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            THE RELUCTANT HEIR

          

        

      

    

    
      There inevitably comes a moment as you step between the gargoyles and spy Ravencroft Hall at the end of its beech-lined drive when your palms go all clammy and your throat locks up.

      The part of your brain that stops you from doing stupid things rouses itself and starts shrieking, Turn back now, you fool, or forever regret it!

      At this point, about one in ten visitors will drop their brochures and flee. The rest stop dead, silently trembling. An unlucky few pee their pants (not just children, mind you, but grown men). It’s nothing to be ashamed of. The nameless dread afflicts everyone, even me, and I’ve crossed the boundary hundreds of times.

      It was the last tour of the day, about two o’clock, and the sun was still high, gilding the windows of the manor house. I unglued my tongue from the roof of my mouth and donned a confident smile.

      “Just keep walking, that’s it,” I said, shooing the bewildered tour group along the road. “What you’re experiencing is an old spell to ward off trespassers, it can’t hurt you.”

      I’d warned them before—several times—but these admonitions never sank in.

      A thickset man with a walrus mustache gave a croak of protest. I took out my thermos and filled a tin cup with tea. “Drink this, sir, it does wonders.”

      It was a special brew of catmint and Earl Grey with loads of sugar. Though his hand trembled, the colour quickly returned to his pasty face. I passed around tea to the rest of the group and did a head count, feeling relieved. Eleven, all apparently still sane. No runners and no accidents.

      That first step past the gargoyles was the worst; then the effects began to fade. Still, it was my habit to distract my clients with chatter.

      “You’ll notice that there are no gates at the entrance of the Ravencroft estate,” I said. “Can anyone guess why?”

      A teenaged girl self-consciously covered her braces with one hand as she spoke. “Faeries detest iron?”

      “That’s right! And the Ravencroft power stems from an ancient bargain with a faerie court. Iron is forbidden on the estate, so the Ravencrofts cast a spell to keep people from wandering about instead.” I winked at her. “But we won’t let that stop us, will we?”

      I turned to the manor house, which had two brick wings jutting out from a central axis. “The Hall dates back to 1490. It’s a magnificent example of Tudor architecture⁠—”

      “Tell us about the evil wizards who lived there!”

      That was the girl’s brother, who had a striped rugby shirt and troll-like tuft of ginger hair. His name-tag said Archie.

      “Ah yes,” I said. “Let’s cut to the good stuff, shall we? Well, the Ravencroft family is a minor offshoot of the Lancasters. It was their magic that helped Henry VII defeat the Yorks at Bosworth Field and gain the throne. They ruled here ever after, until Ransom and Desdemona Ravencroft joined a cabal of dark wizards seeking to overthrow the queen. Happily, the scheme was revealed and they were exiled from Britain.”

      I collected the tin cups, stowed them in my pack, and got everyone moving up the gravel drive, phone cameras out and clicking away. “That was twenty years ago. The house has sat empty since.”

      “Kin we go inside?” asked a man with thick glasses and an even thicker Scottish burr.

      “I wish! But I’m afraid the house is off-limits.”

      Archie scowled. “Why?”

      “Because there are spells inside that would kill us all in an instant,” I said, which might be true. “But I’ll tell you about the dungeons and the secret library. And we’ll take a scenic path through the grounds that will bring us quite near a faerie tree. Did everyone bring sweets?”

      The group held up bags of humbugs and pear drops from the gift shop.

      “Excellent.” I drew a deep breath. The sun was in and out of pillowy clouds, and a warm breeze rippled the meadow grasses. “It’s perfect weather for faeries. I have a feeling we’ll spot some today.”

      There were always dryads at the orchard tending the apple trees. It’s the reason we had the best cider in the county. They knew me well and usually allowed a glimpse of themselves.

      “Can we go into the Wild Wood?” Archie asked.

      I hesitated, pretending to consider his request. People want to feel like they’re getting a unique experience for their five quid. If it’s against the rules, that’s even better.

      “I don’t usually go into the Wild Wood, it’s terribly dangerous,” I said with reluctance. “But maybe this once. Not too far, though.”

      He pumped a victory fist as his sister covered a metallic grin. Their parents shared a look of alarm.

      Since the unfortunate incident with that Swedish family, I kept my tour groups to the outer fringes of the Wild Wood. It surrounded the estate and the nearby village of Little Groating, where I lived with my Nan. The forest stretched for miles in every direction. There were no roads—not mortal roads, save for a few narrow lanes. The motorways all went around it, never through. Nan said it was the Ravencrofts’ magic that “protected us from modern stupidity.”

