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  Chapter One


Wait a minute. That’s not right. Olivia stiffened as she leaned against the dining-room door frame surveying the scene. The dining room table was set for a formal lunch for four. The linens were crisp. The crystal gleamed. Everything seemed to be ready. So, what had snagged the edges of her attention? 
Her gaze scanned the room once more and skidded to a stop. What should have been an oil painting over the mantle was now a large tapestry showing an idyllic summer scene—a lake with a group of beautiful people picnicking in the wildflower meadow in front of it. She’d seen a tapestry like this one before in Elspeth’s entryway. And like the Air Crone’s tapestry, this one glowed and … Olivia squinted. If she looked at the tapestry out of the corner of her eye instead of head on, the figures moved. Soft footsteps sounded behind her.
“The table looks great, Hamish,” Olivia said to the house piskie who now stood beside her. She blinked. When she had met him—was it really less than two months ago now—he’d been Hamish the Brown. Back then, he’d dressed in rough woven tunics and trousers in the muted greys, greens and browns of the forest. He’d also been terrified of her. Admittedly, she’d chased him out of the house with a broom. But in Olivia’s defence, she’d honestly thought he was a rat.
Now? Now it was more Hamish the Technicolour. He was a scant two feet tall, but he strutted around the house in his sumptuous waistcoats, like he owned the place. Which Olivia supposed he did. He’d been in the house for over one hundred summers by his own count. She’d been there for only seven or so weeks.
He flushed with pleasure. “Thank you, my lady. Oh, your agent called again.” He put a subtle emphasis on the last word. 
Olivia slid her gaze away. She was well aware that she owed her agent the manuscript for her new book in the Chic Woman series. The one she hadn’t started. Olivia just didn’t know how to tell her agent she needed more time. 
“I’ll get back to her later. Let’s focus on the lunch today. Everything looks good here. It’s going well.” Mostly well, she amended to herself. “I’ll get dressed and⎯” 
She paused. “Hamish, what’s with the new tapestry? It looks like Elspeth’s. Did she bring it over?”
Hamish shook his head. “No, Lady Olivia. At least,” he corrected himself, “I didn’t see her bring it into the house.”
She’d ask Elspeth about it later. Then something else occurred to her.
“Did the house decide we needed one?” The house had a mind of its own. When Olivia arrived in Rowanswood expecting to see her grandmother’s cottage, she’d been astonished to see a gracious Georgian manor house instead. The house had arranged itself to make it Olivia’s perfect house. Then there’d been that horrible moment when she’d chased Hamish away and the house retaliated by instantly becoming a derelict shack. 
Olivia shuddered. She’d apologized to the house and been very careful to treat both the house and the piskie well ever since. 
Hamish looked puzzled. As far as she could tell behind the bushy eyebrows and the thick beard. “I don’t think so. The house has never been interested in art before.”
Olivia had to agree with that assessment. The house, while lovely and her perfect home as she frequently told it, had an astonishing number of bare walls. Something else caught her gaze. “Oh dear.” 
A jagged crack had spread across the hearthstone.
“That’s not good,” Hamish said as he went to examine it. “We won’t be able to use this fireplace during lunch.”
“Huh, weird,” was all she said. “I’m surprised the house hasn’t fixed it. We’d better get a new one. Carry on, Hamish.”
He nodded and slipped from the room. Olivia continued to check that all was ready for the Ostara lunch she was hosting, unaware that the crack in the hearth was not just in the stone, but in herself. 
The table held four place settings and a nosegay of violets sat at each one. Thick linen napkins lay neatly folded in the centre of each place. Five fat beeswax candles of varying heights sat on a cobalt blue glass plate in the middle of the table. 
A scroll of paper caught Olivia’s gaze. She picked it up and, loosening the ribbon tying it together, unrolled it. Olivia ran her gaze down Hamish’s neat rows of writing. He insisted on using an old-fashioned copperplate, which certainly gave the menu an elegant effect. 
The lunch to celebrate the pagan holiday of Ostara had sounded very familiar to her when Anthea had explained it to her a few days ago. Ostara honoured the goddess Eostre and the fertility of spring with symbols like eggs and rabbits. It wasn’t a great leap to the Christian holiday of Easter. A reminder that the natural world was a source of wonder and magic.
Magic. Ha! Olivia thought darkly. 
She hooked a few strands of her silvery hair behind her ear as she considered the candles. This should be easy enough. She lit one with a match then glanced to each side to make sure she was alone before flicking her fingers at the remaining candles. Nothing happened and her shoulders slumped. 
Why can’t I make this work?
This was elementary stuff, lighting a candle. Especially with fire already in the room. She eyed the pristine wicks, then flexed her fingers as if warming up to play the piano. She focused on the blaze in the fireplace and called the fire to her. And waited. Normally, fire responded, excited to be part of the action. Fire was the golden retriever of the elements. Nothing happened. The wicks were stubbornly flame-free. Olivia called the fire again.
“Power still on the blink?” Magnus strolled into the room, tail held high. He jumped up onto one of the high-backed chairs and then onto the table where he sniffed the violets.
“Get off the table. You know you’re not allowed on it,” Olivia said, giving him a little push. So Magnus had noticed. She bit her lower lip. Who else had?
Magnus dropped onto the floor and padded over to sit beside her; his fluffy black tail curled around his front paws. “Okay, let’s see you try again,” he said.
This time, a single spark danced on the tip of her index finger. She stretched forward to touch it to a wick, but before she connected, the spark fizzled out. The third time this happened, she swore, grasping the back of a chair and taking a deep breath.
“Huh,” was all Magnus said as he regarded the untouched wick. He usually had much more to say, whether she wanted to hear it—or not. She glared at him as her irritation with everyone and everything rose.
“I said, off the table!” She shooed Magnus. He gave an indignant huff and leapt to land lightly on the floor and went to work grooming a back paw.
“It’s not fair,” Olivia burst out. She’d had so much trouble accepting that she was in any way special, let alone magical. Until two months ago, magic wasn’t real, and she was just a depressed and frightened woman whose life was in the ditch. 
