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  Blurb


My name is Tate Shaw. 
 I live on a magical island, but I’m not allowed to learn spells.
I’ve met a new friend, but he’s a changeling, the enemy.
I’m a teenager who can’t even go to the nearby grocery without Mom or my sis.
So, I’ve been studying witchcraft on my own, secretly meeting my friend, and escaping to the forbidden woods.
But now I can prove myself worthy of independence and do everything openly.
While the changelings attacked us, it isn’t their fault.
The fae queen controls them with a powerful pendant.
Someone must destroy it.
And that someone is me.
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  Chapter one

The Shrouded Isle, Scotland

It was easy enough to dodge my sister Jessie. She was on the phone with her boyfriend. I left a note in case I stayed too long or if I failed. Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea. I shooed the thought away.
I’ve got to stay positive. By destroying the fae queen’s enchanted pendant, I’ll save the island and free the changelings. I’ll prove to my mother that I’m mature enough to handle a witch’s responsibilities. And when I come back, Mom will have to let me study witchcraft with her and Jessie, and she’d have to stop treating me like a baby.
Fen and I climbed out my bedroom window and hurried toward the bench at the edge of the forest. But when we got there, Fen stopped. Raspberry bushes, heather, and towering thistles obscured the path. Fen paced as he rubbed his head.
“We should take a different route. If we don’t we’re bound to run into the fae. Give me a moment; I need to remember which way is fastest.”
Poor Fen! He hasn’t had a normal life. Hundreds of years ago, the fae queen stole him and many other children away. The exposure to the fae world changed them, and the queen controlled how fast they aged. Thank goodness Fen discovered a way to block the pendant’s power so the fae queen couldn’t control him as she did the other changelings. Who knows what horrible things she would even now be telling him to do? I turned back and stared at my cottage home. “We need to hurry. Soon Jess will discover I’m gone.”
He took my hand. “Okay, let’s go.”
As we stumbled further into the forbidden forest, a chill of dread iced my spine. I trusted Fen. He had an affinity with nature, so I knew he wouldn’t get lost, but the darkness swallowed everything that was familiar. We had to wait until we were farther away before using the flashlights.
“There, up ahead!” Fen said, pitching his voice low.
The path widened, and I could hear and see what Fen had already sensed. Ranging before an opening in the forest, changelings shouted threats and jeered at the villagers. I wondered how many only attacked because the queen used the pendant to coerce them to, and how many hated us so much that they didn’t need prodding. In one changeling’s hands, a bright orangey light formed. He molded it like clay into a ball and hurled it at a villager. Uisdean screamed and covered his eyes with his forearm. The bright ball shone, and, in its light, I saw my mom and her boyfriend, Mr. Greg.
Fen grabbed my hand and tugged me toward the path. “Now!”
I dug in my heels. When I turned toward him, an afterimage of the ball hovered before me. “But what about my mom and the others? That changeling is burning people!”
“It’s only light. They’re trying to scare the grownups. Let’s go while they’re distracted.”
Fortunately, the sudden bright light blinded the changelings too, so when we fled through the opening that led to the fairy hill, nobody spotted us. But then our luck ran out.
When a gangly figure stepped in front of us, Fen stopped so suddenly that I almost ran into his back. “Where do you think you’re going?” Stoke asked as he stroked his gray hair, drawing attention to the white section that zigzagged down his bangs.
Stoke, the most vicious of the changeling army, fully supported the queen. A powerful, black witch, he’d cursed and hexed the villagers.
Fen twisted my arm behind my back.
“Ouch, you’re hurting me!” I hissed through gritted teeth.
Fen growled as his hand clamped my shoulder and dug his fingers in my skin. Although I had on my thick winter jacket, a sharp pain shot up my neck and down my back. I bit back a yelp. Had all this been a trick? Was he on the queen’s side, after all?
My neck warmed as he bent closer to me and snarled in my ear, “Shut up!”
His eyes homed in on Stoke as he shoved me ahead of him. “I’m taking a prize to the queen. Using this girl as leverage, she can force the humans to do anything she wants.”
The Keepers of the Forest guarded the gate to the fae world and returned any fae who escaped. The fae queen resented their captivity and was determined to free her people.
Stoke’s frosted eyebrows arched, but he still blocked the way through to the fae world. “Hm, I’m surprised. You rarely do anything except roam around the forest like some stupid, human-loving faun.”
“My interest in humans doesn’t make me stupid. Besides, all changelings, even you, are human, or at least started out that way.” Fen nodded at his captive—his captive being me! “This one still trusts me, even though I’ve crossed her before. The queen has almost reached her goal to escape the Hill. I want to be one of the favored ones.”