      The Wild Wood was lovely in every season. Green in spring, gold in summer, copper in autumn, and silver in winter. The leaves never fell, just changed colour. I’d met a fae prince there when I was a child, and you never forget such a thing. It gave me a lifelong fascination with the Fair Folk.

      I still walked in the Wild Wood alone sometimes, through the deep glens where the trees grew tall and straight like ships’ masts, but I didn’t bring tour groups anymore. In my defense, I will note that the Andersens were found eventually, not too worse for wear.

      “If you’ll have a look at your map,” I said, “you’ll see that we’re coming up on Nelly’s Pond.” I pointed to the left. “It’s about half a mile that way.”

      Everyone but Archie dutifully examined their brochure, which had my hand-drawn map on the back. Archie was studying Ravencroft Hall with a speculative gleam in his eye, and I resolved to keep a close watch over him. He seemed the sort who was all too capable of sneaking off and causing mischief.

      “The Nelly Longarms in the pond has lived there since the time of King Arthur, maybe even longer,” I said. “She’s a water hag, similar to a grindylow.” I shuffled nearer to Archie, who looked over at me. I held his gaze as I said, “She’s known for dragging children into the water, especially ones who don’t do as they’re told.”

      “I thought that was just a myth,” someone at the back of the group called out.

      “Not at all,” I replied, still looking at Archie, who stared back defiantly. “Now let’s go have a look at the front of the house, I’ll tell you more of the history. And you can get some good pictures there.”

      The prospect of mugging for selfies in front of the home of notorious dark wizards got the group moving with new enthusiasm. We were about halfway up the drive when a muffled scream cut the air. It came from the direction of Ravencroft Hall.

      The first rule in faerie tours is that one must project an aura of calm cheerfulness at all times. I smiled. “Don’t worry, I’m sure it’s noth⁠—”

      My reassurances were cut off by another scream, long and lingering. Everyone fell silent, their attention riveted on the house. I wondered if it was a banshee, but that seemed unlikely. They were Irish for one thing, and I’d never heard of one in these parts.

      “Wait here,” I told them, and turned to hurry up the road. The voice sounded human, though one could never be certain.

      A topiary maze shielded the front entrance from view, the hedges grown tall and wild over years of neglect. I rounded the corner and saw a blue automobile parked at a rakish slant before the doors. At the same instant, they were violently flung open and a man came rushing down the front steps. He windmilled his arms about like he was fending off a swarm of wasps. When he drew closer, I saw that his hair was infested with pixies. They were tugging at the thick black locks and chittering with glee.

      I smothered a laugh. Served him right for breaking into the house. He wore a casual city suit and I guessed he was writing a story on the twentieth anniversary of the Ravencroft scandal. I was only seven at the time, but I remembered the reporters descending on Little Groating when it first happened, asking questions about Ransom and Desdemona. They had a son, too, though no one knew what had happened to him. Then the years passed, the house sat empty, and the reporters stopped coming.

      He shouldn’t have forced his way inside, but it must have taken quite a bit of nerve to pass the gargoyles alone. I decided to take pity on him.

      “Stop swatting at them,” I advised. “Just stand still for a moment.”

      He shot me a baleful look but obeyed. I fished in my pocket and found some candies. The kindly village doctor was always passing them out, but he was half-blind so sometimes you got mints, and sometimes you got mothballs. I sniffed to make sure, then held out my open palm.

      Six pairs of beady eyes fixed on me. Their pointy ears cocked. One started to drool.

      Pixies can’t resist sugar. They dove for the peppermints, spindly fingers outstretched, then spirited the candies back into the house. The front door slammed behind them.

      I lowered my voice. “Look, I won’t report you, but you ought to leave. There’s probably all sorts of nasty traps in there.”

      “I’m grateful for the aid, but who are you?” the man asked in an exasperated tone, raking a hand through his hair in a vain attempt to smooth it down.

      He was close to my own age, maybe a year or two older. Quite tall and with a level gaze that showed no sign of embarrassment—or remorse at being caught. Of course, I was trespassing too, but not inside.

      “Kitty Boot,” I said, extending a hand, which he shook once, firmly.

      “Richard Ravencroft.” He peered past my shoulder at the tour group, who stood down the drive watching us with interest. “And who are they?”

      Oh no. I studied him with a sinking heart. How did I not see it immediately? His nose was hooked like a bird of prey, his brow high and proud, his eyes black as obsidian. In short, the very picture of a Ravencroft. As he was too young to be Ransom, I assumed he must be the son. And dark wizards were not known for their gentle natures.

      My mouth went dry with dread, though this time it wasn’t nameless. It was standing right in front of me, waiting for an answer.