After her husband died, suddenly and stupidly, she’d been left homeless and destitute. Then spontaneous fires had begun to erupt around her. After receiving a mysterious letter and key from her long-dead grandmother, she’d fled to the enchanted village of Rowanswood with little more than a desire to get her old life back again and her cat. 
Rowanswood was nothing like she expected. Her grandmother’s cottage shape-shifted, and her fire magic had a habit of erupting at the worst possible moments. Then, she discovered she was the long-lost Fire Crone—one of four elemental guardians bound to protect the barrier between the mortal and fae realms.
As she tried to master her power, she navigated mysterious threats from another realm, and met an infuriatingly attractive fae prince named Gaelin, who was keeping secrets of his own. Ah, Gaelin. Olivia pressed her lips together and shook her head. There’d been no word from him since he’d returned to the fae realm. 
It was then that her magic had fizzled out. 
“I never asked for magic,” she reminded herself aloud. She’d fought the change but she’d finally capitulated and tried to go with the flow. It hadn’t been easy. “Now, the whole thing feels like a dismal joke. As if the universe had given the power to me instead of to someone who really deserved it. Like the universe has recognized its mistake.”
“What are you going to do?” Magnus said. 
“I don’t know.  If I don’t get my power back soon, I won’t be able to help the other Crones keep the wards that protect Rowanswood strong.” The wards were physical, protective barriers crafted with intention and imbued with magical energy. They acted as shields, deflecting unwelcome outsiders who wouldn’t understand or protect the Folk who sheltered in the village. At full strength, they banished malevolent entities like the mortal’s historical enemy, the High Fae. 
She turned to leave the lovely room as the familiar ball of pain settled beneath her sternum. It was the pain that said, you’re not good enough, you’ll never be good enough, you are worthless. Because it required power from all four Crones—Air, Earth, Fire, and Water—to keep the wards strong.
And now she was useless. 
She walked the few steps from the dining room to her office. She sat down at her desk and stared around the space. She still couldn’t believe it was hers. It was once the sitting room in her comfortable Georgian house, and she’d kept it as such. The only addition had been her desk, chair, and laptop. These she’d placed to catch the maximum light from the large sash windows looking both south and east and framed with luxurious curtains. 
Natural light flooded the space, highlighting the room’s exquisite details and spangling lozenges of light across a Persian rug, its intricate patterns and vibrant colours adding warmth and texture to the room. Around the edges of the soft rug, polished wooden floors gleamed. Above, intricate plasterwork ornamented the high ceiling, and a grand chandelier cast a warm, inviting glow.
Her attention reluctantly shifted to the neglected pile of envelopes beside her. They didn’t care who she was, they were still coming. Dunning notices from Nigel’s creditors. Her solicitor in London had forwarded them to her to deal with, no matter that it was his job as executor of Nigel’s estate. She snorted. Some estate. Five million pounds in debt when he died. 
The last thing she wanted to think about was her marriage to Nigel. She was more than happy to consign it to the past. Learning that the life she thought was so safe had been a big fat lie, had devastated her. But he kept pushing into her thoughts.
Every single time Olivia had attempted to try something new, he’d wrinkle his forehead. “Are you sure, Olivia? You know you don’t like change. It makes you stressed and anxious. Do we really need that when things are going so well just the way they are? Hm?” He’d wink at her as if to say, no hard feelings, but I know best. Then he’d pat her on the shoulder. “You just keep writing those little books of yours.”
Another small dream would die, nothing would change, and Nigel kept her just where he liked her. Small and … fearful.
Olivia had never realized until recently how subtly and plausibly a bully could crush a person.
She set those bills aside for now and nudged the remaining envelope with her forefinger. She was relieved she’d always kept a bank account and credit card in her name. It meant that Nigel’s shenanigans hadn’t harmed her credit rating, and his creditors couldn’t touch what she had in her own name.
With a sigh, she slit the envelope open with her thumb. Her bank statement told a dismal story. She had hardly any money in her account, and her next royalty payment wasn’t due for months yet.
She stared at the fat pillows of bright yellow primroses blooming in the flower bed just outside the big window. How was she going to manage?
Money—cold hard cash—was the most pressing problem. The house somehow took care of food, clothes for her, and all the utilities. Olivia didn’t understand how it did it, but she was grateful for it. However, that still didn’t give her funds for something as simple as a train ticket back to London, or petrol for her car.
The clock chimed the hour. A knock sounded at the front door. Olivia blinked at the click of heels on stone. No one wore heels in Rowanswood. She twisted around to see who it was. 
Her chair shot back and hit a small table. The large glass bowl filled with water and a spring flower arrangement sailed into the air. She didn’t know how he moved so fast, but Hamish’s hands were under the bowl before it hit the floor. He clutched it to his chest, having lost nary a drop of water, and glared at the new arrival.
“Miss Felicia is here,” he said, rather unnecessarily. 
Felicia breezed past him, trailing perfume and disdain. She was impeccably dressed, with high gloss lips and clutching a battered Louis Vuitton suitcase. She dropped the case and advanced on Olivia with her hand outstretched, dark red nails flashing in the light. Her red-gold hair, pulled back into a sleek chignon, gleamed and her makeup was flawless. She flashed a bright smile. It faltered and her hand dropped to her side as Olivia just stared at her.
“Olivia,” Felicia purred. “The horrors of taxi transport around here! Do you know the driver was chewing straw?” 
That’s because the taxi driver is a faun, you daft cow. 
“What are you doing here?” Olivia kept what she hoped was a neutral face, but inside she reeled. Felicia la Flamme! She’d first seen Nigel’s mistress of two decades at the graveside when they buried him. When the will was read the next day, Olivia had discovered that Felicia was also the mother of his two children, and hadn’t that been an unwelcome surprise. Oh yes, she was also an accomplished fire witch. 