How could I be so stupid? I haven’t even made it to the fae world and already I’ve failed.

      ***Stoke threw back his head and cackled. Goosebumps rose on my skin and my stomach clenched.
He paced around me. I attempted to keep him in sight, but Fen wouldn’t let me move.
When Stoke faced us once more, his lip twisted as he eyeballed me. “Give the girl to me. I’ll take the girl to the queen and tell her you were the one who captured her.”
No! Stoke was a monster. I knew of one villager who, a month later, still hadn’t recovered from his attack. I didn’t want to be in his cruel care. 
Fen chuckled. “I don’t trust you,” he sneered back “Anyway, you said the queen tasked you to lead the attack. If she wants you here, here you should be. I don’t believe you could disobey her even if you wanted to. You could never resist the queen’s power.”
I hoped Fen was right.
“Never have I wished to.” Stoke sulkily lifted a shoulder and raised his hands, palms up. “Fine. Go. You’re of no help here.” He sidled out of the way.
Fen pushed me forward, but as we passed Stoke, he snatched my backpack and tore it from my arm. “She won’t need this where she’s going.” He cackled.
He handed it to another changeling. “You! Take this. Show it to the humans. Tell them what happened to the Keeper’s daughter.”
Suddenly, he gripped Fen’s arm, his knuckles whitened. “Take her, but don’t dally. Return and report to me, or there’ll be trouble.”
Fen nodded, a sharp jerk of his neck. Then he led me away, deeper into the forest. Nobody attempted to stop us. Even the dog that guarded the entrance to the Hill had vanished. Once out of sight, Fen released me.
I reared back. “You frightened me!”
“I had to convince Stoke. Unfortunately, he will inform the queen. She will be expecting us.”
“Next time, warn me,” I whined, rubbing my neck. “And be gentler.”
After we circled the fae hill three times, the way in and out of the fae world appeared.
When we drew close to the doorway, Fen pulled me up short. “Things are not always as they seem in here, Tate,” he warned me. “Trust nobody.”
I nodded. Then for the first time, I walked into the Hill and entered the world of the fae.

      ***Like our world, it was cold in the land of the fae. I wore my jacket, but Fen didn’t seem to feel the chill. I’d never seen him in anything but baggy pants almost as ragged as his curls and a dingy t-shirt. His feet were always bare.
Trees raised skeletal arms with gnarled knives as fingers to the bruised sky. I shuddered at the sight of a dead corpse-gray birch with three gaping holes, like a screaming face, in the trunk. Even the sky was muted. The light and the dark mixed, like colors in a paint can, to a dingy silver. The good news was that we could see. The bad news was twigs and dead grass coated the hard-packed dirt hiding rocks that tripped us up.
I couldn’t reconcile this place with the one my mother described. “What happened? Mom told me that when she went, it was bright and beautiful.” In their duties as Keepers, my mother and her boyfriend went through the gate into the fae land once.
Fen led me closer to the tree trunks where the twisted roots rose from the soil, and we could step over them. “I didn’t travel to the opening until I went with Stoke.”
As we ventured forth, I remembered the first time I met Fen.
I hadn’t recognized him as one of the local children, but since school hadn’t started, I thought I just hadn’t seen him yet. He appeared from the forest my mother had forbidden me from entering. Despite that, and maybe partly because of it, the forest called to me. I read to him, and he charmed the wildlife to amuse me.
And that was how I met him—a child the fae stole and kept trapped inside the Hill. A human who was altered by the fae world. A changeling.
The last time I met someone who was different, Mom put a stop to the friendship. So, I snuck around to meet with Fen, not willing to risk losing him too.
Fen became my best friend, but he misled me. Mab, the queen of the fae, sent him and Stoke to spy on us to prepare for the changeling attack. After I learned the truth, he abandoned me and went back to the fae world.
When Fen lied to me, I felt like an idiot. I was the fool my mother thought I was; too stupid to choose my own friends.
But Fen returned and apologized. I had misgivings, but I’d missed him so. After I forgave him, we snuck around to see each other. I knew my mother would disapprove, but at least she wanted to protect Fen and the other changelings, unlike some of the other villagers on the island. How could I tell her I was seeing Fen when the villagers didn’t accept the changelings? The changelings had been causing malicious mischief. But it wasn’t their fault that they couldn’t fight the queen’s orders. She used an enchanted pendant with a magical jewel to control the children. Some of those villagers even spoke callously of hurting the changelings. So, I decided somebody needed to destroy the pendant. And that somebody was me.
