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      Rain had driven more people than usual into the warmth and ambiance of The Witching Hour, London’s go-to bar for magic practitioners and the curious out-of-towners drawn in by the name. Those of us with powers didn’t have to hide who we were here. Well, at least not entirely. Big shows of power were frowned upon by the owners. Wards were in place to keep any possible destruction to a minimum. Just enough was allowed to make the tourists think we were just an act to draw them in and relinquish their money.

      The usual dull roar of patrons enjoying a drink out with friends was amplified tenfold tonight. The cacophony made my head throb as I stood behind the bar, trying to keep track of incoming orders. Every available inch of space at the bar was occupied, even though there wasn’t enough stools to accommodate the number of people crammed in.

      “Oy, Morgan, get your head out of your arse. I asked for those pints five minutes ago,” Dean shouted at me, snapping his fingers in my face.

      I looked at the server long enough to register what he wanted and pivoted, filling two beer glasses and passed them over. “Sorry,” I muttered, but he couldn’t hear me over the noise.

      Tending bar in London was not where I had thought I’d be as I approached thirty. Yet here I was, busting my ass for tips and still living at home with my aunt. I’d much prefer to live on my own. However, Aunt Nim’s health was on the decline and there was no way we could afford to hire someone to care for her full time.

      The front door opened and a gust of damp air blew through, sending shivers down my spine. Something just didn’t sit right with me today. I could write off the ache in my temple to the weather, but this odd sense of dread had followed me all damn day. Something bad was coming and I couldn’t see what it was.

      Not that I could do a damn thing about it, even if I could see it coming. I might technically be a witch. I could feel the power in the world around me, but I was practically useless otherwise. I understood the general mechanics—magic existed everywhere. Magic was basically its own natural force. It couldn’t truly be destroyed, just transferred, and remolded into some other purpose. There wasn’t any of that good or evil bullshit. It was pure. Only the way a person shaped it made it good or bad. The specific intent was all that mattered.

      At least that’s how it was meant to work for everyone else. For me, nothing I had ever tried to do went the way I wanted. Even simple things like boiling a kettle for tea goes pear-shaped. Most days, I might as well just pretend I’m mundane like the rest of the world.

      Get out of your own head, Morgan.

      Wallowing wasn’t going to get people their drinks or give me any tips. Forcing a smile, I tugged my shirt into place to best show off my modest cleavage and leaned on the bar. Slowly, the mob at the bar had thinned as people found tables farther in the establishment. The rain appeared to be letting up as the clock ticked past eleven o’clock. I didn’t realize until there were only ten people at the bar that I’d been holding my breath. I exhaled and the tension eased between my shoulder blades.

      “So, anything decent to drink in this place?” a familiar voice asked from my left.

      I pivoted to find my best friend, Julayne Sellers, leaning on the opposite side of the bar. She wore her hair, with the iridescence of an oil slick, pulled up into a knot at the back of her head which only accentuated the sharp contours of her face. Even in the dim light around us, her sapphire blue eyes sparkled brightly. She, like me, was a witch. However, unlike me, she could do some decent shit. It explained how her hair looked perfect right after coming inside from a rainstorm. Though she’d never held it over me or thought she was better than me.

      “You know the menu better than I do,” I teased as I moved to stand across from her. “But we’re running a bit low on most things.”

      “That’s all right. I wasn’t that interested in drinking. I only came to steal the bartender.”

      “I don’t get off shift until two,” I reminded her.

      She let out an annoyed huff. “I can’t believe they made you work today.”

      “Come on, Jules, we’re not kids anymore. We’re grown adults who can manage to work on their birthday without it being the end of the world,” I quipped.

      “But you only turn thirty once,” she whined.

      I knew that tone. It was her ‘your practicality is ruining my carefully constructed plans’ voice. Since we were teenagers, Julayne had treated my birthday like some exalted holiday.

      “Get Dean to cover. We are going out,” Julayne insisted.

      I snorted. “You really think Dickwad Dean would do anything for me?”

      She flashed me a mischievous grin. “Oh, he could be persuaded.”

      “Absolutely not. You know that sort of magic won’t fly here. Look, how about this, I’ll call Tasha and see if she can come in at midnight. Deal?”

      “Fine.” She gave an exaggerated eye roll and turned to lean her back against the edge of the bar. “While you’re at it, I’ll take a bourbon.”

      I made the drink and slid it over to her on a napkin before scanning the rest of the patrons loitering by the bar. None of them looked like they needed me, so I ducked out the back into the small passageway between the bar and the kitchen. I pulled my phone from my pocket and dialed Tasha’s number. It rang five times before going to voicemail.

      I didn’t bother with a message. Julayne could wait until I got off work. I needed the money more than we needed a girls’ night to celebrate another year of my existence on this Earth.

      That sense of foreboding washed over me as I hurried along the passage and out back behind the bar. I stayed under the meager awning to keep dry as I sucked in muggy summer air. Rain still drizzled around me. A few drops splashed down on my skin. It felt almost icy, sending shivers dancing up my arm. I focused, pouring all of my energy into summoning my magic. The barest hint of lime tickled my nose as my power sputtered to the surface.

      Keep me dry.

      The scent grew stronger for a brief moment and I stuck my arm out beyond the protection of the awning. Raindrops fell, but didn’t hit my arm. They bounced off an invisible shield, sizzling as if they’d hit something hot.

      It lasted for a few seconds before the magic faded and my arm got wet again. I took a few breaths to compose myself. As I turned to go back inside, I could swear I saw someone across the road watching me. I blinked and they vanished. Maybe I just imagined it.

      “Get a grip, Morgan,” I chided and darted back inside, grabbing a towel on the way to dry off my arm and wipe away the humiliation of another failed spell.
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      Julayne begrudgingly waited until my shift ended at two. It didn’t hurt she’d ordered three more bourbons while she hung around either. She could drink most people under the table. I suspected she used magic to give herself an advantage. Still, four drinks in meant she was already a little tipsy and any filter she’d had vanished.

      “You can’t hang around after closing,” Dean said, making shooing gestures.

      “Sod off dickwad,” she snapped, flipping him off. “I’m waiting for the birthday girl, so why don’t you show some respect.”

      “It’s fine, we’re going anyway,” I said, closing out the till and stowing my tips for the night in my bag. I rounded the bar and looped an arm through Julayne’s.

      “See you tomorrow,” I called as I dragged Julayne out of the bar and onto the street.

      “We better not be going home,” she said, sounding offended at the notion.

      “Jules, I just worked an eight-hour shift on my feet. I just want to go home and sleep,” I answered.