Just what Olivia needed now. And just look at her, Olivia thought. Wearing an expensive skirt suit, stiletto heels, and way too much jewellery—much more suited to Mayfair than here. The residents of Rowanswood must be agog.
Magnus skidded around the doorframe, tail fluffed out like a bottle brush and slid to a stop, fury stamped on his furry, feline face. “What in the name of Ishtar are you doing here?”
“I just asked her the same thing,” Olivia said.
Felicia looked wounded. “That’s no way to greet an old friend. Priya sent me to bring you to her place before your Ostara lunch today. She has something exciting to show you and the rest of the Crones. But it has to be before lunch.”
Well, there’s a hint as broad as the Thames. Olivia almost rolled her eyes. She didn’t bite. She needed to know why the woman was here. The last time she’d been seen, she was running away down Olivia’s laneway, refusing to help Olivia and the other Crones fend off an attack of satyrs and Kryloxi, evil forces from a mysterious realm. Not only that, but she’d also incapacitated Magnus with a stun spell.
“You have a lot of explaining to do.” Olivia tilted her head to indicate Magnus, who seemed to have puffed up to twice his normal size. She wondered if he was going to shape-shift into a black tiger. Olivia hoped so. She’d love to see the look on Felicia’s face.
“Oh, that.” Felicia’s lower lip wobbled a bit. “I did feel absolutely terrible about that. It was an accident, honestly. I was so terrified when that pair of great, hairy satyrs rampaged through the place, my aim was off. I meant to hit one of them, truly.”
Olivia noted the single drop glistening on Felicia’s lower lashes. She’d resist rolling her eyes one more time, but any more of this sort of behaviour and all bets were off. What a performance. She’s raised a tear. She really has.
Olivia waited, but Felicia said nothing further.
“Deserves an apology, don’t you think? You seriously inconvenienced my familiar.”
“Apologize? To a cat?” Felicia caught the look on Olivia’s face. “Oh, if I must,” she sighed. “So sorry, Magnus.”
Magnus hissed.
Olivia folded her arms and sat on the arm of the sofa. “Back to your presence in my office. I meant, and you know it, what are you doing here—” she waved expansively to encompass the area “—in Rowanswood.” The village, hidden deep in Cornwall, was a far cry from Felicia’s normal haunts, Olivia suspected.
“Complicated finances. You know the drill.” She sank gracefully into an armchair, crossed her legs, and smiled brightly. “I thought, why not Rowanswood?”
She gazed around the room. “You have space. Crones are generous to another witch.” She smiled with all the sincerity of a crocodile. 
“What about your daughters?” Olivia hoped the goth gorgon, as she called Felicia’s eldest girl, Emma, wasn’t about to be part of the package.
“They’re boarding in school. It’s Emma’s last year before her gap year and Sophie didn’t want to leave her friends, so she insisted on staying too. So, you see? I’m all on my own. Just like you.”
Olivia opened her mouth, closed it, and tried again. “You can’t just—”
“Stay? Of course I can. We have history, Liv. Surely that means something to you.” Felicia glanced at the slim watch on her right wrist and stood. “We’d best be going. Priya was adamant about coming back with you right away. But—” She tilted her head and eyed Olivia. “I’m sure we have time for you to change.”
Olivia wanted to tell her to shove it, that she was just fine the way she was. What came out was something different, though.
“Change?” Olivia echoed. “Why should I change?” She considered her outfit. An oatmeal-coloured cashmere sweater in so fine a weave it sat like gossamer on her skin. A thin gold chain around her neck and a chunky gold bracelet. Dark wash jeans—okay, maybe she could dispense with her fuzzy slippers.
“You know,” Felicia waved a hand. “‘Timeless style. Effortless elegance—the hallmarks of a chic woman’.”
“No need to quote my own words to me,” Olivia said. She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Indeed. Achieving a polished look that doesn’t look like you tried too hard. And never overdressed.”
Felicia’s gaze flicked up and down Olivia. “Yes, I can see how as one gets older, one would be reluctant to draw attention to oneself.” She smiled. “No offence meant.”
Teeth silently gnashing, Olivia thought, whenever people say no offence meant, they mean very great offence indeed. “One will just go and change one’s footwear,” she ground out. “Be right back.”
Hamish and Magnus trotted after Olivia as she left Felicia where she was sitting. Magnus looked at Hamish. “Should we be leaving her alone in there? Who knows what she’ll get up to.”
Hamish shrugged. “I think we have to. I’m not hanging around in there with her.”
“Me neither,” agreed Magnus. He still hadn’t gotten over the stun spell. He brooded as they made their way to the kitchen.
Hamish glanced at the clock on the espresso machine. “She’ll bring the other Crones back with her when she returns from Priya’s. We’d better get the food ready.”
Magnus huffed a sigh and held up a paw.
“Okay, I’ll get the food ready,” Hamish muttered. “So glad one of us has opposing thumbs.”
As she trudged upstairs to her bedroom, Olivia wondered why she couldn’t tell Felicia no. She didn’t want the fire witch here. She wanted her own fire back. 
Olivia wondered if Gaelin would come back soon. He’d promised to come back to help the four Crones defend Rowanswood against a mysterious third realm, and his continued absence was feeling like another betrayal. 
She grimaced. She’d soured on males of every species after Nigel’s antics. But Gaelin had truly seemed different, and she couldn’t understand why, when he was so desperate to get his sister to safety in Rowanswood, he still wasn’t back.






  
  Chapter Two

Five weeks earlier


Gaelin, sweat-soaked and muscles cramping, finally made it back to the fae realm, dragging Malina along behind him. She’d regained consciousness in London after they’d travelled through the ley lines, but she was still very befuddled. The unsettling nature of the lines hadn’t aided her recovery any, Gaelin thought, but he was grateful for her confusion. She might not remember that he was the one who had stabbed her. 
As they made their cautious way through London, progress was painfully slow. His route was not the most direct one. He avoided the major streets because he didn’t want to draw attention to themselves. He’d placed a glamour around them, so the occasional passerby didn’t notice Malina’s drugged state, but she was floppy and getting heavier by the minute. 
