time in ages, and even the lamplighters were expected to be there. Everyone was expected to be there.


    Grit, for one, wasn’t planning on going. In fact, if things went her way, she’d be far away from the Arboretum before all the boring serious talk about jewel-eyed spies and the portents of death and destruction the old crones were seeing in their tea leaves started. They were always moaning about somethingthe encroaching iron world, the antics of the Free Folk, prophecies unfulfilled, doom and gloom and aching feet when it rained. Grit didn’t know what made this time any different.


    Like most evenings, Grit was preparing for an adventure. She breathed in the October breeze hungrily, savoring every smell it brought from the city beyond, and looked toward the South Gate with longing.


    The flames in the lilies dipped and flickered. Grit swore and lifted them back up with a flick of her wrists, but a few of the flowers wilted and sank into the pond’s murky depths. A surprised frog leapt out of their way and glared at her reproachfully.


    “Sorry,” Grit said. “I don’t have many places to practice!”


    She let the flames fizzle harmlessly into the water, but the frog hopped farther away with a pointed ribbit.


    A second faerie darted out of the rosebushes, this one with a mop of spongy green hair that looked like a broccoli floret, with light green skin to match. Her furry eyebrows gave her a look of constant anxiety, which wasn’t far from the truth.


    “Gretti” she started to whine, but Grit clamped a hand over her mouth and dragged them both down under a nearby willow’s roots. The green-haired earth faerie let out an oof as they tumbled into the soft soil. “What was that for?” she complained, shaking dirt out of her gossamer wings.


    Grit flushed and picked a water beetle out of her hair. “First of all,” she seethed, “how many times have I asked you not to call me that? It’s Grit or nothing, especially when we’re outside!”


    “Sorry, GrettiGrit,” corrected the earth faerie, smoothing out her leafy skirts.


    “Do you want my name to bring the whole guard down on us like a flock of pigeons on a sandwich?”


    The other faerie looked puzzled. “On a what?”


    Grit threw her hands in the air and paced. “This is why you can’t come with me, Bressel. I can’t have you slowing me down with . . . with your lack of sandwich knowledge!”


    Bressel backed away. “I was just asking where you were going,” she said quietly.


    Grit’s anger faded as swiftly as it had come. She sighed, deflating like a tiny balloon. “It’s human food,” Grit explained. “You know, like the old women leave out on their doorsteps for the garden faeries sometimes? You’d like it.”


    Bressel looked doubtful. She peered up through the roots of the willow. “Bring me another time, then, and I’ll try all the sandwiches in the city. But please, Grit, don’t sneak outside the gates tonight.”


    “Why ever not?” asked Grit, though she knew full well.


    “Because there’ll be no lights tonight, Grit! The queen said so at court! Everyone will be at the meeting.” Bressel rubbed her hands together nervously; small green vines sprouted from between her fingers. She shook them off without thinking.


    Grit only grinned. “All the more reason to slip away, then. It’ll be easy!”


    “But they never bring the lamplighters in, you know that! There might be something out there, Grit, something even more dangerous than humans, and you want to run out after it in the dark?”


    “I can handle myself, Bressel,” Grit insisted, putting one hand to her hatpin sword. “The Free Folk aren’t afraid of everything outside their own briar patches.”


    “I don’t like those street fae,” Bressel said.


    The Free Folk, or the street fae, lived outside the park’s gates in Skemantis, braving humans and iron and alley cats and all of the dangers of the city. They were a rough bunch, and Bressel knew Grit’s mother would never approve of Grit associating with such riffraff.


    “Besides”Bressel hesitated“how . . . how are you going to get there?”


    Grit stiffened and ceased her pacing, face turned away from her friend. Bressel let her eyes wander, just for a moment, to Grit’s back, and immediately felt guilty.


    Grit was not like most faeries, you see. She might have been the toughest fairy in the Arboretum but for the one thing that separated her from all the others: she could not fly. Grit had been born with only one wing.


    A faerie without flight was like a hornet with no sting, or a mermaid without a tail. It was an impossible thing, and yet it had happenedto Grit. There was no ignoring the whispers behind her back, or the pitying stares as Bressel gave her a boost up to a too-high branch. Grit was the best climber in the Arboretum, even better than some of the squirrels, but a faerie domain was designed for flying.


    Grit whipped around and crossed her arms, regarding Bressel imperiously. Bressel recognized the look and groaned.


