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  The Waking Magic is the third installment in a six-book YA Urban Fantasy series, Winter’s Blight. 


   


  Everyone is drawn to magic for a reason.


   


  As Deirdre, James, Iain, and Alvey travel to the Wayfaring Festival, seeking answers for the brothers and magical materials for Alvey, forces Fae and human close in. 


   


  Deirdre's fight to control her magic evolves as she begins to connect with it on a deeper level. Yet she risks losing everything to General Callaghan, the leader of the Iron Guard, who hunts her to harness her power into a weapon. Meanwhile, James begins his own quest for magic, drawing him closer to the Master, a sinister being who holds the fates of James and his mother.


   


  Joining the group is Cai, a wandering swordsman connected to the mysterious amulet Iain found hidden in an Unseelie dwarf's treasure horde. As Iain is faced with the ever-increasing danger of their journey, he believes the skilled, if uncooperative, man could secure both their safety and an end to the war before it begins. 


   


  But facing imminent dangers both within and around the group, each of them is forced to make decisions that will alter their journey and even the fate of the country.


   















Chapter One





“’Scuse me, sir.”

Cai froze in the pub’s doorway as a tall woman with long, thinning black hair and bright aquamarine eyes approached him in the lane, carrying a covered basket on her hip. Automatically his hand slid to the pommel of the double-edged sword at his side.

“What is it?” he asked, squaring his shoulders. His voice had an unmistakable Welsh lilt.

“You’re going to the Wayfaring Festival, aren’t you?” Her eyes darted to his sword, a mocking smile creasing her mouth.

“What about it?”

“You seem like a man down on his luck,” she said, nodding to his tattered, long coat. “Care to make some extra money for the both of us?” She held forth her basket and pulled back the towel, revealing pomegranates, which let off a sickeningly sweet stench.

“You want me to sell faery fruit, hmm?” Cai raised an eyebrow. “People would pay a human more than a faery, wouldn’t they? Since faeries are supposed to not know the value of a pound.”

“Yes, quite.” She chuckled in the back of her throat, the sound surprisingly deep. “You catch on quick.”

Cai stroked his short ginger-and-gray beard, then stepped down the lane a pace, pointing out several caravans driving slowly down the nearby road, full of young adults. “What do you say I try to sell to them now?” When she didn’t answer immediately, he continued, “I’m good at handling people; you must have guessed as much if you approached me. Some faeries have a sixth sense about a person’s character, right?”

Smiling proudly, the faery nodded. “Very well.” And she held out one of the bright red fruits.

Cai raised his eyebrows. “I know a thing or two about faery rules; don’t you need to give me the right to do what I want with this so I can sell it properly? Because if you’re trying to get me to sell them and then take all the earnings”—he turned away from her—“then forget it.”

“No, wait! You have my permission. Do as you wish with the fruit.”

Immediately Cai turned and drew his sword, driving it straight into the basket at the faery’s side, juice spattering like blood. She screeched as the basket and all the fruit fell to the ground. Then Cai took his flask of gin off his belt, uncorked it, and poured it all over the fruit.

The faery hissed, drawing away from the liquid as though stung, arching her back like an angry cat.

Cai pointed his sword at her. “I’ve seen your type before. Unseelie faeries with strong Water Magic can’t stand clear alcohols; it’s like how salt hurts Unseelie earth faeries, isn’t it?”

“You filthy liar!” Her voice was guttural like an angry beast. “You tricked me!”

He shrugged. “Since this fruit is mine to do with as I wish and since you don’t want it anymore, I think I’ll burn it. Have a good day then.”

“No!” The faery lashed out with her long, sharp nails. Cai dodged the blow. With the sudden movement, his left side throbbed painfully, making him wince.

This is more trouble than it’s worth.

Before she could swing again, he kicked a gin-soaked piece of fruit right at her face. She screeched in pain, dashing it away. In one smooth movement, Cai lunged forward with his blade and sliced one of her arms off.

Paying no attention to her bestial roars of pain, he held his sword at the ready, ignoring the intensifying ache in his left side as he said, “Leave this town or your head comes off next.”

She turned, staggering away, clutching the bleeding stump of her arm. Cai lowered his sword and let out a shaky sigh, cut short by an annoyed shout behind him.

The pub’s owner was at the door, gesturing at the fruit and at the bleeding arm, then to Cai, her face as red as her hair. “You’re barking mad! What do you think you’re doing? First you bring a weapon into my pub, and now you’re cutting off arms and—”

“You’ll want to burn the fruit and the faery’s arm,” Cai said, beginning to wipe off his sword on the end of his long coat.

“I’ll call the police, I will!”

“And I need a refill of gin.”



After getting a quick refill, which he paid for in double to placate the pub owner, Cai left the pub again. It was getting late, and scarlet streaks of sunset were just stretching over the sky. He headed toward the road, thinking of going a few miles before camping for the night.