It didn’t help that he’d had to put her in a time loop three times now. Each time he looped time back by a minute, so she was by now completely disoriented and unsure of where, or even who, she was. But under no circumstances could he risk her remembering and reporting that he’d had the witch, who he was supposed to kill, literally in his arms.
He softened inside at the memory. It had felt right to hold Olivia. Damn Malina. Her timing was atrocious.
Malina staggered and almost fell off the kerb and into traffic. He snatched her back just in time and repositioned his arm around her to steady her.
He was never so glad to get to the last remaining fae door in his life. Gaelin shouldered his way through it and sighed with relief. He felt so much lighter in the fae realm. He stopped short, Malina’s head lolling against his shoulder, her knees slowly buckling.
Two thuggish looking guards stood on either side of the door on the fae side. A fifth guard, who had the look and manner of a sergeant, stepped forward out of the trees. “Welcome back, my prince,” he bowed. It was a bow that was too shallow to be polite. Two guards ushered him forward, out of the way of the fae door. 
To his horrified amazement, there was a burst of coruscating light, and they sealed it shut.
“No more going to the mortal realm through here,” the leader said with a tight smile. He barked an order. The other guards fell into step behind him, and they trooped off.
Gaelin stared back at the space where the door had been, too shocked for a moment to take in the disaster’s enormity. He packed it away for the moment. First, he had to get rid of Malina, then he’d have time to regroup.
Deflecting the curious glances of various courtiers and servants as he made his way to the infirmary, he finally plunked his burden on a wooden chair in the first empty room he found. He was heartily sick of her and simply didn’t have the strength remaining to get her up onto the high, narrow bed.
“Here you go,” he said to Malina. She peered up at him with bleary eyes, blinked, shut them again, and her chin dropped to her chest. She snored. Turning to the astonished medic, he quickly added, “She’ll be fine, Rydel. She took a dagger brushed with slumberthorn.”
“Huh,” the medic said, regarding Malina, slumping in the chair, head lolling. “We’d better look at that.” He pointed, then bent to examine her shoulder. Blood seeped through the scarf Olivia had given him to bandage the wound in her shoulder. 
With gentle fingers, Rydel exposed the wound and drew in a sharp breath. “She’s lucky that Slumberthorn reduces pain sensation. This looks nasty. But how did it happen? You’re the only one who has a vial of the stuff.”
“Um, yes.” Gaelin thought fast. “There was a fight with satyrs and Kryloxi and in the melee—” He spread his hands wide as if to show that under those circumstances, things can sometimes just happen.
Rydel stood, frowning. “I’d better have it back.” He held out his hand. “I told you to use this stuff with caution. You’re lucky she’s so strong, overdosing can lead to some harmful effects.”
Gaelin’s lips thinned. He resented being treated like an errant schoolboy. Medics were all the same. They thought a little arcane knowledge gave them a superior moral high ground. Still, he complied, pulling a small ornate glass container from his pocket. 
The viscous liquid, a deep iridescent blue, shimmered with subtle undertones of silver and violet. He’d been glad to have it with him. Its syrupy consistency adhered well to his blade without dripping and the smell wasn’t awful—a faint, sweet aroma overlaying something more medicinal and herbal. It dried quickly, forming a nearly invisible layer that kept its potency until it came into contact with a target’s bloodstream.
He hefted the vial gently in his hand before reluctantly handing it to Rydel. “I may need it again,” he warned the medic. “These are dangerous times, and the threats to the fae realm are real.”
Rydel’s eyebrow quirked but he hesitated before his fist curled around the vial. “This,” he gestured to Malina’s slumping form, “will have to be written up in my report. Eldric won’t like it, but I’ll do my best to emphasize the confusing circumstances around the injury.”
Gaelin gave a short nod, then put his hands in the small of his back and leaned back until he heard the crack of his spine releasing some of the tension it held. He knew Eldric wouldn’t be pleased. There wasn’t much the spymaster did like, and Malina was one of his favourites.
Still, Gaelin had bigger problems right now. He headed for the throne room, his boots echoing along the corridors, keeping his gaze straight ahead. Armed guards fell into step behind him. These were the new guards Ranulf had instilled in the palace after the king’s departure and subsequent imprisonment. 
Burly, heavily muscled men, as different from the average ethereal, fragile form of the High Fae as it was possible to be, smoothly ushered him along. There was no going back—only forward. The footfalls of their thick boots thundered behind him, but he refused to hurry his pace.
He had to find Ranulf and find out why he’d sealed the only remaining door into the mortal realm in The Summerlands, and admit that no, he hadn’t killed Olivia and the other Crones. Ranulf had given him three days to achieve that end. If Gaelin failed, the consequences for his sister, Bellalora, were dire. 
“If you fail us again, at the end of three days I will release Bella from her imprisonment.” Ranulf’s voice had risen in triumph as he wielded this terrible power over his younger half-brother. “The nobles are itching for a hunt.” At that, the bottom had dropped out of Gaelin’s world. A hunt. With Bella as the prey. 
Now, he wondered if his brother would buy the story he’d told the medic. But that still didn’t explain why Ranulf hadn’t kept open any fae doors into the mortal realm so that he could send his henchmen in to collect mortals again.
For centuries, the fae had used enchantments and lures to bring mortals into the fae realm. There, depending on their abilities, the mortals were used as slaves for labour or entertainment. The definition of entertainment varied. If they were fair of face and talented, it could be music, dramatics, dancing, or acrobatics. 
If they weren’t—well, there were always the gladiatorial fights. The ill-fated ones were simply killed and used to feed their dogs and horses. High Fae kingdoms relied on the labour and distractions these mortals provided to keep their societies happy and prosperous, for the fae were notoriously lazy, and their rulers secure in their power.
But then the witches got involved. They found the fae doors and bound them closed with powerful wards, then killed any fae collectors left behind in the mortal world.
