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        In the Rocky Mountains outside of Boulder, Colorado

      

      

      Fern had most summer days to herself, which made arranging chores and babysitting jobs around her secret trips easier.

      Today was not one of those days.

      Inside their SUV parked in the driveway, she scooted the box labeled wrens w/ bugs and Glass-Fragile into place. She was about to close the hatchback when her mom came to the door of the garage they used as a glassmaking studio.

      Mom looked ready to go, her curly brown braided hair trailing down the front of her blouse and hanging past the waist of the dressy jeans she always wore for art shows. But in her soft Irish accent she called, “How many boxes of flowers do I have?” and turned back inside.

      Fern squelched a groan. She had one day to finish Gran’s projects—less if Mom didn’t get going soon. But Mom didn’t know that, couldn’t know that. Fern ducked into the vehicle. She’d planned to leave by eight this morning. It was nearly eleven. Their inspection started tomorrow, at noon. Brush didn’t cut itself, ponds didn’t magically fill and wildflowers didn’t sprout from nowhere. I’ll just have to work as fast as possible once I get to Gran’s.

      “Wish you’d made a list,” Fern muttered. Like Gran. “Eighteen of flowers, thirty-seven total! Is that all you need?” she called, trying not to sound too impatient. Mom always repeated the same stuff when packing for a show, but today, of all days, why was it taking forever?

      Straightening, she hovered one hand over the hatchback, then pulled her phone from her cargo pants pocket, checked the sunrise time for Glasgow and set tomorrow morning’s—Friday’s—alarm for seven hours earlier.

      A shadow fell across her phone, and Mom handed Fern the tool bag—which she never packed until the last minute—and closed the studio door. “Five hundred pieces should be enough stock for three days.”

      Fern let out a breath. Finally.

      She put the tools into Mom’s torch case, zipped it and then closed the hatchback. “Inventory and display stuff. Your demonstration supplies. Your cooler is on the seat, water bottle. Got the cashbox? Your purse—yeah, both are here. I think you’re ready, Mom. Long drive to Colorado Springs. You should get going.” She opened the driver’s door.

      “That anxious to get rid o’ me, huh?” Mom smiled up at her, her hazel eyes bright with laughter.

      “You know that’s not true,” she started, but Mom put a finger over Fern’s lips, a reach from her five-foot frame to Fern’s height of six feet. She patted her cheek and brushed back strands of Fern’s hair, the silky black so different from Mom’s thick curls that people often assumed Fern was adopted. They mentioned their hair differences more often than Fern’s light olive skin.

      “I appreciate your help.” Mom gestured to the SUV, then pointed across the bridge to their cabin half hidden in spruce and ponderosa trees. “Remember what I said about being careful, locking the door—”

      “Seventeen, Mom. Remember?” Fern pointed to other cabins dotting the forested hillside of their small mountain town. “Neighbors we trust.” She balled her fist and flexed her bicep. “Wrestling training.”

      Frowning, Mom clasped Fern’s hand and pulled it down. “Unless you are in danger, do not physically confront a stranger. You never know what weapons people possess.”

      “Sure, have me haul all your stuff, but forbid me to take anyone down.” Fern rolled her eyes, but Mom was only repeating the team honor code. “Fine. I’ll call for help.”

      “I’m happy you’re spending time with friends,” Mom said, and guilt stabbed Fern.

      She bent and hugged her mom so she didn’t have to say anything. Mom had allowed her to skip helping at their booth for the weekend because she’d been offered a babysitting job one night for the boys she tutored and a sleepover at a friend’s another.

      What Mom didn’t know was that Fern had said no to both invitations.

      Three more days and the secret—and dreaded lying—would end. Fern drew a breath. “I love you, Mom.”

      “You’re growing up so much, my meadowsweet, I wish…” Mom gave a watery smile and traced a design with her index finger on Fern’s forehead, just as she always did when they parted. Then she kissed it, leaving Fern’s skin tingling for a moment. “I love you, too.” Mom gave her a last hug and—to Fern’s relief—climbed into the SUV. “Oh, my sunglasses!”

      “Right here.” Fern plucked them from her mom’s hair.

      She shook her head. “What would I do without you?”

      And that was exactly why Fern had this secret. With no father in her life, or any other relatives, she and Mom were all each other had. Everyone said that was freaking weird and that Heather Fields must be in the Witness Protection Program. Fern had believed it, too…and then, a year and a half ago, she’d met her mom’s mom, her Gran. Secretly.

      Some days Fern wanted to shout that she knew.

      But there was so much more Mom refused to tell her—like what had happened to her dad and why Mom wouldn’t acknowledge her family. Gran was just as bad. But this very weekend, the end was in sight. By Sunday, Gran’s strict community council would vote on their inspection, and she and Gran should—would—have the approval to keep their family land.

      So Fern forced a smile and said, “I don’t know what I’d do without you either.”

      The SUV drove away, a cloud of dust rising off the gravel road, Mom not suspecting a thing.

      

      Fern waited, without obviously waiting, by watering her flowerbed. Or at least she pointed the hose at it, her other hand trailing a familiar path to the suede pouch she always wore, its leather laces looped around her neck and hidden beneath her favorite Earth Day T-shirt.

      When she was sure Mom hadn’t turned around because she’d forgotten something—and when she could stand it no longer—she locked herself inside their cabin, stuffed a can of pop and a candy bar into her cargo pants pockets and headed for the bathroom.

      It looked ordinary enough, but their bathroom held a secret. That secret allowed Fern to keep two promises this weekend—to Mom that she’d be safe at home and to Gran that she’d be there for their inspection.

      Pulling out the pouch, Fern removed a glass piece on a fine chain. She’d found the long teardrop among her mom’s things and had taken it for dress-up when she’d been little, but she didn’t think Mom had made this piece. The color-flecked glass wasn’t one Mom used. And it did something no other glasswork of Mom’s did.