      “But it’s your birthday. We need to have some fun.”

      “I’m just not in a celebratory mood.”

      “Let’s at least take the scenic route,” she grumbled, tugging on my arm.

      I obliged her and we walked arm in arm down the street. The rain had finally stopped altogether, but the streets and sidewalks were slick. The few cars still out this late splashed through massive puddles. It was a miracle we didn’t end up drenched.

      “You know, I think I know why you hate birthdays,” Julayne announced as we walked.

      “Enlighten me,” I said.

      “You hate how they remind you of all those wishes you made as a kid that never came true.”

      For as long as I could remember, Aunt Nim had told me stories of the fantastical kingdom of Camelot with its gleaming castle on a hill. Where one day, she said I would return to claim my birthright as the heir to the throne. For years, I’d wished every night before bed for it to be true. For some portal to open up and lift me out of the reality that I was a shitty witch with no future.

      “Like I told you before, we aren’t kids anymore, Jules. It’s time we grow up and realize they were just fairytales. They weren’t true.”

      “Girl, we are literal witches with magical powers. But you draw the line at magical kingdoms?”

      “You may be a witch, but I can’t keep a spell going longer than a few minutes … if I’m lucky.”

      “That’s because you are supposed to be there. Not here.” She waved her hands wildly around her, upsetting her balance and sending her staggering into the street.

      It always amazed me how tightly my best friend clung to this fantasy that I was some exiled princess from a mystical land. If either of us deserved that title, it should be her.

      “And Nim knows it, too,” Julayne said as I pulled her out of the street.

      “She’s been getting stuck in the past more these days …” I said, sadness permeating my tone.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Jules assured me.

      We’d reached the unlit half block leading up to Jules’ flat and I instinctively picked up the pace. I hated this stretch of road. It always felt as if it was just inviting danger to lurk in the shadows. I heard footsteps behind us where they hadn’t been before. I pulled Jules forward. We’d almost made it to her front steps when a knife whizzed by my head, embedding its blade in the mortar of the brickwork framing the door.

      “What the fuck!” I spun to see a man approaching, another knife at the ready in his hand.

      “Finally, we can put an end to this,” he said in a gravelly tone.

      Jules pivoted at the sound of his voice and despite her questionable balance thanks to those four bourbons, she looked clear-eyed. “Get the hell away from my friend you perv!”

      A rush of air rippled out from her hands and she sent our would-be attacker skittering across the street. I tugged on her elbow, trying to get her inside.

      “We’ve got to phone the police,” I urged.

      “No shit,” she agreed, and dug in her pocket for the keys to the front door. Jules dropped them twice before she managed to get them into the lock.

      Our knife wielding psycho had regained his footing and sheathed the second knife. For a split second I hoped he was losing interest. Instead, he flexed his fingers and a bluish glow appeared around each digit until the entirety of both of his hands glowed like the center of a white-hot inferno. The flames lit up his face, revealing a menacing smile as he cupped his hands together and the flame slithered off his skin into something akin to a ball. He lobbed it at us.

      I let out an undignified yelp and dragged Julayne down a step to avoid being burned alive. The fireball collided with the brickwork, sizzling against the damp surface. Heat rippled up my back and panic set in as I flailed, trying to feel if it had made impact. My hands came away warm, but I didn’t think I was on fire. Yet I heard the crackle of energy behind me.

      “Go, go, go!” I yelped.

      I glanced back to find him charging at us with a second fireball raised. It flew through the air, landing on the opposite side of the door from his first attempt. He reached for his belt, except rather than a knife, I could swear he had a fucking sword. I shoved Jules through the open doorway and slammed the door shut behind us, jumping away from it as I heard the solid ‘thwack’ of the blade striking against wood.

      “Who the hell is this guy?” Jules shouted as we thundered up two flights of stairs to her unit.

      “How should I know? I’ve never seen him before,” I replied as I struggled to free my phone from my pocket and dial the police. I had to stop myself from dialing 9-9-9 for the mundane authorities. Regular police couldn’t do a bloody thing against this magic-wielding psycho. Lucky for us, practitioners had an elite unit who dealt with magic-based crimes.

      My heart thundered in my chest as the line rang. And rang. No one answered. For a moment, I was worried we were stuck in a nightmare where every stupid horror trope that scared the life out of me happened all at once. Please don’t let there be skeevy blokes in masks too.

      “Police, what is your emergency?” a disinterested female voice finally squawked in my ear.

      “Oh, thank God. Please, you’ve got to send help. There’s a man with a knife, or maybe a sword. And he’s been throwing fireballs. He just tried to kill me and my friend,” I said in one long breath as I trailed Julayne inside her flat.

      “You said a sword, Miss? And fire?”

      “Please, you’ve got to send someone.”

      I moved to the front window and peered down at the street. Our assailant stood watch and sure enough he sported a sword in his hand. I could even make out the afterglow of the flames he’d been handling. “It is definitely a sword.”

      “Are you somewhere safe?”

      “I … I think so.”

      “And what is your name, Miss?”

      “Morgan. Morgan le Fey.”

      She rattled off my address—likely because it was associated with my mobile number. “Is that right?”

      “Yes … but, no … that’s not where I am,” I said, fear and adrenaline making my words come out too fast.

      Julayne snatched the phone from my hand and provided the proper address. She placed the call on speaker before setting the phone onto the table in the center of the room while we waited for the police to arrive. I kept glancing out the window to find our assailant simply waiting and leaning on their sword as the tip dug into the concrete.

      “What’s he waiting for?” I muttered, straining to pick up any hint that the police were in fact on their way.

      On the table, my phone buzzed with another incoming call. I scooped it up, ready to decline the call when Aunt Nim’s name flashed on the screen. My heart leapt into my throat and I couldn’t breathe. I fumbled to accept the call and put the police on hold.

      “Aunt Nim?” I croaked out.

      All I heard was ragged breathing on the other end of the line, followed by a loud crash. The world flew off its axis and I couldn’t remain upright. I slumped to the floor, the phone thudding on the hardwood.

      “They … found us.” Nim’s voice was weak and breathy.

      “Aunt Nim, I’m here. Who? Who’s found us? What is going on?” I clutched the phone tight, holding it close to my face, forgetting in the moment it was on speaker.

      “You have to … have to … Run!”

      The line went dead.
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      I was halfway to the door before Julayne grabbed me by both arms and spun me around to face her.

      “Did you forget about the psycho standing watch like a creepy executioner down there?”

      “Aunt Nim’s in trouble.”

      “I get that, but you can’t be serious about going to her.”