Collecting. Now that’s a puzzle, Gaelin thought. Why seal the last remaining door into the mortal realm if his brothers were so bent on keeping The Summerlands firmly entrenched in some imagined past glory? He didn’t object on principle. It was foolish to continue the way they’d been going. This belief in a misty, rosy past where the fae struck terror in the heart of mortals had become the stuff of cautionary tales. That lovely, fictional past was a pleasant place to visit, but you couldn’t live there.
Still, he had to find a way back into the mortal realm to see Olivia again. A conversation with her would serve practical needs—to get news of the Crone’s decision about Bella, toss ideas about, and plan next steps. And he already missed her. 
Gaelin reached the huge double doors to the throne room and waited until a pair of guards flung them wide. He strode across the immense throne room without waiting to be announced. 
Ranulf sat in the deposed king’s chair on the canopied dais. Even while keeping his gaze fixed on his brother, Gaelin noted the room had changed since he’d last been here. 
Now there were tall, bronze-leafed trees covered in white flowers lining a central aisle.  The blooms exhaled the soft scent of oranges from their tiny throats. There were breathtaking scenes of enchanted forests on all the walls. Ancient trees with twisted branches reached towards the sky, their leaves shimmering with an ethereal glow a breathtaking blend of nature and magic, vibrant and otherworldly, with hues of emerald, sapphire, and amethyst.
High Fae lounged by crystalline lakes attended by mortal slaves. Above, stars and constellations swirling in a mesmerizing pattern, casting a soft, otherworldly light across the room.
Groups of courtiers clustered around the room. But the mood had shifted since the last time he’d been here. Where before a few would call out to Gaelin as he passed, now voices dropped before whispers started. Shoulders angled away from him and feet adjusted to point away as if poised for flight. All to suggest he wasn’t welcome. 
Common fae, piskies mostly, and servants every one of them, moved like grey shadows amongst the courtiers. They refilled empty drinks and plates of sweets from the large trays they carried; unacknowledged and unappreciated. 
Lord Verion, the deposed king’s chief advisor, wasn’t there, of course. Ranulf had him under house arrest. Lord Belanor, however, another former top advisor, hovered on the fringes of the courtiers surrounding Ranulf, waves of anxiety pouring off him. Beside him stood Felix, a mortal and the love of his life. 
“Ah, Gaelin,” drawled Ranulf, beckoning him over. His robes were more regal now, embroidered with gold and silver thread and studded with jewels. They sparkled in the soft glow cast by a huge candelabra filled with beeswax candles scented with rose oil. His russet hair gleamed. “Your report, please.” His left hand grasped one arm of the throne while the fingers of his right hand thrummed rhythmically on the other arm.
Gaelin stood at ease before Ranulf, forced to look up at him from below the dais but refusing to accord him the respect he would have shown their older brother and rightful king, Arinor. “It didn’t go as planned,” he said tersely.
“Do tell,” purred Ranulf, leaning forward slightly, both hands gripping the arms of the throne so tightly now his knuckles gleamed white. “And you will kneel before me.”
“No.” Gaelin’s voice was soft, but there was a bar of steel in it. If he allowed Ranulf to humiliate him here, in front of the highest nobles in the land, he was finished.
Ranulf tilted his head. He seemed to consider this as the room held its collective breath. How would he punish this insubordination? Eventually, Ranulf waved a languid hand. “No matter. It’s immaterial now. You have failed to execute the simple mission I gave you. I have no further use for you.”
“As you wish.” Gaelin kept a neutral tone.
Ranulf leaned forward. “I don’t think you quite understand,” he whispered, but he pitched his voice to carry to the back of the throne room. Every head in the room craned forward.
“Things here have changed in your brief and ineffectual absence.” He stood. “The Summerlands is returning to its natural state where pure fae rule supreme.” His gaze drifted over the crowd, skipping over the common fae completely.
He doesn’t know how to acknowledge the common fae, Gaelin thought. For him, common is the operative word. So, he erases their existence completely.
“Mortals will be working slaves. Their only purpose is to make our lives comfortable.”
“Yes,” Gaelin said, noting how Belanor’s face had drained of what little colour it had and how he stepped protectively closer to Felix. “Mortals do all the mucky work, don’t they?”
“Indeed,” Ranulf agreed, narrowing his eyes at Gaelin’s mocking tone.
“If you need mortals for slaves, then why have you sealed the door?”
“Why, Gaelin.” Ranulf opened his eyes wide. “I thought you wanted us to stop collecting in the mortal realm. You had some cock-eyed alternative, if I remember correctly.”
“Yes, to use non-iron alloys to build machines to do much of the work mortals do now.” Behind his back, his fists clenched.
Ranulf shook his head. “Arinor had the right of it there. No machines in the fae realm. We are creatures of nature and beauty. No mechanical monstrosity has a place in that.”
Gaelin wasn’t going to argue any longer. “And Arinor?”
“Still being detained at the High King’s pleasure in Siserin.” Ranulf’s fingers resumed their thrumming on the arm of the chair.
“I see,” Gaelin said. And he did. It was very convenient for Ranulf to have Arinor imprisoned for an indefinite period. “Back to the mortals. I don’t see how we can stop collecting. How do you explain the change?”
Ranulf gave him a long, cool look. “My plans have changed. While you were away doing … whatever, I’ve been thinking. Arinor was also correct when he suggested we should just breed our own. It makes much more sense. Why rely on another realm to provide them when we could secure our supply here?”
“You can’t possibly do that.” The idea made Gaelin’s stomach heave. “It’s totally wrong to treat mortals like cattle. Besides, we don’t have enough of breeding age. And even though it’s much less time for them to mature than for a fae, it takes many years for mortals to be old enough and strong enough to work. A lot can go wrong during that time. You can’t do it.”
“I can and I will. I have a plan. But that plan does not include mortals getting above themselves. Consorting with High Fae. Especially in … unnatural relationships.” Ranulf’s upper lip curled. “And halflings.” He descended a step towards Gaelin. “There is no place for halflings. So you, my dear Gaelin, are surplus to requirements.”