    “You’re to take me as far as the Whispering Wall, of course,” declared Grit. “As usual.”


    “No, Grit.” Bressel shook her head. “I shan’t, not when the queen’s ordered everyone to stay inside until they investigate whatever’s in the city. Especially you!”


    “You will fly me to the Whispering Wall,” said Grit, “or I shall tell your sproutsitter you’ve been neglecting the leeks because you think they smell funny.”


    Bressel blushed. “Oh, Grettifrida, that’s not fair! You don’t like them, either!”


    “Bressel.”


    “Sorry, Grit. I’m sorry. I just don’t want anything to happen to you.” Bressel reached out and took Grit’s hands in her own.


    Grit kissed Bressel on her fuzzy green cheek. Her heart was in the right place. “You’re a good friend, Bres,” Grit said. “So I know you won’t tell!” Grit vaulted up from under the roots, ignoring Bressel’s protests, and shot off toward the birch path, running much too fast for her friend to catch up with her.


    The earth faerie stomped on a mushroom in frustration. She didn’t want to get her friend in trouble, but if something happened to Grit out in the city . . .


    Bressel took a deep breath. There was no other way for it; she had to call the guards.


    They only had one faerie princess, after all.


    Grit bounded through the garden as fast as her small legs could carry her, eager to get out of view of the Great Willow. She felt bad leaving Bressel behind, but there was no way she could stay cooped up tonight, not with almost the entire kingdom taking refuge there. Her mother would be in Seelie council meetings around the clock, leaving Grit at the mercy of the other noble faeries’ children. She hated the way they whispered about heras if she couldn’t hear, as well as fly!and their insipid chatter about dewdrops and silk spinning was so boring that Grit felt like falling asleep (as she often did, much to the queen’s chagrin).


    Most of the things she did were to the queen’s chagrin, when she came to think of it. Grettifrida “Grit” Lonewing was the sole child of Queen Ombrienne Lightbringer, the only living heir to the faerie kingdom of Oldtown Arboretum, and a future Seelie queen. This was not something of which Grit liked to be reminded.


    Fortunately, nights like this were perfect for forgetting.


    Once she was certain no one was following her, Grit poked her head above the grass. Quieter than any human could hope to hear, she put two fingers to her lips and whistled.


    After a few seconds of silence, a soft hoot sounded in reply. Grit heard the flutter of wings and ducked out of the way just in time. A small gray owl landed before her, eyeing her with a curious expression. (Perhaps this was just its face, but you could never really tell with owls.) Grit smiled and silently thanked the stars. Contrary to the superstitions of humans, owls were actually anything but wise, and she hadn’t been certain that this one would come when called. It had taken ages for her to train Dusten to respond to her signal at all, and another year to get him to fly to any one destination reliably.


    “Cheers, Dusten,” whispered Grit, reaching up to scratch the owl behind the ears. Dusten leaned in to her touch and cooed. “You up for the gate tonight?”


    She usually only flew Dusten as far as the Whispering Wall and made the rest of the way on foot or on squirrelback, but even she was leery of getting all the way to the South Gate without the steady light of the lanterns to guide her. The lamplighters were accustomed to turning a blind eye to her escapades by now; their chief responsibility was keeping danger out of the Arboretum, not keeping faeries in. But they were all at the Great Willow, and the Arboretum seemed a stranger and scarier place in total darkness.


    Grit scurried back to a hedge a few yards away and overturned a small stone with a long white scratch on it. The owl’s saddle was hidden underneath. Grit had made it herself after studying the contraptions humans put on their horses. Built with bits of leather, wire, and twine scraps collected from her adventures in the city, it was hardly beautiful. But it kept her on Dusten’s back, and that was good enough for her.


    Grit secured the harness around Dusten’s head and wings, ducking here and there as he playfully snapped at her for treats. She fished a dried beetle out of her small satchel and held it out, but the owl turned up his beak.


    “Sorry,” she shrugged. “Last-minute change of plans. It’s all I’ve got tonight.” She swung herself onto Dusten’s back, taking care not to pull his feathers too hard or prick him with her spurs.


    “Okay, Dusten,” she said. “Let’s try for up and not down, all right?”


    Dusten hooted cheerfully and lurched into the night sky.


    Grit grasped the reins and let out a whoop as they reached full height. Her hair whipped in the wind, coming loose out of its messy bun and flying around her head in a dandelion cloud of yellow and red. She was leaving the Arboretum behind, leaving behind her mother’s disappointment and frilly gowns and all of the expectations that came with them.