      As she always did, Fern held the glass on her flat hand. “I wish to go to Gran’s.”

      The glass glowed bright green and warmed her palm. A wind rose, circling her hand and then her, whipping her loose hair around her face. Light from the teardrop rose into the air, changing as it did. Bright green, to sage, yellow green, rusty brown, chestnut brown and back to bright green again. She braced her legs against the current until the light settled on the wall, swirling round and round in a perfect doughnut. The doughnut grew, nearly touching the floor and not quite reaching above her head.

      Portal? Gateway? Wormhole? Fern called it her rabbit hole. Secret passages like this were supposed to be in wardrobes, forgotten attics, the study—or was it the library?—with Colonel Mustard. But the bathroom? This was where she first discovered what the teardrop did, and because it was the only magic Fern could do in her otherwise mundane life, she used it there.

      Ducking, she stepped one foot over the glow in their bathroom in Colorado’s Front Range, through the rabbit hole and into Gran’s bathroom on the Isle of Giuthas in the Irish Sea.
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        The Isle of Giuthas

      

      

      The wind faded, and the rabbit hole shut down by itself once Fern closed her hand over the teardrop. She put the glass into her pouch, calling out, “Gran?”

      No answer. Strange. Fern glanced into the open bedrooms along the hall and strode to the main room at the front of Gran’s cottage.

      Wheek, wheek, wheeeeek! came a shrill cry. Seconds later, Gran’s guinea pig barreled around the old couch, her long gray and white hair brushing the polished floor like a dust mop. She ran straight to Fern, who bent and caught her up into a hug.

      “At least you’re home, Hilda. How have you been?”

      Hilda burrowed under the hair that had fallen over Fern’s shoulder, then poked her nose through the black strands. Her little eyes were barely visible under a shock of white fur, and when Fern brushed it back, Hilda licked her.

      “Aw, thanks. I’ve missed you, too.” Fern streamed her fingers through the chubby animal’s soft fur. “I promise, soon I’ll have plenty of time for petting.” She carried Hilda to the window overlooking the vegetable garden, scanned it, then the nearby wildflower patches, searching for a gray-haired, wiry, outdoorsy version of her mom.

      “I guess she’s started without me.” Here, it was nearly six o’clock, early evening. Fern had promised to arrive by three.

      The guinea pig burbled a string of chirps, and Fern looked down to find Hilda’s gaze locked on her face. Oh, great. Hilda had that look, sounded that way. Just like when Gran talked to her and Hilda “talked” back. Fern shook her head—

      Something moved outside the window. A bird…yes, a small flock flew ahead of someone coming around the cottage. Several someones, including Gran.

      Their gazes met, and Gran said something to a man at her side. Fern’s breath caught. It was Sir Humus.

      “Surely,” Gran blustered loudly enough her voice carried in through the open window, “I can spend a minute with the lass now that she is here.”

      Only Gran had guts enough to antagonize the council representative who had threatened to take away her land.

      Why is he here already? Had they got the start of the inspections wrong? But we’re so close to being done. Fern’s fingers started tingling in the annoying way they sometimes did, so she set Hilda down and shook them.

      Gran burst through the door, her pixielike face twisted into a frown. The five songbirds that’d managed to enter with her circled the room and twittered furiously.

      Fern bent to hug her. “Are we in trouble?” she whispered.

      “No, but you were late, and I have to go.”

      “Mom ran late—oh.” Gran was wearing an off-white linen dress, not her work clothes. Her long, wavy hair hung loose instead of in a braid. “You can’t work this evening, then? That’s okay, I can manage.”

      Gran patted her cheek. “Good, lass. I’m glad you’re flexible, because I have some news: I have other inspections to attend to, not to mention they are sticklers about favoritism so don’t want me present on my land for the judging because I’m on the council, too. You must complete your trial on your own.”

      “What?” Fern gasped, her mind blank for a moment as she tried to keep up. “You are on… What do you mean my trial?”

      “Aye. You asked me to stop keeping secrets from you and the time has come for that.” Gran’s brow creased, her bony fingers crushing Fern’s. “Your work on the Meadows is a test to see if you can restore the land despite having no magic yourself. However, I didna tell them you have no magic. Nor that you are Heather’s child. Keep it secret you are my granddaughter until you pass. Then we shall fix that, best we can. But your mother’s blessing—do you have it?”

      “Geez, Gran! I thought we’d tell her together.” Fern’s voice rose. Stressed out much? She clenched Gran’s hand, although what she really wanted to do was throw someone to the ground. “And just how will I do these things? A magical place needs magic.”

      “Shh. I have but a minute, dear. I know you’re up to taking charge. ’Tis clear you’ve inherited the touch and tha’ is enough. Because I lifted the barrier that kept others out of the Meadows, they are seeing the lovely flowers you have grown and know it is all your doing. But with the barrier gone”—Gran raised a finger—“take care if you see flickering along our boundaries.”

      That was why she wasn’t allowed off the property? And never saw anyone else here either? “No nasty neighbors, then?”

      “None,” Gran said cheerily. “In fact”—she dropped her voice as the screen door creaked—“I’ve arranged some help for you, though I have no doubt you can complete our work. Stick to the rules.”

      At the doorway, Sir Humus poked in his white-haired head at a height that matched Fern’s. “Lark Fields, you know very well a minute is up. Come along now.” He waved a small, tan globe—glass—attached to his watch chain. “Good day, Mistress Fern.” With a nod, he retreated.

      Gran pulled Fern down, as if to kiss her cheek, but instead whispered, “I wish you hadn’t been late, lass. Finish your list as best you can. Get your mother’s blessing. And please feed Hilda,” she added louder. Then she pointed at the guinea pig, said, “You be good!” and went outside, the birds with her.

