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The Shattered Mirror is the fourth installment in a six-book YA Urban Fantasy series, Winter’s Blight. 



Though Deirdre, James, and Iain have finally reached the Summer Court after a perilous journey across England, they find their greatest challenges await them inside. While Deirdre fights to regain and control her stolen magic, Iain must participate in the dangerous Wild Hunt to prove his claims. James continues his quest for magic and power, which leads him to befriend the monstrous Cait Sidhe













Chapter One







Twenty-seven Years Ago



Alan Callaghan had heard tales of the Winter Court passed down from the older generations, spoken like ghost stories to frighten children into staying home where it was safe and warm. However, no man alive had glimpsed the cursed Court and could speak of it. Only thralls knew the horrors inside, and their mouths were sealed by trauma.

It was said that taking one step into the Winter Court was to never know happiness again. It was said that to look upon the Winter King could make a man die of fear. It was said that one could lose his way and wander forever in the desolate lands as a lifeless shell.

When he overheard this being discussed by the other soldiers in the late-night hours, Alan had remarked dryly from his bunk, “Sounds like an average day in Neo-London. Have you ever been inside a government building?”

“Does anything rattle you, Callaghan?” one of the men in his squadron asked, chuckling.

“Oh, plenty of things. Long queues. Dating. Running out of tea…”

At the age of nineteen, it was assumed by his superiors that Alan’s calm was born of arrogance, like that of other fresh recruits. But unlike the other young soldiers in his garrison of the recently formed Iron Guard, Alan was convinced he had nothing else to lose, even on a mission to the Winter Court.

It was rumored to be located somewhere in the Shetland mainland. The islands were nearly abandoned, partially because of its barrenness and partially because of the rumors of death surrounding the area that spread like a shadow. When the Iron Guard squadron arrived by ship the next morning for a rescue mission, only the howling wind greeted them. The instant they arrived, sleet began to fall.

“Our mission today may sound simple, but this area and the monsters here are unpredictable,” the commander in charge warned the squadron before they departed the ship. “Twelve hours ago, three children went missing from their home in Lerwick. Drag marks were found leading from the yard and vanishing, as if they were spirited away. This kind of behavior is typical of Unseelie hounds, and they are likely to have a den nearby. We must act quickly to save the children, but it is understood that we will likely be retrieving what’s left of their bodies.”

Armed with iron artillery, the squadron tracked a large pack of black hounds back to its den, following the sporadic imprints of their savage claws in the frosty ground. The baying of the hounds was lost in the constant, deafening roar of the wind, and the squadron was caught in an ambush before it reached the den. The pack of feral dogs attacked, swift and hidden by the sleet, and ripped flesh and sinew from bone in a flash.

The firearms were useless in a situation like this, when visibility was low and the vicious hounds could appear in and out of the sleet unnoticed, quick as lightning. When the commander was gravely injured with a messy bite to his collarbone, the squadron retreated; the dogs followed for a while but let them leave with their wounded. Alan assumed that was because they still had a prize in their den to distract them.

“The children may still be alive, Commander. You need to send us back in.” Alan wasted no time, not even waiting until the man was fully patched up by the medic. “During the fallout of the Cataclysm, there were all manner of Fae monsters roaming the city, absorbing the radiation and feeding off survivors.”

The commander gaped at him, the common response when anyone mentioned the tragedy, still an open wound in many hearts.

“I saw a pack of black dogs digging through the rubble after the Cataclysm for bodies,” Alan pressed on. “The only areas they stayed away from were where the buildings were still burning. They had an aversion to fire. I assume these hounds here fear it as well. With respect, I suggest you send us back in, with flamethrowers this time, and we ambush them.”

With only one flamethrower in the supplies, which was dangerous to use because the wind might turn against them, the rest of the uninjured squadron was armed with makeshift torches, rags soaked with kerosene tied around iron batons. The hounds had been able to hear them over the wind before, so they blasted radio static from the ship, too high for humans to hear, to distract them.

They managed to catch the hounds by surprise, assaulting them with heavy artillery fire. Any hounds that got through were beaten down with the flaming torches. The hounds had some survival instincts, and most fled the cave den after seeing their flesh and fur melting from their bodies from the heat of the flames.

The squadron searched the den, but only remains were left behind, scattered about the cave in piles of animal bones. The sight, mixed with the oppressive atmosphere of the land, brought most of the soldiers to their breaking point; several walked away, unable to look. Those who could bear it carefully collected the remains and made to leave.

“There were only two of them in there.” Alan halted outside the cave. “Only two of three bodies. The last child may still be alive.”

“Maybe they already… finished the last one,” an ashen-faced soldier said in a low voice.

But upon searching the area outside the cave, they found fresher, faint marks on the ground. They could have been drag marks or footprints, but it was difficult to tell when the wind was already in the process of wiping them clean from the earth.

“We will follow these and look for the child,” Alan announced, taking his rifle from his shoulder and arming up. He pointed in the direction where the tracks led farther north. “They can’t take everything from us again. Not from this family. We cannot let them.”

“The Winter Court is that way, Callaghan.” One of the soldiers grabbed his shoulder. “The closer humans get to it, the faster they deteriorate. You heard the stories last night. It’s nothing but misery, desolation, and death out there. The child is already dead, and you’ll be too if you go after it.”

Alan’s mouth twitched into an empty, sad smile. “Death and desolation? I’ve known nothing else since the Cataclysm.”

As he headed out, following the tracks, the same soldier said to him in parting, “If you want to die, Callaghan, there are less torturous ways to do it.”



The constant barrage of wind and sleet slowed his pace and hindered his vision as Alan kept charging into the wild, empty wasteland. At first he thought the reason he was not being attacked was because he hadn’t been spotted, but he soon realized he was being followed on both sides by creatures.

They only appeared at first out of the corner of his eye, like floaters in his vision, darting behind ancient, lichen-covered boulders to his left and right. He heard growls and snarls over the wind and the sound of his heart pounding in his ears. The wind was like a continual guttural and inhuman scream. If hell existed, Alan thought it must be the Winter Court.