      “She’s the only family I’ve got, Jules. I have to help her.”

      “She told you to run.”

      “I’m not abandoning her.” I was already formulating my route from here. It was only three blocks away to the flat Nim and I shared. It would be risky, but I had no choice. “Look, I’ll take the back stairs, and go the long way round. He won’t even see me.”

      “And what am I supposed to tell the police?”

      If they ever bother showing up.

      “Tell them I went to find my aunt.” It was the truth after all.

      Julayne released her grip on my hands and darted across the room to a small table. She flipped open a decorative box and plucked out a tiny can of pepper spray on a keychain, tossing it overhead to me. “Just in case.”

      “I will call you when I know everything is safe,” I said, pulling her into a tight embrace.

      Pocketing my phone, I crept into the hall and carefully navigated the stairs down to the back alley that ran parallel to the main street. I paused a moment to settle my nerves before I took off at a brisk walk. I didn’t need to arouse any other suspicions by being in a hurry this early in the morning. Jules had some nosy neighbors. As I moved with stealth, I still didn’t hear the sound of police sirens.

      “Get it together,” I whispered to myself as I made the final turn to get to our building.

      The moment I set foot in the front hall, it felt wrong. Like something toxic had spread over every surface. It made my stomach turn and I had to stop halfway up the stairs to avoid being sick. I gripped the railing to steady myself as the nausea gave way to vertigo. I counted the stairs in my head, keeping my eyes shut as I went. It was enough to allow me to make the trek without falling down three flights of stairs and breaking my neck. I’d walked these steps thousands of times since my childhood. Even without seeing them, I knew to skip the second from the top step on the fourth-floor landing to avoid the squeak that would have otherwise revealed my presence.

      I pressed my body against the wall, slinking down past the neighbors’ doors one by one. I held my breath as I reached the far door at the end of the corridor, the entrance to our flat. My legs shook and tiny black dots popped in my vision from the lack of oxygen. I sucked in a big gulp of air before I darted through the front door. The kitchen and adjoined living room area was in shambles. Shards of broken pottery lay strewn across the floor, along with shattered glass and discarded cutlery on the kitchen counter. I could see spots of something dark red and sticky on the floor. I couldn’t lie to myself. I knew it had to be blood.

      “Aunt Nim,” I hissed.

      No reply.

      I moved along the back of the flat towards my bedroom. I didn’t dare turn on the light for fear it might alert whoever had turned the front living area into a disaster zone. That sense of wrongness lingered in the air around me. I held up my hand, tugging at my recalcitrant magic to illuminate the area around me.

      A faint glow shone from my palm. It lasted just long enough to confirm the room was empty. That left Aunt Nim’s bedroom. I was about to back out of my room when I realized that would be a foolish move. So, I pivoted and shuffled as quietly as I possibly could to the next room. I thought I could hear something from within.

      Aunt Nim!

      I threw caution to the wind and barged in, my left hand groping along the wall for the spot where I knew the switch would be. Light sputtered above me and I immediately regretted it.

      Aunt Nim sat curled up against the edge of the bed, a ruined dish rag pressed to her stomach. Her hands were slick with blood and her cheeks were dangerously pale. I couldn’t quite explain it, but her ears looked strangely pointed. It had to be a trick of the light or the trauma of being attacked affecting my eyes.

      “I’m here,” I said, falling to my knees.

      “I told you … to run,” she said, her voice hoarse.

      “Couldn’t leave you, now could I?”

      She winced when I tried to remove the rag. “I’m sorry … I couldn’t keep … you safe.”

      “That’s enough of that. I’m going to get you a clean rag and then we’re going to take you to the hospital. You’re going to be fine,” I said and pushed myself to my feet. I rooted around in the chest of drawers next to the bed, grabbing a clean shirt.

      “No … hospital,” Nim protested.

      Prying the bloody rag from her fingers, I gasped at the nasty looking wound in her belly. It was as if someone had impaled her. At least it looked like a clean cut. Maybe the internal damage wouldn’t be too bad.

      “Let’s get you up. Come on,” I urged.

      She wouldn’t budge. “No … still ... here. Forgive me … princess.”

      “Now you’re just talking nonsense.” Hot tears blurred my vision as I pressed the shirt to her stomach to staunch the blood.

      The front door slammed open and I had to bite down on my tongue to keep from shrieking in response. I wasn’t going to let some psycho take the only family I had left from me.

      “I’m going to fix this,” I whispered, kissing my aunt’s forehead.

      I focused, pouring all of the focus I had into channeling my magic. The most fragrant explosion of lime I’d ever experienced washed over me and I directed it to the wound in her belly.

      Heal her.

      The magic wrapped itself around Aunt Nim’s body and I removed the rag. The sliced flesh and muscle in her abdomen fought to knit back together, but it just wouldn’t heal. Ugh, some bloody witch I was. I couldn’t even heal the one person who mattered most to me. Heavy footfalls clomped through the flat and the bedroom door slammed open against the wall.

      Psycho sword guy now hovered over me along with another man bearing a similar sword. Except his was stained red with my aunt’s blood. Fury mixed with the first taste of grief and I let out a guttural howl. I was on my feet, facing down the two men with my hands balled into fists.

      “Come on then, you arseholes. You think you can break in and kill a defenseless old woman and get away with it?”

      The man who’d attacked me at Julayne’s raised a hand as if to swat away a gnat. Before I knew what was happening, I was two feet off the ground and hurtling toward the wall. I collided against the hard surface with a painful thump and couldn’t hold back the groan as my head hit both the wall and the floor when I landed on the ground. Pain radiated down my neck and through my shoulder blades as my vision blurred, going grey around the edges.

      “Take her ... We’ll bring her back with us and take the traitor’s body, too?” said the one with the bloody sword.

      “His orders were clear. Neither survive,” Psycho Number One said.

      Fuck if I was going to let these bastards take me out that easily. My magic might be shit, but I could still do some damage. Give the police something to work with. But one word tickled my brain, striking a chord with me a few moments later, more than the rest of his words—traitor.

      It sounded like these lunatics knew my Aunt Nim. But that wasn’t possible. She was my eccentric Aunt Nim. She’d told me fairy tales even when I was too old for them. She worried about me constantly. She’d even tried to get me self-defense lessons when I was fifteen. I’d laughed her off. Despite that she’d still insisted I go and had driven me every week after school for a year.

      Did she know they were coming?

      My vision cleared as I lay there on the ground while they debated what to do with me. It was probably the oncoming concussion, but I could swear in the bedroom light, their ears looked different. Pointed, just like my aunt’s had looked earlier. But that notion was ridiculous. People didn’t have pointed ears.