      Fern assumed the people on the porch would walk away, but they gathered closer and the air shimmered. As she craned to see better, Gran’s birds alighted on her shoulders and disappeared with her and the others.

      Staring, Fern stumbled back. That’s… Ohmigod. She smashed her fists to her forehead and paced a circle in the kitchen. I will not freak.

      Magic. Real magic.

      Whenever they were working and magic came up, Gran always said “the touch” was enough, Gran’s old-time wording for Fern’s green thumb. But that wasn’t magic, not like disappearing people, or the portal opening with a magical teardrop. Fern lifted her head to stare at the porch again. I can’t do anything like that. Seriously, Gran had arranged a trial for a nonmagical person—her—to take charge of magical land?

      The pressure was on, worse than finals. Gran had to keep her land. Fern sighed and reached into her pocket for her pop. If she thinks I can pass the test, then I will darn well try.

      Fern opened the can, raised it in a toast and drank until the sugar refueled her. Then she trudged to the refrigerator and ran her finger down a worn piece of paper. The List.

      Sir Humus had delivered this paper a year and a half ago in the winter, an attachment to a notice in legalese that said the Meadows habitat no longer contributed to the wildlands of the Isle of Giuthas. The council would seek replacement caretakers if Gran didn’t bring it into compliance, which could be satisfied if she grew the plants on their list. After the no-nonsense Sir Humus left, Gran had stood on the front porch a long time, her jaw tight. Finally, she’d said, “Well, Fern? What should we do?”

      There’d been no question in Fern’s mind. All that old-fashioned talk about the land being a part of you suddenly felt real when told they might lose the land Gran’s family had lived on for centuries. They’d researched the plants, plus added projects like raising partridge and repairing a pond dam to “put things very right,” as Gran said.

      Gran had hired out some clearing and ground preparation, but the rest hadn’t been easy. Growing flats of seedlings and spending hours planting while sneaking around Mom and trying to keep up with her homework, wrestling team and tutoring left Fern wishing for magic.

      None had appeared. And Gran’s was all but gone, for some reason she wouldn’t explain.

      Most of the items had been crossed off, leaving Cut oak saplings. Clear pond ditch. Put in pond plants. Grow ratna plants.

      Hilda climbed on Fern’s foot, nose sniffing at the refrigerator. Wheek!

      “You want a treat?” Of course she did, especially after Gran had said to feed—no, Hilda hadn’t understood that. This was the guinea pig’s usual behavior when demanding food. Fern got a carrot from the fridge. Hilda took it and trotted to her basket.

      Fern swept her long hair into a band and covered it with an orange bandanna. If she wanted to knock one project off the list, she ought to cut those oak saplings before the rains that came most every evening.

      Taking the rest of her pop, she pushed through the screen door, grabbed a pair of loppers from the tool bin under the covered porch and walked into the surrounding fields. In the peak of summer bloom, countless pastel-colored wildflowers speckled the tall grasses. Flax and daisy, pennyroyal and teasel, yarrow and bedstraw. Acres of meadowland filled the shallow between two wooded mountains on the twenty-mile-long island in the Irish Sea, closer to Scotland than Northern Ireland, though Gran said they considered themselves Irish.

      A bank of rain clouds was already moving up the valley. Hiking hard in long strides, Fern crossed several hillocks, dodged butterflies trying to land on swaying flowers and breathed. She filled her lungs and her soul with the perfumed mix of blooming flowers, pine and the faint hint of the sea. She exhaled, then inhaled even deeper. Just the scent of the island calmed her as much as digging in the dirt and handling plants.

      She topped a rise and allowed herself a moment of this: the grasses brushing her hands, birds singing, the damp of the coming rain. This was totally not the dirty farm her mother claimed she’d grown up on. Their family land was wild and natural, and Fern loved it with a fierceness that sometimes hurt.

      She scanned the rolling hills to find the right gully.

      A birdcall echoed with the whistling wind, a different one than the usual sounds. Weoo-weoo-weoo, came the call again, and she spotted the reddish, hawklike bird. A red kite, rare here, hunted their property, even though it usually preferred the woods growing up the side of Mount Lookout.

      She groaned. “If you’re nabbing our partridge, Gran’ll be sorry she left.” Some of the two dozen birds they’d reared must be hunkered down nearby. She swung the loppers at the kite. “Hey. You. Get out of here.”

      The kite flapped higher, and she kept an eye on it while walking the low swale between several hills. The bird circled twice more before finally folding its wings and diving among the oaks. Good. No doubt her grandmother would run down the “Forest neighbors” and lecture them about controlling their kite. Gran called these neighbors by the land they managed, though likely they had other, real names. Says the girl named Fern Fields.

      Taking another swig of pop, Fern skirted the hillside they’d seeded weeks ago with knapweed and came to the gully between two hills, the one filled with skinny oaks marked for removal.

      The saplings weren’t here. Their painted stake stood on the top of one hill, surrounded by their flowers. Had Gran cut them without telling her? Fern poked through the grass. Stubs of cut wood stuck up, the cuts fresh. But where was the brush? It’d take a lot of effort for one little old lady to carry off dozens of saplings, and like Mom, Gran let Fern, with her broad, muscular shoulders, handle the heavy labor.

      On the other side of the gully, a patch of grass lay flat. Fern picked up a lone branch, and its leaves whipped in the wind. Oak. Maybe Gran’s promised help had shown up.

      A faint trail of bent grass stalks led over the hill toward the trees. Fern followed it. She shouldn’t be so fixated on this. The saplings were cut, gone, whatever. Yet, with their inspection this weekend, the last thing they needed was a complaint that Meadows’ brush had been dumped on the neighboring property.

      Raindrops began hitting her back. Great. She’d look inside the woods, mostly because she was curious if it’d look different now that Gran had lifted this property barrier. But if she didn’t find the brush soon, she’d give up.