      “Ahhh. Lord Ravencroft.” I turned to stare idiotically at my clients. Not a single plausible lie came to mind, so I was forced to tell the truth. “Er, sorry, it’s a walking tour,” I mumbled, a guilty flush rising to my cheeks.

      “A walking tour,” he repeated. The friendliness faded from his face like a cloud blotting out the sun. I couldn’t blame him. He assumed we were here to gawk, which was more or less accurate.

      I rushed to fill the silence before he smote me with dark magic. “Yes, I lead them twice daily on the weekends. People come from all over to see the faeries. Most take the train to Southlea Cross, it’s about thirty minutes from the village. Not all of them make it here, about half get lost and wander in circles until they end up back at Southlea.”

      I barked a too-bright laugh. “Which is a very quaint little place, I’m sure they enjoy it. But my Nan says the magic only lets some of them through so we aren’t overrun. Of course, you managed to drive right up to the front door! That makes sense. I suppose the magic knows you.”

      My head cocked at a weird angle, all on its own. “Do the gargoyles terrify you like the rest of us? I’ve always wondered.”

      At this juncture, I managed to shut my mouth and pause for air.

      To my vast relief, Richard Ravencroft seemed bemused. “No, Miss Boot, the gargoyles don’t trouble me.”

      “Right.” I glanced at the group, which had grown bored and started to take pictures again. “Well, I ought to be getting back.”

      He regarded the house. “I’d planned to stay here while I settle some business matters, but . . .” The windows eyed us broodily, and I felt certain I saw shadows flitting behind the glass. “I’ve changed my mind. Is there still an inn down at the village?”

      I nodded. “The Dancing Toadstool. You won’t find a better breakfast anywhere. Fresh-baked current scones every morning!”

      Did I really just say that? Oh, God. Dark wizards don’t care about scones!

      He muttered something inaudible. “Thank you, Miss Boot. Now I’m afraid I must ask you and your tour group to leave. I’m sorry, it’s just . . .”

      “Hideously awkward,” I finished. “Of course. That is, yes. Good afternoon, Lord Ravencroft.”

      “Good afternoon, Miss Boot.” He squared his shoulders and strode back into the Hall. I watched him go, heart racing. Richard Ravencroft was back! I was bursting to tell Nan straight away—once I finished the tour. We still had a few stops to make . . .

      I did a quick head count and felt my stomach lurch. Where was Archie?
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      I scanned the drive, the overgrown topiary, the tall meadow grass that fringed the Wild Wood. No sign of our ginger Houdini.

      Then I heard it. The distant, echoing thunk of rocks hitting water—which narrowed the search considerably.

      “Nelly’s Pond,” I muttered. “Of course he’s gone to the bloody pond.”

      Archie’s parents wore frozen expressions I recognised from years of wrangling tourists: a blend of embarrassment, panic, and the hollow certainty they were about to become the next cautionary tale in the gift shop.

      His mother, whose name-tag said Sara, stared at me with wild eyes. “He wouldn’t. Not after you told us the legend of the water hag.”

      “You’d be amazed what children will do,” I replied, “especially if they’re expressly warned not to.”

      Archie’s father was already jogging down the drive, shouting his son’s name with the desperation of a man who’d promised his wife a fun, magical, risk-free day out. The rest of the group followed, the other parents clearly relieved that it wasn’t their child.

      I took off sprinting down the hill east of the Hall.  The shortest way to Nelly’s Pond—there was no actual path for obvious reasons—wound through a marshy hollow that never quite dried out, even at the height of summer. My boots sank with every step, and the air grew thick with the smell of standing water.

      The steady, rhythmic splash of something being thrown—again and again—into the pond grew louder.

      I crested the last hummock and caught my breath. Archie crouched at the water’s edge, shirt untucked and wellies caked in mud, lobbing pebbles at the surface. He turned at the sound of our approach, wearing the look of smug satisfaction perfected by twelve-year-old boys the world over.

      “See? There’s nothing in there,” he called. “You made it all up!”

      “Archie, come here this instant!” his mother shrieked, as though volume might penetrate the fortress of his idiocy.

      I hurried down to the pond, holding out a hand in what I hoped was a calm and authoritative manner. “Step away from the edge, please.”

      Archie rolled his eyes and threw one last stone—a flat skimmer, which zipped across the water with a satisfying succession of plips.

      That’s when I saw the ripples. Not the concentric rings formed by his barrage of pebbles, but a low, purposeful wake that cut through the duckweed, heading for Archie like a shark’s fin. Something big and dark glided under the water, breaking the scum with a slick curve of greenish flesh.

