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“There are many rooms in the Winter Court, but none shall take you out of it.”



The Cait Sidhe has been defeated. James, Cai, and Cecil’s sister, Vera, are alone on the wild moors. But there is no time to rest or mourn. Deirdre and Iain are trapped in the Winter Court after the young faery was lured there by the Winter King. He assigns an unwilling Raisa, the Winter Queen, to train Deirdre to control her wild, unstable magic, a task that is fraught with peril for both women. Iain is isolated, encased by protective magic – but it may not be enough to keep him safe from all the dangers and schemes of the Unseelies.



As the Unseelies embark on their Wild Hunt and pave the way for an invasion, the Iron Guard moves to recall their people from the area of the Summer Court, led by Edgar Windsor, the heir to the throne and Alvey’s uncle. He and his men are on a collision course with both the Seelies and their captive, General Alan Callaghan, who is guilty of high treason. With his fate uncertain, Alan dreams of reconciliation and forgiveness from his family. But he must first grapple with his crimes against the Seelie faeries and the human army.













Chapter One





The portal closed behind them, and the dull, heavy silence of the Neutral Zone was exchanged for a frozen stillness like an empty tomb. Deirdre stood with the Winter King in what was unmistakably a throne room in a great, dark hall. The ceiling bore star-like fungi, and dead, crooked trees rose from a frost-covered floor. Iain was still unconscious and levitated by the king’s magic like a puppet being held up by strings, his face ashen pale.

Dusting the two tall thrones of gnarled tree roots and black crystals were several stout gnome faeries with rock-like skin. They wore muddy red caps similar to the gnomes Deirdre and the others had chased out of a barn what felt like years ago on the way to the Wayfaring Festival. 

“Tell Raisa to come,” the king said; the short faeries froze at his voice. “I have work for her.”

The gnomes disappeared into the darkness in a blink, their scuttling feet sounding like gigantic insects. Shuddering, Deirdre followed the king down a winding, narrow corridor. This led to stony hallways lit by blue flame torches. Hearing distant footsteps, she looked over her shoulder several times but saw no signs of life.

Eventually the hallway widened, and the ceiling above arched high and was hidden by fog. It was exactly like being underneath a winter sky of grey clouds pregnant with freezing rain. But the cold breeze that slithered through the area was not fresh. It was stale air that had been trapped underground for too long and pined for the sky and the wild wind.

The floor was now frosted earth, and surrounding them were stone courtyards not too dissimilar from the ruins found on Shetland itself, the old structures sometimes sporting lichen as well as icicles.

“He will be quite safe in here.” The king turned into one of the courtyards through its only entrance. Inside was nothing but light fog until he summoned a slab with Earth Magic and let Iain down upon it.

“My king, you’ve returned,” a woman’s voice said behind them. 

Deirdre spun around to see the strangest woman she’d ever met. Her hair was silver, nearly white on her oddly purple skin. Beneath her spiked crown, her sharply featured face looked as her voice had sounded: calculatingly reserved and revealing nothing.

“Raisa, stabilize his arm,” the king said with the same dismissive tone he’d used for the gnomes. “This is Deirdre’s champion, the boy who fought with the Seelie prince and Nobles. It would be a shame to let such a human be eaten up by his own lady’s magic.”

Feeling sick, Deirdre stepped out of Raisa’s way and watched as the faery—the Winter Queen—strode to Iain and, holding up one careless hand, summoned a light pink haze that swirled around and enveloped his arm. Within seconds, some color was restored to his face, and his breathing was less shallow.

Deirdre reached out very carefully to the magic around Iain, listening. It was now mild and quiet. Safe. 

It won’t hurt him anymore, she thought, clutching her hands to her heart. I won’t hurt him anymore.

“After you are finished”—the king stepped to the door—“Deirdre will require your guidance.”

Raisa glanced over her shoulder at the two of them. “You want me to teach Lonan’s daughter?”