    Dusten soared through the gardens. He was confused about the absence of the lanterns, and Grit had to steer him more forcefully than usual to keep him on course. The lampposts, usually filled with the faeries’ golden glow, stood dark and empty. The wind whistled through the holes in the Whispering Wall, skittering around the tiny rolls of paper scrawled with Skemantians’ deepest wishes that were shoved between the stones. Dusten was nearly there when Grit heard the call: the Royal Guard was on her trail.


    She looked down to see dozens of dark shadows racing behind her on the ground, reaching amazing heights as they leapt across the grass. Grit was too high up to see their pointy feelers or probing eyes, but the armored crickets’ screeches echoed through the night with unmistakable clarity. Dusten noticed the guards chasing them and hooted with alarm. Grit clenched the reins to keep herself upright. She willed the owl to fly faster as they approached the wall, but Dusten began to descend.


    “No, no, no, no, no!” pleaded Grit, pulling on the reins with all her might, but Dusten landed resolutely on top of the crumbling stone wall. Grit lurched in her seat and felt her face plant into his neck. He hooted proudly. Owls really were the dumbest birds in the kingdom.


    “Argh,” Grit groaned. She kicked at the owl’s sides, jumping up and down in the saddle in a futile attempt to keep him going. The guard closed in below, their clicking and chirping growing nearer every second.


    The crickets reached the base of the wall. They latched on to the vines that covered the stone, sharp armor glistening in the moonlight. Grit knew if they caught her, it would be straight back to her mother and the lecture of a lifetime. She didn’t stand a chance against an entire platoon of armored crickets.


    “Dusten, I will personally find you the juiciest worm in the kingdom if you. Just. Move!” cried Grit. Desperate, she made perhaps the best, the worst, and the only decision: she pricked the owl with the thorn spurs of her boots. Dusten shrieked and shot straight up with an indignant flurry of wings that strained against his harness with an audible squeak. He bucked and twisted in the air, spinning Grit around in nauseating somersaults that left her clinging to the saddle for dear life.


    But they soon left the guard behind, the crickets scrambling up the Whispering Wall and chirruping in anger. Grit allowed herself a brief moment of triumph and pumped her fist in the air. With any luck, Bressel had told the guards that Grit was missing, but not the queen. The crickets, though excellent muscle, had no true powers of speech, and could hardly deliver a report of her flight to the queen. If she planned the night just right, her mother would never even know she’d left her hollow in the Great Willow.


    Grit guided Dusten to a hasty landing on the South Gate, where he must have looked a curious sighta lone, tiny owl balanced precariously on the wrought iron bars. Grit slipped on her leather gloves and tucked her leggings deeper into her boots, careful not to leave any skin exposed; iron is toxic to faeries, and not only did she need to climb the fence, but the city would be full of it as well. She’d learned that tip the hard way in her early years of exploring.


    “Good boy,” Grit praised the owl and hopped down. She smoothed his wrinkled feathers and pecked him with a quick kiss between the eyes. She’d make good on her promise to fetch him the juiciest worm she could find.


    “Who needs Bressel, anyway?” Grit muttered as Dusten flew back into the Arboretum. No doubt he had his own nightly adventures to pursue.


    “We were starting to think you weren’t coming,” said a smooth voice to her left. Grit whipped around to see Ravene, a sleek-haired street fae, standing with a hand on her hip. Ravene was tall for a faerienearly six inchesand her silky black braid fell to the backs of her knees. The razor blades she wore tucked into her hair weren’t visible, but Grit knew they were there, and so did everyone else.


    “You know Grit,” said another street fae, floating down to meet them. “She likes to make an entrance.” It was Remus, one of the few male faeries Grit had ever met. He looked rather dashing in his red leathers, with wavy brown hair and tanned skin. His trusty slingshot, which he was teaching Grit to use, hung off his belt.


    “Just a small delay,” Grit replied with a toss of her head, “but I may have roused the crickets.” Ravene made a face, and Grit added hastily, “They hardly ever leave the gates. They might be seen.”


    “As we will be, if we dawdle out in the open for much longer,” said Remus.


    Grit smiled at him gratefully. She could always count on Remus to have her back. “Where to?”


    Ravene and Remus exchanged a quick look that didn’t escape her notice. Something, as the humans said, was apparently up.


    “It’s a surprise,” Ravene finally said with a smile.


    “What a coincidence,” said Grit. “That’s my favorite place.”