      I sloshed through the mud and grabbed the boy by his striped rugby shirt, yanking him backward just as an appendage burst from the pond and slithered up the bank. The arm—grey-green, rubbery, and about as long as a garden hose—groped around for a few seconds, then withdrew in a sulky manner, leaving only a swirl of black bubbles on the surface.

      Archie stared at me, then at the water, then at his parents, and started to cry. “It tried to get me,” he wailed.

      His mother swept him up, sobbing and scolding in equal measure. Archie’s father knelt by the bank, poking at the muck with a stick as if hoping to find some evidence it had all been a trick of the light. The rest of the group stood a safe distance away, regarding me with new respect.

      I brushed the mud from my leggings, a futile endeavor that only got my hands dirty. “I told you she was real.”

      “Is it even safe to be here?” demanded the man with the walrus mustache.

      “Perfectly safe, now that Nelly’s had her fun,” I lied. “But I think we’ve had enough excitement for one afternoon.”

      The tour group took this with minimal grumbling, though I caught the Scottish gentleman mutter something under his breath about “English hospitality.” We retraced our steps out of the bog and across the small wooden bridge to the village, Archie’s mother clutching his arm in a viselike grip.

      By the time we reached the High Street, dark clouds had rolled in. The first fat raindrops splattered the cobbles as I shepherded everyone to the Dancing Toadstool, whose mullioned windows glowed yellow and inviting.

      Nan and I lived at the inn, which was owned by Sanaja Deen, the mother of my best friend Layla. Besides leading walking tours, I helped out with the breakfast service. The Deens were like my second family—more like my first, really, since I had no siblings and my parents were almost never home.

      I shed my macintosh, shook out my damp hair, and was halfway through unlacing my boots when I heard Nan’s grey parrot declare, in a voice of doomsday relish, “You are a wolf and apostle of Satan!”

      Sir Francis Drake had once been owned by staunch Lutherans, or so Nan claimed, and he’d picked up their polemical worldview.

      “What did that bird say?” asked Walrus Mustache.

      “Never mind,” I replied brightly. “Let’s get you settled with a nice hot beverage.”

      I directed the group to a long table by the window, fetched a round of cider, and doled out blankets from the basket by the hearth. Barbarossa, the inn’s cat who was named for a famous admiral of the Ottoman navy, prowled up and circled the table twice before deciding they were no threat to his regime.

      Archie, now sheepish, was plied with shortbread. The rest of the group took turns telling the story of the arm from the pond, each time the limb growing longer, greener, and more festooned with aquatic horrors.

      I wandered over to Nan, who sat throned in her red velvet smoking jacket by the fireplace like the villain in a seaside detective novel. She was knitting a small orange scarf for Quince, the resident brownie. Some stories claim you shouldn’t give brownies clothes or they’ll leave, but that’s rubbish. Quince had served the Dancing Toadstool for generations and took great pride in his appearance. He loved gifts of clothing—the gaudier, the better.

      Nan was ninety-two and still sharp, but her knees got achy with stairs so she’d taken a ground floor room at the inn. Most days, you could find her spinning tales by the fire with Dr. Singer, her needles clacking away.

      “I see you survived the wilds of Ravencroft,” Nan remarked. “Any casualties?”

      “Not a one,” I said, which was happily true. I dropped into an armchair and lowered my voice to a stage whisper. “But I have other news. Guess who’s back?”

      Nan’s needles paused. Sir Francis Drake, sensing drama, rotated his head and fixed me with an intent glare. “The Antichrist!” he screamed.

      Nan shushed him and leaned forward. “Who?” she whispered with a gleam in her eye. The woman did love gossip.

      “Richard Ravencroft,” I hissed, making sure no one at the other tables was listening—though the news would spread soon enough. “Ransom and Desdemona’s son. I met him at the Hall. He was being mauled by pixies and I saved his bacon.”

      Nan gave a short, delighted cackle.

      “The boy is back?” said Dr. Singer, lifting his bushy white brows.

      “Not exactly a boy anymore,” I corrected. “He’s about my age, I’d guess. Tall, dark hair, that Ravencroft nose. He’d just come out of the Hall, shouting his lungs out.”

      Nan set her knitting in her lap. “Well, well.” Her blue eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “And what sort was he?”

      “Sort?”

      “Ravencrofts come in all sorts, Kitty. Some benevolent, others cruel as winter frost.” She picked up the tiny scarf again, needles clicking with renewed vigor. “Richard’s grandfather, old Lord Edgar, would give bread to hungry children with one hand and hex their fathers with the other if they were late with the rent.”

      Dr. Singer nodded. “I remember Edgar. Terrifying man. Had a laugh that could curdle milk.”