      A word from my childhood filtered to the surface.

      Seelie.

      In Aunt Nim’s stories, she’d always made sure to paint the picture of Camelot with both its allies and its enemies. The most dangerous of those being the Seelies. All she’d ever told me was they were manipulative and powerful. As I looked back, she always got this wistful expression when she spoke of them. Not like they were something she missed necessarily, but maybe sadness for something else she’d lost.

      It couldn’t be true. Yet, these two men with fucking swords were standing in my aunt’s bedroom talking about murdering me. Something unnatural was going on. I needed to get up. I had to fight. For my Aunt Nim and myself.

      I rolled onto my side and pushed myself off the floor. My head swam in protest to the change in orientation. Though I didn’t have a choice. I tried to gauge which one would come at me first as I swayed on my feet. Maybe I could disarm one of them. Without thinking, I rushed the one closest to me, bringing my left knee up to his groin. The move hit true. He groaned, doubling over, and dropping his sword.

      I followed it with a jab to his throat before I scooped up the sword. Except that’s where my self-defense skills ended. I’d learned to fend off an attacker who was coming at me to grab me, not how to brandish a medieval weapon.

      “You don’t even know how to use that, girl,” Psycho Number One taunted, brandishing his own blade.

      “I don’t know where you’re from, but here it’s rude to call someone ‘girl.’”

      I was stalling for time and we both knew it. I had no idea what I hoped would happen next. Possibly for the police to come barging in to arrest this loon and his partner in crime. Only I realized in that moment, if police did come charging in, they’d find me holding a bloody sword. Not a good look if I wanted to convince them I was innocent. The longer I stood there, sword hilt clutched in both hands like the amateur I was, the more my eight-hour shift and being thrown into a wall were catching up with me.

      My arms felt leaden and my hands shook from the exertion to keep the blade upright. I tried desperately not to look to my right, to where Aunt Nim lay motionless and ghostly pale. Her hands had fallen away from her wound. The blood had now soaked through the shirt.

      “Why are you doing this?” I shouted, not caring that it was nearly three in the morning and I could wake the neighbors.

      “Orders,” he replied, angling his weapon down. Wait, was that a hint of hesitation in his tone?

      “I have no idea who you are, but I promise I’m not who you think I am. I’m literally no one important. I’m a bartender. I work for shitty tips.”

      “The magic doesn’t lie,” he replied. “I don’t relish taking lives. I can make it quick. You won’t suffer.”

      Bullshit.

      “You’re mad if you think I’m just going to lay down and let you kill me,” I argued, doing my best to raise the sword in a fighting stance.

      The blade wobbled in my untrained hands and when I tried to charge at him, he blocked me with barely a flick of his wrist. The defensive move knocked the sword out of my grip, sending it skittering across the floor toward his still groaning partner. I didn’t back down. Another grief-fueled howl ripped from my throat as I lunged.

      He intercepted me mid-motion, his beefy hand wrapping around my throat. He lifted me off my feet and squeezed. The world greyed out faster this time and my lungs burned from the lack of oxygen. Maybe he was right and it would be quick.

      Fight!

      I could hear Aunt Nim’s voice in my head pushing me onward. If I let this bastard kill me, she’d have died for nothing. I dug my nails into the flesh on the backs of his hands and dragged them across his skin. He yelped as I drew blood, but the bastard didn’t let go. I tried to dig in deeper, but it only made his grip tighten. I sputtered as I tried to get any last vestiges of air into my aching lungs before I blacked out.

      Going into the light must be a real thing. As this prick choked the life out of me with one hand, and his other hand prepared to run me through with his sword, a blinding burst of light filled the kitchen behind him. What I could see tunneled, narrowing in on what looked like a hazy figure approaching.

      Jules?

      The sudden lack of pressure on my windpipe shocked me out of dying and I fell to my knees. I coughed, trying to regain my body’s normal functions. Around me I could hear the muffled sounds of a skirmish, but I couldn’t put the pieces together in my head.

      My vision came back to me before my hearing and I caught sight of a red-haired woman waving her hands in some complicated gesture. Both men and their swords vanished from the flat. I felt a sudden displacement of air from their rapid departure, but it took far too long to realize that this woman had just magicked my attackers off to somewhere else entirely. Part of me hoped it was a prison cell or some deep, dark hole with alligators. Big ones.

      “We need to get you out of here,” the woman said, pulling me to my feet. “I have delayed them for a time, but they will be back. They are nothing if not committed to their cause.”

      “Not that I’m not grateful for the save, but I’m not going anywhere with you. I don’t know you. And what exactly did you do to those blokes?”

      “I give you my word, I will answer all of your questions in time. But right now, we must leave. We have a long journey ahead of us.”

      “And where exactly is it you think you’re taking me?”

      “Home to Camelot, of course. I’ve been looking for you for a very long time.”
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      I stared at her in stunned silence. She couldn’t possibly be serious. Those were just fairy tales, stories Aunt Nim had fabricated to cheer me up as a child. They couldn’t really be true. I rubbed at the base of my skull where it had connected with the wall and floor. I pushed past the stranger in the doorway and rummaged in the kitchen cupboard for a glass.

      “What are you doing?” she demanded.

      I reached into the cabinet to the left of the sink and pulled out a bottle of Scotch, pouring it liberally into the glass. “Having a bloody drink.”

      “I told you already, they will be back. You are no longer safe here.”

      I tossed back the contents, slamming the glass down onto the countertop. The wave of adrenaline was beginning to ebb now, bringing with it the tears I’d managed to keep in check until now. “My aunt is dead. I need a fucking minute.”

      The woman looked like she wanted to say something, but held her tongue. I poured myself another drink and drained the glass, barely hiding a grimace. Scotch was my Aunt Nim’s drink of choice. I preferred a good glass of wine. But it seemed a fitting way to honor her. And it helped take the edge off the fear and anger coursing through me like a flash flood of emotion.

      “I am not going anywhere until I know my friend is okay,” I said.

      “By all means … ensure your friend’s safety.”

      Somehow my phone managed to stay stowed in my pocket and hadn’t broken on impact with the wall. I hit number two on my contacts list and waited as the line rang.

      “Morgan? Are you okay? Please say something.” Julayne’s words tumbled out of her mouth.

      “I, uh, I’m okay. But my Aunt Nim … Jules, sh-she’s dead. They killed her.” Tears turned my words into a sob.

      “Morgan, I am so sorry.”