As he walked, those he passed glanced at his dirty clothes and sour expression and gave him a wide berth. Some did a double take when spotting his sword, staring wide-eyed. Others saw the blade and scoffed, muttering about the festivalgoers and their occasional tendency to carry about fake weapons. One woman from the city, who worked in a museum that kept historical swords, recognized the blade as real and watched him closely until she was satisfied he was headed out of town.

“Nutter,” she whispered to herself before turning away, thinking the country was going downhill.

He had almost reached the road when a string of lights caught his eye. At the edge of town, right by the road, was a small Middle Eastern-styled purple tent that was worn and stained. Beside it was a banshee using magic to float colorful cloth lanterns above her tent.

Cai advanced carefully, assessing the banshee. Banshees in towns or cities were usually weak and unambitious; plus, judging by her white hair, this one was quite old. Dismissing her as not a threat, he turned away.

“You seem lost.”

Stopping, Cai looked over his shoulder, hand on his hilt.

The banshee faced him, her dark eyes glinting. “Looking for something, are you? What if I could create a spell to find what you’ve lost?”

How could she know I’m looking for something? Bah. Cai glared at her. Banshees. I forgot; they are exceptionally perceptive. And nosy.

“My prices are quite affordable.” She pulled out a small earthenware jar from her shabby, wide sleeve. “Just a bit of your blood—for spells only, of course.”

He turned, his hand never leaving his hilt. “Don’t take me for a fool, faery. You’re turning Unseelie, aren’t you? You want some human blood to make you a monster, don’t you?” He spat at the ground in front of her.

“I am willing to take an oath that your blood will not be misused.” She smiled, showing sharp teeth. “I saw what you did to that faery minutes ago. You are familiar with our rules, aren’t you?”

“I only did that because that faery was an idiot. She probably came from Neo-London. These Unseelie faeries running away from the city these past few weeks…,” Cai scoffed. “They’re dumber than all the rest. And I’m fine with dealing with a stupid faery who gets in my way, but I’m not about to waste time on you.”

“Gets in your way?” The banshee tilted her head. “It did not seem to me like that Unseelie was in your way. It seemed like you did not want her to peddle that fruit.”

Smirking, he shrugged. “Faeries are always up to no good, aren’t they? And—”

“And it’s worse when it happens right in front of you. It’s much harder for you to ignore—”

“If this analysis of me is a sample of your skills,” Cai said, interrupting, “then I’m not impressed.”

“Then what about a spell to find what you’ve been searching for these past dozens of years?”

Cai twisted his fingers around his sword’s hilt. “You’re trying to manipulate me into making a deal.”

“I am being honest. I know you are looking for something precious to you, something that belonged to your brother—”

Jerking his sword partway out of the sheath, Cai growled, “I’m warning you, faery.”

“Cai!” a mellow voice called. “That’s you, isn’t it?”

Taking a step back, Cai looked to see a dozen more caravans heading down the road toward the town. A light-haired man sauntered to him, his yellow-green eyes bright with recognition.

“All right, Gunnar?” Cai greeted him.

“Who is this?” the man asked, glancing at the banshee.

“She’s no one, just someone I am done speaking to.” Cai turned away but glanced back at the banshee a couple of times. The banshee watched them go but did not make any move to follow.

“Are you staying the night here?” Gunnar asked him.

“No. Do you have something to say to me?”

Gunnar scratched the back of his head. “Yes, well, did Singh catch up with you?”

Cai shook his head; Jacob Singh was a mutual acquaintance and the head of security at the Wayfaring Festival. Gunnar worked for him as an informal scout; he was half elf, making him adept at movement and perception in the wild places the festival was held.

“Singh wanted you to know there’s this castle on the way to the festival grounds—the old castle on the cliffs that faeries turned white after the Cataclysm. People have been disappearing around there on the way to the festival, more and more each year. There’s definitely some kind of monster there.”

“And?” Cai folded his arms. “Does Singh want me to immediately go off on a quest to slay the beast?” He sneered. “I’ve never completed a quest properly in my life.”

“Well, Singh thinks you’re skilled enough, I suppose.”

“Just tell people to stay away from the castle.”

Gunnar snickered. “Singh said you’d say that. Look, it wouldn’t hurt for you to at least try to chip in. You’ve been coming to the festival every year—you’re still hunting for some necklace, right?” When Cai didn’t answer, Gunnar continued in a lower voice, “Just think: the next person that monster kills, it might’ve been the person who would’ve brought that necklace to the festival. I don’t know if you can do anything or not, but at least consider looking into it, will you?”

Cai traced his thumb on the pommel of his sword. The familiar grip and the thought of a fight lit an old spark in his chest.

“I’ll check it out,” he said, nodding. “But I can’t promise more than that.”













Chapter Two





The gray clouds above were laden with rain as Deirdre, wheeling Alvey’s chair, followed Iain and James into the small trading post. There were only a couple of buildings there, inhabited by the foresters and militia that patrolled the area. It was a safe spot for humans and Fae to rest and resupply, and there were several caravans parked in the area for the night.

“I am utterly spent,” Alvey whined, wrapping her gray shawl more snugly around her shoulders. “’Tis getting late!”

