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For my long-lost father,
Harry Berry Wilson
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FABLES & EARTH SPIRITS

Few are as powerful in the world of men as the elements who rule the seasons. Spring, summer, autumn and winter; none would happen without them, and often that is the risk, for they fight like warriors to hold their ground.

The Queen of May is springtime: she comes with all her new life and steps on the coattails of winter, only yielding to summer when that season can no longer be denied. Summer herself, the Lady Midday, must then do battle with the Earl of October, who stalks across the ground, his low song bringing autumn’s amber and gold, tucking all things away before Jack Frost, mischievous King of Winter, is released from his world of ice and snow.

Each would rule for years, even longer if they could, and it is only the might of Mother Earth herself that keeps them in order. One cannot happen without the other, and they must each come at their own time. For sure, there are days of summer that burst bright into Jack Frost’s wintertime and days of frost that linger long into spring, but those are the exceptions, not the rule.

The rule is Mother Earth’s. And the only threat to her order is Father Time himself.
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Heat presses against my skin, and the closer I get to the small copse of trees the hotter it is. New things have grown here over the summer, glossy vines thick against the ancient trunks of oak and elder, and they reach for me as I move further in. I’ve tried this so many times since the start of September, and every time I’ve had to turn back.

I promised myself that this time I’d make it through.

I thrust my hand out against the scented orange flowers and they fight back, jostling against my arm, thick pollen drifting from long yellow stamens. I mutter at them as welts break out on my skin and for a moment the whole world seems to spin. Blue sky, dry grass behind me, the throbbing, malevolent heart of an endless fae summer beating between the trees ahead of me.

I pull back, my chest tightening.

Endless fae summers are not for the faint-hearted. They are certainly not good for me, daughter of the King of Winter, Jack Frost. I turn my back on the copse that hides the fae court and look back to the town for a minute, trying to catch my breath. Everything out there is normal: buildings, kids playing in the lengthening shadows, the glow on the horizon as the sun begins to set. Nobody else there knows about the magic that lies beyond these trees. I rub at the sore places on my arms, glaring at the thick new foliage that has beaten me back.

Maybe I should have waited until it was dark. Should have worn gloves. The need to get into the court where all the fae live was so strong and I was so hot that I didn’t want to wait another moment. I’m tired of this summer. Tired of being alone in it. It’s nearly November, for goodness’ sake – I want an end to this infernal heat. But as something stirs in the undergrowth, ember-bright and reeking of those vicious orange blooms, I realize with a sinking feeling that I’m just wasting my time. Whatever’s going on in there is none of my business. Jack obviously isn’t here, and without him there’s no place for me.

Trudging home in the blaze of sunset, the air is still warm and thick as syrup in my lungs.

‘One day it won’t be summer. One day this will be over. Autumn has to come.’ I mutter the mantra to myself for the millionth time. Maybe it just feels worse this year because it’s the first summer since I met Jack, discovered the fae world and learned about my own wintry powers. Powers that mean precisely nothing in all this fiery heat.

I hesitate when I get to the lane near my flat, seeing the familiar figure of Mallory up ahead, trailing her fingers along the wall as she walks. I see her look up at the flat as she goes past and a little pang goes through me. How did we fall so far apart so quickly? My best friend since the very start of school and now we’re barely talking. I didn’t try hard enough when she was reeling from her parents’ divorce over the holidays.

I was too busy wondering where Jack was, and whether this summer would ever end.

I let my bag drop from my shoulders as I head into the flat, and it falls with a thump on to the floorboards. I take off my shoes and socks for a moment of relief and stomp into the kitchen, making for the fridge. The light isn’t working any more, and it’s making a loud hoovering sort of noise that doesn’t sound healthy, but at least it’s cool. Every window in the flat is open and the curtains are half closed to keep out the sun’s relentless rays, but it still feels itchy-blanket hot, even as the day fades to dusk.