      “That psycho from your place. He was here. I tried to fight him off, but I couldn’t.”

      “Tell me how to help.”

      “I—I don’t know ... I have to go. I just needed to know you were all right.”

      I dried my eyes with the back of my hand as I ended the call and stowed my phone. I took some time to study the woman in front of me. Her red hair was darker than I’d first thought, closer to russet than ruby. She wore a simple tunic top over tight fitting pants and leather ankle high boots. If I’d passed her on the street, I wouldn’t have thought anything of her.

      “Right. Who the hell are you and why do you think I’m from some made up fairy tale my aunt cooked up?”

      “My name is Emerys. I am a witch, like you.”

      “Nah, you’re nothing like me. You’ve got power. I could feel it. I can’t even do a simple healing spell. My magic is worse than useless. It’s like I⁠—”

      “Like you can’t feel it.”

      “Wait a bloody minute … How’d you know?”

      “Because your magic was not born of this world. You belong in Camelot.” She took a step toward me and for a moment I saw an almost motherly expression in her eyes. “I promise, I will explain everything. But we need to leave … Now.”

      “We can’t leave her here. We’ve got to notify the authorities.”

      “We do not have time.”

      “Give me one reason I should trust you.”

      “I saved your life.”

      “Fine. You say we’re off to Camelot? Grand. How exactly do you suggest we get there?”

      “Do you have a vehicle?”

      “We can drive there?” I scoffed in disbelief. If this mystical realm had been within driving distance of London all this time, why hadn’t my aunt just taken me there as a child?

      She fixed me with a serious expression. “Do you have an alternative?”

      “I don’t know. We could fly.”

      It took a moment for my words to register in her brain. “We don’t have time to forge me sufficient documentation to access that means of transport. Driving would be easier.”

      “Tell me where we’re headed?”

      “Uisneach.”

      I had no idea where that was so I pulled out my phone again and typed in my best guess of the name’s spelling into a search. Ireland? “You want to go to Ireland from here?”

      “It is the only portal I am aware of that will take us both to Camelot, and Albion at large.”

      “You’re telling me you came through a portal in Ireland and traveled all the way to London to save me, but you don’t have a convenient way back?”

      “I’m afraid my trip here was one way only. A bit of borrowed sorcery. We will have to use your means of travel to get back to the portal.”

      This was madness. “Where’d you send those blokes?”

      “Here is not the place to continue this conversation. Pack what you can carry. We need to leave.”

      “But … I mean, did you send them back to wherever they came from or did you punt them to somewhere like Manchester?”

      “Even with my power, I could not expel them from this realm. But they are going to keep coming for you. So, the sooner we are back on Camelot’s soil, the safer you will be from them.”

      “Give me ten minutes to get a bag together.”
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      After trying to start Aunt Nim’s old junker of a car for ten minutes, I realized driving wasn’t going to get us where we needed to go. Well, at least not right away. It was probably for the best. Gas was expensive as shit. I leaned on the boot of the car, studying my phone while Emerys paced nearby watching me.

      “Okay, looks like there is a ferry out of Liverpool that gets us to Dublin. Then it’s just a few hours’ drive from there,” I said through a yawn.

      “Where is Liverpool?”

      “About a four-hour trip from here by train. Probably better anyway. Even if they found us, I don’t think they’d want to do anything with all the witnesses on a train.”

      “Can you make the purchase?”

      I held up the phone to show her I’d already purchased tickets for a six o’clock morning departure. It gave us enough time to reach the station and maybe get some coffee.

      By the time we arrived at the train station, the sun had risen, reflecting off the windows opposite us. I regretted not packing sunglasses and threw an arm over my eyes to shield them from the sun.

      “I am truly sorry we had to meet under these circumstances,” Emerys said softly from her seat beside me.

      “Can we not do this right now? I’m exhausted and I’ve been attacked twice in one night. Can I just get a little quiet? Please?”

      She made a yielding gesture and remained silent until our train was called. I led the way to the platform and climbed aboard. She followed after me. Given the early hour, we had most of the train car to ourselves. I drew the shade on the window next to me and curled up as much as I could. I felt her hand on my wrist and a warmth spread throughout my body from her touch.

      “Sleep now, child,” she whispered.

      The sound of the train coming to a halt on squeaky rails roused me. I sat up, groggy and disoriented. Looking around there were more people in the train car now and a man in a conductor uniform moved through the car, collecting tickets.

      I wiped the sleep from my eyes and straightened up, holding our tickets out for him as he came by. He punched them, sticking them in two little slots above our seats before moving on.

      “Do you feel better?” Emerys sat across from me with her head turned toward the window.

      “I don’t know about better, but I don’t feel like I’m about to pass out.”

      “Good. Because our Seelie pursuers boarded the train one stop ago.”

      I craned my neck behind me, but didn’t spot either of the sword wielding arseholes. “Are you sure?”

      “I did not think they would find us so soon.”

      “What do we do? We’re not even close to our stop.”

      “It is my hope that they wouldn’t want all of the collateral damage. As much as it pains me to say, one dead woman is explainable. A train car full is not something that can be overlooked.”

      “Why do they want me dead?”

      “Because you are the one person who can undo a grievous wrong. You are the rightful heir to Camelot’s throne, Morgan. Once you lay claim to your birthright, their farse falls apart.”

      “What are you even talking about?”

      I heard the door at the far end of the car open and my stomach dropped. I didn’t want to turn around. I didn’t want to see those two men again. Somehow I had managed to not dream of them when I’d fallen asleep earlier. I suspected Emerys was to thank for that. But seeing them now, I wasn’t sure I could contain my rage and anger at what they’d taken from me.

      Emerys rose calmly and held out a hand to lead me to the next car. Hiding out in another car would only get us so far. Eventually, we’d run out of passenger cars and they’d catch up with us. We might only have a few stops to go, but we couldn’t duck them forever.

      “How certain are you that they aren’t going to start stabbing people?” I whispered as we moved through the designated quiet car.

      “Relatively.” She didn’t sound confident in her response.

      “Can’t you send them away again?”

      “Is magic practiced out in the open here?”

      “I mean … it’s kind of a poorly kept secret. But people don’t go around doing it for the hell of it, no.”

      “Then I cannot simply make them disappear. It would arouse too many suspicions. Now, come along.”

      We reached the final car just as the train pulled to a stop, announcing Liverpool. Maybe we’d get out of this without attracting attention, but we still had to make it to the ferry. But it was too much to hope for as we stepped onto the platform and I spotted the two men step off the train with us.