Gaelin didn’t flinch. Not outwardly. But inside, something ancient and familiar twisted tight. He had heard worse, spoken softer. From tutors who sneered when they thought he wasn’t listening. From court nobles who smiled like knives. From his own blood.
No place for halflings.
The words weren’t new. But coming from Ranulf—cold, calculated, and so certain—it felt like prophecy. Like erasure.
Gaelin kept his face wooden and his tone flat as he met Ranulf’s gaze without blinking. “You’ve made that clear,” he said. “But I’m still here.” For now. “Just tell me where Bella is. I’ll remove her from your sight and The Summerlands forever.”
“I think not. I still have plans for her,” Ranulf said. “There is still that hunt.”
Without another word, Gaelin pivoted and stalked from the room, looking neither to the left nor the right. The only important thing now was finding Bella. Where was she?
When he got back to his rooms, Gaelin threw himself into a chair and ran his hands through his hair. “Great Sevarash,” he muttered. “This has gone from bad to disastrous.” But he didn’t think even the god of vengeance and retribution could help him out of this one. How could things have spiralled out of control so quickly?
There was a soft skittering, a flash of sable-coloured fur, and a small warm body landed in his lap. The ferret scampered up the front of Gaelin’s shirt and wound himself around his neck, rubbing the top of his soft-furred head against Gaelin’s neck and chuckling softly.
“Ah, Falun,” Gaelin sighed. “Thank you, my friend. I’m surprised Ranulf didn’t banish you as well.”
A faint sound came from his door. Gaelin stood and approached it, stopping well back. He listened carefully. The sound came again—a tentative knocking. Well, it’s not a pair of guards coming to arrest me. They’d be pounding away.
He spotted the note that had been pushed under the door. 
Princess Bellalora is in the land of forest and fog. Castle Ceocháin. The Borderlands.
Gaelin raised his eyebrows, wondering who had penned the note. Could he trust the information? There was no need for Ranulf to set a trap for him, and it made sense that his brother would ask Lord Greyshadow to keep her for now. Lord Greyshadow ruled a sliver of a country wedged between The Summerlands and The Winterlands, and he was certainly not in a position to ignore a request from the de facto ruler of The Summerlands. 
He strapped his money pouch, thick with coins, around his waist under his shirt and cloak. His fae blade was already in its holster on his belt and he picked up his favourite bow and a quiver of arrows. If he was questioned, he was just going for a ride to see what small game he could find. 
After securing Falun in the pouch under his shirt, he strode down the corridors of the palace. No one gave him a second glance as they stepped smartly out of his way.
Gaelin crossed the stable yard, closing his nostrils to the stink of the carnivorous horses, his thoughts turning anxiously to Olivia. This was going to delay his return further. There’d be no opportunity for him to go back to Rowanswood to see what the Crone’s verdict on Bella had been. He’d have to trust that it would all work out—if he could find her, release her, and find a way back with her. What could go wrong? he asked himself wryly.
Gaelin called out orders to the grooms, and readied Fury, his massive roan stallion. Two grooms held Fury after they’d tacked him out. He danced impatiently between them, occasionally trying to bite one with large pointed yellow teeth. At the sight of Gaelin though, the steed grew quiet. Gaelin checked his girth and ran the stirrup irons down the leathers. Fury stood calmer after Gaelin’s touch while Gaelin fastened on his spurs.
Moments later, he cantered out of the stable yard and down the long road leading north from the palace.
The first two days passed uneventfully. Gaelin stopped and rested as needed. He took the precaution of disguising himself with a glamour before purchasing food and accommodation at small villages along the way. He aroused minimal interest from the villagers, just suffered wary looks and in turn gave abrupt replies to their questions.
On the third day, Gaelin eased from the hyper-vigilant state he’d maintained for the previous two. A few more hours and he’d be across the border into the land of forest and fog.
Gaelin was about to pull Fury up and announce a rest stop when he heard distant hoofbeats. There were many riders travelling fast. “Off the road!” he urged Fury.
Too late.
More riders were coming from the left and the right. Now he could make out some riders, with Ranulf in the lead. “A hunt, a hunt!” The shout went up.
Gaelin drove his heels into Fury’s sides and screamed, “Go!”
He bent low over Fury’s neck as the stallion extended himself into a full gallop, but another horse was thundering up from behind.
“Give it up, Gaelin.”
Gaelin gnashed his teeth. He crouched farther over his steed’s neck, urging Fury onward. The border marking was in sight now. A few more minutes and he’d be safe.
A searing pain lanced his right shoulder and ran down his entire right arm. He lost hold of one rein and Fury tore the other out of his grip. Gaelin slid sideways in the saddle, grappling with his good hand in his pouch. He pulled out a small capsule, gripped it in his hand for a few seconds, and then blew into it.
Falun’s head popped up at the sound of Gaelin’s voice calling his name. Gaelin attached the capsule to a thong around Falun’s neck. “If I die, take this to Olivia. Use the door in the Iron Peaks.” That door was in The Borderlands.
Falun chirruped his acknowledgement and jumped clear of Fury as Gaelin fell heavily onto the road. Sounds erupted around him. Shouts and screams, the hissing of arrows and the clanging of swords. The last thing Gaelin saw was a pair of dusty boots approaching. They stopped, and he waited for the killing blow.
Light fountained in his head, followed by crushing pain. The world went black.






  
  Chapter Three


Olivia stalked into the kitchen, calling for Hamish. 
“I’m here, Lady Olivia,” he said from in front of her.
“Right, sorry.” She drummed her fingers on the top of the island as she glanced down at him. “You’d better set another place for lunch.”
“Really, my lady?” Hamish’s beard quivered with indignation.
Olivia grimaced but said, “Yes, really. She’ll get herself invited. I’d better go now. I’ll try to be back from Priya’s before the others pile in after me.”