All summer I waited for autumn. I imagined breathing in knife-sharp cool air. I imagined the leaves on the trees turning to copper and brown. Frost on the rooftops and the crunch of pale, frozen grass beneath my feet. Dancing on the frozen lake, with Jack and the North Wind, spinning fractals across blue ice. Going back to the court and finding welcome there from all the folk I met last winter: the Lady of the Lake, the Green Man and all the tiny flitting fairies.

But it hasn’t happened. Daybreak is still like molten fire and it sticks to everything. Pavements are scorching, rivers are dust, the fields that should be freezing now are tinder-dry and the court seems to be out of bounds. At night, my dreams are full of ice and adventure, and, when I wake, for a moment my whole room is alight with their remnants. Ice covers every surface, frost runs up the walls in spirals and icicles clink at the bottom of the curtains. Then the sky begins to brighten, and the winter wonderland I’ve made in my sleep melts, and I am exhausted at the start of another day of this cursed summer.

Grabbing a glass of water, I head for my room, swishing the curtains as I pass to make a draught. The rug makes my feet itch and I can hardly bear to look at the bed.

‘Owl!’ Mum calls, clattering down the steps from her studio and following me in. Her dark hair is piled on top of her head and she’s barefoot, her arms glistening with sweat. There are sweeps of charcoal across her cheeks. ‘How was your day?’

‘Hot,’ I say.

She looks me up and down.

‘Cold shower, then?’

‘Yes.’

‘You look tired,’ she says. ‘Did you see Mallory today?’

‘Not to speak to.’ I sigh, and she presses her lips into a sad smile. She misses her too.

‘What about Alberic?’

Mum’s had a soft spot for Alberic ever since I brought him home with me last year. He’s the son of the treacherous Earl of October, ruler of autumn, and therefore about as normal as I am. His human mother died when he was small, so he lives in the court with his fae family and only ventured into the human world for the first time last year, when he started going to my school. He was the one who first showed me Jack, showed me where I came from. We watched him playfight with Boreas, the North Wind, and he warned me how devious the fae could be. Now he’s missing. They’re all missing, and so is autumn. And I can’t even get in there to find out what’s going on. As soon as summer started, the path got choked with those horrible flowers. It felt like rejection and it hurt, but Jack had warned me that summer was the time for me to rest, and I guessed that was just how he always felt in summer: locked out. Only now it’s gone on way too long.

‘No sign,’ I say now, collapsing on to the bed.

Mum frowns and flumps down on to the bed with me. ‘Perhaps Jack might know?’

‘I don’t know where he is either!’ I say. ‘And he’s not likely to be here any time soon with all this stupid heat we’re having.’

‘It is a worry,’ she says, picking at a loose strand of the quilt she made for me years ago. ‘There’s lots of talk about it out there.’ She looks at me, and bounces off the bed, pulling me up after her. ‘Food. I’ll make dinner, you have a shower – one step at a time, we’ll get there.’

She reaches out and puts her arms around me, and I let my head fall on her shoulder, just for a moment, even though it’s too warm and we’re both sweaty and it’s a bit gross.

‘OK?’ she says, as she moves away.

‘Fine.’ I nod, and head for the bathroom.

I think I’d live in the shower if I could. The water is cold, and by the time I finish there’s a little shiver of ice in the air. Not much, but enough for me to breathe deeply without feeling like I’m being smothered. My mind clears, and when I join Mum in our little sitting room I spy her old book of fae legends on the crowded shelves, its spine glinting gold in the dappled sunlight, and with a rush of excitement I realize I know just what to do.

I spend the rest of the evening watching nature documentaries with Mum while she sketches, waiting for her to leave the room so I can check out the book: Fablef and Earth-Fpiritf: How to Meet Them and How to Find Your Way to Your Own Fpirit Felf. Mum was the one who passed the book to me last winter, when I was just discovering the fae world and how to use the wintry powers I’d inherited from Jack. It’s full of stories about fae legends – the Green Man, the North Wind, the Queen of the May – and I went on to meet most of them, which Mum knows. But since my adventures last winter she’s been a bit more guarded. I am not allowed to the court on my own, and I can’t get in anyway. She hasn’t forbidden the book, but that’s just because she hasn’t thought of it yet. To be honest, I hadn’t thought of it until I spotted it today. There’s an incantation in there, which just might help, if I can get to it. We’re on our third dose of sea-life rescues when eventually she goes upstairs to the attic to get more charcoal, and I manage to get the book to my room without her noticing.