      I scanned our surroundings and noticed a cluster of people who looked as though they might be on some sort of trip together. I tugged Emerys along and darted through some of the group’s stragglers.

      “Sorry,” I apologized when one of the women in the group gave us a nasty glare.

      We’d just managed to clear through the group outside when I heard someone shriek. The ground beneath my feet shook. Our pursuers weren’t afraid to use magic in public. I could see cracks forming in the concrete platform, spiderwebbing out toward the tracks. If they managed to dislodge any of the concrete onto the rails, it could cause derailments or worse. The man closest to me, the one who’d nearly choked the life out of me, was controlling the magic with his hand. It glowed a vivid gold and whenever his fingers twitched, new cracks formed. We were screwed, but still had a ways to go to make it to the ferry. Somehow, I swallowed my nerves. I couldn’t afford to break down now. Not when there were so many innocent people around to become casualties of a fight I still didn’t understand. Innately, I knew I owed it to these people to try and keep them safe.

      “The ferry’s just up that way. If you hurry you can make it,” I said, urging Emerys ahead of me. I tried to slip her the money, but she wouldn’t take it.

      She stayed firmly rooted to the spot when I didn’t move. “If you stay, I stay. I spent so many years searching for you. There’s no way in hell I am about to leave you behind now.” She took my hand and gave it a squeeze. “Now focus. I want you to envision a barrier between them and the people in front of them.”

      “You want me to do magic. Here. Now. Maybe you didn’t hear me before. My magic doesn’t work.”

      “Trust me.”

      That same warmth spread from her hand to mine and up my arm, settling in my chest. I closed my eyes, letting the feeling of my magic fill me up. It came easier this time. Almost as if it wanted to be used instead of fighting me tooth and nail.

      Protect them.

      It was like something had ignited inside me. Lime cascaded over me like someone had dumped an entire vat of juice on me. It permeated my every pore and made every nerve ending light up with energy. I opened my eyes and a smoky barrier spanned the length of the train platform.

      “Holy shit,” I croaked.

      The cracks in the concrete slowly closed, repairing themselves now that my would-be murderers were busy trying to contend with the magic keeping them firmly separated from us. To their credit, most of the civilians didn’t notice and just hurried on their way.

      “Now, we need to go.”

      Emerys tugged me backward and I stumbled as I turned to follow her. She never let go of my hand. I looked back to see both men draw their swords and begin slashing at the barrier. It kept them busy long enough for us to make it out of the train terminal and onto the ferry.

      The moment Emerys let go of my hand, the energy I’d felt faded and my body ached. I rolled up my sleeve to see faint pink marks, as if someone had cut me.

      “Let me guess, magic swords,” I sighed. How had I not felt their blows before? Had Emerys taken the pain from me?

      “You did well back there. Untrained, yes … but you have good instincts.”

      “That’s the first time I’ve ever managed to sustain something like that. And I mean ever.” After a moment, I added, “You did something. Lent me your power or I don’t know …”

      “I merely gave your magic something familiar to hold on to. To buttress itself again. You did the rest.” She gave me a sympathetic look. “As I said, your magic was born of another place. It recognized that place in me.”

      We queued to board the ferry and I couldn’t help glancing back. The men had to have gotten through the barrier by now. The fact I didn’t hear any more shrieks suggested they hadn’t taken out their frustration on innocent bystanders.

      “Next,” a deep bass voice called from the front of the line.

      We shuffled forward, paid our fare, and boarded. The moment we set out on open water; I caught Emerys letting out a sigh of relief. There was a lot she wasn’t saying. We were about to be stuck on a boat for four hours. Time to get to know my rescuer.
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      The fresh air helped settle my nerves as I found a seat in a secluded area of the ferry. Emery joined me, staring out at the water. After a moment, she turned to look at me, expectation written all over her face. She was ready for my questions now.

      Where did I start?

      When I was young, I’d had millions of questions that I’d never gotten the nerve to ask Aunt Nim. Now, I couldn’t ask her. I’d longed to know how I’d gotten here. Why had we come if I was supposed to rule a kingdom? Were my parents okay? She never talked about them.

      “How do you know that I’m the person you think I am?”

      “Because magic recognizes like magic. I have always had an affinity for tracing magic in a bloodline and while you may not feel it here, yours is strong. It is the beating heart of a kingdom.”

      “If I’m so special, why am I here?”

      “I do not have all the details, but from what I understand, your mother endured a difficult delivery. She was weak afterward and easily manipulated. She was led to believe her child was in fact born a boy.”

      I gestured to my very clearly female anatomy. “Pretty sure it would have been obvious I didn’t come out with a knob and bollocks.”

      “It was only your mother and the midwife in the room. I was otherwise engaged. Perhaps if I had been there, I could have prevented what happened.”

      “How’d I end up here?” I repeated.

      “The midwife disappeared, claiming the child needed to be examined. When she returned, she carried a boy in her arms. No one questioned it.”

      “You lot don’t have ultrasound machines?”

      “Aunt Nim had always given me the impression that Camelot was a lot like here.”

      “Technology can be incorrect. Or miss things,” Emerys replied.

      “So what, this midwife just dumped me somewhere and someone found me?”

      “No. I believe you were given to a Seelie woman who had orders to kill you. By some miracle she disobeyed those orders and fled the kingdom. She went to the only place she thought she might not be pursued. Through a portal to another realm.”

      “My Aunt Nim was supposed to kill me?”

      “I believe so. But I see now that she gave her life to protect you.”

      “I don’t understand. If she could go through this portal, what stopped those thugs or you from coming after us before now?”

      “Magic is a wonderous thing, but it can have a mind of its own. Believe me, I tried to get through many times before now. Perhaps Nim’s magic was strong enough to keep you both hidden until now.”

      “She’s been sick. Doctors couldn’t figure out what it was. Could it have something to do with her magic fading? Is that even possible?”

      “It may very well be.”

      “Her ears were pointed. Like the guys who attacked us. I’d never seen that before.”

      “Using magic constantly to conceal one’s identity can take a toll on anyone. Perhaps being away from the root of her own power for this long was too much for her.”

      “She always warned me that Seelies were dangerous and not to be trusted. Why would she say that about her own people?”

      “Because it was true.”

      “Do they know about me? My parents?”

      Emerys shook her head, gaze cast down at her hands. “I have not spoken to the Queen in nearly three decades. I tried to convince the royal family you’d been taken, but they refused to accept it. I fear now that they were under the influence of others around them.”

      “So, I’m supposed to just show up and what … tell them ‘Hi, I’m the daughter you never believed existed. Who wants tea?’”