“It’s only midafternoon,” Deirdre said.

“There must be an inn here.”

“This place, um, doesn’t have any inns.” James looked back at the two of them.

Deirdre lifted her head and asked, “Why don’t we take a break here? We’ve been walking since lunch.”

Nodding in agreement, Iain gestured to the line of caravans. “I’ll get a few things, yeah? And then we’ll move on and find a place to spend the night before it starts raining. There must be more old buildings around here we could camp in.”

“Great. Another night under a dripping roof,” James grumbled. “Probably infested again too.”

“That was an adventure, all right,” Deirdre said, rubbing at a scrape on her left hand.

The first evening after leaving the caverns of the Unseelie dwarf behind, they’d found a recently abandoned building just as it started raining buckets. Aside from a few leaky spots, it was a reasonably comfortable night.

But last night had been another story. They had settled in an old barn that had holes aplenty in the roof. And worse, a swarm of Unseelie gnomes had made it their home. The gnomes had first tried to scare the intruders away by skirting around in the dark, rattling the abandoned farming tools, and whispering threats. When none of that had worked, the gnomes attacked.

They leaped from the dark and scurried on all fours, fiercer than angry street cats, slashing and biting at them with clawlike nails and sharp teeth. The gnomes were not charming: pale and bloated, their once-red caps stained a muddy brown, their torn clothes a bleached white, making them look like ghosts.

Once Deirdre discovered the gnomes were not very heavy, she enjoyed grabbing them and punting them away. It was like playing football, especially when she decided the front door of the barn was a goalie net.

“Most goals through the door wins!” she shouted merrily, sending a howling gnome flying through. Her friends didn’t quite respond with enthusiasm.

Finally Alvey, who had been fighting with surprising accuracy with an old hoe, pulled out the star-shard flower from the Summer Court; the light of it made the gnomes cringe and fall back. Then she thrust the flower at Deirdre and instructed her to walk around the barn and drop a petal with each step.

Glancing at the gnomes hissing and spitting in the dark, Deirdre asked, “Is it okay if I run around the barn?”

“I said walk!”

“Okay, okay!”

As Deirdre obeyed, the gnomes focused their attacks on her. Iain guarded her back as she walked quickly around the barn and dropped glowing, pointed petals, which the gnomes did not touch. With each petal she pulled, in a wink another grew in its place. The second she dropped the last petal, the gnomes let out a ghastly scream and dashed into the dark forest.

Once the initial relief wore off, it was a sore, wet night, their hard-won sleeping quarters growing damper by the second. After patching up her own scratches, Deirdre had offered to help James, who had gotten a few bites. But he waved away her help, muttering that he was fine.

He’s been like that ever since I scolded him, she thought, glancing ahead as James and Iain squabbled briefly about something. Or maybe he’s just tired. We all are. Maybe if we find somewhere comfortable tonight, we’ll all get a good night’s sleep, and—

“I’m going to sit.” James pointed at a bench in front of a public bonfire where some travelers were warming up and eating.

“By the fire, aye?” Alvey asked. “Good. I am freezing.”

“I think we’ll find somewhere better tonight.” Deirdre wheeled Alvey forward, smiling at James.

He shrugged. “Maybe. And maybe it won’t rain.”

Deirdre glanced up at the clouds. I wonder… I’ve only listened to Earth Magic the past couple of days. But can I do anything else?

“Alvey?”

“What?”

“Can I hear other kinds of magic? Like magic in rain and things like that?”

Alvey groaned, dragging her hands down her face. “Of course you can! Faeries like you can contact all forms of magic.”

“Right, okay.” As they settled down by the fire, Deirdre sitting by James on a semidry log used as a bench, she looked at the rain clouds high above. How could she reach out to them when they were so far away? But she straightened, resolved to give it a shot.

How are you today? She looked up at the clouds, grinning at herself, feeling silly. It’s not raining now, so you’ve got water in you, right? I remember learning years ago about the water cycle—gas, solid, and liquid. But you’re all vapors right now, right? I wonder what that’s like? You’re kind of at the mercy of the wind, but you’re also spread out so much.

She felt the dampness of the log under her, then felt the moisture in the air; they were not so different—

“I tell you, my son saw gnomes last night!” a woman seated on the next log over exclaimed. “They were nasty little beasts, dashing through the woods—they hissed at him something fierce! But they kept running. Something scared them. Nearly scared the life out of my little boy too.”

Deirdre and James glanced at each other; she barely suppressed a giggle, making him smile.

“But those ghosts don’t ’urt anything, s’long as they aren’t on your land,” said a man seated near her, taking a quick drink of his beer.

“Gnomes aren’t ghosts, you bleeding idiot,” cried a man with a slight Scottish accent from the other side of the fire. “Gnomes and other faeries might look like ghosts sometimes, but they aren’t! Now, the Shambly Man… That’s a ghost.”

“What’s the Shambly Man?” Deirdre asked, tilting her head.

Everyone around the fire went quiet. All eyes fell on the man, clearly waiting for him to begin. James gulped, hunching down, looking like he’d prefer to be somewhere else.