Fen and I had been venturing closer to the Hill, but not through the gate to the land of the fae. I’ve been going there for a while, and we found out that I’ve been able to stay longer and longer without being affected, unlike adults. I don’t know why. According to my mom, if you have no trace of fae blood or magic, the Hill calls to you, and you’re powerless to resist it. In the summer, she almost wandered in, but Mr. Greg stopped her. I think the lack of effect may be because of my age; I hoped to use that to my advantage to find the pendant and destroy it.
Before we left my cottage, Fen had watched as I divvied up a few things I thought we might need like food, water, matches in two piles. “I don’t know, Tate. Maybe you should leave it to the grownups.”
When the bag was full of my half of the gear, I had grabbed an older backpack from under the bed to fill. “None of the grownups can go in the Hill without being affected. We know the queen and the other changelings can’t tell when I am near. They regard me as another changeling. So, I can sneak in, destroy the jewel, and return. And with the weird time difference between the two worlds, I might be able to do it before my family even knows I’m missing.”
Time is different inside the Hill. Only a few minutes can pass there, but here, half an hour could go by. Fen thinks the closer you get to the center of the Hill and the queen, the faster time speeds by.
Fen rubbed his arms as he curled up at the head of my bed. “Maybe you should tell them first.”
“Do you really think they would let me go if I told them? My mom would have a fit and lock me in my room. If we don’t do this, the villagers could hurt or even kill the changelings. They don’t care that the fae kidnapped these children from their island. The changelings are probably related to some of the villagers. And it isn’t those children’s fault that they got trapped in the Hill and it changed them.”
Realizing I wouldn’t be talked out of it, he had held the old backpack open for me. “Okay, let’s do it.”

      ***When I tripped for the ninth time, Fen slowed down. “What’s wrong?” he asked.
“I’m tired. I’d be tucked in bed and asleep for ages if I were home.” Was the fae world like Alaska? Did it only have a few days of complete darkness? “Does it ever get completely dark here?”
Fen shrugged. “It will, well, at least it does near the palace. We’ll travel as far as we can until it is too dark. Then we rest.”
But where? I shivered in the cold air. “Maybe we should travel through the night so we can get there as fast as possible. If we can tell when it’s night,” I added.
“It’s too dangerous and you’ve got to get some sleep.”
As we traveled, the vine-laden trees shrank, and the ground became less rocky. Now, it was spongy, and I could no longer hear the crunch of my footsteps. Sweat dripped off my brow, so I took off my jacket and knotted it around my waist.
My foot splashed in a puddle. When I staggered, I grabbed a vine. It snapped, oozing a rank-smelling sap. As I kneeled and smeared it off on the damp ground, I asked, “How long do you think it will take us to get there?” I knew I sounded like a baby who keeps asking, ‘Are we there yet?’ but surely he could give me some idea. Would we be walking for hours? Days? Months?
“I. Don’t. Know.” The words dripped with annoyance.
I stopped and wiped my brow with my shirtsleeve. His attitude chafed like sandpaper. “How can you not know?”
Fen scowled as he turned to look at me. “I’ve been at the edge of the forest ever since the queen decided on this plan,” Fen whispered, so close to me that his breath was hot on my cheek. “Others led me here.”
It felt odd having him stand so near. Uncomfortable. I stepped away. “Don’t you know how to get back?” I asked him.
He said nothing and stared off into the distance. “Fen! Why didn’t you tell me?!”
His jaw tightened. “I didn’t think about it. You didn’t give me time to think. You just wanted to go!”
I closed my eyes in despair. I thought I had a guide. “What are we gonna do?!”
He grabbed my hand and tugged. “What we planned. We’ll travel to the Onyx Palace and destroy the jewel.”
He pulled so hard that I stumbled after him. “Do you even know the right way to go?” I asked.
“As long as we travel away from the gate, we’ll be fine.”
My foot sank into a puddle, the water spilling over the top of my hiking boot. I wondered what we would do if the land turned into a Texan swamp. Would there be alligators? Glancing back, I could just make out the glow of the gate shining dimly between trees. “And when we can no longer see the gate?”
“I’ll think of something.”
“Great.” I was so angry at Fen that I didn’t say another word. I followed in silence. When Fen stepped into water up to his knees, we watched the ground more closely. At times we had to step from one clump of vegetation to the next, making our progress even slower since we had to zig-zag. For what seemed like forever, I followed Fen, but it was probably only an hour. Finally, we cleared the marsh and returned to dry land. I stomped through a clearing, then, when Fen stopped, I drew up beside him. In front of us, trees rose. Huge redwood-sized ones, small bush-like ones and everything in between. Fen looked back through the haze. I glanced back too, but I could only identify the gate light because I was looking for it. I followed Fen into the forest, taking a path away from the light.