  


  


  
    3.


    A MAD, MAD WORLD


    It was true that perhaps the Free Folk were a bit rough, as Bressel had said. Most faeries were naturally inclined to live in kingdoms in forests, mountains, and other places far from prying human eyes. Yet such swaths of natural resources were growing scarcer by the year. Humans had overrun many faerie lands, chopping down their trees and polluting their rivers and streams. The Oldtown Arboretum faeries were a rare example of faeries and humans coexisting in a mutually beneficial relationship. With a little help from some persuasive magic, the humans unconsciously left the Arboretum untouched, and the faeries provided light and safety for the humans to enjoy it by.


    But a few faeries went a step further. Rather than simply tolerating human expansion, they embraced it. Some earth faeries began helping humans in small wayskeeping the bugs out of their gardens or their milk from going sourin exchange for small tokens of appreciation, like a thimble full of sweet cream or a shiny brass button. These faeries soon left the wild kingdoms altogether for the comforts of human hearths and homes, becoming brownies, domoviye, nisse, and other household spirits. Yet even so, these faeries stayed mostly in the country and open air, far away from the hustle and bustle of human cities.


    Then there were the street faeor the Free Folk, as they preferred to be called. The Free Folk were not part of any kingdom, swore allegiance to no faerie court, and made their own hard living in the very hearts of the most populated cities and towns. They scavenged for food and supplies from the land around them, living in the nooks and crannies of attics or the rafters of abandoned factories and repurposing human trash for their own treasure.


    Free Folk like Remus and Ravene didn’t seem to care that Grit had only one wing. All of the street fae were outcasts, without court or kingdom, and any fae who could fend for themselvesin whatever way suited them bestwere welcome to join them.


    Ravene, Remus, and Grit rode on squirrelback through the streets of Skemantis, dodging the occasional human on his way home and teasing stray dogs too slow to catch them. But as Grit rode alongside her friends, she couldn’t help but notice they were quieter than usual. Remus’s brow was furrowed, and he checked over his shoulder so often it made Grit nervous. Had the street faeries felt the gaze of those glowing orange eyes as well?


    Ravene stopped abruptly at a drainage grate in the street subtly engraved with a snake-haired woman. Her steel eyes opened at their approach, wide and gray and unseeing. Ravene flew off her squirrel’s back and tapped his rump, sending him off into the night; the animals could come no farther.


    Apparently, they were going to the Green Goddess, a popular street faerie pub in the tunnels underneath a brewery. Grit was surprised. They hardly ever took her to the Green Goddess; it was where the Free Folk came to discuss serious business, and it was not uncommon for the occasional brawl to break out before the evening was over. The owner, the ancient and cross-eyed Abby Absinthe, never seemed to buy the story that Grit was Ravene’s cousin visiting from the border towns.


    “Let’s go, Princess,” teased Remus, spreading his arms wide.


    Ravene rolled her eyes as he lifted Grit off of her squirrel and into his arms with ease. “Why not just shout her name from the rooftops?” Ravene asked flatly, fluttering over the grate. Her wings moved faster and faster, like a purple and black hummingbird, until a fine cloud of golden dust rose into the air around her. Ravene slowed her wings and shook them over the grate, spilling more of the shining powder down into the hole. Only faerie dust was accepted as proof of identity to enter the Green Goddesssomething Grit could never produce on her own, since she couldn’t fly.


    A melodic three-tone whistle rose up from the darkness below and Ravene answered it with one of her own. Then she and Remus, Grit in his arms, began their flight down into the tunnel. They all switched their lights on, the soft golden glow from their bodies just enough to see by. Their tiny feet were still far from the damp floor when a hiss came out of the darkness.


    “Foolish little faeries, with their lights on so bright,” a deep whisper scolded.


    Grit looked down and saw the floor wasn’t just damp, as usual, but totally submerged in water. It lapped at the tunnel walls, inky black in the moonlight. The fire faerie that usually greeted them was nowhere to be seen.


    Ravene and Remus slowed their descent.


    “Just announcing our presence, friend,” said Remus lightly, though he dropped his voice as well. “How about you do us a courtesy and do the same?”


    The deep voice chuckleda sickly, wet sound like a mucus-choked cough. Grit gripped Remus a little tighter. The black water danced under their feet, little waves jumping up to lick their boots.


    “Oh, I think I’ll stick to the shadows, mon ami, as should you. They’re a much safer place to be in times such as these.”