Maybe I did come here to die. But if I die, then no one will see justice done. No one will make them pay. He clung to that final thought with all his might and kept moving forward.

Amid the hungrily darting shadows of the creatures following him, there was a larger one eliminating the others, lithe and quick. If he heard a snarl come close to him, it was not long before it was cut off with a yelp. When he turned once in a kind of dazed panic to glimpse what it was, he only saw a flash of yellow eyes in the gray mist and sleet.

Eyes watching him.





The tracks led him to an ancient stone structure like an uncovered tomb in a sunken circle of earth. The sleeting ceased and the wind died, leaving the air still and dry. The tomb was half-collapsed into the ground and surrounded by a henge. Upon seeing the large dark opening looking like a crooked mouth about to devour him, Alan’s body shuddered as if it had forgotten to breathe and pump blood through his icy veins.

His heart jolted back alive when the large blue-black body of a leopard slunk right by him and darted into the entrance to the Winter Court. The creature’s tail swished behind it, its yellow eyes flashing as it glanced back at Alan.

A Cait Sidhe.

In moments, a strange man emerged from the jagged maw of the tomb, dressed in a black nineteenth-century military uniform with tassels and gold buttons. The man looked no older than Alan and nothing like a soldier, with his long hair tied up in a bun at the nape of his neck. While the front of his jacket was littered with medals, they were from different countries and military factions. They were arranged in a meaningless, careless array, like a child’s collection of trinkets.

“Well, you’re not going to give up now, are you, darling?” The man’s words pierced through the wind effortlessly, his gleaming gold eyes the same as the Cait Sidhe. “You’ve come all this way for a reason.”

“A reason?” Alan rasped, the air so dry and dead that he could barely speak. Then he remembered the mission he was on only hours ago. It felt like days now. “The child… I’m here for the child.”

The man nodded. “I took the little girl from the hounds surrounding you. But that’s not the only reason you came.”

Clenching his fists at his sides, some of the cold desolation fled from Alan as the spark of anger rekindled in his chest. “I’m here for answers. I’m here for an audience with the Winter King.”

“Then come with me”—the man stretched out his hand, sneering—“and I’ll take you to him. You are the first mortal to set foot here in ages, and you may have earned the Winter King’s interest. You’ve certainly earned mine, which is why you’ve made it this far. I was becoming very bored until you showed up.”



The tunnel felt endless, filled with stagnant air, as Alan followed the Cait Sidhe down deep into the earth. While the Cait Sidhe chatted happily the entire time, Alan rarely spoke, focusing on the questions he had, feeling like he was half-awake and half in a nightmare.

“What did you get this one for?” the Cait Sidhe asked him, prodding at the medal on his chest. “Your only medal so far.”

“It was for acts of bravery in active duty.”

“Ah, I see. That’s good. You’ll need your bravery now.” The Cait Sidhe studied him, eyes shining greedily. “I think it will go nicely with the others I’ve collected, if you don’t survive.”



The tunnel eventually led to a snow- and ice-covered forest under a dead, false sky underground, etched with fungus like a mockery of stars. The air was even drier there, and nothing moved or breathed in the forest. Blood glittered in frozen droplets in the snow like rubies while the trees stood like dark, watchful sentinels.

When he reached the throne of the Winter King, Alan understood the rumor that looking upon him could kill. The faery’s skin was pale, the color of bleached bone, and his form was skeletal but imposing and giant. Small, deep-set red eyes glowed in his skull. On his head were overly large horns like those of a mountain goat, twisting through his mane of crimson hair.

At first he appeared dead, not even seeming to breathe. But the force of his presence smothered any doubt that he was a living thing, and it settled over the room like frozen magma. There was no sound in the room save for Alan’s ragged, shaky breathing. He was painfully aware of the beating heart in his chest threatening to burst and of his own humanity as he avoided looking into the Winter King’s unblinking, piercing eyes.

Sitting next to the king on a gnarled wooden throne was the Winter Queen, an Unseelie faery with stark white hair, yellow eyes, and cadaver-purple skin. She stared at him, her eyes flashing with horror, if she could feel such a thing. Her spindly, delicate fingers gripped the tree-root arms of her throne. When she spoke, her tone was both soft and piercing.

“What is this boy doing here?” she demanded. When she snapped her face toward the Cait Sidhe, the man smiled brightly at her as she pressed, “Why have you led him here? The Winter King does not desire for you to throw the scraps of your playthings at his feet like a house cat drags in a kill.”

“I am the king’s strategist,” the Cait Sidhe said, throwing his hands in the air. “This is part of a strategy.”

With the most disdainful scoff Alan had ever heard, the Winter Queen leveled the Cait Sidhe with a withering look. “You insignificant little thing. You are not the king’s advisor, nor are you his strategist. If anything, you are his fool.”

The man shrugged. “Fool, emissary, companion…” He flashed a wicked smile. “I am pleased to act in any position that serves the Winter King. In this case, I am acting as his strategist, and I believe it is in the Winter Court’s best interest to hear this daring lad’s request.”

Alan flinched as the Cait Sidhe placed a hand on his back and gave him a little nudge. As he stepped forward, a surge of determination kept him steady as he asked, “Who was the faery who caused the Cataclysm?”

When the Winter King did respond, the sound of his voice froze Alan in place. It was like the shifting of tectonic plates in the core of the earth, louder than thunder, seeming to shake the very foundations beneath them. Fear for his life filled Alan for the first time in ten years.

“A traitor named Lonan.” The Winter King shifted in his seat, leaning forward, the sound like a stone statue moving. “He was once the judge of my Court, wielding dark magic like a blade in my name. He impersonated your leader and sent the destructive human weapons to annihilate the Summer Court, like a coward.” The king bared his sharpened teeth, revealing black gums. “He failed when the Seelies put up a barrier around all their realm. The bomb was kept from bursting, suspended over the barrier with magic. The other bomb doubled back on the human lands after it struck the Seelie barrier and was redirected by it.”

The words were both like a hand gripping him, crushing his chest, and a burning poker prodding him into action. Alan let out a breath, eyes glazed and unseeing. “They… The Seelies sent it back on us.”