The man leaned forward, saying in a low but clear voice, “The Shambly Man, he was a normal chap, just like you or me. He worked on his family’s farm, and he was mad in love with a rich man’s daughter. Yet he was so poor that marriage wouldn’t be possible. In order to make a name for himself and win her heart and hand, he accepted a quest from her family: retrieve a lost heirloom, a diamond necklace.

“On this quest, he killed many Unseelie monsters, everything from your rotten gnomes to monster dogs. He killed the Black Shuck of Norfolk and the giant Fachan of Falkirk and strung up the Spring-Heeled Jack that roamed these very parts!

“After three hard years, he found the necklace and returned to his lady’s town, not far from here. It was a moonless night, and he was walking. Then, out of the darkness, a car careened out of nowhere; it struck him hard and fast”—he slapped his knee, making Deirdre jump—“killing him instantly. And who was the driver, you ask?”

The man paused and looked around at everyone. Deirdre was about to shout “Who?” when he finally continued, “None other than his own love, who was out for a night on the town—with her new fiancé.”

Everyone booed or sighed or muttered; Deirdre let out a shocked, “No way!”

The man nodded. “Now the Shambly Man haunts the roads of this region, searching for the road he died on and searching for his love, to give her the necklace. So if you’re ever driving on a dark night, you may look in your mirror and see a person at the forest’s edge—a person you didn’t see when you looked just a moment before.”

James shrunk down as though he’d like to disappear into the ground. “But what if you’re walking?” he asked in a squeak. When everyone looked at him, he cleared his throat and asked in a firmer voice, “Going by what you said, he wouldn’t show up if you’re walking, right?”

“You think so?” The man narrowed his eyes. “You ever feel like someone’s watching you—someone you can’t see? You ever stop walking at night and hear footsteps behind you? Ever see a shadow in the forest that, if you glanced back a second time, wouldn’t be just a stone or tree like you thought it was?”

James didn’t respond, his eyes as wide as saucers.

“Never look a second time, lad. Don’t try to see who’s watching you. Just let him keep watching from the dark.”

The man then straightened and took a drink; the others around the fire either clapped or joked or jeered at him. Deirdre clapped along, smiling. James and Alvey were the only ones who stayed quiet.

“Are you all ready?” Iain had approached them from the caravans. “The merchants I spoke with said, with these caravans headed to the Wayfaring Festival, there should be plenty of places to camp nearby for the night.”

Deirdre jumped to her feet, ignoring Alvey’s whining as they all headed out of the market and toward the woods again. As they got farther away from the people and the noise, she remembered what she was doing before the story began: connecting with Water Magic.

When Alvey snapped that she’d push herself, Deirdre let go and walked a little slower, reaching out with her thoughts and her hands, feeling at the damp air like she had earlier. The magic in the afternoon fog rolling into the forest soon spoke to her of water nearby and far away throughout the forest. It mentioned water in the hills, the trees, and in a castle. It showed her moisture collecting on the smooth, exceptionally white cliffs under the old fortress.

It filled her mind and heart with images and cool sensations of flowing, ebbing, streaming, and seeping, yearning for the rain in the clouds above to pour pure, flowing water—

She ran smack-dab into Iain’s back, stumbling backward. Iain reached out and caught her arm immediately, steadying her.

“You all right?” He chuckled. “Magic again?”

“Yes, it’s going to rain!” She pumped her fists in the air, unable to contain the excitement she felt from the magic around her.

Alvey and James groaned, and Iain’s face fell a bit. He soon recovered and said, “Is it showing you things again—is that it?”

“Yes! Well, sort of.” She immediately shared everything she’d just experienced. “And it was showing me more of the forest, and there was this castle in it—”

Suddenly Alvey rolled her chair between the two of them, asking, “Pray, where is this castle?”

“I don’t know.” She stepped back before Alvey could roll over her foot and asked, “Do you think I could ask the fog to show me? Do you think we could stay there for the night?” She directed the last question at Iain.

“Possibly.”

Alvey nodded, saying, “Scout it out; we shall decide after you discover how near or far it is. Make haste!”

“Okay, okay.” She slowed her pace, beginning to reach out to the fog again.

But it was harder to focus as Alvey talked loudly with Iain. The blond girl cupped her hand under her chin and smiled up at him in a charming way that was so unlike her, Deirdre rubbed her eyes and looked twice.

Is she being nice because he’s the one cooking all the meals? I shouldn’t let him do that; tonight I’ll help him. Whether he wants it or not.

She nodded firmly, then shut her eyes. Remembering what it had been like when she asked the cave floor to move two days ago, she reached out and told the fog: You’re in the castle in this forest. Show me you, in the castle.

She was treated to a deluge of images of fog seeping in through spaces big and small within a ruined castle. It was too much to make sense of, and she quickly pushed the images away.

To see the way there, I need to go about this differently. She opened her eyes, holding her arms out. The swirling magic in the air felt like sheer, cool silk flowing past her.