But when I return to it later, the windows full open to let in as much of the night breeze as possible, there’s something wrong. The ancient browned pages that were filled with legends and stories – of Jack and the North Wind, and of their other worlds – are blank. I flick through in a flurry, getting more and more anxious as I go. This was my fall-back plan. This was supposed to give me answers, but it’s just like the court, completely unavailable. No fae magic for Owl.

This can’t be right. Late October, and still locked out when we should be in full autumn, with Jack bringing the first frosts. I close my eyes and breathe slowly, but the hits keep coming. No court. No Mallory, no Alberic and no Jack. No incantation. I stare around at the sketches of owls on my walls and blink at them, wondering for a dizzy second if I just imagined everything last winter, when my powers emerged as frost on my skin.

No. It was real – and I’m just going to have to keep going. Something’s gone drastically wrong with the fae world, and somehow both Alberic and Jack are caught up in it. I fall into the sheets and reach out to the wooden owl on my bedpost. Mother Earth appeared as an owl last winter and I’ve often wondered if she uses owls to keep an eye on what’s going on.

‘What’s going on?’ I ask, my fingers tracing the familiar rough texture of the wooden feathers. The owl snaps its eyelids, and I draw back with a thrill in my belly. I definitely didn’t imagine that.

Magic is still here, somewhere.

I stare the owl in the eye, and give it a long, cool look, imagining I really am talking to Mother Earth. ‘I know you don’t like to get involved, but summer is going on forever, Jack’s nowhere to be seen and Alberic is missing. Someone needs to do something – don’t they? I’ve tried to get in there to check, but it’s too hot, and even the book is empty . . .’

But all that comes back is a thick, warm silence. Naturally. Even if this is some sort of fae emergency, Mother Earth is not the sort to interfere. I’m just lying here talking to furniture. I stretch out, trying to find the cool places in my bed, and drift into a restless sleep, dreaming of my adventures with Jack last winter, that feeling of ice on my skin, through my hair, spilling from my footsteps.


LADY MIDDAY

What is the world of summer? It is to drowse in the midday sun under a cobalt-blue sky. It is golden fields and dandelion wishes carried on the merest breath of wind. The heat of that place is a blanket that steals over you, at first welcome, and later stifling.

Beware the summer; beware the Lady Midday. She has no mercy. She rules her world with a fiery whip and the unspent thunder of a hundred days without rain. Her sprites are flame-bright and their footprints smoulder in their wake. There are golden cities in the world of summer, flashing towers and fiery lakes and pale, shifting deserts beneath star-filled skies.

The storms, when they come, are a sky-crash of light, and when the rain falls it is a flood of warm tears. They shake the very foundations of Lady Midday’s world of summer and make her rage.

She does not love humanity, but she loves to bask in her earthly season and she hungers for it – stealing in as early as March, and lingering well into September. At their most potent her days are still and heavy; they will steal hours, make the smallest of tasks feel mountainous. The Lady makes her way through them slowly, languorous, her golden cloak turning the ground to dust.

Beware the Lady Midday. She is fickle as the summer storm; she is at her most dangerous when her gentle song resounds.
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The morning brings a fresh wave of heat. Mum is distracted, preparing for a new art course at the university, and seems to have lost every pencil, sketchpad and paintbox she ever owned. I gulp down orange juice while she flashes around the flat, humming an angry little song about all the lost things. She thrusts a banana at me as I head out the door.

‘Most important meal of the day!’ she says.

‘A banana?’

‘Breakfast.’