He had been right to think the Fae were responsible, but he had never imagined this even in the darkest days of his life.

Then a strange calmness enveloped him. “Where is this Lonan now?” he asked, chin held high.

“In the Summer Court, where he fled after his betrayal.”

“Is he at least suffering?”

The Winter King laughed, the sound like a chaotic rattling of bones. “He was welcomed as an equal with open arms. For all their magic and talk of honor and light, the Seelies have no compassion for humanity. They are just as heartless as they see us.”

“How can the barrier be broken? It must take magic. Your magic?” Alan became aware of the Winter King’s impatience or perhaps boredom as the faery tapped his clawed fingers against the armrests of his throne. He would not entertain more questions for long.

“The barrier is bolstered with more magic each day,” the queen answered. “No one will be able to get inside without a Noble faery’s assistance.”

The Winter King added, “The magic of hundreds, perhaps thousands of faeries concentrated would perhaps be able to break through. Such an organization and concentration is unlikely, unless humans use the same ingenuity they utilized to make those delightful bombs to create something new. In that case, perhaps humanity could be spared.”

“I could do it.” Alan did not immediately realize he had spoken aloud. He spoke with the conviction of an oath, a certainty, like the same promise he had made to those he’d lost to avenge them. “If I had time, I could see it done. I’ll succeed.”

The Winter Queen was shaking her head, trying to get him to back down.

Laughing again, the Winter King said, “You had better hope you do.”



As the Cait Sidhe escorted him out again, Alan felt the eyes of the Winter King on him even as they exited into the open field. Once outside, Alan doubled over, the weight of what he had experienced hitting him like a tank.

“I am rather impressed,” the Cait Sidhe said. “Your legs were wobbling more than the marmalade I had on my crumpets at breakfast, yet you stood your ground and got your answers. I quite like you.”

Alan laughed without humor. “What an honor.”

“It’s almost as if fate brought you here. It’s as if you were meant to make it to this point. It’s kismet.”

After a pause, Alan said, “But that wasn’t my only reason for coming here.”

“Ah, yes.” The Cait Sidhe slunk away, and when he returned a few minutes later, even he looked grim as he carried the broken body of the little girl in his arms. He set her down gently at Alan’s feet. “I am sorry about the girl. She was an innocent in all this.”

Alan fell to his knees before he realized it was happening. His throat closed up. It never ends. There is always more suffering, more death.

As if he could read Alan’s mind, the Cait Sidhe spoke up. “Her death was quick at least.”

“Liar,” Alan choked out. “Anyone could tell it wasn’t quick or merciful.”

“Indeed, I am a liar.”

“You’re worse.” Alan stood, wiping his face on his sleeve and then jabbed a finger at the creature. “You are worse than any monster here because you have a choice. You could fight for something real. Instead, you chose to work for the Fae. And for what?”

“You have a choice too, darling.” The Cait Sidhe continued in a thoughtful tone, “If it makes you feel any better, at least her death brought you here. That is something, isn’t it? Don’t sacrifices need to be made sometimes for the greater good? The ends… do whatever it is for the means?”

“You just spout rubbish and nonsense. You wear medals and have no idea what they mean. You don’t even believe the words crawling from your own throat.”

“Do you believe them?” The man’s golden eyes glittered knowingly, and Alan recoiled.

Crouching down, Alan carefully lifted the child’s body, cradling her against his chest. Turning to the Cait Sidhe, he wondered if the look of pity on his face as the creature eyed the child was even real. “Does your face serve the same purpose as those medals of yours?”

Immediately the Cait Sidhe’s features became a blank mask. “Not for a long time… That is, I haven’t cared about anything in a long time.” Then he chuckled, adding, “Imagine what would happen if I cared enough to bother and if you didn’t care so much that it crippled and weakened you. Imagine the team we would make.”

“You’re deranged,” Alan remarked with a scoff. “You never give a straight answer, do you?”

“Oh, certainly not.”

Leaving the creature and the tomb behind, Alan carried the little girl back to the base. All the while, the Cait Sidhe’s vile words about sacrifices for the greater good echoed in his head. He did not know if he believed them.

It was not until the desolation of the Winter Court left him, once he was far from the island and back in Neo-London, that he knew his answer: the price of the little girl’s sacrifice was too high, no matter the ends.













Chapter Two







Present Day



James was shivering when he awoke to an odd, distant wail. Jolting awake in the middle of a clearing, sheltered by clusters of gnarled, bare trees, he glanced at the others still sleeping around the fire. Cai traipsed back into camp from outside the line of trees with fresh kindling, the ground crunching under his boots with each step. A fine layer of frost dusted everything.

Mum was the only other person awake out of the group, sitting up on the ground a moment after James did. There was a flash of fear in her eyes, but it vanished when she turned and saw him awake. She had a few dried leaves sticking out of her long, dark, wavy hair.

“Did… did you hear it too?” James gulped. “It sounded like a scream. It could’ve been an animal.”

Rubbing her arms with a shudder, Mum said, “I am not certain what I heard. I thought I was dreaming.”

As Cai tromped over to the fading fire in the middle of the clearing, a stream of mist swirled around his mouth as he no doubt grumbled under his breath the whole way, sour-faced, movements stiff. He sounded more like a grumpy old man than someone who had once been a knight of Camelot as he crouched down and fed the hungry, ashy campfire. James thought he heard him cursing the Winter Court, but he ceased when Mum frowned at him.

“What was that sound?” Mum asked Cai, standing and placing her hands on her hips. “Did you see anything out there? And how are your injuries? You haven’t let me check.”

“They’re fine. It’s been a week since the festival anyway.” Cai scratched his beard, saying, “I heard a shout. I didn’t see anything out there, but we should head out. Soon.”

Mum nodded. “Yes. I don’t like this frost. It feels like a bad omen.”