Eventually, the sky darkened as the overhead leaves and branches hid what little light we’d had. We figured we were far enough away from the opening to risk a light. It was possible some kind of mean fae would see us, but at least our chances of falling over a tree root were considerably less. We’d split up the contents of the lone backpack. That’s when we discovered the zipper had slipped down enough for the box of matches to fall out, so there went our way of making a fire. With only my pockets to store things, I wasn’t able to take much. Thankfully, the water flasks and the flashlight had hooks, so I attached them to my belt. I unclipped the light and turned it on. Thank goodness I’d dispersed most items evenly between the two bags. Unfortunately, my copies of the spells from our grimoire had been in the knapsack Stoke took.
“I guess I should have asked you more questions. I just thought that it wasn’t far.”
“Well, you didn’t give me a chance to tell you. I don’t know how far it is.”
Though my anger had faded, it still had a firm grip. But I mustered up an apology, anyway, hoping it would make things better.
He snorted. “We should probably find a place to sleep. Soon it will be too dark to travel.”
“But I have a flashlight.” I clicked it off and on, tilting it upward to illuminate more desolate land ahead. Maybe he’d never used one and didn’t know the light reached more than a few feet ahead of us.
Fen turned and sliced his arm at me. Apparently, the ‘cut it out’ signal is universal. “Light attracts all sorts of creatures, and most of them the bad kind we don’t want to meet.”
I directed the flashlight at his face. “Would even a fire draw them?” Not that we had any way of creating one.
He squinted at me. “I…”
My hands flew up in disgust. “Fen! Where did you sleep at night after you left the palace? Didn’t you camp on the way to the gate? Geez!”
He got in my face and hissed, “I’ve been to two places. The palace and the forest outside the gate! We had a base. I came directly from the goblin’s tunnel to there.”
I thought of Blanca. She’d gone to visit her goblin relatives. If I could find her, maybe she’d help. “Well, where is the tunnel?”
“We passed it hours ago.”
“Don’t you think it would have been a good idea to check it out?”
“I thought you were in a hurry. And I told you it would be guarded.”
I sighed. “We need to find a guide. Somebody who can take us to the palace. Let me guess, you don’t know anyone like that.”
He pushed the light down. “Do you want to go home?”
I wanted to. I wanted to be tucked up in my warm, comfy bed. “Well…”
“Do you want to go home?” he repeated more urgently.
I couldn’t give up. “No!”
“Then stop it. Do you know anyone to take us to the palace?”
A no jerked my head.
“Nor do I. I know little more than you do until we reach the palace. So, stop asking me.”
A scream pierced the night. Not of distress, but of anger. “Fen!”
“We need to get out of here!” He grabbed my arm. The flashlight tumbled from my hand as we ran. Why hadn’t I hooked it back on my loop?
Branches tore at my clothes and hair. I tripped, and almost fell. I gasped and pressed my hand to my aching side. Mom called it a stitch. I think they need to rename it. The word ‘stitch’ doesn’t sound painful enough. The screams grew louder.
“I can’t,” I gasped. “I can’t run anymore.” Why was I so winded?
“Look!”
Fen waved his hand towards distant lights.
They looked like lights in windows! A home!
“Can you make it?”
With a goal in sight, I felt I could. I nodded, and we kept running.
The trees grew further apart. We moved faster and faster, whatever was chasing us, spurring us on. I glanced back. A dozen red eyes gleamed, drawing nearer. It seemed they were moving even faster.
Only the rustling of the leaves overhead warned us. A monkey-shaped creature landed on my back and tackled me to the ground.
Crazed, large orange eyes stared down at me. Its face was hairless and humanoid, but the sharp teeth bared were jagged and pointy. It snapped at my face as we grappled.






  
  Chapter two

Slimy, hot drool dripped onto my forehead. I desperately wanted to wipe it off, but didn’t dare move my hands from the creature’s shoulders. Fen screamed, but I couldn’t afford to check on him. Another of the creatures tore at the sleeve of my coat. Unwilling to share its food, my attacker turned to it and snarled. The other tugged so hard on my coat that I thought my arm would pop off. I had a death grip on the furred, muscular shoulder. 
While my new attacker distracted the first, I poked the snarling, snapping one in the eye. I grimaced. The eyeball felt like Jello. The thing screeched and reared back.