Flow right to the castle—show me your way to the castle, she thought. Show me a way that I can go with you easily.

Obediently the fog showed her the first turn in the woods, leading to an ancient stone trail that wound uphill and eventually reached the castle’s open, dry, and intact cellar.

And it’s only… She let the images float through her head again. They went through all at once, but it was not overwhelming like before. I think just an hour away. She giggled and clapped her hands. This is perfect!



They reached the basement almost two hours later. Only when they’d reached the winding, uphill paths did Deirdre realize just how steep they were. However, Alvey’s chair took them easily; she pushed now and then, the chair somehow doing most of the work.

By the time they’d gotten to the top, the half-elf girl was the only one not puffing or complaining about sore muscles.

“You are all so hopeless.” She snickered, though her tone demurred as she added, “With the exception of Iain, of course. It must come with the training he has done, methinks?”

He just waved a hand in response, still regaining his breath as they staggered into the basement.

The castle itself was not ancient, probably first built in the seventeenth century. It had towered above them as they walked up, dark and moss-laden, supported on its far side by steep, smooth white cliffs.

Inside the cellar was some rubbish and broken bottles, but after pushing it all into the corners of the room, they found an intact fireplace. Iain cleaned it out while Deirdre and a reluctant James tidied up places to sleep. As they did so, the rain sprinkled and then poured outside.

After they’d finished, James began to sift through the piles of rubbish.

“What’re you looking for?” Deirdre asked, sitting down next to Alvey, who had dozed off. “There’s lots of broken glass over there.”

He stopped and raised his eyebrows at her. “I just wanted to see if there was something useful. Sorry, do I need to ask for permission?”

Reminded of some of the cheeky girls at the orphanage, Deirdre resisted rolling her eyes. “Of course not. Just be careful. Who knows what might be hidden in that junk?”

James mumbled something in reply, turning his back on her.

Standing, she walked to the entrance of the basement and looked outside. Holding out a hand under the drops, she shut her eyes and listened. Rain always fell in waves of whispers. As she began to speak to the magic within it, she realized she’d always been hearing the magic in those whispers without knowing it.

There was something else out there in the rain, between the falling drops, speaking of nights ever since the first moonrise of the world—

“I am utterly starved!” Alvey suddenly said, her voice pitching high.

And I promised I’d help cook. Sighing, Deirdre stepped away from the rain and the night.







Chapter Three



After dinner, the group’s spirits brightened. The warmth of the hearth fire chased the numbing cold away, and the scent of pan-fried garlic, wild mushrooms, and rosemary overpowered the damp scent of the castle. Though the wind whistled outside and the rain pelted the castle ruins, Iain was warm and cozy. He sat on the floor with his back against a sturdy stone pillar, settled in for the first watch of the night, his axe beside him.

Iain had been surprised when Deirdre helped prepare supper. She hadn’t minded when he had asked her if she would tie her hair up to keep it safe from the fire and from getting into their food. In solidarity, Iain had also tied back his hair with a bandana.

It had taken longer than normal to get the food onto plates as he and Deirdre laughed every time strands of her hair had bounced out of her ponytail like metal springs. They stopped when Alvey demanded that they hurry with the food and stop chatting.

After eating dinner, Deirdre had settled down to rest after offering to take the next shift in two hours. Iain had agreed and then sat back, listening to the soothing sound of the rain.

Alvey was reclined in her chair, bundled in her shawl, and was breathing evenly; Deirdre was curled up on the floor with her back to him; and James, closest to the fire, occasionally turned in his sleep.

A cold raindrop hit Iain’s forehead; he flinched and squinted at the dark chasm of the ceiling. There was a large opening that revealed the remains of a crumbled staircase that probably used to connect to the basement. Iain scooted over, determined to remain dry for as long as possible.

After a few moments of silence, he decided to examine the amulet he had found in the dwarf’s cave a few days ago. Iain produced the amulet from his pack and held it in the palm of his hand; the surface was smooth.

On a whim, he clasped the chain around his neck, feeling the solid weight of it against his chest. It was soothingly cool even through the fabric of his jacket, like fresh, running spring water.

He stared at the surface of the amulet until his vision glazed, searching for the word that he saw days ago, willing it to appear in a shimmer as it had before. But the amulet was blank. The only engravings were the Celtic knot around the outside.

What am I even doing? I was delirious from that fight, and it was dark in the cave. It doesn’t mean anything, and it certainly didn’t want me to take it. That’s completely bonkers.

If, somehow, it did say something… maybe it’s a magical trick to get people to buy it. That would make sense.

But it hadn’t seemed like a showy trick or something dark or evil. When he had picked it up, an overwhelming sense of peace washed over him that was unlike anything else he’d experienced; it had not been like the manufactured calm of pretending he knew what he was doing. It was real.

He wanted to experience that again, given everything that he had learned over the past few days about the creature that had claimed his brother and mum. About their father. About the brewing war.

“Jewelry’s never suited me anyway.” Iain smiled wryly and unclasped the chain. He tucked the amulet back into his pack, giving it a cheeky squint to let it know he didn’t trust it, just in case.