“Frost, uh, isn’t unheard of in autumn, you know,” James said with a groan as he stretched his arms over his head. “But the first frost is usually significant. It can mean… it can mean all sorts of things, like a longer winter later on, or—”

“’Tis a hunt, I believe.” Alvey’s usually clear voice was muffled and stuffy as she spoke up from her chair on the other side of the fire. She was bundled in her shawl like a cocoon, and her nose was a bright, angry red color. She attempted to sniff the air but, after a few miserable sniffles, clenched her fists and struck her armrests. “Fie! I cannot smell anything with a common human illness infecting me!”

Mum clasped her hands together, eyeing the girl pityingly. “I’ll ask Iain to fix you some special tea, yes? We’ll get you warmed up in no time.”

With a wave of her hand, Alvey grunted in answer and curled up tighter in her shawl, turning her back to them.

James hesitated, biting his lip. “Hey, Alvey…” He cleared his throat. “I’m, uh, sorry you’re under the weather. But what did you mean—about a hunt? What kind of hunt?”

Shifting in her seat, Alvey turned her face to him and said in a low tone, “It matters little. If it is from either Court, we must avoid it at all costs.”



The others stirred and woke a few minutes later. While Iain prepped loose-leaf tea in a pot over the fire, Deirdre stretched her muscles with caution, careful of her still-healing ankle. The faery was usually the first among them to wake up and explore, but now her energy had dampened, making her slower to greet the day for the past week.

It had been a week since General Callaghan had drained all traces of magic from Deirdre’s body. A week since Deirdre and James had fought after he ditched her to search for answers about Mum’s disappearance. A week since he had met Cecil Morris for help, who had turned out to be the Cait Sidhe creature who had taken his mother captive.

And it’s been a week since I’ve really spoken to Deirdre, after all that happened between us…

When Deirdre tried to meet his eyes, James turned away, fetched his book of Unseelie creatures from his pack, and opened it to where a scrap of notebook paper served as a bookmark. Though he had read through his old copy in the past, everything about it was new and exciting with Cecil’s handwritten notes bursting from every margin and blank space.

The book felt heavier than before, full of the author’s personality, like Cecil had imbued it with not just his thoughts but himself. Reading the notes gave James more than new knowledge of faeries—he got to know the person who wrote it.

The researcher, Cecil Morris, who had taught James magic and given him answers. The Master, who had kept his mother from him for years and who had made the fateful bargain with his father. The Cait Sidhe, an Unseelie beast that terrorized the moorlands but who had also aided him during the chaos at the festival and saved his life.

James could not connect the fragments as a whole person—who he was beginning to appreciate in a strange, confusing way.

Losing himself in the book for a while, James was happily oblivious to the chill in the air and the goings-on around him. He hadn’t realized he had laughed out loud at one of the antidotes until Iain crouched beside him, holding two steaming cups of tea.

“What could be so funny in a book like that?” Iain asked.

“Well, it’s just that the author was asked by this royal at the time to harvest unicorn horn for medicinal purposes, but instead he”—James let out a snorting chuckle—“found old goblin claws and crushed them to powder. And the royal took it in his tea!”

While James burst into a fresh peal of laughter, Iain stared at him blankly.

“Trust me, it’s hilarious,” James insisted, wiping at his eyes.

“Some things never change, yeah?” Iain gave him a firm but awkward pat on his back. “Anyway, you should pack up. It’s time to get moving.”

James jumped up, suddenly giddy at the thought of where they were heading. “Can you believe we’re about to see the Summer Court?” he asked no one in particular. “We’ll probably be the first humans to enter since the barrier went up, uh, over thirty years ago! I mean, I know there’s been research done on the realm before, but think of what all could have changed since then! And plants—think of the new plants!”

It was like speaking to an empty room, as no one else was quite as excited. Still, even though they were traveling there in order to warn the Summer Court of the impending threat of the Iron Guard, the human military led by General Callaghan, that didn’t mean they couldn’t enjoy themselves. After all, if they arrived in time, the faeries would stop the military from breaking the protective barrier shutting off the Court from the world. And the war General Callaghan wanted would never even begin.

Iain went over to Alvey’s chair and handed her one of the cups of tea. As his older brother walked away, James swore he heard Alvey grumble, “If only I had fallen deathly ill sooner.” Next, Iain delivered the last cup to Deirdre, who had already packed and was standing gingerly, leaning on her makeshift crutch.

They smiled at each other and chatted briefly, and James, rolling his eyes, slammed his book shut.

When Iain turned back to the fire to put it out and gather his supplies, Deirdre bent down and collected a small handful of frost. Giggling, she sprinkled it down the back of Iain’s neck. He tensed up and let out a choked, high-pitched cry.

“Oh, now you’ve done it!” Iain warned with a grin, twisting around at Deirdre’s shriek of laughter. “I was trained in the Iron Guard for this exact situation.” He yanked a few blades of frosted grass and tossed them at her, but she dodged out of the way.

“You wouldn’t chase someone with an injured ankle, would you?” she taunted.

“And now you’re taking advantage of my sense of honor?” Iain shook his head in mock disapproval, then, doing his best impression of Cai, added in a gruff tone, “Faeries.”

“Enough horseplay.” Cai interrupted in the same gruff tone as Iain. “We’ve got a lot of ground to cover if we want to reach the Summer Court today.” When Cai cleared his throat loudly, arms crossed, everyone dropped what they were doing and made quick work of packing up camp.



Since leaving the Wayfaring Festival, where the military had caught up to them and attacked, the group had traveled north through the shelter of forests. They had reached Cumbria the day before and continued their northern trek toward the barrier. As they walked over the hilly terrain, James pored over his notes on the Seelie faeries and their realm, stumbling at each incline and drop. The air was dry and cold, crisp as if before a snowstorm.

Alvey had said the entrance to the Summer Court existed in and around an ancient site in the area called Castlerigg Stone Circle. The circle was built thousands of years prior, during the Neolithic age, to mark the site as the entrance to another realm, just as how some monuments marked the stars or were a place of ritual.

When they had entered the Lake District yesterday, the sun had been out, illuminating the landscape of looming, pine tree-covered mountains stretching on as far as the eye could see, with shining, deep blue lakes nestled in the valleys between them. But this morning, the sun was blotted out by thick clouds, casting everything in a dreary gray and turning the landscape dull.