‘It’s too hot for breakfast.’

‘I knew you’d say that, hence the banana.’ She nods. ‘Did you put your lunch in your bag?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘I put an ice pack in,’ she says proudly. ‘Found it in the freezer yesterday, lurking behind some old fish.’

‘Lovely,’ I say. ‘You have a pencil behind your ear, you know. And one in your hair. Are they the ones you’re looking for?’

She puts her fingers up and pulls them out, rolling her eyes. ‘That’s some of them anyway. Thank you, Owl. Now, have a good day.’ She gives me a hug, and watches me down the communal steps, until I flap at her to go back inside.

‘It’s cool!’ she shouts.

‘No, it’s really not!’ I shout back.

She grins, and closes the door.

School is a nightmare. The fans in the classrooms just circulate hot air, and the teachers are cranky. History is sweltering and Miss Leonard has a tongue like a viper; any sign of inattention and she lashes out. The Women of the World are deserving of our attention and she’s determined to make sure they get it.

The problem is that I can hardly keep my eyes open. Time after time they drift closed, and I wake with a jolt. Humidity fills my lungs, my brain, and my skin feels like it’s on fire. Flashes of yesterday’s futile fight through the branches of the summer court keep on coming.

‘Owl?’

‘Yes!’ I sit bolt upright.

‘Are you all right? You look very drowsy.’

‘It’s hot,’ I manage.

Miss Leonard frowns. ‘Nobody can deny that. Do you need some air?’

‘Is there any?’ I ask, and Fergus snorts next to me.

‘Very droll,’ Miss Leonard says. ‘Why don’t you go to student reception and get some iced water? You’re rather distracting everybody else.’

‘Sorry,’ I say, sliding out of my desk, gathering my things and dragging my bag along behind me. Someone laughs, and I’m pretty sure it’s at me, but I don’t look back.

The corridors are shiny, bright and endless. I trail one hand along the wall for a moment of cool, and so that I don’t fall over. Student reception is on the other side of the school, and the further I go, the more I start to feel like I’m hardly here at all. An endless, brutal summer is no good at all for anyone, and it’s torture for someone who literally has winter in their genetic make-up.

‘Shall we call your parents?’ the receptionist asks, looking me up and down when I get there on wobbly legs, my head pounding. Immediately I get an image of Jack Frost striding through the corridors, ice in his wake, silver eyes flashing. Not that you can call the King of Winter on a phone. Or that he’d come anyway. Mum would, but then she’d worry.

‘Ah no, thank you,’ I say. ‘I’ll be fine in a moment.’

‘Are you sure?’ she asks, coming closer and propelling me into one of the woolly chairs. My skin shrieks as the fibres cling to my legs, but I force myself to sit still. ‘You look rather fae.’

‘Pardon?’ I ask, squinting up at her. Did she really say that? I can’t make out her features – the air is too hot, too bright.

‘You look a little faint,’ she says, handing me a cup of water. ‘Here, have this and rest a moment.’

Faint, I repeat in my head, laughing at myself. Not fae. Though I am fae. Half fae, anyway. Just like Alberic, with his fae elemental father. What if he’s just off with the rest of them somewhere? What if they’re in their own worlds, watching from afar, laughing at the silly little human who is trying with all her might to get in?

‘That’s not it,’ a dry, crackling sort of voice whispers in my ear. I look around. There’s nobody here but the receptionist, who’s busy at her computer. I’m delirious, obviously. Or – is it Mother Earth, coming to help me after my plea last night?

‘It might be,’ I whisper, just in case. ‘And they’ll come back soon and everything will be better.’

‘Who’s going to make them come back, though?’ the voice asks. ‘If you don’t?’

‘Oh, someone better than me,’ I say, closing my eyes to see the forest Alberic and I walked through last winter in Jack’s own frozen world. Black silhouettes of trees, the crunch of snow beneath our feet and an owl, who swoops through the forest towards me. ‘Y’know. Someone stronger, wiser . . .’