      “You will have to earn a way to an audience with them. Don’t worry, I have a plan.”

      “Hope it’s a good one,” I said just as the ferry’s horn blared to announce we were approaching the harbor in Dublin.

      As soon as we disembarked, I could feel something different about the ground beneath my feet. It felt almost familiar. But that made no sense since I’d never been to Ireland before.

      Except as a baby.

      “Come, we must secure a vehicle for the final leg of our journey,” Emerys said.

      “Hold on. I’ve slept maybe two hours and haven’t had anything to eat. Before we go anywhere, I am going to need breakfast.”

      She let out an annoyed huff, but acquiesced. Thankfully, we found a café serving breakfast across from a car rental. Maybe things were looking up. The coffee turned out to be strong and the food was half decent.

      “So, who exactly are you?” I said with my hands wrapped around the coffee mug in front of me.

      “Once I was an advisor to the royal family. But since your birth I have been something of an exile.”

      “They just kicked you out all because they didn’t like what you had to say? I’m not sure I want to meet these people.”

      “As I said, I believe they were and are still under the sway of others. But, as I am not permitted on palace grounds, I cannot be certain.”

      “But you think they’ll just let a stranger walk in without a question?”

      She gave me a mischievous smirk. “I do indeed.”

      “But you’re not going to tell me about it?”

      She looked around the café. “Not until I know we are somewhere we will not be overheard by prying ears.”

      “Right … well, then I guess we better get going. It’s still a few hours’ drive to your mystical portal.”

      I paid the bill and we crossed the road to the car rental. I didn’t have the heart to tell the man behind the counter that he most likely wouldn’t be seeing his property again. But maybe there was something Emerys could do to help. Could she make the car drive itself back? He pointed us to a small vehicle at the far end of the lot.

      “Just been filled up, too. You’re lucky,” he called as he tossed me the keys.

      I caught them in both hands and started for the driver’s side. The keys fluttered out of my grasp and over to Emerys’ outstretched hand. “Just because I do not have legal documents in your world, doesn’t mean I don’t know how to operate one of these.”

      “Well, excuse me.”

      I rounded the front of the car and settled in the passenger’s seat. Emerys slid behind the wheel and revved the engine. We were already essentially sitting on the road and I flipped on my phone’s GPS to direct us where we needed to be.

      It became clear very quickly Emerys did not have a clue what she was doing. The road was empty for about a quarter kilometer before other cars appeared. Horns blared angrily as they swerved to avoid us.

      “Shit, you drive like a bloody American!” I shouted, making a mad grab for the wheel to force us out of the flow of traffic coming at us in the wrong direction.

      “This is the proper side of the road,” Emerys argued.

      “Pull over.”

      She eased the car to a stop on the side of the road. “Right, I’m driving before you get us killed.”

      “Forgive me for trying to do something nice.”

      I released the seatbelt and climbed out of the car, marching around the front, and yanked open the driver’s door. “Thank you, but I’ve got it from here.”

      She slid across to the passenger seat and I settled behind the wheel. I waited a count of ten for my heart to settle back into a normal rhythm. Carefully I eased across the road to the correct side and began to follow the map route toward our destination. Silence filled the car. For a while it settled between us, giving me time to process everything.

      Aunt Nim was gone. Had someone found her body? Jules knew she was dead. She’d make sure the authorities knew. Or had the Seelie douches done something to her body? They’d caught up with us awfully fast, so I had to assume Emerys hadn’t booted them too far away. For all I knew, they could have literally sprouted wings and flew.

      “What do you do exactly?” I said when the silence had gotten too deafening.

      “I consider myself a teacher. I have one student. An apprentice really. And I help my pupil hone their craft.”

      “What did you do before that? Before … I was born, I mean.”

      “I was one of the Queen’s closest advisors. I advised her mother before her and her grandmother before that.”

      “You can’t be old enough to have served three generations,” I said.

      She chuckled. “Looks can be deceiving. But I was there when your mother was crowned.”

      “Aunt Nim never mentioned you,” I said as the GPS signaled that we were only ten minutes away. “She told me all kinds of stories growing up about Camelot. About how the magic worked there, just like here. But it was more untamed. She told me how the Queen was a kind and benevolent leader. She didn’t judge people based on where they came from. She told me that I came from a long line of strong women.”

      “All of that is true.”

      “But she never once mentioned you.”

      “In truth, your mother and I had drifted apart before her pregnancy. I think she felt I was out of touch with what she and her people truly needed.”

      “Was she right?”

      “You would have to ask her. But I believe there is still hope for our reconciliation, through you.”

      “You’re putting a lot of faith in someone who can barely sustain a spell without help.”

      “Trust me, you will feel differently once you are back where you belong.”

      The GPS beeped, indicating we’d reached our destination. I could see fencing around some rock formations. I spotted a small break in the fence and guessed we’d be sneaking in. I didn’t see any other cars in the vicinity or cameras.

      “You’re sure we’re not going to get arrested?”

      “We will be gone before anyone notices.” She climbed out of the car and darted around the rear to my side before I even had time to undo my seatbelt. “Follow me.”

      The moment I set foot out of the car, I was hit with a surge of magical energy. This place was brimming with untapped magic waiting to be guided. I’d never felt anything like it. It wove around me like a cat looking for attention. Even though I could feel the magic in the world around me, without Emerys boosting my signal, I couldn’t connect to it.

      “This place is intense,” I managed as I trailed her to the break in the fence.

      “Great battles were fought in this place a long time ago and the mystical energies from those battles remain,” she explained.

      We stopped by one of the rock formations and I watched her body language shift. She stiffened and sadness washed over her features. She shed a single tear, wiping it away with her fingertip before moving past the rocks and down a shallow incline.

      “How do you know all of that?” I called.

      “Because the other side of the barrier is the same. And all things must have balance. Light and dark.”

      “I’m not going to have to jump off a cliff or something am I? I’m not good with heights.”

      “Just keep up,” Emerys said, walking steadily onward.

      I couldn’t pinpoint the exact moment the world shifted around me, becoming wholly unfamiliar, but beautiful. One moment, I knew we were in Ireland and the next, we stood just beyond a cave by a burbling river. Emerys looked unfazed by the transition in terrain.

      “Wait up!” I called as she moved ahead.

      I stumbled on some loose dirt and had to catch myself on the branch of a nearby tree. When I looked down, I found the tree reaching out to steady me. It had to be a trick of the light or exhaustion catching up to me. But in the back of my mind I’d thought that I could use the help. I hadn’t used any magic, but the tree had definitely reached out to keep me from faceplanting.