The Lake District was silent and empty with no signs of civilization save for Herdwick sheep and working dogs, diligently keeping their posts. Still, the group kept off the beaten path as they walked and, after a quick lunch, continued along the banks of the great reservoir, Thirlmere. A freezing wind blew around them, and snowcapped mountains towered above on both sides. James covered his nose and mouth with his scarf, his face numbing.

As the day drew on and the early twilight of autumn arrived, the birds and wildlife went silent. Even inside the thick, ancient woods of spruce and evergreen, the only sound was their crunching footsteps. The whole party was subdued by this silence, heavy like a crushing weight.

Except for Alvey. The entire day, she sneezed loudly from the back, moaning and complaining every time it happened. Iain and Deirdre lingered in front of her, occasionally talking and laughing softly, and James stayed with Mum in the front and tried to keep up with Cai as he pushed ahead without a word.

They were walking with care down an incline of a grassy, rocky hill when another scream echoed through the valley below. James shuddered and clutched at his scarf. It wasn’t a scream, exactly. It was a wailing howl, many voices crying in unison.

“What do you think is making that sound?” he asked Cai, breathless. “It could be a banshee, or—”

They all halted on the hill as Cai motioned for them to stop and be quiet. The group stood together now at the top of the hill, searching for the source of the noise. Iain sidled between James and Mum, sticking close. Alvey attempted to smell the air to catch a scent, sniffling pitifully.

“There!” Deirdre whispered, pointing.

Iain muttered a few choice Romani words, taking his axe from his belt as the rest of them stared in shocked silence. In the sparsely forested valley below, a pack of black dogs the size of wolves raced with a chorus of ghostly howls. And they were chasing something.

“Unseelie hounds,” James whispered at first, eyes widening in awe. Then he said louder, pointing as well, “Those are Unseelie hounds. They usually only come out in groups like for the Winter Court’s Wild Hunt, but that’s supposed to be in Shetland, not in England! What are they chasing after?”

“People.” Deirdre gasped, horrified. “Those are people!”

Gray, sallow, emaciated bodies shambled away from the hounds, some of them collapsing instantly as they attempted to run. They moved like walking corpses or like puppets on strings. He let out a strangled cry as one of the hounds caught up to a gray figure and latched onto its neck, ripping flesh. There was no way it could survive such a bite.

“Those hounds are not just chasing any ordinary humans,” Cai said wearily, stepping closer to Mum and James. “Those are thralls from the Winter Court.”

His breath caught in his chest, and James felt cold now from more than the chill in the air.

Iain’s knuckles blanched from the force of gripping his axe. “Cai, tell me there’s something we can do here. There has to be something. Those Unseelie monsters… they can’t keep doing this.”

Alvey answered for him. “Once the thralls can no longer serve the Winter Court, they are set loose and killed by the hounds. There is nothing to be done for them.”

James swallowed hard, looking away from the doomed thralls. Is that what would have happened to me if Mum hadn’t taken my place? Is that what would have happened to Mum? Is that what’s going to happen to Dad when this is over? No one deserves to die like that.

For the past six years, Mum had seemingly vanished—until a week ago, when James and Iain reunited with her. And she had not simply vanished but had taken James’s place in the pact his father had made—trading his son’s life in exchange for the magical removal of his heart. But when it was clear Cecil had deceived her and still had plans for James, she had returned to warn them. But she was not safe or free yet.

She was still a thrall of the Winter Court, and so James could still lose her. Again.

Shivery, helpless fear shadowed him. A week ago, before he had met Cecil and learned to use magic for the first time, he might have stayed hunkered in shadow. But now maybe he could do something.

“Maybe if we distract them…” James reached for his pack, for the explosive Fire Crystals contained inside, but Cai grabbed his arm.

Before James could even react, the man warned him gently, “You need to agree not to do anything rash. I know you want to help, but there isn’t anything we can do for those poor blighters. What we need to focus on now is getting to the barrier before those hounds spot us. Understand?”

“I understand, I guess,” James said, pulling against the knight’s grasp.

“Good lad.” Cai let go of his arm. “Our best bet is to stay clear of the hounds, but if we run into them, fire will deter them somewhat. We don’t want them chasing us.”

With a final glance at the thralls below, James followed the rest of the group farther along the hill, and they walked in the direction of the forest on the other side of the incline, away from the baying hounds.



It was evening when they reached the bottom of the hill, and the standing stones were finally in sight, visible through a line of trees ahead and clustered in a field. Despite the distance between them and the hounds, the sounds of their howls had not grown any quieter.

During their lunch break earlier in the day, James was glad for the break but had picked at the food listlessly for a while, finding he had no appetite after seeing the thralls torn apart. Mum had fussed at him until he’d eaten a few bites. Sitting close, Iain had asked James to explain the goblin story to him he was laughing at earlier. It was clear his brother wasn’t really interested and just hoped to distract him, but James played along anyway.

Alvey had napped for a good half hour before the group managed to rouse her—Deirdre, clearly being the bravest among them, had grabbed the half elf’s shoulders and lightly shook her awake. Too sick to be upset for long, Alvey had only shouted a little at her.

There had once been a gravel path leading to the sacred site, but yellow wildflowers and purple thistles had since claimed it. The forty massive stones covered in yellow lichen comprised an oblong circle twenty-five meters wide, and at the east side was a cluster of smaller rocks forming a rectangular mass. Brown mountains made of slate stone surrounded the circle on all sides, half hidden in mist.

James was weakened from the long walk and slowed until he was at the rear with Alvey, the others ahead of them. The air was less dry here, damper, and warmer. He removed his scarf from around his nose, breathing deeply. The air smelled of moss and dew.

As Alvey neared, she reached under her chair’s seat, producing one of the star-shard flowers from a pouch. She stuck out her fist with the flower clutched in it, James narrowly avoiding a punch to his gut. “Take this,” she said airily. “We shall need it to enter the Summer Court so the Seelies know we are with them. Place it on the entrance stones, a cluster that lines up with the autumn equinox.”