      Halfway down the hill, she missed a step. Her feet slid out from under her and, crying out, she landed on her rear, dropped the pop and loppers and skidded on her back until her flailing hands caught bunches of wet grass. For a moment, the ground tilted, and starbursts of light blinded her. I didn’t hit my head, did I?

      Then the ground leveled. Panting, she stared at the sky. Ohmigod. It had happened so fast. Her shirt and pants were soaked, chilling her skin, but she wasn’t hurt. The rain had let up and somewhere close the kite’s weoo resonated over and over like an echo. Above her…was that hollyhocks? And over there, sunflowers?

      Fern rose on her elbows. They were. These weren’t plants they grew in the Meadows. Non-native flowers sprang from carefully tended soil plots. Crushed plants surrounded her, delicate whorled leaves catching on her forearms.

      “A kind of bedstraw?” Okaaay, a secret non-native garden had been behind Gran’s barrier. But was it on the neighbor’s property or theirs? She rolled over and pushed up to her feet. Where were her loppers? She straightened—

      Lights blinked in pinpricks over the grass. Oh crap, Gran warned me—

      The ground tilted. Fern crouched for balance. Everything shifted like her computer’s whirling photo screen saver, the images framed in a murky light revolving like her rabbit hole’s magic. The garden of hollyhocks and sunflowers cartwheeled away, and several scenes flipped by until two settled before her like an open card. On one side, rain pummeled the Meadows’ hills in a thrumming she could feel through her heels, and on the other, a fresh leafy scent wafted from the interior of a deep woodland.

      Those had to be other portals since the swirling magic was similar. The Meadows portal was farther away… But that’s where I want to be.

      She took a step. The ground shuddered, and a new image appeared inches from her feet. A yawning hole. A wave crashed up over the edge of it, wetting her front and salting her lips.

      Fern recoiled—and the strip of ground she was standing on fell away.

      With a yelp, she leaped for the closer woods. The world canted, wind and rain thrashed her. Instead of clearing the dull, twisting light, she tripped across it and crashed to the ground. Sliding backwards, she grabbed a tree trunk and held on.
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      Weoo-weoo-weoo. The kite’s call sounded over and over while the ground slowly rocked to a halt. The bird, the lack of rain, the rough bark digging into her fingertips…even with her eyes closed, Fern knew she’d made it to the woods. Soaking wet.

      So that wave had been real. Please let me still be on the isle.

      She released one arm to swipe aside the strands of hair stuck to her cheeks and looked around. The murky magic was gone. The tree she clung to grew just inside the woods’ edge, and—thank goodness—the Meadows lay back the way she’d come. The ground didn’t look quite right, like puzzle pieces not aligned.

      At least it wasn’t dropping into the sea.

      Her right foot was super cold, colder than the rest of her. And stuck. Fern tried pulling her feet free of some scrubby bush. What held her trapped? A buzz of panic rose. She put more muscle into it and felt something pulling on it, on her.

      Fingers tingling, she clutched the tree, using it and all her strength to haul her leg free. It was like dragging a bag of mulch. Her numb foot was coated in murky slime. Strings of it stretched back to the bushes, pulling at her like a bungee cord.

      She scrunched to the tree, got a better grip and looped one arm under her leg to hold it against the slime’s pull. I just need to lose the shoe. No way was she touching the slime, so she dug her heel in and wiggled. The laces were tight. A stick to loosen them would help. She reached—

      “He wouldn’t be wrong, so she has to be here,” said a male voice. “Keep looking for a gap.”

      Fern sat up fast. The slime yanked on her leg, nearly jerking her free from the tree. She clutched its rough bark. No one was in sight, but she heard erratic breathing between the kite’s weoo calls. Leaves rustled from two different directions as something moved closer…

      A guy crawled into view. Her breath caught, and he pivoted, close enough to touch if she hadn’t been clinging to the tree. His rusty-red hair fell in curling waves around his face. Freckles dusted his cheeks.

      “Hey, lass, there you be. Raven?” he called over his shoulder. “This way.”

      For a moment, she just stared, because—geez—one second she’d been alone, and the next here was this big guy. He looked in his late teens, with green eyes and an accent. Scottish, or Irish, she didn’t know, but he wore some kind of traditional clothes, a pullover shirt with laces at the neck. He crouched on his heels, taking her in from wet hair to her slimed foot.

      “Ach, that’s nae good,” he said.

      She shivered. Think. His arrival isn’t so different from how I got here, so he’s likely a neighbor of Gran’s and not dangerous. But her pounding heart didn’t believe that. Despite what she’d promised Mom, she struggled to get both feet beneath her in case she needed to defend herself. The muck pulled back, harder this time. Her grasp on the tree slipped.

      The guy lunged and wrapped a large hand around her free wrist. “Do’na let the rip take you in!” He grabbed her other arm, too, and hauled against the slime.

      An unstoppable tremble coursed through Fern at the fear in his voice. She seized his wrists, found a root or something to brace her left foot against and shoved with everything she had toward this freckled stranger who had become her lifeline.

      “Raven!” he shouted, fingers digging into her flesh as he struggled to hold her. “Help.”

      Leaves crushed right beside them. Someone invisible grunted. “Watch out,” groaned her rescuer, just before a knee popped into sight between two trees and a body stumbled after it. The new guy—Raven?—swayed off-balance, his hair swinging in a long, black braid. He flailed his arms—and wings. Huge, black wings.

      Impossible.

      The ground tilted toward the bushes. Gasping, Fern lost her footing and slammed onto her belly. She slid, screaming, “Ohmigod, no!”

      Rescue Guy heaved backward and dug in his boot heels. Her slide slowed, but her body stretched, muscles straining. The guy yelled, “Rip energy’s got her,” at the same time Raven swore and threw himself at her.