Suddenly, there was a flash of greenish blue light and a hiss. What next? A glowing snake?
When I rolled away, my coat’s sleeve ripped. As I scrambled back, a super-sized, glowing iguana rose on its hind legs.
It hissed. The iguana’s dewlap inflated as it took a deep, raspy breath. Chittering shadows tumbled and scuttled away. The unlucky screamed as a second iguana joined the first and chomped off an orange-eyed monster’s arm with a crunch.
“Come!” Fen urged. “Let’s go while they’re busy!”
The house beckoned. We ran, but I couldn’t resist looking back.
Intent on the midnight snacks, the iguanas tore into the flesh of the dead and dying creatures. The ones that escaped pursued us, but their progress was hindered by the extra time it took for them to avoid the iguanas.
“Go, go, go! The smaller ones are still coming!” I yelled.
When we reached a door, Fen kept watch as I beat it with my fists. “Help!” I screamed.
But there was no answer.
“Keep knocking!” I told Fen.
He nodded and took over for me.
I stared back at the creatures; they were getting closer. I may have lost my spell book and had no formal training, but I had to do something, even if it failed. With a stern jaw, I closed my eyes.
“What are you doing, Tate?” Fen asked.
“Shh.” I focused on centering myself imagining Fen and me in a gold ball of energy. I reached into my pocket and popped the lid off a small tube with my thumb. As I poured the contents into my hand, I chanted, “Elements of the fae world, I call upon you for protection. So mote it be!” I crumbled the dried herbs and other ingredients that made up a protection spell and sprinkled them on the ground around us.
Studying the creatures, the closest ones seemed to have slowed, but I just wasn’t sure. Had my magic worked? Only yards away, their outstretched claws reached for us.
Just when I thought it was all over and we were going to be ripped to shreds, the door sprang open and we tumbled inside.
A tiny person, no taller than my waist, stood hunched over. As soon as we cleared the threshold, she slammed the door and turned the locks.
Someone behind her whispered with a discordant voice, “Pretty girl!”
Fen and I rose. My heart skittered as I caught my breath.
“We appreciate…” Fen said, but before he could finish, our rescuer hushed us.
The tiny woman trembled. “Shush, don’t wake the mistress!” Then she hissed to herself, “She’ll just think it’s the beasts.”
For a moment, a blank look crossed her face. Then she frowned at us. “Why are you out?” she asked, her voice breathless and weak.
The harsh voice whispered, “Why are you out?” drawing my attention to the wall. In the corner of the room stood an enormous cage containing a green and yellow macaw. “Pretty children!” it said, then let out a muted squawk.
The woman straightened her spine and shook a finger at the parrot. “Hush, Birdie.”
When something outside howled, I shivered. “We’re lost. Can we stay here until what was chasing us has left? We won’t be any trouble.”
She cocked her head, as though listening. After a moment, she dipped her chin and whispered, “The mistress is abed, so I cannot ask, but I think she would say yes.” She nodded. “I am Cast. The two of you may spend the night. You’re tired and frightened guests. Calm yourselves while I ready a bedroom.”
If I wasn’t so tired, I would probably wonder why she was so trusting. I mean, who in the world would let a stranger stay in their home? She hadn’t even asked for our names. But I was exhausted, and the screaming was only growing louder.
“Thank you,” I said as Fen shook his head. Once the panic of our close call faded, I studied our savior. A double row of faint white irregular hash marks ran down each side of her face. They began at the corners of her eyes and jagged down to the corners of her mouth. Wrinkles lined her forehead and creased the corners of her eyes.
She set what looked like a miniature wine glass filled with a yellow liquid in front of each of us. “Your bed will be ready in a moment. There’s only the one guest room, so you must share.” Then she disappeared down the hallway.
I brought the ornate glass cup to my lips. The aroma of spices, oranges, and something I couldn’t identify brought a smile to my face. “What is this?”
Fen took a sip. “Mulled mead. Try it.”
I tasted my own, the fruity drink warming my face and hands.
“Tate, thank no one here,” Fen whispered. “Remember, it’s considered rude and makes you beholden to them.”
“Fine, but that’s a silly rule. Do you know what kind of fae Cast is? Have you seen anyone else with markings like that on their face?”
“You don’t need to be rude. Just say something nice about whatever they did for you or gave you, but don’t directly thank them. As for Cast, I don’t know. I’ve never seen anyone with markings like that. Is it decorative?”
I swayed and would have fallen if Fen hadn’t caught me and helped me over to a chair. He gave me one of our granola bars. I split it with him.