Taking it gingerly from her hand, James held it up. The sight of the warmly glowing petals never failed to lift his spirits. “Why, um, are you giving it to me?”

“You seem quite eager to see the Summer Court for some silly reason. I thought you would like to be the one to signal the Seelies.” Her features twitched at a frown, and she held out her hand again expectantly. “However, if you do not want it—”

“No.” James clutched the flower to his chest protectively. “No, I-I want it. I just wasn’t expecting…” He trailed off, grinning. “Thank you, Alvey.”

“Say no more about it.” She turned away sharply, cheeks pink.



The cool, damp air was still, and no one spoke as they walked through the field toward Castlerigg, toward the Summer Court. James stumbled as he tried to step high over the long grasses, looking up at the darkening sky, expecting to see the trace of the barrier like ripples in water or the nuclear bomb still suspended above from the Cataclysm thirty years ago. There was nothing but clouds.

For a moment there was a sound like thunder. James squinted, standing there in confusion, when he heard the pounding of Cai’s boots on the ground; Cai charged back to him from a yard or so ahead, where he’d been leading the group. The knight’s large hand grabbed the front of his shirt and yanked him forward. He staggered into a patch of purple thistles.

James glared at him. “What have I done wrong this—?” The words died in his throat at the sight of dark shapes tearing down the hill behind them in a blur.

“Go!” Cai shouted, shoving him again. He reached for his sword. “Get to the stones! Protect your mother—they may sense she’s a thrall!”

James took off and caught up with the rest of the group as they raced to the stones through the field, the thunderous growls growing louder and closer. Breathing hard, he grabbed Mum’s arm as they crossed the entrance and entered the circle.

“This way!” James called to the others, pulling Mum with him as he veered toward the smaller rectangular formation of stones on the far side of the circle. He skidded on the muddy ground. “This must be where the entrance to the Court is!”

With fumbling hands, he grabbed the flower from his jacket pocket and tossed it in the middle on the grass. The second it touched the ground, the flower’s petals glowed, turning into an orange flame. The fire grew until it was white with heat. Then another flame appeared in the air a few feet above the flower, hovering like a will-o’-the-wisp.

Like a rock splitting a waterfall, the atmosphere shimmered and parted, revealing first the light of a burning torch and the figure holding it second. The male faery had tan skin speckled with white markings like deerskin, reddish-brown hair that reflected the firelight, and antlers just rising from his skull like those of a juvenile stag. Dressed in a dark, knee-length chiton, he appeared ageless: both ancient and very young at once.

“Roshan!” Alvey shouted impatiently. “Make haste!”

The male faery, Roshan, was beaming at her, but when he saw the creatures racing down the hill behind them, he frowned and lifted the staff-like torch he was holding, waving it swiftly through the air. An arc of flame shot out and created a ring of fire around the stone circle that did not scorch the grass or wildflowers.

Roshan stepped back to let them race through the opening in the barrier. The second they all entered, the barrier shimmered closed behind them and the howling of the dogs was blotted out.

A deep blue darkness surrounded them, lit only by Roshan’s brightly burning torch. A strong wind blew unseen boughs above them, sounding like the ocean. Leaves fell, golden in the torchlight. It smelled of an evening forest, but the scent was intense, rich, and earthy.

“You are now inside the Summer Court, safe from those hounds.” Roshan spun his staff, which snuffed out the flames, and placed it on his back. When he snapped his fingers, five balls of soft, red-gold light appeared around him and spread out around the group. James reached for one, and it slipped right through his fingers, leaving them warm and tingly.

“You let us in—” Deirdre gulped, sinking down a bit as if suddenly shy. “Are you the Summer Prince?”

“Aye.” His smile faltered as his hazel-blue eyes roved over each one of them in turn, lingering the shortest time on Iain and the longest on Deirdre. When he looked to James, the boy was suddenly very aware of Cecil’s book in his hands, and he turned to the side to hide it.

Roshan addressed Alvey, sounding like a scolding big brother as he said, “Alvey, are you aware of how your actions have hurt your mother and father?”

“I am perfectly fine.” Alvey wheeled herself between the group and Roshan, sticking her nose in the air. “These people have all aided me somewhat in my vastly successful endeavors outside the Court. I was never in any danger, and I handled myself well, a truth Mother and Father will be forced to accept.”

“You may discuss that with them presently—let us go.” Roshan placed a hand on Alvey’s chair, then addressed the rest of the group. “Nikias will see to your companions.”

As soon as he spoke, there came the faint stamping of hooves, and the wind slowed. Out of the darkness came four tall faeries, armed with curved, single-bladed swords in hand.

Deirdre jerked forward. “Alvey—”

“I shall see you on the morrow, I imagine.” She turned in her seat to face them. “You will be fine. Do not fret.”

The balls of light converged on her and Roshan, and in an instant and a flash, they vanished, taken away with a strong gust of wind.

“Wha—” James pointed at where they were. “Um, what kind of magic—”

“That is not your concern.” The foremost of the four faeries summoned balls of light, but they were smaller and brighter, making James squint. They did not disperse around the area but instead hovered by the faery’s head.

As the faery stepped forward, Cai’s hand twitched for the pommel of his sword, but he clenched his hand into a fist instead. “Here we go,” he muttered.

“I am Nikias, commander of the Eniad,” the faery said, walking a slow, deliberate circle around them, like a predator considering its prey. He had warm brown skin and dark brown hair, with ivory buffalo-like horns. He too was dressed in a chiton, black and silver, and wore a short, green cape, fastened with silver onto a dark gray breastplate. And his eyes were a bright yellow, fixed on them like a hawk.

James took an unconscious step back, bumping into his brother.

The instant Nikias halted in front of them, Iain took a deep breath and said, “My name is Iain Callaghan, and I was a soldier in the Iron Guard. We’ve traveled a long way to the Summer Court for a few reasons, one of them being to warn you of the coming war. The Iron Guard has a device built to destroy the barrier with faery magic, which they now—”

Ignoring him completely, Nikias’s gaze narrowed on James and Mum. “If these thralls have escaped the hunt, we are not meant to interfere with—”

“What?” James snapped, forgetting for a moment how intimidating the faery was. When Nikias snapped his gaze to the boy, quieter, he said, “We didn’t, um, escape the hunt. We’re not thralls.”