      She flinched, expecting him to smack into her, to pin her to the ground. But she continued to slip while he—is this really happening?—hung suspended, half over her, wings sweeping up and down, feathers whacking her, the bush, the ground, sending sticks and leaves flying everywhere.

      Blood pounding in her ears, Fern ducked her head, and when she dared to look up again, her rescuer was also sporting a pair of wings, rusty-colored like his hair. Of course, that makes sense, said a ridiculous voice in her head.

      “Ready?” Raven grunted.

      For what? Fern wanted to ask, but she couldn’t catch her breath. Numbness was spreading up her right leg, her body was stretched to its limit, and her rescuers had wings. Asking stupid questions was low on her list of needs.

      Hands clamped onto her right knee—Raven, it had to be him, though Fern didn’t turn—and her leg warmed. He pushed his hands down her calf, driving away the numbness. The heat reached her ankle. Her heel. Over her foot. Her toes felt like a vise grip had them, numb and heavy. Fern strained to move, once more digging her free foot into the soil and clinging desperately to Rescuer Guy.

      “Come on,” he muttered, his face close but gaze looking past her.

      Seconds dragged to a minute, and still her foot didn’t come loose. Then, finally, she felt the pressure of Raven’s hands squeezing.

      Her foot popped free.

      Rescuer Guy fell backward, and Fern landed with an oof. The ground rocked under them and tilted again.

      “Go!” shouted Raven from right beside her head. He scooped an arm under hers. Rescuer Guy did the same on her other side, and they hefted Fern to her feet.

      They hurtled into flashing lights, the woods disappeared, and then the ocean reappeared between two flares of color. Roaring filled her ears, the wind whipped her hair, and a giant wave crashed over her shins.

      The water shot up colorful droplets that coalesced into a black mist. It spread, boiling inside out, becoming a whirlwind of brown leaves with the sound of flapping wings.
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      Fern opened her mouth to scream, but she could only gasp as her rescuers lifted her among oak and birch trees.

      Ohmigod, ohmigod, ohmigod. The leafy ground dropped away, her stomach with it. “Lemme go,” she screamed. “It’s safe now. Look!” But last year’s leaves blurred to dark patches. She flinched, and her arm slipped in Rescuer Guy’s grasp.

      “Nae,” he yelped, at the same time that Raven shouted, “She canna touch the ground!”

      The three of them lurched into a sparkling fog, snapping branch tips before they emerged with Rescuer Guy’s arm hooked under her armpit again, his breath panting in her ear.

      On her other side, Raven clenched her to his body. “Lass. I’d love to oblige you,” he said, sarcasm edging his voice. “But you’d end up in the rip, and me dad’d have me head.” He looked pointedly downward.

      They’d risen above the trees. The oaks’ tops mounded like green mushrooms floating in mist, a glowing murky line twisting through the undulating haze. Fern swallowed, thoughts of struggling dissolving. Whatever the rip was, it didn’t look safe. Neither, her gut said, was relying on strangers. How had they known she’d fallen into the rip? And where were they taking her? And how did they fly like storybook angels, keeping their legs up? Hers were dangling like wet bedsheets pulled from the washer.

      Come on! Why worry over that teeny bit of magic? Freaking flipping portals lurked at the edge of the Meadows, and Gran had mentioned only, “Take care if you see flickering,” in an offhand way. What other impossibly crazy magic was out there to bite her in the butt?

      At least she was still on the Isle of Giuthas. The same mountains rose on either side of the Meadows’ cloud-filled valley, the familiar rock cliffs only closer now.

      Squinting against the wind, Fern peered at the first guy, who was still panting, and then Raven, who scowled back at her. He was anything but an angel. She had to be reasonable, to sound reasonable. “Thanks for the rescue. I appreciate it. I’m safe now. Please—”

      “Hardly,” snorted Raven, the word snatched by the wind.

      She sucked in a quick breath. Nice. Be nice. “Please take me to the Meadows.”

      “After tending,” he grunted.

      What the heck did that mean? “I’ll be fine at Hillux. Gr—Lark Fields’ cottage,” she added in case they didn’t know what she called it. She’d almost revealed Lark was her grandmother.

      “No,” he repeated, adding to her growing fury.

      “’Tis a…downpour there,” gasped Rescuer Guy, but he said it kindly. Both spoke quicker than her Irish-born mother or Gran, their accents thicker, yet Fern could understand them well enough.

      It had been raining in the Meadows. But here, the clouds were high, way above the stony top of Mount Lookout. “Then how about—” she started at the same time Rescuer Guy said, “We could land below—”

      “No,” Raven spat. “Her foot.”

      Nothing was wrong with her foot now. She peeked to make sure—ugh. She snapped her gaze up. Vertigo to the max. Dirty, that was all. Not glowing, not numb. Just wait until she got both feet on the ground again.

      Raven jerked his chin. Ahead, the sun shone through a break in the clouds and lit a swath of evergreens on the mountainside. “The grove is…close. She’s heavier than I realized,” Raven panted. “And nae dropping weight.”

      Thanks for that, Mr. Too Big For His Boots. Working this spring and summer, she’d lost fifteen pounds and was slimmer than nice Rescuer Guy. Still, her hands balled into fists at the hated—and all too common—put-down. “I’m not big for my height,” she snapped.

      Raven ignored her. “Your place yonder,” he said over her head.

      Apparently, yonder was in the evergreens they flew toward. The ridge of oak trees gave way to a wall of pines spiking far above the regular trees’ height.

      “Wow,” Fern whispered. “They’re huge.”

      “Watch yourself,” called Rescuer Guy. With rapid wing beats, they rose at a stomach-rolling angle, pulling her with them. Wide, prickly treetops blocked the way, and instead of going over them, they flew between branches, passing what looked like full-sized trees growing on limbs of other, more massive trees. Her legs dangled precariously low, the soles of her running shoes skimming needled branches.