      “What were Richard’s parents like?” I asked. “I mean, before the whole—” I waggled my hand in the direction of “attempted coup and subsequent national disgrace.”

      “The father—Ransom—now there was a complicated soul,” Nan said. “Hot-tempered and ambitious, but always generous toward the villagers. I was shocked when they were arrested. The mother, though . . .” She pursed her lips. “A bit of a mystery. Beautiful, of course. She’s French and Spanish, from the Questel wizard line.”

      I settled deeper into my chair, sensing a story brewing. Nan’s memories stretched back further than anyone else in the village, and her tales were better than any history book.

      “They used to throw parties that would last for days,” Nan said, her eyes misting with memory. “Coaches coming and going at all hours, lights blazing from every window of the Hall. Wizards from across Britain and the continent would visit. Once I saw a man gallop past the inn on a horse made of shadow—just darkness with two green flames for eyes.”

      “You never told me that part before,” I said, fascinated.

      Nan shrugged. “I haven’t thought of it in years.” Her eyes focused on me again. “What else did the young lord tell you?”

      I reviewed our brief encounter. “Not much. He was planning to stay at the Hall, but the pixies changed his mind. He asked about a room at the inn.”

      Nan smiled, a mischievous glint in her eye. “A Ravencroft under our roof. Now that’s something I never thought I’d see.”

      Dr. Singer cleared his throat. “I treated Richard once. Must have been . . . oh, before the scandal certainly. He was seven or eight. Scarlet fever.”

      “Was he very ill?” I asked.

      “Quite, but strong. Recovered quicker than most. His parents doted on him.” Dr. Singer adjusted his round spectacles, which were as thick as jam jars. “Ransom barely left the boy’s side—read to him for hours. The mother was more reserved, but she brought in specialists from London and even a healer from somewhere in the Alps. Expense was no object where their son was concerned.”

      “And what was he like? Richard, I mean.”

      The doctor’s round, bearded face softened. “Polite lad. Well-mannered even when feverish, which tells you something about a person’s character. I remember he asked if scarlet fever would let him breathe fire since it made him ‘all red like a dragon.’”

      I smiled at the image. “Hard to picture him as a child. He seemed . . .” Unhappy was the word that came to mind, but I didn’t know the first thing about Richard Ravencroft. “Stern.”

      “Twenty years in exile will do that to a person,” Nan said with a note of sympathy. “Even if he wasn’t the one exiled, being left behind can be just as hard.”

      “Do you think he’s here to meet with the high fae?” I asked.

      Every wizard family in Britain and Europe had ancient pacts with fae courts. The bargains were the source of their magic, that much was common knowledge.

      But the courts of the high fae were very different from the lesser orders of faeries that lived in and around Little Groating. Dangerous and powerful. The thought sent a thrill through me.

      Nan’s knitting needles stilled again. “It must be why he’s here—to claim his inheritance from the Court of Silver Shadows. Magic is in his blood.”

      “Well, I for one am glad he’s back,” Dr. Singer declared, patting his pockets until he found one of his lavender mothballs. He offered it to me with a trembling hand. I took it with a murmur of delight and slipped it into my pocket when he wasn’t looking. “Ravencroft Hall needs a master. It’s not right, the way it’s been sitting empty all these years.”

      Nan nodded in agreement. “The land needs its lord. The faeries need their wizard.” She pointed a knitting needle at me. “Mark my words, Kitty, things will change now. For better or worse remains to be seen.”

      “He behaved decently,” I said. “Not what I expected from the son of dark wizards. Though he wasn’t exactly pleased to find me leading tours on his property.”

      “Can you blame him?” Nan snorted. “Poor man comes home after twenty years to find tourists tramping all over his lawn.”

      I felt my cheeks heat. “I’ll apologise properly when I see him again.”

      “Which might be sooner than you think, if he’s looking for a room,” Dr. Singer said, glancing toward the door.

      I stood up, realizing Mrs. Deen should be told that we might have a very important guest. “I’ll go warn the kitchen.”

      “Do that,” Nan said. She set her knitting aside and took out her pipe, lighting it with a taper from the fire. “And Kitty? Have a care. Some Ravencrofts are kind, some are mercenary, but they’re all slippery as the eels in Nelly’s pond. The trouble is you can’t tell which is which until it’s too late.”

      Sir Francis Drake chose this moment to screech “Capitalist pigs!” and then, for reasons known only to himself, “Soup’s on!”

      “That’s a new one,” I remarked. “I thought he was owned by Lutherans?”

      “Oh yes, he was,” Nan replied, her lips twitching, “but they sold him to some anarchists after that.”