I’ll just take one day at a time. Foremost, we’ll focus on finding Mum and guiding Deirdre to the Summer Court and then warning them. That’s all I can do.

And with that thought, he did feel a small sense of relief. He set aside any concerns of the war with the Summer and Winter Courts, of the barrier, and of his father’s role in all of it. Until they reached the Summer Court, he knew there wasn’t anything he could do about it on his own. 

* * *


Maybe that creepy storyteller was right. There is something constantly watching me, James thought bitterly as he lay facing the lazily burning hearth fire. Two someones. But they aren’t ghosts at all.

Ever since what happened at the cave four days ago, when his rescue plan had gone awry for reasons beyond his control, Iain and Deirdre had been keeping an eye on him, waiting for him to mess up. It was bad enough that Iain didn’t trust him to do anything on his own now—he had also involved Deirdre.

Don’t think about it. Don’t think about the cave.

But when he closed his eyes, what had happened replayed in his mind. Boyd shoving his face in the dirt. Iain being beaten, and Boyd threatening to kill him. Commander Walker’s corpse. And a sick, shivery feeling in his stomach that hadn’t gone away.

Probably because we’ve been rained on ever since… and my socks are still wet. That’s probably it. Once it stops raining, I won’t feel all cold anymore.

As James tried to sleep, he couldn’t help but recall the story of the Shambly Man and another presence he was recently made aware of: the Cait Sidhe creature. As they had walked through the foggy forest to the castle ruins, James had occasionally glanced over his shoulder if he heard something rustling through the freshly fallen, red autumn leaves, only to see nothing there.

He looked once. Not twice.

Maybe something is watching me.

That creature, Cait Sidhe or whatever it was, was the only one who could give him the answers he needed. Maybe Dad had the answers, but he would never give them up even if James hadn’t decided to have nothing to do with him again.

James shivered and scooted closer to the fire like an inchworm. Then, trying to be as quiet as possible not to alert Iain, he reached for his notebook and a pen from his pack beside him. He hadn’t gotten any privacy or quiet since he’d left Neo-London, and the near-constant chattering drained his energy. As he flipped through his notes, James felt better than he had in the past few days.

He found his notes on Mum’s letters, right next to his newest notes on magic and everything he could remember about Cait Sidhe creatures. For now, he focused on the traces of magic in the letter Mum had sent to Marko.

The paper crinkled as he unfolded one of the crumpled letters.

“You still up?” Iain whispered from behind him. “Mind keeping me company?”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah, you mind, or yeah, you’re still awake?”

Sighing, James sat up. He gathered his books and notebook in silence and then walked over to where Iain was sitting, his still-damp trainers squelching with each step.

The moment he settled down, Iain said, “Written anything down about the gnomes yet? Because I have a few notes for you on how badly their bites itch.”

“They don’t itch normally,” James deadpanned. “Unless they’ve laid their eggs.”

Iain’s smile vanished instantly.

“I’m only joking.” James snorted. “The look on your face—!”

“Cheeky.”

James shook his head. “I’m skipping the gnomes. Um, at least until the memory of the pain fades.”

“Those were one of the top creatures on your list to meet, yeah?” Iain grinned his sly grin, which was never a good sign. “More than— What are those things called that you fancy so much? Nymphs or something?”

Trying to seem unaffected by the remark, James ultimately failed when he tensed up and sucked in his breath. Iain laughed and tried to play it off like a cough.

James glared at him over his notebook as he wrote with more ferocity.

“You’re not plotting against me, are you?” Iain squinted at him. “Because it’s a little unnerving when you write like that.”

Ignoring him, James absently scratched his arm under his sweater sleeve and said, “Those bites really do itch, now that you’ve said it.”

The brothers talked for a bit longer, recounting the gnome fight again and discussing if Deirdre’s idea of a sport with the creatures would ever catch on professionally and how they might finally be interested in watching football matches if it did. Eventually they lapsed into silence.

After a few minutes had passed, Alvey jerked awake across the room with a few loud sniffs, causing James to nearly jolt out of his skin. His notebook tumbled out of his hands. Beside him, Iain grabbed his axe, alert. Then, with an incoherent mumble, Alvey flopped over and fell back asleep.

The brothers exchanged amused glances.

“Jumpy?” Iain nudged him.

“You’re jumpy.”

Then Iain swore as a fat raindrop hit his cheek from the stairwell above them. When he went to wipe it away, it smeared across his face, nearly black in the faint light. Iain stared at the stain on his hand, his breath catching.

Rust, James thought. It’s probably rust or…

They both looked up. There was a face in the darkness, and outlined in the firelight were a pair of shiny eyes. Before James could even process what was happening, Iain shoved him out of the way.

Pitching forward, James caught himself with his hands, the rough stone scraping his palms. He rolled over; Iain stood, axe brandished. A feral roar sounded, and a stout figure jumped down from its perch in the ruined stairwell.

The girls woke up, Deirdre rising to her feet, taking a defensive stance, and Alvey backpedaling right into the wall.