      A clearing opened up. Across it stood a huge trunk with a hollow among a thicket of branches. They zoomed closer. Burns scorched the edges of the cavelike opening. Dammit, they were going to hit it if they didn’t slow down.

      Fern didn’t want to look, but she couldn’t not look, and at the last second, they soared into the tree hollow and crashed to the floor, skidding as she screamed. They rolled over and into each other, scraping to a stop in what felt like crunchy dirt.

      This place smelled of fresh pine, and the floor felt warm beneath her…though moving. In sharp gasps. Fern opened her eyes. She’d landed half on Rescuer Guy, and his chest was heaving up against hers.

      She scrambled up so fast her head swam. She caught herself on hands and knees, pausing as dizziness blinded her and that weird finger-tingling started up again. Fern pressed a hand to her belly, feeling through her wet T-shirt for her pouch. Thank goodness—her teardrop hadn’t fallen. Then she slid her hand along her cargo pants. Her phone was still there, if it wasn’t dead from the soaking. The island had service, but Gran didn’t have a phone. If Fern had to call Mom…crap, for this, she would.

      The lightheadedness passed, though the floor was still swaying—the big tree was moving.

      Raven was already getting to his feet, his black wings folded.

      Fern shoved up into a crouch and tried to stand, but promptly had to drop to a squat again. “What the—” Be nice. She ground a fist into her forehead and looked around. The hollow in this massive tree was bigger than her loft bedroom. The dim space held two cots, neatly made with blankets, and a chest. Several shelves lined the walls, with pegs mounted below, one holding a green woolen cape similar to the brightly colored ones Fern borrowed from Gran when the weather turned cold.

      Her gaze found Raven again. “Why did you bring me here?”

      He blew out an exasperated breath. “To fetch you help. In a place that’s dry. Out there, it’ll be raining in a quarter hour.”

      Rescuer Guy rolled to his side, eyes closed as he panted. “Sometimes,” he hissed, “you have the most harebrained ideas.”

      “I do not!” snapped Raven.

      “I don’t buy it either.” Queasiness rolled through Fern—the weird portals, the muck, flying, the swaying tree. “Rain or not, I have work to do. Why couldn’t we go to Hillux?”

      Someplace she knew.

      “Believe me, I’m askin’ myself the same thing.” Once again scowling at her, Raven stretched one pale-skinned arm and fluttered his wings. “My body will never be the same from hauling a full-weight lass, and a huge one at that.”

      Muscle memory from three years on the wrestling team kicked in. Fern sprang, wrapped her arms around his thighs and took him down. He landed on top of her, his wings flapping wildly and muscles tightening over a broad build that matched hers. She rarely had an opponent match her physique—since girls were allowed to wrestle only girls—and if she let go, he’d probably best her. Pushing with her legs, she rolled him to the side. The wings vanished before his back hit the floor.

      Throwing a leg over him, she pinned one arm behind his back and the other with her hand in a well-practiced move, thanks to Mom insisting she take a sport. Wrestling was better than self-defense classes, as long as these guys weren’t skilled in the same techniques.

      Which reminded her to check on Rescuer Guy. He was still down, but likely not for long. Adrenaline spurred her to snarl, “Take me back.”

      “Try and make me,” Raven spat, his hazel eyes growing oranger. He jostled under her, but couldn’t budge.

      Obviously, she couldn’t make him take her back. A standoff.

      A chill ran over her. It’s not wrestling. It’s not…it doesn’t feel right. She didn’t feel right. Damn, she had reacted badly, in anger.

      “Beri?” Raven grunted. “Some help here?”

      Rescuer—Beri had propped himself on one elbow. Their gazes met, and he stared at her with an exhausted frown.

      “Don’t you dare move, or”—ohmigod, she had nothing to threaten these boys with, not if they had magic to fly—“you’ll regret it.” Scowling, she wedged her knee up to hold down Raven’s arm and aimed her free hand at Beri in case she had to fend him off.

      Beri lifted his hands aloft, like she had a gun. “Jus’ calm down, lass. We mean you no harm.”

      “Are you for real?” she asked. “You rescued me, but instead of taking me someplace reasonable on the ground where I could get back to work, you haul me into a tree and have the gall to tell me to calm down?” Her voice grew hard. “I want to know what’s going on, and quick.”

      Beneath her, Raven grunted and rocked, freeing his hand. She slammed hers down, pinning his arm to the floor—or rather, to the bits of decomposed wood. He winced.

      “He’d be more likely to answer if you weren’t hurting him.” Beri sat up, eyeing her like a wild dog, and brushed his freckled hands slowly down his old-fashioned shirt. Dressed in those shirts and brown canvas trousers, these boys looked like colonial reenactors. “Sorry ’bout all this, lass.” He glared at the other boy. “Raven. The rip zone was nae a place to argue, you ken, but Merlin’ll have our hides for—”

      “He won’t. That foot needs tending.”

      “You couldna—” Squinting, Beri craned to peer at her right side.

      “No.” Raven pressed his lips together.

      Fern nearly looked at her foot, too, but caught herself. It might be a trick. After all, Merlin? Like, the wizard? Seriously? These winged boys were trying to distract her. She had good leverage on Raven, but all this was too freaking much. Her arms wobbled—no, tingled.

      “Willow. She can handle this,” Beri said as if he’d solved the mysteries of the universe. “Then we won’t involve—”

      “Fine.” Raven rolled his eyes, looking reasonable for the first time as his muscles relaxed under her hands. He pointed with his chin. “Use a cot yonder until we fetch you help.”

      She glanced around—a second’s turn—but Raven rammed sideways. Fern threw her weight the same way. He fought harder than before, his brows knit above narrowed eyes that almost glowed. She tried to keep her face blank, her wrestling competition look. His arm was rising, and she shook with the effort of holding it down. Then, his fist balled, and flashed into…fire?