“What were you doing outside while I was knocking on the door?” Fen asked.
“Trying to cast a protection spell.”
“Did it work?”
“Maybe. Even if it did, the spell is a beginner one and not very strong.” I showed him the three others I’d prepared.
Fen studied the tube. “What’s this say?”
“Mini-Munches. The tubes used to contain chocolate candy. I thought they’d make good spell containers since they’re small and hard to break.”
Did the protection spells I made have a use-by date? I wished I knew. I devoured my portion, washing it down with the little mead left in my cup.
By the time the woman reappeared, I felt better. “Come. You’ll meet the mistress tomorrow.”
“Hi. My name is Tate, and this is Fen.” I gestured to Fen’s morsel of granola bar. “If you’re hungry too, we have another.”
Cast frowned sharply at me. “Follow me and don’t make a sound.” Though she cautioned us to stay silent, she kept muttering what sounded like a list of chores. She turned and led us down the hall to the furthest door. As we passed the first door, I heard the rumbling of someone snoring. When she reached the last door, she opened it, and she gestured for us to enter. “Remain here until I fetch you. My mistress wouldn’t approve of you roaming the house at night. Sleep well.” She left the room, pulling the door shut behind her. I thought I heard the click of a key.
“Do you think it’s safe?” I asked, drinking from my flask.
Fen vigorously rubbed his arms. “Safer in here than out there. If we really want to leave, there’s always the window.”
My stomach clenched and my temples throbbed. “I’m still so hungry that my head hurts. Let’s split another bar.” Maybe I was dehydrated too. I opened Fen’s backpack and handed him a bottle of water, then grabbed another one for myself. I divided another bar, this time oatmeal and peanut butter-flavored and handed a chunk to Fen. We sat side by side in silence as we ate and drank.
“Can you hear her?” I whispered.
“Who?”
“The queen. Is she talking to you in your head?”
“Yes, but I’m still able to resist her.”
“Fen, how exactly is it you could resist the queen’s command to fight the villagers?”
“You know I have a connection to the animals and the forest. It’s my special gift.” 
I nodded.
“If I carry something from the forest on your side of the gate with me, I can resist her—at least when I’m in your world or at the changeling base. Who knows if it will work if I’m in the palace? It’s important she’s not aware of what we are planning to do.”
It made sense, but if I was with him and we were both with the queen, what would that mean for me? “Are any of the other children able to resist?” Perhaps we have allies.
“I don’t know. I haven’t asked and I don’t know if they would tell me even if I did. Until the queen sent us to play pranks on the villagers, we never spent much time with each other.”
How strange that the queen didn’t let the changelings play together. “Were you locked in your own rooms in the palace?”
Fen shrugged his shoulders. “I didn’t have a room. When the queen wanted me, she would call me and I would awake on this large pillow. When she was done with me, she’d dismiss me and I wouldn’t know anything until the next time she called. Sometimes she would call for another changeling too. When that happened, the two of us would wake up together. It’s been this way as long as I can remember. It’s all I’ve ever known. Some children arrived old enough to remember their life before. I felt sorry for them, because they missed their family so much. I didn’t know there were so many of us until she summoned all of us to go to the world of man.”
“Sounds like you were all put to sleep like Sleeping Beauty until she wanted you.”
“Who’s Sleeping Beauty?”
“It’s a fairy tale.” I’d finished my bar and most of my water and yawned. “I’ll tell you tomorrow. Right now, I just want to get some sleep.” Normally I would feel funny sleeping with a boy next to me, but my head still felt achy. I was woozy and I had no energy like when I got sick and I had to go to the hospital. The doctors never could figure out what was wrong with me. Mom told me I’d been in poor health ever since I was born. I’d been in and out of emergency rooms my whole life, but over the last few months, I’d seemed to outgrow whatever ailed me. I prayed I hadn’t caught something here.
After sliding my hiking boots under the bed, we each wrapped up in a blanket. I was so tired I didn’t have time to think about what we would do tomorrow. Tucking a pillow beneath my head, I just conked out.

      ***I woke to the smell of eggs frying in butter. My stomach growled as I opened my eyes. I was in an unfamiliar bed. Where am I? Then I remembered.
“It’s about time. I’ve been up for ages,” Fen grumbled. “Wash up. Hopefully, there’s something left for you to eat.”