    Ravene and Remus shared another look, and Grit suddenly wished for nothing more than to be on solid ground again. What could possibly be so threatening that the Free Folk had such an unscrupulous Unseelie fae guarding their local meeting place?


    Grit’s friends shut off their lights, but she stayed aglow, still wary, and sat up as straight as she could in Remus’s arms. “Says who?” she demanded, not bothering to whisper.


    Tendrils of black water snapped up quicker than lightning, lashing at their ankles, but Remus and Ravene darted out of the way just in time. The water churned and rose higher, frothing and angry.


    “Says I,” croaked a gravelly voice behind them.


    It was ancient Abby Absinthe, one of the toughest and oldest of the Free Folk in Skemantis. With scraggly gray-green hair, withering wings, and skin as leathery as a tanned rat hide, Abby was just about the ugliest faerie Grit had ever seen. Her faded blue dress hung loose on her frame; it was covered with spiderwebs (and the occasional spider) and was tattered and brown at the hem. Abby’s eyes were cloudy and crossed, but she hovered just inches over the water without a hint of fear.


    The tip of Abby’s dandelion walking stick lit up with a dull greenish glow. She slammed the stem into the water, sending the waves rearing back. The kelpie let out a sound that was both a neigh and a scream, the waves sloshing and roiling until the vague shape of a horse’s head emerged at the far end of the tunnel. The kelpie’s dark eyes narrowed and he let out a sulky whinny, tossing his mossy black mane.


    At another fierce look from Abby, Grit extinguished her light without question. Only the faint glow of Abby’s staff kept them from total darkness.


    “Abby, ma chérie, what’s with all the fuss?” the water horse complained. “I was only . . . horsing around!”


    His crackling chuckle was the only sound in the tunnel.


    “Mind your methods, kelpie,” rasped Abby. She raised her staff again in warning, and the horse head shied away.


    “Ah, you run a tight ship, old Abby Absinthe, ” said the kelpie, “but you should be glad of the extra security! Especially on a night like tonight!”


    “Why a night like tonight?” prodded Grit. “What’s going on here?”


    “A very good question, little lone-wing,” said the kelpie, beady eyes flashing. “And one I hope we learn the answer to soon enough. But I know when I’m not needed. So alas, back to the shadows I go. Au revoir, little faeries . . .”


    The horse’s head shrank, becoming more and more indistinct as the waves retreated, until there was nothing left but a shallow stream of murky water winding its way along the grimy floor. Remus, Ravene, and Grit gave it a wide berth as they landed.


    No one spoke until the last trickle wound around the bend and out of sight, though they knew the kelpie wouldn’t be far.


    “I need a drink,” Ravene said finally, shaking a few water droplets off her wings. “Preferably one that doesn’t try to drown me.”


    Abby nodded. Everyone seemed to agree that she was blind, but the old bat could still mix potions like nobody’s business. Abby beckoned them forward and they followed her along the tunnel in silence. Grit was bursting with questions, but the elderly faerie placed a finger to her lips and shook her head.


    Around the next corner, the usually lively bar held a grim scene. Despite the excitement at the entrance, Grit had expected the normal evening crowdstreet faeries swapping forage stories or dancing to the beat of the wooden tumbler drums in the corner, sipping Abby’s hair-curling concoctions all the while. Any occasion, however small, was usually cause enough for a party, and the faeries would sing and dance long into the night.


    Yet what awaited them was not a celebration, but a tragedy.


    A water faerie lay on the long middle table, half-conscious and shivering. Her seaweed hair was knotted and torn, bits of it ripped out at the roots. She was filthy, as if she’d been dragged through an oil slick, and her breathing was labored. A small crowd of street faeries were gathered around her, conversing in low voices.


    “Her sister?” Ravene asked shakily. She did not look surprised to see the injured faerie.


    “It came for the both of them,” growled old Abby. “She’s the first to get away.”


    The first to get away? thought Grit. From what?


    “Far’s we know,” Abby continued, “the other one wasn’t so lucky.”


    The crowd parted to let Abby through, some greeting Ravene and Remus with supportive embraces. They regarded Grit suspiciously, and she couldn’t blame them. She had no idea what kind of mess she’d gotten herself into, or what mysterious ill had befallen the poor faerie on the table.


    “What’s going on?” Grit asked. “What’s happened to her?”


    No one answered. Then the crowd backed away and Grit saw the full extent of the damage.


    The water
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