      Before she could move, Beri lunged, swatted Raven’s hand and suffocated the orange-brown flames. “Come now, that’s nae fair. She’s nae like us. It’s nae right to deal with her in that manner.” He dropped to sit cross-legged a few feet away.

      Raven snorted and heaved this way and that. They rocked, but he couldn’t dislodge her.

      Yet.

      Fern didn’t dare look up again. Beri didn’t know her at all, but he’d helped her. I don’t even want to think about what Raven might have done with his magical fire. We’re in a tree, dammit.

      After a minute, Raven sagged to the floor, just as her arms would take it no longer.

      She wanted to rub her aching muscles. Or her queasy stomach—did this tree ever stop moving? But she had to outlast Raven. “Give up and take me to Hillux. I’m on a wrestling team at Boulder High, so you’re not going to win.”

      “Ressing? Boulder High?”

      “Wrestling. You know a, er, fighting team. At school.”

      Raven wrinkled his brow. “Ye learn to fight in your school?” His gaze flicked to her hand on his wrist. “Of course you do.”

      “Extracurricular.” At his blank look, she shook her head. “Never mind.” She’d never met any kids on the island, just Gran and the councilman. The island was rural, but… “Surely you two attend high school?” Duh. Wings and all, probably not. Crap, she should just let him up. Confused looks passed between them, and she stole a longer glance at Beri. Would he continue to defend her?

      “Nae, we are unfamiliar with this,” Beri said.

      “What do you do on this island? Tutoring? How do you learn things?”

      His face lit up. “Apprenticing.”

      Beneath her, Raven said, “Merlin has taught me what I need to know.”

      Fern froze. Merlin as a teacher. Wings. Fire at his fingertips. Beri had said, She’s not like us. Maybe they weren’t like Gran either.

      “I apprentice to Sir Humus, Lady Lark and several other elders,” Beri said.

      What? Fern’s gaze shot to him. Why did Gran need an apprentice? And why hadn’t Fern ever seen him? Raw emotion bit at her. Isn’t my help enough?

      Oh, no. Were these the helpers Gran had promised?

      “Aaaargh.” Giving a heave, Raven threw her off. She scrambled after him, but he gained his feet first and unfurled his wings at the same time. He darted to the opening, and she followed, arms reaching to grab—

      He leaped. And when his wings spread, she remembered they were in a freaking tree.

      She skidded to a stop. Beri seized her arm and hauled her back, while Raven kept going. He cast a wide-eyed look over his shoulder as his wings carried him up. Seeing her below him, his features relaxed and settled into smug lines. The tree swayed, and she crouched to keep her balance.

      “It’s affected her thinking,” called Raven. “Guard her while I fetch Willow to help.” And he flew off.

      “Dammit.” Fern straightened, giving a glance toward how close she’d come to the edge of the cave—

      My foot! A muddy glow was creeping out from inside her right shoe.
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      The muck is still on me. Fern swallowed, shivers racking her cold body and the finger-tingling spreading up her arms. She wrapped them around her middle and backed from the edge, unable to look away from the sick glow circling the cuff of her footie sock. What was it?

      Something bad, because Raven had insisted on getting help.

      A wave of nausea hit her. Was it from the muck? Her imagination? Or that she’d nearly fallen from the tree hollow, stories high in the air. She lowered to the floor, where the wood crumbles cushioned her ungraceful landing. Was the slime poisonous? Her foot had been numb before. It wasn’t now. The muck didn’t seem to be moving, but her sock logo was half covered. With a trembling hand, she reached for the laces.

      “Do’na touch it!” Beri said.

      Her head whipped up, and she planted her hands to shove to her feet.

      Spreading his wings, he eyed her, knees bent, arms loose—good form. “I am nae keen on fighting.”

      Neither was she. “No,” she mumbled, sinking down again. “You surprised me…I forgot you were here.” She pressed her fist to her forehead, then switched to wiping the damp hair from her brow and drew a shuddering breath she hoped wasn’t too obvious. They really do want to help me. I have to trust him. Their methods seemed odd because they were completely different from her. “Wh-what is it?” She gestured to the muck on her sock. “And what happened back”—she pointed randomly—“there, with the changing portals?” She crossed her arms over her wet clothes and pretended she wasn’t dying to lie down.

      Beneath his reddish curls, Beri’s eyes narrowed. “You haven’t heard?” He shrugged one shoulder to a freckled cheek. “Energy issues. The isle is short of energy, and that has thrown the land out of balance. Our shielding won’t hold in place, and the stretching has caused energy rips along many habitat boundaries. Rips dump you elsewhere, as nearly happened.”

      “Into the sea?”

      He nodded. “Or to other habitats. The elders monitor the spots, spelling the land to hold and, where they canna, warding the worst ones so no one walks across them. That rip is nae as bad as others and ’tis rather isolated, so folks avoid it. Lady Lark didna show you where it was?”

      She shook her head.

      “Do’na worry, the watchers have a way of telling if anyone gets sucked outside, plus make sure no one enters the enclave. After this weekend’s inspections, they should have more energy to begin repairs.”

      He’d answered—unlike some grandmothers she knew—but knowing she’d almost fallen into the ocean hiked up her nerves again. “And this muck?”

      “Energy,” Beri said again.

      Magic, she translated. It couldn’t be anything else.

      “The mixing by the shifting shield makes it rather sticky. Raven tried, but controlling sticky rip energy takes someone experienced, which is why we need Willow. Rest yourself until she arrives.” He crossed the room, took a green blanket from a cot and offered it to her.

      “Thanks.” She swung it around her shoulders and huddled into its warmth and nice spicy scent. “This is your place?”

      “Aye. It’s not much, but it’s all mine.”

      “The entire tree?” It made sense he’d live here, since he had wings—which also explained why Gran hadn’t introduced her to the neighbors.