Olivia whistled tunelessly as she sauntered down the lane. Felicia picked her way carefully in her stilettos, wincing and muttering occasionally as her foot slipped on a pebble. Olivia looked down at her own comfortable polished loafers and grinned inwardly. There was city chic and there was country chic. A wise woman understood the difference.
Olivia smiled at Felicia and brushed a few strands of hair away as the frisky breeze drew them across her face. “Lovely day.” Olivia stopped and leaned on her staff, briefly holding her face up to the spring sunshine as it slanted down through the majestic beech trees lining the narrow winding lane, and Felicia shook another pebble out of her shoe. The canopy of lush green leaves overhead filtered the sunlight, casting dappled shadows on the ground. The silvery-grey bark of the trees contrasted beautifully with the vibrant foliage.
“It is,” Felicia muttered. “I wonder what Priya has to show us. She’s being very mysterious about it.”
Olivia shrugged, giving her staff a little twirl. Ever since she’d forgotten to take it to Priya’s once for a lesson in stone magic and received a dressing down for it, she’d taken it with her everywhere. She stopped twirling and stared at the tip in some consternation. Where before it had glowed with a deep ruby glow, now there was only a sullen, dull red flush. Where, oh where, has my magic gone?
“I just had a wonderful idea,” Felicia said, breaking into Olivia’s thoughts and beaming at her. “Now that I’m here for good, we can continue our fire magic lessons. We’ll begin tomorrow morning. Nine sharp.”
Olivia almost groaned aloud. That was the last thing she needed. The very last thing. “But—”
“Nine, Olivia,” Felicia said firmly. 
They left the lane, and Olivia was conscious of the gentle rustling of leaves in the breeze and the occasional chirping of birds hidden among the branches. The air was fresh and filled with the earthy scent of the forest floor, mingling with the faint aroma of wildflowers growing in small clumps here and there. The ground beneath her feet was a mix of soft soil and scattered leaves, creating a satisfying crunch with each step.
They approached the edge of the village, a picturesque scene of pastel-coloured cottages dotting the rolling green hills, surrounded by fields of vibrant wildflowers. 
Olivia kept up a brisk pace into the village, lured on by the bustle of activity ahead. The regular Saturday market had set up on several acres of the village green. Farm stands and market stalls sold fresh produce and delectable baked goods. 
The scent of ripe strawberries, crisp apples, and warm, flaky pastries lingered in the air around Elliot Mitchell’s stand. The owner of the village bakery and amateur theatre fanatic carried on a brisk trade in seed cakes today.
“Hold on a moment,” Olivia said to Felicia before heading for the bakery stand. She had become very fond of Elliot’s seed cake; it was better even than the ones Priya produced at the Tree of Life café. 
Elliot had a secret ingredient and Olivia planned to sit down with Hamish to figure it out. She greeted the bakery owner, then said, “Could you please put a cake aside for me? I’ll be back in a little while.” They had a brief chat; Olivia paid for the cake and moved on.
Stands of local produce were loaded with spring fruits and vegetables, ripe and bursting with flavour, from strawberries and a few early gooseberries and raspberries to crisp asparagus. Seafood was plentiful and fresh, with the taste of salt and the freshness of the ocean. Workers laid it out on bins full of crushed ice. 
To her right, Olivia noticed Poppy William’s stand. The town florist had buckets full of daffodils, tulips, and heavily scented hyacinths. The softly bobbing heads of ranunculi trembled over smaller containers. Olivia made a note to buy some on her way back from Priya’s place.
Olivia slowed when they passed The Tree of Life café and the Wee Nook bookshop. “Hi Catherine,” she said. The well-rounded figure of the co-owner of the bookshop was bent over a table on the footpath in front of her shop, carefully arranging an assortment of titles that would appeal to the crowd at the market. 
Most, Olivia noted, were cookbooks. As if she heard Olivia’s thoughts, Catherine held up a fat volume. “I have a new Nigella for you,” she said in her soft Canadian accent.
“Wonderful!” Olivia said. “Can I pick it up on my way back? We’re just headed to Priya’s now.”
“Sure thing,” Catherine agreed. “I’ll take it to the back.”
“Come on, Olivia,” Felicia huffed. “I told you that Priya wanted us to come right away.”
Olivia nodded, feeling guilty. Not about keeping Priya waiting. It was more that she didn’t want Hamish’s careful lunch preparations to be spoiled. Felicia took the lane to the left of the Four Horsemen Inn at a brisk walk, and a few minutes later, Priya’s house came into sight. Olivia was very familiar with the house now—at least at the lower level. 
The Earth Crone had converted it into a kalari where she taught Olivia and Anthea the ancient Indian martial art of kalarippayattu. At the time, Olivia had wondered why she would need it. After all, she had her fire magic. That, she thought, should sort any adversary out in short order. But when satyrs had attacked her, it had been her limited martial arts training that had helped to save her life.
And Priya had explained that she should only use magic as a last resort in a fight.
“When you use magic and the other side has magic as well, the only way to settle things is to keep escalating the magic. In no time, you end up with a lot of collateral damage—buildings destroyed, land made unusable, non-magical people hurt or killed with no way to defend themselves. In short, unnecessary carnage. So, our first task is to see how we can solve a problem without using magic.”
It had made sense to Olivia at the time and now, now that her magic was … whatever it was, she was grateful to have another means of defence. She twirled her staff in her hands in a kalarippayattu move as she and Felicia skirted Priya’s house and made their way to the extensive field behind it. 
A gentle breeze accompanied the soft warmth of the sun on Olivia’s skin, rustling through the leaves of trees and ruffling the grass. There was a hint of earthiness in the air, as farmers tended to their nearby fields and gardens, preparing for the summer ahead.
Olivia gasped as the field came into sight.
It was a far cry now from the space they’d used for their stone magic lessons. A vast shed lurked in one corner of the field. Another one, square and squat, crouched beside it. To the right, and a short distance away, was a cylindrical structure about ten feet high. And finishing the new structures, a barn.