Nikias scrutinized the rest of the group. “What business could a cursed man, two thralls, and a hollow, magic-less faery have with the Summer Court?”

When Deirdre let out a shocked gasp, Iain glanced at her before turning back to Nikias, crossing his arms. “Her name is Deirdre, and she’s a Seelie faery. She was told to go to the Summer Court to find her parents, which is another reason why we’re—”

Nikias interrupted again. “You may state your business later at the summons, in front of the Seelie king and queen.”

Iain’s mouth fell open.

Nikias made a quick, precise gesture to his men, who surrounded the group with weapons raised. “For tonight, you shall be escorted to a holding cell where you shall remain until the summons.”

“Right, of course,” Iain said, red-faced and breathless as he tried to get the words out as fast as possible. “But my friend Deirdre needs help with her magic as soon as possible, and she needs to—”

“Come this way. Make haste.” Nikias used his sword to point them in the right direction, and the group had no choice but to follow as the armed faeries ushered them like sheep through the forest.

Though James wanted to stop and look around the dusk-blue woods, especially when they passed a hollow log full of sprites picking the glowing mushrooms inside, if he even slowed his pace for a second, one of the faeries behind him poked him in the back with the dull end of a spear. But there was movement everywhere in the forest, and he caught glimpses of glowing eyes reflecting in the light and heard the sounds of rustling foliage as unseen creatures moved.

When Nikias stopped in the middle of the forest and announced they had arrived, James glanced around in confusion. A line of tall trees was before them, and one of them had few branches, with the massive inner trunk only growing up to about twenty feet, which was much shorter than the trees.

“Is it hollow?” he asked, staring up and gaping. The tree seemed both dead and thriving at once. The leafy branches extended far into the darkness above, and the trunk was perhaps wider in diameter than James and Iain’s old bedroom back in Neo-London.

“Aye,” Nikias replied, glancing at James. “No more questions, child.”

As the faery approached it, placing his hand on the smooth, silvery bark, the tree roots shifted in the ground and a gap appeared in the bark and grew until it was wide enough for a person to duck through.

James smiled in awe at the sight until he realized they were meant to go inside. Mum took his hand as the faeries corralled them toward the large tree. Nikias summoned more balls of lights that strung themselves down into the tunnel and beyond, lighting the way and looking like tiny Christmas lights.

Cai went inside first, ignoring a faery who offered to guide him inside. Iain stayed close to Mum and James as they headed down, Deirdre following behind.

However, the gusting wind returned again, nearly knocking James over, and he and his friends stopped and grabbed the roots, bracing themselves. On the wind was a faint whistling, sounding like a flute. Nikias shut his eyes, letting out a sigh through his teeth.

A smooth but powerful, smoky female voice weaved through the forest on the wind. “Deirdre shall accompany me for the night, Brother.”

James stuck his head out of the tree, his jaw dropping as he gawked at the source of the voice. She was a tall, slender faery with the same warm brown skin as Nikias, with long black hair tumbling down her back, small curved horns protruding from the waves. She walked like the wind, quickly and smoothly, her flowing white peplos rippling around her.

“You trust too easily, Cardea,” Nikias countered. “As your elder brother, I should warn you that this faery is no more trustworthy than these strangers.”

“I should think not.” Cardea drifted over to Deirdre and looped one arm through hers, patting her hand. “I see no deception in these weary eyes. Moreover, her leg is injured and needs tending.”

Deirdre stared at her, stammering. “I, er—”

But she guided Deirdre up to level ground, saying, “You will come with me while your friends stay here. We have much to talk about, and it has been a while since I have had a proper discussion with reasonable Fae.” She stopped and shot a smug look at Nikias.

“I don’t…” Deirdre looked between the group and Cardea uncertainly, gnawing on her lip.

“We’ll be all right here,” Iain said, offering her a reassuring smile. “And I’ll— We’ll see you tomorrow, yeah?”

Nodding, Deirdre mirrored his expression. “Tomorrow.”

Then, after Cardea swept Deirdre away into the forest, the group entered deeper into the tree. As the last to enter, James glanced back once to see Nikias in front of the opening, frowning after them. As he left, the gap in the roots slowly closed.

The Christmas-like lights stayed in the tunnel, and they stretched into the circular wooden cell and wrapped around it like a wall decoration, giving them just enough light.

Above them, the branches stretching out from the hollow tree pulled up and then laced with each other overhead, with a soft, moaning creak. They formed a tight, enormous lattice, leaving small patches of sky visible from between them. The wind howled outside, and the clouds swept away, revealing stars and moonlight. James could not see the moon, but he saw a smattering of stars through the lattice above.

A faery prison was still a prison, no matter how beautiful it was.







Chapter Three



“We have few permanent houses in the realm, as we sleep wherever we find ourselves,” Cardea said as she led Deirdre by the arm through the dark woods. “But we shall go to a healing house that is not being used. I believe you shall find it quite comfortable, and we shall treat your leg there.”

“Thank you,” Deirdre said automatically, though she couldn’t help but look back again, wishing she was spending the night with her friends. Despite her pleasant manner, walking with Cardea was about as normal as walking alongside a leopard.

The other faeries had been no less intimidating, including the prince. The Summer Prince had not been seen by human eyes for decades, making some believe he was hiding or had left the island. Alvey had once explained, when prompted by Kallista’s questions, that he hid himself from human eyes when outside the realm due to the wishes of his parents, whom Alvey hinted more than once were overprotective.

But given the ease of power the prince had shown helping them enter the realm safely, combined with the powerful presence he had as a Noble faery, Deirdre found it hard to imagine anyone being worried about him.

Cardea interrupted these thoughts, suddenly whistling long and steady. In response, the wind grew even stronger, whipping Deirdre’s hair about wildly, blowing until the sky cleared and the full moon shone bright overhead.