The owl hangs before me, its golden eyes staring.

‘You,’ it says.

‘Owl?’

I open my eyes, and Mallory is there.

‘Are you OK? Someone said you’d been sent here . . .’ ‘I’m good,’ I say. I pick up my bag and stand, and the room sways – only a little bit, but of course Mallory never misses anything.

‘What’s going on?’ she whispers, grabbing me by the arm before I topple back into the chair, looking me up and down. ‘What’s happened to your arms?’

I look down. They’re still red and swollen from my brush with the new summer plants last night.

‘Nothing! Don’t worry about it.’ I straighten myself and pull my bag on to my shoulder, moving away from her.

‘Of course I’m going to worry about it. I’m your—’

‘My what, Mallory?’ I demand, suddenly flaring. ‘My friend? I thought we were past that.’

‘Well, we’re not,’ she says, sticking her chin out. ‘Even if you’ve been avoiding me.’

‘Avoiding you! You’ve been avoiding me!’

‘Girls?’ the receptionist interrupts, frowning. ‘I don’t think this is what the doctor ordered!’

‘No, sorry,’ Mallory says, while I stand there gasping like a fish out of water. ‘I was saying I’d walk her home and she’s being stubborn.’

‘I’d let your friend walk you home if I were you,’ the receptionist says. ‘Either that or I’ll be calling your parents to come and get you.’

‘My mum, you mean,’ I say. ‘I don’t have parents. Not everybody gets two parents.’

‘I can’t say I recommend two parents actually,’ Mallory says, giving the receptionist one of her gleaming smiles as she carts me away down the corridor. ‘Two parents are just hard work,’ she huffs. ‘Anyway, what about Jack?’

‘Jack doesn’t count,’ I say. ‘Doesn’t want to be a father, never was a father, now I don’t even know where he is. I haven’t seen him since March!’

‘Were you expecting summer picnics with him?’ Mallory asks.

‘What if I was?’ I say. ‘Bet you had a summer picnic with your dad!’

‘OK,’ she says. ‘Let’s stop. I’m sorry. I’m sorry you miss him.’

‘I don’t miss him – he’s a pain,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry you miss yours.’

‘Well,’ she says. ‘It’s going to be all right.’ She keeps one hand behind me as we head down the steps and out of school, and though she doesn’t touch me, I can tell she’s ready, just in case I stumble.

‘Why don’t we talk any more?’ I ask as we head out into the furnace of mid-afternoon. My knees are like jelly, and I feel a bit like crying, just because she’s being nice to me. I’ve missed her so much. The heat rises off the pavement, eating into the soles of my shoes. ‘I can’t . . . It’s too HOT!’

‘Give me your bag,’ she says, hauling it off me and pulling me out of the way of a group of boys heading for the bus stop. ‘Now take your tie off . . .’ She takes that too, and then she gets her water bottle out of her bag, and upends it all over my head.

‘Mallory!’ I gasp.

She has her lips pursed, as if she’s trying not to laugh. ‘Do you feel cooler?’

‘Yes,’ I say, plucking at the front of my shirt.

‘What did happen to your arms, anyway?’ she asks, frowning.

‘I tried to get into the court, and there’s all this new stuff grown up around the entrance . . . I must be allergic to it. Jack told me that summer was a time of rest – I didn’t realize he meant I’d literally get locked out of the fae world.’

I sigh, and she propels me out of the gate and towards home. We don’t talk a lot more, because I can’t, and she’s busy making sure I’m walking in a straight line. By the time we reach my front door I’m sure there’s steam coming out of my nose.

‘Shall I come in for a minute?’

‘Sure,’ I say, fiddling with the key, finally managing to get the door open. I trudge up the stairs and into the flat with her close on my heels. The curtains are all drawn and the fridge is making its usual racket, but it feels calm after the blaze of outside. I perch on the edge of the kitchen table and breathe it in. Mallory drops our bags and makes herself at home, getting glasses and ice. It tinkles as she comes towards me.