      I let go of the branch and picked my way through brambles until I finally caught up to Emerys. As we walked on, I understood what she’d meant. I could feel the magic around me here, too. It felt welcoming and familiar. I knew I’d never been here before, but it was like the magic knew me and wanted me here. I couldn’t help testing out Emerys’ theory that my magic would respond to me now that I was allegedly where I was meant to be.

      I turned my focus inward and my magic came screaming at me like it had never been truly free before. That’s because it hadn’t. It thrummed against my skin, making my fingers ache as I tried to decide what to do. I spotted a trampled flower on the path ahead and knelt down, cupping it in my fingers. I wasn’t much of a gardener, but Aunt Nim had loved flowers.

      Grow.

      The petals perked up, turning vivid yellow as the stem straightened and the leaves unfurled. And as if that weren’t enough, the rest of the flowers next to it brightened and straightened, too. I caught Emerys watching me with a grin on her lips. She apparently liked being proven right.

      “This is mental,” I said as she led me up the ridge of a small hill overlooking a lush valley. I could see a lake in the distance, separating out two distinct patches of land. The farther area sprawled with rolling hills surrounding a castle of bleached white stone, tiny blue flags were flying from the tops of its darkly roofed towers. I turned my gaze skyward to see the sun beginning its descent along the horizon, painting the sky in calming shades of lavender, burnt sienna, and pink. Even the clouds looked more serene here as the sun set on another day. I could almost hear Aunt Nim’s voice in my head, whispering about what the sky would look like once dusk fell and the stars came out.

      “Aunt Nim was right, it really is beautiful here,” I murmured. My breath caught in my throat at the realization that she would never be buried where she came from. She’d never get to come home again. I let out a sniffle and wiped my eyes. There would be time to grieve later.

      I caught Emerys beaming at me as she made a sweeping gesture with her hand. “Welcome to Camelot.”
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      I could almost picture an eight-year-old me doing cartwheels down the hill toward the lake with Aunt Nim chasing after me. I could hear her laughter in my head and a fresh pang of loss gripped me, squeezing my chest tight.

      “Come, we have a lot to do,” Emerys said, placing a guiding hand on my arm.

      “You said when we got to Camelot you’d tell me what your mysterious plan was to get everyone to believe I am who you say I am. We’re here.”

      “Don’t be so literal or stubborn. There are far too many watchful eyes in these woods to speak openly.”

      I tamped down my frustration and followed her along the ridge toward the lake. As we walked, I realized just how far the castle really was from our current position. The lake was massive and we navigated part of its circumference for what felt like an hour before a modest cabin came into view partially hidden amongst a stand of trees.

      “You live in a log cabin?” I couldn’t help but snicker.

      “I couldn’t serve you if I lived in a tree,” she muttered and produced an ornate brass key from her pocket. She slipped it into the lock on the front door and pressed her forehead to the wood.

      I could swear the door gave an audible sigh, like it was relieved to have her back, as it opened. She stowed the key and stepped inside. I stayed outside, just taking in the scenery.

      “Don’t just stand there dallying. Come in,” she called.

      From within, I heard thundering footsteps and a moment later, a bloke about my age came skittering into view. He had dark shaggy hair that fell artfully above his aquamarine-colored irises. Thin wire-framed glasses rounded out the look. He was kind of handsome in a bookish sort of way. Nothing could have hidden his pure excitement upon seeing me.

      “You did it. You really found her,” he exclaimed with an accompanying fist pump.

      Emerys gave him a disapproving look. He lowered his hand and tried to contain himself. She turned to me and explained, “This is Gethin Westbridge, my student.”

      “Apprentice, really,” he offered.

      “Right. Hey.” I gave a small wave.

      “You’re Morgan. I’ve heard so much about you. Well … I mean not everything, obviously. But we’ve been waiting for you to come back for ages,” he gushed.

      “Gethin, enough. Let the girl take a breath. Why don’t you go put something on the stove? It’s been a long, trying journey to get here,” Emerys instructed.

      “Of course. Right. Should have had something ready when you got here.”

      He darted out of sight. Moments later, I heard the clang of pans against burners. Emerys made another ‘enter’ gesture. I had no reason to refuse. After all she was offering me food and shelter.

      “He’s a bit …” I trailed off.

      “I believe the word you are looking for is excitable.”

      “That about sums it up.”

      “He’s been studying with me since he was fifteen. He’s a good lad. Whip smart.”

      “So, why’s he just an apprentice then?”

      “Because it takes more than a decade to truly master magic craft.”

      Gethin appeared—or rather his head and shoulders popped out from behind a doorframe—and he waved a hand to get my attention. “You … uh eat meat, right?”

      “Yeah. I’m good with whatever.”

      He vanished again, leaving Emerys and I standing in what I assumed to be a sitting room. There were a few oversized chairs next to an empty fireplace. The overhead lights were dimmed and yet I could still see. I wondered how she got electricity out this far in the forest, but figured it was rude to ask. But I couldn’t say I wasn’t relieved that the place was modern, if a bit on the rustic side. I noted the lack of photos or anything personal on the walls—spartan.

      “I suppose I should give you the tour while Geth’s busy,” Emerys said.

      She led the way to a small dining area with a table big enough for four people. I peeked through the open doorway to find Gethin, his back to me, stirring something on the stove. Beside him a knife chopped vegetables of its own accord on a cutting board.

      “Give me about twenty minutes,” he called, as if he could see me standing there.

      I turned and found Emerys waiting at the bottom of a short staircase. “Follow me.”

      The single flight of stairs led up to a floor with three bedrooms. She stopped at the room at the far end of the hall. “This will be yours for now.”

      I peered in around her. It sported a small bed and a wardrobe in one corner. A single window overlooked the lake. I set my bag outside the wardrobe, eyeing the bed. I could use some sleep.

      “You can rest once we’ve completed the tour,” Emerys said.

      “The privy or what you call the loo is that door over there. Fair warning, Gethin hogs the hot water in the mornings.”

      “So, he’s got the sleeping hours of a proper adult, but the courtesy of a teenager. Got it,” I said with a small smile.

      “One more stop,” she said and retreated back down to the first floor.

      I couldn’t imagine what else she had to show me. The cabin didn’t look big enough to house anything more than what she’d already shown me. She stepped out the back door and waved her hand in the air, as if trying to gain someone’s attention from a distance.

      What had been a wooded area moments before transformed. Tree trunks thickened, blending one into the next to form makeshift walls. Their canopies stretched and wove together to form a roof of sorts. Their roots flattened to form a rough, but even floor.

      “This is where
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