      He leaned one shoulder against the wall, hands in his pockets, huge feathered limbs taller than he was folded behind him. “This Scots pine grove is mine to manage as a trial until I come of age at my eighteenth year and can be manager of my own habitat.”

      “What exactly is there to manage in a tree like this?” Rot? She couldn’t ask that.

      “Salamanders. Lichen.”

      Beri’s earnest eyes held hers, their green so much prettier than her dark brown ones. He was not only chattier, but less grumpy than Raven. But her mind was crap after nearly dying. Nothing had gone right this entire day, and now she just wanted to do her work and go to bed.

      “Perhaps nae the most interesting of my trial areas.”

      It was, and she wanted to ask more, but what came out was, “Why are you apprenticing to Lady Lark?”

      “Usually, the lessons pass down within the family, but they made an exception for me because my parents have died.”

      Oh. That bit of honesty did her in. Having no father stank, and so was living with the possibility of being one accident away from being orphaned. But Beri already was an orphan. Fern hugged the blanket around her, and the silence grew between them to the point of being uncomfortable. For something to do, she picked up a handful of the wood chunks and dropped them piece by piece. A glance at the ceiling confirmed the reddish chunks came from the tree’s rotting heartwood, probably left from carving out this room.

      “What happened to your parents?” Her question came out in a whisper.

      He shrugged one shoulder again, apparently a habit. “One of the rare times me mum left our settlement, she died in what’s called a car accident. Then when Da became ill, he brought me here, where he grew up. He died of cancer when I was in my eighth year.”

      “You’ve no family left at all, then?” she asked gently.

      “Exactly. With no family, I must make my own way.”

      As terrible as she’d always imagined it might be, Beri spoke evenly about his losses and had his act together. If he was apprenticing to be a habitat manager, then Gran was a great teacher, even if they hadn’t figured out that last plant on their list, the ratna. “Are you trying to get a job here?”

      “Correct. ’Tis an excellent place to live, wild and beautiful. Most of my mentors have no direct descendants. It’s been proposed I take one of their habitats to contribute to the support of the Isle of Giuthas.” He pronounced it as Gran did, the G as a K, Kyuh-hash, but in his deep voice, the accent sounded rich.

      Gran had told her the name was Gaelic for the Isle of Pines and that the isle was magically hidden to protect one of the few remaining ancient groves in the British Isles. “These are the Scots pine trees the isle is named for,” she said to herself and yawned.

      Beri shoved from the wall and came to sit near her, the wings shrinking at his back. “Aye, and the Windborne prize them.” He smiled broadly.

      “Who?”

      “Not just those from the isle, you ken? But settlements on both sides of the Irish Sea.”

      Her tired mind struggled with the details. “Who are the Windborne?”

      His smile faded. “Do you not call the People of the Wind by that name…or…Fern, she told you our name, didn’t she?”

      She who? Gran? Wait a sec— “How do you know my name?”

      “Lady Lark, of course. She asked us to meet you today to—”

      “To help.”

      “Right. But you weren’t there, so we got started on what we could do.”

      That explained the cut saplings and why these winged guys were around when she fell. But now Beri’s eyes were wide in a way that put Fern on guard.

      “She needed family help,” he muttered, not exactly to her, yet he didn’t hide the words either. “She told us her cousin’s granddaughter—you—only partially knew why, but I would have thought… No, obviously, she didn’t explain.”

      Cousin? Is that what Gran had told them? Darn it all, Gran! Fern leaned forward and tugged his forearm. “What don’t I know?”

      He drew in a breath. “The Isle of Giuthas is a Windborne enclave, hidden from the outside world to protect the trees, but”—he frowned at her—“also us. Winged wizards, the People of the Wind.”

      She stared. Would Gran have told her these things if she hadn’t been late today? “Are you telling me everyone on the island has wings?”

      “Aye.”

      Does that mean Gran does, too? Her head seriously buzzing, Fern released his arm and slumped back on her rear. Hidden. Winged. People. An island of them.

      Gran had covered this up—secrets, barriers, whatever—until now. The inspection. The trial. Her trial. And this weekend Gran was taking her to the Council Gathering. She’d talked excitedly about introducing Fern to her friends. Of course, Gran had to tell me all her secrets. I just wish she wasn’t making me keep some of them.

      Fern swallowed. “Lady Lark is Windborne?”

      “Aye.” Beri looked at her in a funny way.

      Gran had never answered how they were to travel there. Duh. Isolation wasn’t a problem—these people flew. And—Fern touched the pouch—she traveled halfway around the world in an equally strange way.

      Gran should have known that learning about wings wouldn’t freak her out. So if Gran is Windborne, is Mom, too? Am I?
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      Being winged wizards explained why Fern’s mom and Gran hid their relatives. But…I have no wings. Fern pushed unsteadily to her feet and, with Beri shadowing her, walked to the front of the tree room. Bracing herself against the wall, she pulled her phone from her pocket, automatically unlocked the screen and dialed Mom’s number after the international codes she’d looked up ages ago. The call would be expensive, and it was the middle of the night in Colorado, but after she told Mom where she really was, Fern would finally get answers.

      Beep, beep, beep.

      The call failed.

      Biting back a whimper, she put the phone away and leaned on the wall, too tired to move. She shouldn’t be this tired. Besides packing Mom’s SUV, she’d hardly done anything physical today. She turned back toward Beri. “How bad is it that this rip energy has stuck to me?”

      “Not stuck—” His gaze flicked away. “Bad. Wherever it touches the soil, it’ll open another rip.” He gestured to the floor. “It won’t affect heartwood.”

      Then, if she’d gone to Hillux… “Oh—uh, thank you for not exposing the Meadows.”

      “You should thank Raven. He suggested we come here, having figured out we’d have no way to land there that didn’t involve you touching the ground.” Beri gestured outside to two birds winging their way across a sky now filled with thick clouds.

      Except they weren’t birds. Raven
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