“What have you been up to here?” Olivia asked Priya.
“Just you wait and see.” Priya inclined her head to Felicia and then frowned at her fancy shoes. “You’ll be wanting to change those, my girl,” she said. “You won’t last ten steps in this field without breaking an ankle. I think I have some wellies that will fit you.”
“Wellies,” Felicia gasped, her eyes widening as she watched Priya march back towards the house.
The Earth Crone returned quickly, a pair of wellies in one hand and a basket in the other. “Here you go,” she said to Felicia. “You can put your other shoes in here.” She handed her the basket.
Anthea arrived, a shabby backpack slung over one shoulder, and her chocolate labrador familiar, Obsidian, more commonly known as Sid, at her heels. 
Olivia smiled at the Water Crone. “And how is Sid today?” She bent over to ruffle his ears. He gave a low woof of pleasure in response.
Elspeth wandered across the field from the side closest to the forest. Tall and willowy, she had an ageless beauty that Olivia envied. The great, grey wolf, Nyko, paced beside her.
Once they were all together, Priya forged across the field and proudly flung open the double doors of the shed. Inside were several huge piles of white clay powder with burlap bags labelled with the names of powdered minerals beside them. “I got this from Cornwall’s clay mines and mixed it with some other earth elements.”
Someone had sectioned off a smaller pile of now wet clay. With her grimoire in one hand, and her staff in the other, Priya read a spell over the clay, sealing the incantation with a flash of green light from her staff.
The Crones let out a collective gasp as the clay organized itself into the shape of a well-built warrior, complete with armour. The warrior appeared meticulously sculpted with intricate details. Downward pointing triangles, the symbols of earth magic encircled both biceps. There was also a diagram of the Horned God on its back and a septagram on its chest. 
Olivia wondered briefly at the use of that symbol. Anthea had taught her the septagram was also known as The Faery Star, relating to the High Fae and the fae realm. It was one of the most powerful symbols of witchcraft and witches thought carefully about where and how to use it in their rituals.
Olivia whistled under her breath. Priya was messing with some hard-core magic here.
The figure was complete. It was about seven feet tall, sturdy, and heavily muscled.
“That’s amazing, Priya,” Anthea said, looking askance at the septagram. “When did you learn how to do this?” 
“A few weeks ago, after you mentioned the Terra Cotta warriors to me. I didn’t think that I could do it at first, but my power seems to be much stronger suddenly.”
“Oooh, what do you think caused that?” Felicia gushed, edging closer.
“No idea, but I like it.” She marched over to the barn and, with a small grunt of effort, pulled open the thick wooden door. Inside, there was a central aisle with cubicles on both sides, each slightly smaller than a box stall for a horse. 
She opened the door to the first cubicle and revealed a biscuit-coloured, well-muscled clay warrior standing at attention in the corner. It stared straight ahead without a flicker of awareness in its blank eyes.
“Here we go. Meet our first Ceramic Protector,” Priya said with a flourish.
“It’s beautiful,” Olivia breathed. “Like Michaelangelo’s David, without the naughty bits.” The definition and detail were remarkable. Were it not for the ceramic gloss, it might, in a good light, look like a creature of flesh and blood. Or rather, what a creature of flesh and blood aspired to be.
“How are you going to animate it and get it to do what you want?” Anthea said, watching the proceedings with bright-eyed interest but from a cautious distance.
“There’s a second spell,” Priya said. She held up a scrap of paper before walking over to the clay figure and opening a small door on its chest. She placed the written spell in the place where a human’s heart would be, added a second, bigger piece of paper, and shut the door. A burst of emerald light from her staff washed over it. There was a sharp click as the door locked.
At first, nothing happened. Olivia wondered what all the fuss was about. Then the warrior’s blank white eyes, once lifeless, gained definition. A black ring formed, then developed into an iris glowing with amber light, and a large dark pupil centred within it. The figure seemed to shiver as energy moved through its form, starting from the feet and gradually moving upwards.
“It’s awesome,” Felicia breathed. “You’re so clever, Priya.”
Priya preened a little, and Anthea slanted a conspiratorial look at Olivia and made a gagging gesture behind Felicia’s back. Olivia snorted a laugh.
“CP1 will be a fearsome opponent for any satyr that appears. Although, it’s been quiet the last month.” Priya caught her breath as she leaned on her staff.
“CP1?” Anthea raised an eyebrow.
Priya grinned. “Short for Ceramic Protector 1. Good name, eh? I’ll number all the Protectors so we can tell them apart.”
Olivia bit her lip. Of course she was pleased about Priya’s success. It made the village and its surroundings much safer. At the same time, her throat tightened, and she swallowed hard.
A moment later, Priya said, “You know, for a while there, I thought they were invading us because of you, Olivia.” She gave a bark of laughter. “We only had a problem with satyrs and Kryloxi once you arrived.”
Olivia smiled weakly in response, horrified that she might have caused the problems. Or that the others thought she had.
“But—” Priya thumped the staff, “—that can’t be the case. No sign of evil creatures at all, including your High Fae prince, and you’re still here.”
Olivia glared at her. Priya had never taken to the idea of Gaelin being an ally, not a foe, nor did his half-human status seem to sway her. “You promised he could bring Bella here. His sister’s life is in danger in The Summerlands. And he promised to help defend us against these creatures coming from the Dark Realm.”
Priya snorted. “A moment of weakness. Rowanswood needs to protect its own. If we keep our borders strong and don’t let outsiders in, we can stay safe.”
“You know a High Fae prince?” Felicia scowled at Olivia. “Why am I the last to know things?”
“If you’d stayed to help us fight, instead of running away, you would have met him,” Olivia snapped.
It took Anthea, who’d been contemplating the ceramic figure, to curb an escalating conflict. She put a gentle hand on Olivia’s arm to forestall another blistering comment forming on her lips and said, “Could we get back to the warriors, Priya? What else will they do besides fight as needed?”
“Of course.” Priya shifted her attention to Anthea
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