“Another dwarf?” Deirdre shrieked, staring at it wide-eyed.

“I can smell the blood on it.” Alvey gasped.

In the light stood a humanoid creature with long, apelike arms and a squat, muscular body. He had sallow skin, but the end of his scraggly white beard and nose were stained crimson. On its head, it wore a long, pointed hat that was dripping red with blood. In one of its claw-tipped hands was a rope that was stained dark, like the Fachan’s chain.

“It’s a Rad Cep—a Red Cap!” James shouted hoarsely.

At James’s exclamation, the Red Cap took a step toward them. Iain raised his axe in front of him, stepping between the creature and the group. James grabbed his pack with shaking hands, dropping it a few times before he produced the Unseelie book from inside; he searched for any information on the Red Cap.

“The cap. The boy understands. He knows”—the Red Cap peered around at James and sputtered out the words, pitched high with desperation one moment and rumbling deep with malice the next—“I must fill the cap. Do you understand, boy? My cap mustn’t run dry. It must flow even if it’s a thrall’s blood. Blood must flow!”

James leafed through the worn pages frantically; when he got to the page on Red Caps, he saw a hauntingly rendered pen-and-ink drawing of a man hanging from a tree by his feet, gouts of blood draining from his neck, with a Red Cap seated underneath.

“A single drop of blood smeared is enough to alert a Red Cap and send it into a frenzy after the smell…”

In the illustration, there was a patch of white in the corner of the Unseelie creature’s hat; Red Caps needed constant blood to fill the cap to survive.

That’s what the rope is for, James thought as his heart pounded in his ears. He pried his eyes away, dropped the book, and searched the ground frantically for anything that could be used as a weapon.

“Blood’s sure gonna flow if you take one more step,” Iain ground out. “I guarantee it’ll be yours.”

The Red Cap eyed them for what felt like a minute with his shiny, dark gaze. Then he raised his rope. “It is a risk I shall take!”

The rope went sailing through the air, and as it did, it arced and twisted like a snake, alive, seeking something to wrap itself around. Iain dodged it, jumping back. Then, letting out a shout, he ran forward with the axe raised.

Iain swung the axe heavily, the twin blades making the air sing as they sliced through it. The Red Cap leaped back in alarm, just barely escaping. But before Iain was close enough to strike another time, the Red Cap swung the rope again. It lashed around Iain’s ankle, and the Red Cap tugged, sending him sprawling on his back like he’d had a rug pulled out from under him.

While Iain was momentarily stunned, the Red Cap dragged him across the floor by the rope with ease, the weight of him nothing to a creature as strong as him.

“Cut the rope!” James yelled.

Iain dug the fingers of his axe-free hand and jammed the heels of his boots into the crooks of the stone, halting the momentum. He had about three feet of rope left before he reached the Red Cap.

“I’m going to string you up and drain you dry!” The Red Cap hissed. “Then I will move on to the rest.”

Iain shouted, his voice strained, “James, Deirdre—take Alvey. Now! If we make it to the woods, there’s less of a chance he’ll be able to catch us—”

But Deirdre was pale, focusing hard on the Red Cap, her eyes narrowed. She was whispering under her breath, asking for the ground to shift, telling the ancient stone that was mined from mountains to move.

She’s going to use magic! James managed to move and fall back beside Alvey, who was clinging to her chair’s handles, deathly pale.

Iain reared back and slammed the axe down onto the rope. There was a metallic clang as it met the stone floor. But the rope was not severed. He tried again and again, but none of the blows did anything to even fray it.

All the while, the Red Cap laughed. He was toying with them, letting them fight. He was going to kill them all. That same, helpless feeling washed over James as it had in the cave, but he was not about to stand around like last time.

The Red Cap tugged hard on the rope, and Iain lost his purchase on the ground and was dragged toward him.

A single drop of blood! James looked at his hand, flexing it, resolved. That’s what the book said. That’s what we need!

James turned to Deirdre. “I have an idea, but I don’t have time to explain it to you—”

“James, not now!”

“Give me your knife.” James held out his hand expectantly. “Deirdre, please!”

But Deirdre just shook her head as her whispers with the earth turned to pleading. The floor began to vibrate under James’s feet. But she wasn’t going to be fast enough.

“Deirdre”—James grabbed her arm—“if you’d just trust me!”

“James, please!” Deirdre turned toward him, dropping her arms and her focus.

All at once the ground shifted under them, the stones shooting up from the floor and grinding together. They were both sent toppling over in a mess of limbs, James landing on his elbow hard.

“Oy!” A figure appeared at the threshold from the night, the firelight glinting off the sword in his hand. “What’s all this then?”

James and Deirdre sat up, groaning, and saw the ragged, pale figure cloaked in mist and moonlight.

It’s the Shambly Man!

The man continued. “Are you a bunch of incompetent highwaymen or…”

Spotting the Red Cap, the figure stepped forward into the light, revealing a ginger man with a sturdy build and a full beard, sword in hand. He was dressed in odd, dirty clothing.