I groaned and climbed out of bed. Whilst I washed my hands and face, then brushed my teeth, Fen folded the blankets. When I came out of the bathroom, he led me out of the bedroom (the door was now unlocked) and back down the hall to the kitchen. Cast was in there, mixing the contents of a pot with a wooden spoon. On the table, someone had piled up a plate with toast and placed a jar of honey with one of those round-ended wands next to it along with a bowl of scrambled eggs.
Cast brought me a glass of water. “Morning,” she said gruffly. Her brown plaited hair hung over one shoulder.
I gratefully accepted the drink. “Good morning. Did your mistress sleep in too?”
“She prefers to breakfast in bed. You will meet her soon. Hurry and eat.”
I thought I’d be hungry but, oddly, I wasn’t. I’d barely nibbled on a piece of toast when my stomach churned with acid.
Cast noticed I wasn’t eating. “Not hungry?” she asked.
I gingerly sipped more water, hoping it would help. “My stomach feels funny.” Could it have been the mead?
“Uh oh. I hope you aren’t ill. The mistress won’t be pleased.” Cast tutted as she went back to stirring her pot. “Was I wrong to keep them here?” she said in that high, wispy voice from yesterday.
I wondered if the mistress was one of those germophobic people.
“We need to be off as soon as Tate finishes anyway,” Fen said. “Would it be okay if we took some of the bread to eat on our journey?”
Cast scowled and put her hands on her hips. “No one leaves until the mistress sees you.”
Suddenly, somebody with a light Scottish accent called out, “Cast, are my guests up and ready to be greeted?”
“Yes, mistress,” Cast answered, scurrying across the kitchen to her mistress.
A very attractive woman in a floor-length blue gown entered. She had long brunette curls. She grinned at us, flashing white, straight teeth. I couldn’t tell how old she was. I always found it difficult to judge the age of grownups, but she looked younger than my mother.
The woman clapped her hands and smiled. I couldn’t help but smile back.
She patted Cast’s head as you would a dog. “You were right, Cast. A very attractive pair of children. Welcome! I am Myrna.” She glided around the table, then perched on a red velvet chair with a high back. When she sat, the ornately carved wooden top looked like a crown resting on her head. She slapped the table. All three of us jumped at the loud, unexpected sound. “Cast, tidy my bedroom.”
Cast ducked her head and nodded as she backed away from the table.
Feeling sorry for Cast and wanting to save her from the woman’s sharp tongue, I introduced myself. “Hello. I’m Tate Shaw and this is Fen—”
Fen shrugged. “Just Fen.”
Myrna clasped her hands together with glee. “Hello, Tate Shaw and Just Fen.”
I thought about correcting her but didn’t. I had a feeling she wouldn’t thank me for it. “It was nice of you to let us spend the night and eat breakfast, but we really need to be going.” 
“Why don’t you rest here a few days before setting off? I understand you had quite a fright last night.” Her gaze encompassed me. “And pardon me for saying so, but Miss Tate isn’t looking too well.”
Suddenly, the bread bits felt like lumps of coal in my tummy. As I held onto the edge of the table to keep from swaying, I swallowed bile. Hopefully, the fresh air would help. “We’ve got to go. We have somewhere we need to be.”
“And where would that be?” Myrna growled the question between whitened lips.
I looked at Fen. He shook his head.
The nausea eased, so trying to keep my voice steady and firm, I answered, “We’d rather not say.”
“Never turn aside an ally. I could help you. I can see you’re new here. Long have I and Birdie visited this cottage to escape the hustle and bustle of the palace. I travel little myself. I prefer to reflect and read whilst here, but many travelers like yourself stop and share news.”
She included the bird, but left out Cast? Why?
As I watched, a graying bedraggled tail feather dropped from Birdie and floated to the shiny wood floor. Patches covered its body and film clouded the bird’s yellowed eyes. One claw slipped off the perch, and it almost tumbled off.
“Soon, Mistress, soon,” Birdie muttered.
“Soon what?” I asked.
“Poor Birdie, she’s dying,” Myrna whispered confidentially. “She’s lived a very long time, but I’ve always kept her with me. I hope to prolong her life, before it’s too late.”
Too late? I didn’t understand what she meant. “I’m sorry about your bird, but we need to go.”
“We’ll be coming back through here after we—do what we need to do. Perhaps we’ll stop by then,” Fen said, sounding more grown-up than I did. My head pounded, and the room went in and out of focus. The colors of the bird’s feathers swirled together like a kaleidoscope. My heavy eyelids closed, and I slumped. Before my head hit the table, I knew no more.






  
  Chapter three

Someone shook my arm. 
I rubbed at my gummy eyes until I could open them. “Fen?” I croaked.