      I stared at her for a long moment. “I think you teach him these things for your own amusement.”

      Nan had also claimed at various times that Sir Francis Drake was owned by pirates and a pair of notorious poisoners from Berlin.

      “Nonsense,” she replied, blowing smoke rings at the ceiling.

      I stood up, trying not to laugh. “I’m going next door to tell Layla and Briar the news.”

      As I turned to go, I caught Dr. Singer leaning toward Nan, whispering something that made her laugh riotously. The two of them had spent almost every day together since their beloved spouses died—which was going on ten years for Nan and eight years for Jacob Singer. He was infatuated with her, everyone could see that.

      I smiled. Whatever complications Richard Ravencroft’s return might bring, at least some things would never change.
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      Sugar & Sprites occupied the inn’s former carriage house. Layla and Briar had converted it into a bakery and gift shop three years ago, selling everything from cupcakes to souvenirs—all faerie-related since that’s what Little Groating was famous for.

      The second floor was a cosy one-bedroom flat, but during the day they were always in the shop—Briar conjuring up mouth-watering sweets in the rear kitchen and Layla dealing with customers or, when business was slow, poring over books behind the counter.

      The shop had an extensive collection of faerie lore: tomes on swan maidens and Sleeping Beauties of the Brambles, godmothers and May queens and the shape-shifting Tempestarii who dwell in airy cloud castles.

      Shall we tell you stories of succubi and broom riders, Ladies of Winter and the Wild Hunt? Moon-faced Lorialets and the luminous Encantada? There are as many kinds of fae as stars in the sky, and Layla knew them all. She was a true scholar, introverted and a touch morbid, her dry humour a perfect complement to Briar’s outgoing, cheerful nature.

      The bell tinkled as I walked in, but my oldest and dearest friend didn’t look up, so absorbed was she in the thick leather-bound volume propped before her. This was typical of Layla, who had the enviable ability to shut out the world and focus intently on whatever she was doing.

      She perched on a stool, glossy chestnut wisps escaping her waist-length braid. She wore jeans and a tight pink t-shirt that said Run Along, Foolish Mortal. Her glasses had slipped down her nose, and she pushed them up absently with one finger as she turned a page.

      “If you’re looking for the last cinnamon roll, Briar just packed it up,” she said, eyes still scanning the text.

      “Can you smell me?” I asked. “Or have you grown eyes in strange places?”

      Layla finally looked up, blinking owlishly. “I wish.”

      “Actually,” I said, strolling up the counter, “I’ve got some hot gossip.”

      That got her attention. She closed the book—Unseelie Courts of the Hebrides. “Did Dr. Singer finally pop the question to Nan? I bet ten quid he gathers his courage before Christmas.”

      “Sorry, guess again.” I waggled my eyebrows.

      “God, you’re annoying. Out with it!” Layla exclaimed, poking me with a plastic wand from a jar on the counter.

      I leaned forward. “Try a dark wizard returning after twenty years of exile.”

      Layla’s big brown eyes widened further. “The Ravencrofts are back? How is that possible? I thought they’d been banished for life.”

      “Ransom and Desdemona were, yes. But their son turned up this afternoon. Now where’s your bubbly half?”

      As if summoned, Briar emerged from the back room toting a cloth-covered basket, her fiery red curls bouncing with each step. Flour dusted her apron and a smudge of chocolate marked her freckled cheek.

      “Richard Ravencroft is back,” Layla announced. “Kitty found him.”

      “I didn’t find him, exactly,” I said. “More like he found me giving a tour on his property. It wasn’t my finest moment.” I sniffed the basket. “What are you doing with that?”

      “Back off,” Layla admonished. “I’ve started taking the day’s leftovers to Madame de Berry’s house. Her boarders have them with tea.”

      Madame de Berry was a flamboyant, kindly woman with loads of money from her five ex-husbands who took in the village elders once they got too frail to live alone. Layla often spent her spare time visiting since, like me, she loved the old stories.

      “Never mind that,” Briar added impatiently. “Tell us everything.”

      I recounted the story, not leaving out a single detail from the pixies in Richard’s hair to his irritated demeanor. By the time I finished, both women were cackling with laughter.

      “And he’s staying with Mum?” Layla asked. “Wow.”

      “Maybe,” I said. “He asked about the inn, but I don’t know if he’ll actually turn up.”

      “Do you think he plans to move back?” Briar asked. “I mean, permanently. Will he reopen the Hall?”

      I shrugged. “No idea. He seemed put off by the pixies, though.”