‘Thank you,’ I say, looking her in the eye so she knows I mean it.

‘You look terrible,’ she says.

I shake my head and drop into one of the kitchen chairs.

‘I don’t say it to be mean!’ she says, sitting next to me. ‘Are you sick?’

‘No,’ I say. ‘I mean, not in any of the usual ways. Summer was hard . . . and it just keeps coming. The longer it goes on the worse I feel, and I thought it was just because of who I am but now I’m worried about it. Summer just shouldn’t be going on this long, and maybe something’s really wrong but I can’t get into the court, and I don’t know where Alberic is, or Jack – and the book of fablef isn’t working . . .’

‘Slow down,’ she says. ‘Tell me everything.’

‘But Mallory . . .’

She looks at me.

‘Do you really want to know? Don’t you have enough going on right now?’

I know her parents’ separation has been really hard on her. Everything changed when her dad moved out, and then it just kept changing. Over the summer it became official: they were getting a divorce. Only I didn’t know that until school went back, because she’d stopped answering my texts, and when I went to her house to see her one day, she wasn’t there. She had separate holidays, with her mum and then her dad, and it was probably completely weird. I wanted to talk to her about it, but by the time we caught up everything felt different between us as well.

‘I was angry,’ she says. ‘I still am, sometimes. But right now I’m worried about Alberic. And you. So can we focus on that?’

‘. . . and now I know it’s up to me, so there’s no time to waste, Mallory. Alberic’s been missing since school started back.’ I pause to take a breath and look across at Mallory, who has been listening patiently.

‘Do you think Alberic’s in the court?’ she asks. ‘I tried looking myself as soon as I realized he hadn’t come back – I got into the copse of trees but it was really overgrown, and I never found the lake, or the rest of the court. I thought it was just hidden to my human eyes.’

‘You got further than I did. Maybe in the summer Lady Midday uses it as her own court, with her own rules, I don’t know. It’s so hot in that little copse now, and there are things creeping in the undergrowth. I think they’re her little fae embers – surely they shouldn’t still be there, now? Am I losing it, Mallory? This isn’t normal, is it – all this heat?’

‘No,’ she says, looking out of the window. ‘I mean, I don’t think I feel it as badly as you, but it’s definitely not normal. Maybe we should try the court again, together.’

I stare at her. She stares at me.

‘You really want to?’

‘Alberic’s missing,’ she says with a shrug. ‘And summer is going on too long. Alberic is the son of autumn, so those two things have to be connected, don’t they? So yes I want to. I think we have to, Owl.’

‘OK,’ I say. ‘Tomorrow then. If you’re sure.’

‘I’m sure,’ she says.

And it isn’t exactly business as usual, there are still funny spaces in our conversation, and sharp edges in our words, but now Mallory is on the case everything does feel more manageable.
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‘Sure you’re ready for this?’ Mallory asks with a frown the next day.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Only I can’t . . .’ My heart hammers as I turn from her to face the copse, where I was welcome last winter. Where I cannot go now. Heat oozes through the undergrowth, and my ears are ringing. I put my hands on my knees, close my eyes and try to bolster myself. If I don’t do this now, I’ll go home and regret it all night, worry about Alberic, worry that I could’ve done more if I’d just tried harder. What if I’ve left it too late and something really is wrong? I should’ve tried harder to keep in touch with him. He helped me to understand, last winter, and his life wasn’t easy then. We’re both half human and half fae, only I grew up with my human mother in the human world, and he grew up here with the Earl of October, who hates everything human, including that part of his son.

‘Owl?’ Mallory’s hand is cool on my back, and the grass beneath my feet blurs as hot tears swell in my eyes. I blink hard, and pull myself up.

‘I’m fine,’ I say. ‘Let’s go.’

‘Let me go first,’ she says, pulling me behind her. ‘Mallory!’

‘You’re allergic to something here, Owl, remember? Let me go first . . . and pull your sleeves down.’

I open my mouth to
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