They turned around a bend, and Deirdre gasped.

Before them was a gently sloping passage between the tall trees, full of flowers that opened in the moonlight and let off a faint peach glow. This path led directly to a gray house suspended in the trees.

As they walked toward it, Cardea whistled again, this time five clear notes. Immediately the trees around them shook in reply. Four faeries with the size and appearance of Eurasian eagle owls flew out, with feathers that matched the bark of their trees perfectly and wide, round creamy eyes over marble-white beaks.

They landed in front of Cardea and Deirdre, bowing their feathered heads.

“Ready the house,” Cardea said. “We shall both stay there for the night.”

Immediately they bowed once again, then flew to the house with a few silent beats of their wings.

“What are they?” Deirdre asked, smiling after them.

“They are a minor order of Dryads,” Cardea replied as they continued their walk. “They are excellent musicians as well, with their Wind and Flora Magic.”

“Oh.” Deirdre frowned at her, realizing, “How did you know my name earlier?”

“The wind carried your conversation with my brother to me. Although”—she smiled at her—“you have your father’s features. I could not mistake whose daughter you were.”

Deirdre gulped. “You know my parents then?”

“I am sure you wish to learn about your family. However, I am not the one to discuss them with you.” She shook her head, wavy hair tossing. “No, tonight we shall not speak of any serious matters.”

The faery’s voice was so final Deirdre didn’t even consider contradicting her, though her stomach sank in disappointment.

But her spirits lifted as the inside of the tree house lit up with golden, homey lights, making the cool night around them look blue and black in comparison. To get up to the house, Cardea used magic to coax a spiral staircase around one of the trees.

The house was open with all upper levels built as lofts. And while there were many large arched windows with no glass or screens, the wind did not blow inside through them.

Cardea gestured Deirdre to a single, connected ring of wide couches surrounding the enormous central firepit, which had a low but warm flame inside. There were also lanterns containing balls of light similar to the ones Roshan and Nikias had created.

When Deirdre sat on the couch, it gave beneath her just enough, the fur-covered cushions and throws silky soft, making her sigh. As Cardea busied herself near the largest central window looking out over the path they’d come from, Deirdre gazed around with her mouth hanging open.

The house had no metal, for everything was built from and supported by wood. The central firepit was surrounded by a gigantic ring of smooth white stone, which had intricate carvings mimicking the growth patterns of leaves and tree branches. In the middle of the ring were carvings of faeries and animals. It was an odd combination of faeries hunting deer and elk and then tending for and witnessing the birth of the same animals.

Deirdre jumped as one of the owl faeries stepped into view, completely silent. On its head was a golden platter, which had what looked like slices of yellow-skinned apple—but the fruit let off a pleasant, slightly flowery scent she immediately recognized.

“Seelie faery fruit?” Deirdre licked her lips at the memory of the first and only time she’d had it. “Thank you!”

But when she reached out to take the plate from him, the faery stepped out of her reach, giving her a small glare like an upset cat, feathers ruffling.

Cardea laughed as she strode over and sat down on the other side of the fire. “Do not try to take his job, Deirdre! Just take the fruit.”

Still Deirdre reached for the plate again. “No, I don’t feel so bad that I need someone to serve me— Ow!”

The faery had pecked at her hand with its sharp beak and glared at her underneath its feathered brow.

Cardea was laughing, which made Deirdre scowl as she nursed her injured hand. “It’s not funny! That hurt!”

“You hurt him by insulting his good gesture.” Cardea took a slice of fruit from another faery who was waiting on her. “Do not insult him any further. And if you truly believe he went too far, correct him.”

“I—” Deirdre looked from her to the owl faery and then back again. “Correct him?”

“You are deprived of your magic now, somehow. However”—Cardea straightened, her sky-blue eyes lighting—“we are Noble faeries of the Seelie Court. The other Seelies all follow our guidance, our direction, and our good judgment. It is our place to reward them for what is good and punish them for what is bad so they do not break any of the rules of the Fae.”

Deirdre nodded. “Faeries have lots of rules, don’t they?”

“And we must all abide by them. Which includes accepting gestures of hospitality.”

Deirdre looked at the owl faery, who had sidled to the side of her couch again, glaring at her.

“Thank you,” she said, forcing a smile and taking a piece of fruit. The faery relaxed its ruffled feathers.

“Now.” Cardea shifted to the edge of her seat, eyes bright. “How did you come here? Tell me where on this island you have been.”

So as she ate, each piece of the fruit warming and reviving her, Deirdre described first the orphanage, then Neo-London, and then the different stops they’d made on the way to the Court. Cardea only asked questions. She mentioned the Wayfaring Festival and the wedding that occurred and eventually explained one of her relatives had been present at the wedding to bring the couple good fortune.

“It is so strange for them to marry at an age when children must be impossible.” Cardea shook her head, now sipping on the drink the owl faeries brought after the fruit was finished.

“Lots of people get married without planning to have kids,” Deirdre replied, sniffing her drink. The scent was warm and strong, like alcohol was present, but the flavor was so smooth she wondered if her nose was playing tricks on her.

“Humans are terribly peculiar.” Cardea tilted her head. “I suppose they must take for granted there will be another generation of humans after them.” She met Deirdre’s gaze. “Is that not strange? You do not seem to think so. Your mind is quite molded by humans.”

“I…” Deirdre shifted in her seat. “I never thought about it. I guess it is?”

The other faery rose without warning and strode about the room, her movements deliberate and smooth as a breeze.

“You are one of us for certain, but your sense of reason must be terribly different.” She looked at Deirdre keenly as she moved about.

“I can’t really help that, can I?” Deirdre muttered, suddenly feeling a bit defensive.

Cardea continued, “I do believe you can overcome it. But we truly cannot treat you like one of us—not yet.”

“Because I’m different?”

“Aye. You are almost humanlike. And with your magic gone, it is even starker.” She sighed, halting behind where she had first risen from. “I was right to treat you as a human. It is safest for you.”

“Well…” Deirdre gestured to the room and the fire. “I really appreciate this. I mean, to be honest, I was kind of
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