      “Wouldn’t you be?” Layla’s tone was dry. “Prankish little things. They once stole all my bookmarks and replaced them with oak leaves.”

      “I remember that,” Briar said. She turned to me. “So what’s he like?”

      I considered this. “Oh, you know those aristocratic types. He wore an expensive dark suit that made him look a funeral director⁠—”

      At that moment, the shop door swung open and a gust of rain swept in. We all turned, frozen like a tableau of startled woodland creatures, as a tall figure stepped over the threshold, ducking slightly to avoid hitting his head on the low doorframe.

      Richard looked just as surprised to see me as I was to see him. He cleared his throat. “Pardon me. I’m looking for the . . . Dancing Toadstool, was it?”

      Layla recovered first, beaming one of her rare grins at him. “It’s just next door, Lord Ravencroft.” She pointed. “The big stone building with the green shutters.”

      “Thank you.” He paused, then added, “Miss Boot. We meet again.”

      I tried on a smile that felt more like a grimace. “Indeed! What a coincidence.”

      “Briar Godwin,” said Briar, striding forward to extend a hand with her usual confidence.

      Richard shook it warmly. “You’re American.”

      Briar nodded. “From Vermont. I took a backpacking trip through England five years ago, stopped here and never left.” She glanced at Layla. “That’s my wife, Layla Deen. Her mother owns the inn.”

      “A pleasure to meet you both,” Richard said. “Might I ask . . . a silly question perhaps, but . . . “

      “There are no silly questions around here,” Briar said amiably. “Fire away.”

      Richard gave her a wan smile. “Are there faeries at the inn? I would much prefer a room with no magical creatures, if that’s possible.” He glanced at the ceiling beams as if expecting pixies to descend at any moment.

      I was about to confess that the inn had a brownie when Layla cut me off. “There are absolutely no faeries at the Dancing Toadstool,” she said solemnly. “You have my word.”

      Richard looked relieved. I shot her a warning look, which she ignored.

      “I’ll show you the way,” I offered, “since I’m heading back there anyway.”

      He hesitated. “I hate to be any trouble. If it’s right next door⁠—”

      “Oh, it’s no trouble at all!” I said, heading for the street before he could say no.

      Richard gave Briar and Layla an absent wave and followed me out. “May I leave my car there?” he asked, looking up and down the street. “I don’t want a ticket, but I don’t see any signage.”

      He’d parked it askew outside Sugar & Sprites, one wheel on the kerb, and I wondered how long he’d had his driving licence.

      I eyed him quizzically. “Of course you can. You’re the lord of the Hall.”

      He blinked. “Very good. I won’t worry about it then.”

      He took a suitcase out of the boot and headed for the front door of the inn. I hurried to keep up with his long strides. “Will you be staying long, Lord Ravencroft?”

      He glanced at me. “Just Richard is fine. And by the gods, I hope not.”

      The last was said with such feeling that I dropped the matter, though I did feel a twinge of disappointment.

      “The Dancing Toadstool is as old as Ravencroft Hall,” I said, falling into tour guide mode. “It used to be a guesthouse for the ruined abbey down by the orchard. I suppose you never visited before?”

      “My parents wouldn’t allow me to come down to the village,” he said shortly.

      Richard visibly steeled himself as he opened the door. Thankfully, my tour group had already left for Swanlea Cross, leaving a handful of regulars nursing pints and gossip. Nan was in the midst of recounting one of her adventures to Dr. Singer, who listened intently even though he must know all her stories by heart: snowy head slightly bowed and hands folded over his walking stick as though bracing for a squall.

      Conversation ground to a halt at Richard’s appearance. The room went tomb-quiet except for Sir Francis Drake, who chose that precise moment to belt out, “What do you do with a drunken sailor?” at top volume. I bit my lip to keep from laughing as Nan jabbed irritably at the bird with the stem of her pipe, her eyes never leaving our visitor.

      Richard’s gaze swept the room, faltering when he spotted the parrot on Dr. Singer’s shoulder. He cleared his throat. Before he could say anything, Sanaja Deen glided forward, her emerald sari catching the firelight. She was in her mid-fifties, dark hair threaded with grey and pulled into a bun, with the same large dark eyes as her daughter. A smile warmed her face.

      “Welcome to the Dancing Toadstool,” she said, her British accent lilting with a faint Sri Lankan cadence. “You must be Lord Ravencroft.” She gestured toward an empty table by the window. “Please, sit. You look as though you’ve had quite a journey.”

      Everyone was doing that peculiar dance of pretending not to stare while stealing glances from behind mugs, books, or in Dr. Singer’s case, a bobbing Sir Francis Drake.