He brought me a glass of water from the end table and helped me to drink. When I finished, he fluffed up the pillows so I could scooch up and lean back against the headboard.
My tongue felt too big for my mouth. “What happened?”
“You passed out.”
I struggled to get out of bed, but all the blankets wrapped around me conspiring to keep me there. Giving up, I fell back against the pillows. The pendant! The queen! “Wait! What time is it?”
“Around five o’clock.”
“I slept all day?”
“You’ve been sick in bed for days. Myrna says she’s a wise woman. I told her you were a witch, but untrained, and, at first, the fae world hadn’t bothered you, but the further we traveled, the worse you felt.”
“I wish you hadn’t told her anything, but I guess I can understand why you did. I’m useless as long as I’m this weak.”
“She rubbed a tincture on your forehead and burned lots of herbs. She told me it should help.”
I took a deep breath and detected the faint scent of something that reminded me of the incense the priest used. “I do feel a lot better. We can leave tomorrow morning.”
“I’m afraid that would not be wise.” Unnoticed, Myrna had entered the bedroom. With a worried smile, she rubbed my temples. It soothed me and somehow seemed familiar.
“Why not?” Fen demanded.
“Tate has the swamp blight. Without my tincture and herbs, you would soon worsen again.”
Fen crossed his arms, wrinkles plowing his forehead. “Can’t you just give us the stuff to use while we travel?”
“I must make the concoctions fresh. It is very time-sensitive and difficult to create. One misstep could put you in a sleep state forever.”
“But there must be another solution,” insisted Fen, which was the last thing I heard before sleep yanked me down into its depths.

      ***The pattern didn’t change for the next three days. I would improve, but then I would get sick, the medicine Myrna gave me not kicking in for many hours. And yet, I never seemed to get completely well. I got tired faster and even on my best days, I knew I wouldn’t last long once we were back on the road.
My watch no longer worked, but I’d estimated we’d been here for two weeks, which was thirteen days too long. I’d just about decided to risk it. Just head off and hope I’d get better from pushing through or we’d find another way to heal me, when Myrna asked us to join her for breakfast.
After our meal of which I didn’t eat much, moving spoonfuls from one side of the plate to the other, our hostess clapped her hands. Once she had our attention, Myrna beamed. “I have good news. I am expecting a visitor soon. He is an even better healer than I. Perhaps he can help you.”
“How long before he gets here?” I asked. This was a good day, and I was out of bed sitting at the table.
Myrna caught her reflection in the mirror near the door and primped. “Within the next few days.”
I pushed away from the table.
Fen stood behind me, placing his hands on my shoulders, preventing me from standing up. “Tate, you can’t travel like this. You’re still weak.”
An indulgent smile oozed onto Myrna’s face. “I can meet my friend on the trail and entreat him to hurry.”
My ribs dug into my arms as I wrapped them around my waist. Before Cast could remove the basket, I snagged a biscuit. Though far from hungry, I had to eat more. I’d gotten so skinny that the inches I’d lost around my waist seemed to have stretched my legs. When I passed a mirror, I didn’t recognize the spindly figure in front of me. We have no choice. And perhaps while Myrna was gone, we could search her bedroom and discover the secrets I knew she had.
Equating our silence with acquiescence, Myrna dusted her hands together. “I’ll go immediately.”
Outside, as the sky darkened, something barked in a horse cough. I remembered the screaming that led us to take shelter here. Why was she so nonchalant about being out there? “But what about the wild animals?”
“They won’t bother me; besides, they fear my mount.”
Mount? Why hadn’t she mentioned this earlier? She could have taken us to the palace or maybe even lent us a horse.
She patted my head. “Try not to worry. I’ll be back with the wise man as fast as I can. If you need anything, Cast can attend to you.”
Myrna turned to Cast. “Come.” Myrna left, Cast scurrying after her.
As I tore off a small piece of bread, I leaned in close. “You’ve been around them for days, Fen. Do you trust them?”
“If they wanted to hurt or kill us, they could have easily overcome me, and you have been in no shape to defend yourself. I think we’re safe for the moment. But something’s off about Myrna. I’m not sure what. She spends much of her time in her bedroom. And Cast never lets me out of her sight. When I explored the land around the cottage, she insisted on going with me. Her excuse was I might get lost.”
I checked the hallway but saw no signs of our host and her maid. “How did Cast end up with Myrna?” Cast’s personality was—uneven. Was she a friend or an enemy?
Fen rubbed his chin, drawing my attention to a sprinkling of whiskers on his upper lip. His hand migrated to his head. He slicked back the
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