The Red Cap had stopped dragging Iain to stare at the man, and Iain was tilting his head upside down for a glimpse. Beside James, Alvey made a face and whispered something about gin.

“Oh, I get it. Your cap’s running low.” The man sneered. “You need blood, and these kids might do it for you, right? I get it.”

The Red Cap snickered at him, his dark eyes twinkling. “You’re just going to let them bleed out? How amusing.”

“Eh.” He shrugged his broad shoulders. “I’m afraid not.”

The man lunged toward the Red Cap, just avoiding stepping on Iain’s chest as he jumped over him. Then he said, “Hold still, lad” and swung his sword down, severing the rope that bound Iain’s ankle with one swift strike.

Iain stood, his eyes wide and dazed. He snapped out of his astonishment and flanked the man, his axe brandished.

But the man raised a hand to stop him, saying, “Stand down, lad. You’ll get yourself killed.”

The whites of the Red Cap’s eyes shone in the pale moonlight, disbelieving as he beheld the severed rope dangling from his hand. Then, with a roar, the creature lunged at the man, lashing out wildly with long, sharp talons.

The man tried to skip backward out of the way, but he was not quick enough. There was a sickening cracking sound, like snapping a branch underfoot, as the claws plunged into the man’s side. The man let out a low, keening groan, slumping against the wall to his right. The Red Cap pulled his hand free, the sharp fingers coming out coated in thick, dark blood.

Iain let out a strangled shout, then rushed forward and slashed at the Red Cap with his axe, delivering the blade deep into the creature’s arm, brownish blood dribbling from the wound. As Iain wrenched the blade out to swing again, the creature struck out backhanded with one clawed hand, grazing Iain’s cheek. Hissing, the creature leaped back, keeping an eye on Iain while turning his focus back to the injured swordsman.

But when the Red Cap went to wrap the rope around the man’s neck like a noose, the fibers split and fell away squirming like many worms before disintegrating into dust in the creature’s hands.

“How have you destroyed my rope?” The Red Cap bellowed. “That isn’t possible! What kind of blade do you wield?”

“You really want to know?” The man straightened, one hand pressed to his side. But whether or not the man was going to answer, the Red Cap never heard.

In just three slashes with his blade, the man felled and beheaded the Red Cap. Two slashes for the neck and one that missed and went into the wall behind him as the man swore loudly. The cap fell off the creature’s head and flaked away into brown, dried blood.

Then, in one solid kick, the man launched the corpse of the Red Cap out of the castle.

The man, breathing hard, the sound watery, turned to face them. One hand was pressed hard to his side, blood seeping through his fingers, and he was perspiring, face taut with pain. He met Iain’s gaze and shakily pointed his sword at him.

“Now,” the man said, his voice like gravel. “What are you kids doing here?”

Just as Iain was about to speak, holding up one hand in a placating gesture, the man’s eyes rolled back into his head and he fell over flat on his back on the ground.

* * *


Please don’t be dead. Please don’t die.

Iain dropped his axe the moment the swordsman fell and knelt beside him. He knew he had to work quickly to stop the bleeding, but he also knew a vital organ might have been punctured. There had been so much blood gushing between his fingers.

“Is he dead?” James asked flatly from behind him.

“Just… just get my med kit from my pack,” Iain snapped.

Iain went to apply pressure to the wound, peeling back the wet, sticky layer of the man’s shirt from his side. He gaped at the scars that decorated his torso, ugly white lines that held many stories. He had seen scars similar to these on veterans who lived in the military housing in Neo-London and recognized that this man had experienced war, but he had never seen scars of such variation of depth and aging on one person before.

The man’s injury did not appear as bad as he had thought—the punctures did not seem as deep, just piercing the skin.

Oh, thank God. Iain sighed shakily; whoever this man was, he would not die on his account.

By the time James had brought the kit to him and Iain closed the wound with bandages, the bleeding had already slowed. But when he pressed lightly on the man’s ribs, feeling for fractures, he noted that there was swelling as the skin began to bruise.

The others drifted over, crowding around the unconscious man until Iain shooed them away. “I think he’ll be fine, but give him some space. He’s passed out—”

“From drink, no doubt.” Alvey waved her hand through the air and then pinched her nose. “I can smell gin on him. Methinks he is a drunkard!”

Iain took an experimental whiff. He knew that smell from his days of breaking up pub brawls as an Iron Warden under Philip Prance’s supervision. However, it was not that strong. To someone like Alvey, who had a supernatural, kind of creepy sense of smell, the gin would be overpowering.

“I’m thinking he’s not,” Iain said. “He’s had some drink, yeah, but he knows how to use that sword well. He’s definitely not drunk.”

“Who even has a sword these days?” James asked.

Coming to stand behind Iain, Deirdre peered over at the man with curiosity. “It’s not very nice to call him a drunk, Alvey. He did save our lives.”

“Yeah. That was…” Iain trailed off.

That was too close.

He thought of the Fachan, the dwarf, and even Boyd—how in all those encounters, they had mostly made it out with their lives by luck alone. And he thought of
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