      “That’s kind of you,” Richard replied stiffly, “but I would prefer to go straight to my room.”

      “Of course.” Mrs. Deen caught my eye. “Kitty told us to expect you. It’s all ready. Will you be coming down for supper?”

      “I’ve had a tiring day,” he said. “Perhaps you can leave it on a tray by the door?”

      Mrs. Deen beamed at him with motherly affection. “Of course. Any food allergies?”

      Richard shook his head. He took out his mobile phone and stared at it. I knew what he was thinking. No bars.

      “Er, is there a wi-fi password?” Richard asked.

      It was probably the thousandth time Mrs. Deen had fielded that question. “I’m afraid not,” she said. “There’s no signal in the village.”

      He blinked. “None at all?”

      “None at all,” she said gently. “You’ll have to drive to Southlea Cross if you want internet. Now, come right this way, let’s get you settled.”

      Richard gave me a dazed nod and followed her up the stairs, leaving us all to wonder just what he was up to.
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      The inn was never entirely quiet, not even in the dead of night. It creaked and stirred as if dreaming, and every so often the wind would howl down the chimneys and rattle the windows with the force of an angry bill collector.

      I lay in bed waiting for the moment when every guest would be deep in slumber and Quince began his nightly duties. It was the best time to have a chat with our resident brownie without risk of discovery, and I had questions that needed answering.

      The return of Richard Ravencroft had sent my mind spinning all evening. Nan’s words about the family—some kind, some monsters—kept replaying in my head. If anyone might have the inside scoop on the heir, it would be the Fair Folk who’d lived alongside his family for centuries.

      When the grandfather clock in the second-floor hall chimed three, I slipped from beneath my quilt, wincing as my bare feet met the cold floorboards. I pulled on a pair of wool socks and wrapped myself in a flannel dressing gown over my pyjamas. My bedroom was tucked up under the eaves of the inn, a cosy garret with slanted ceilings. Tonight it felt too small to contain the speculation swirling around my mind.

      I grabbed a candlestick from my bedside table and lit it with a match, cupping my hand around the flame as I eased my door open. We had electricity but we kept the old ways, too, since that’s what the Fair Folk preferred. I knew every treacherous board in the staircase and avoided them without thinking—third from the top, the middle of the seventh, and nearly the entire bottom half.

      The common room was dark, lit only by the dying embers in the hearth. Sir Francis Drake drowsed on his roost, head tucked beneath one wing. Barbarossa, the ancient black cat who had strutted into the inn one rainy morning and claimed us, lay nose-under-tail on the flagstones by the hearth. He cracked an eye to assess whether I was worth the effort of acknowledging. Apparently, I wasn’t; he stretched, yawned, and went back to sleep.

      I made my way to the kitchen and paused in the doorway. Quince worked nights when the house was asleep, whirring through the rooms with a manic energy that would have shamed even the most fanatical housekeeper. Tonight he was standing atop a soup tureen, wielding a polishing rag with both hands. He wore a waistcoat fashioned from a potholder and the new orange scarf Nan had made for him, looped in jaunty fashion around his neck.

      “Good evening, Master Quince,” I said softly.

      Brownies are jumpy creatures; the last time I’d startled him he’d vanished for three days and left the inn in a state of total disorder. Quince gave a theatrical jerk anyway, then relaxed and doffed his cap. He was small and wiry, about knee-height, with skin like boot leather. He had a nest of wiry hair and his eyes were dark as hazelnuts, gleaming with a quick, clever shine.

      “Hello, Kitty,” he piped. “Couldn’t sleep, eh?”

      “Too much excitement.” I set the candle down by the sink. “We have a Ravencroft for the first time in twenty years. It’s thrown all of us off.”

      Quince’s thin lips twitched. It wasn’t a smile—he rarely smiled—but it came close. “Was there something you needed?”

      I sat on one of the kitchen stools. “Just information, if you’re willing to share it.”

      Quince paused in his polishing. “Information is dear, even for friends.”

      I’d come prepared to haggle. From the pocket of my dressing gown I produced a silver thimble, one Nan had picked up on her travels in Morocco. It was engraved with tiny stars and moons. Quince’s eyes lit up.

      “I suppose that’s a fair trade,” he said grudgingly, though I knew how much he coveted thimbles. Nan was always complaining that he filched them from her sewing basket. “What do you wish to know?”

      “Richard Ravencroft is staying with us tonight.”

      Quince sniffed. “So I’ve heard.”

      “What do you know about him?” I asked, sliding the thimble across the table.

      Quince’s fingers twitched, but he didn’t reach for it yet. “The young lord? Nothing. He was a boy when they took his parents away. I’ve
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