“Her magic is a danger to everything around her. Lonan has taught her nothing. She requires a proper tutor.”

“Lonan would be so careless.”

“He tried,” Deirdre said weakly, almost biting her nails but then stopping herself, not wanting to show weakness under Raisa’s stern gaze.

“Is there no other option?” the queen pressed.

“I must prepare for the hunt tomorrow. And she is, as you say, Lonan’s daughter. I do not trust the other Nobles to be as… understanding as you are. They will only see her as an enemy.”

Raisa bared her teeth for a split second. “Where is her drachma? Did she claim it?”

The Winter King held up the amulet by the chain. “She was unable to do so, but it is for the best.” He met Deirdre’s gaze, his eyes glowing like embers. “I shall lock it away, and you may have it when you are truly ready.”

The queen furrowed her brow, gazing at the amulet. “Its magic feels somewhat familiar to me. Is it enchanted or cursed?”

“Are you saying you are unable to tell if an object is cursed or not?” She opened her mouth to object but then turned away, her face losing all expression; the king sniffed and told Deirdre, “Obey Raisa, and you shall be prepared soon enough, despite her shortcomings.”

Then he departed. Deirdre let out a shaking breath and slumped against the wall, exhausted and chilled to the bone. Looking at Iain and Raisa, who had her attention bent on her work, she frowned.

“Will he be warm enough?” she asked.

“I shall place a barrier to both protect and warm him.” She glanced back at Deirdre. “Why do you not approach?”

“I… I couldn’t.” Her eyes fixed on Iain’s blackened arm, tearing up. “You heard the Winter King, didn’t you? I did this.”

“How?”

“I’ve always had trouble controlling my magic. More than other faeries. I haven’t been using it very long, but that’s no excuse.” She wiped her eyes. “He was trying to help me. But I failed. I failed just like the Winter King said I would.”

The queen let out a brief, mirthless chuckle. “He is usually right about such things. Regardless, take a turn around this yard or else you may become overly cold or sleepy, and teaching you would be an even greater burden.”

Deirdre walked the perimeter of the courtyard. Magic swirled around her like a mire, feeling thick and unstable. It shifted her surroundings as she moved, and the longer she walked, the larger the courtyard got. Windows to other enclosures appeared along its walls. As she reached the far wall from the entrance, the courtyard was now the width of a small house.

Here, one window featured thick bars of ice, and through it many chambers stretched out in caverns below, illuminated by torches and pits of blue fire. Noble faeries moved among innumerable piles of treasures, mostly weapons. These Nobles were both alike and unlike the Nobles of the Summer Court: they lacked horns and were shorter or absurdly taller than an average Seelie Noble. And whereas the Seelies had markings like large cats, deer, or sun or moonlight, these Unseelies often looked identical to humans, though some had features of stone, lichen, moss, or bark. 

Coming in and depositing more goods out of bags were Unseelie dwarves, looking like giant pale spiders. After handing over their treasures, they were shooed out by the Nobles, who supervised the affair closely.

“Wait!” One of the dwarves hissed, grabbing a gilded sword out of the pile he had just poured out. “This is mine.”

“Everything must be handed over to the Winter Court,” the nearest Noble said, a male who was unnervingly tall and spindly; his sharp, fish-like teeth were bared. “No exceptions.”

“It’s mine!” The dwarf clutched the sword. “It’s the first sword I ever killed a human for. I won’t give it up, I tell you, I—”

He was stopped mid-protest by the Noble summoning a spear of ice and driving it straight through the dwarf, splitting him down the middle. Deirdre screamed and staggered back from the window. The faeries below didn’t seem to have heard her. The Noble instructed another dwarf to take the body and throw it into a nearby pit, out of which a shrieking howling came, the keening of hungry dogs.

“Unseelie hounds?” she whispered to herself, feeling sick and staggering away, not wanting to see any more.

“I suppose they needed a snack about now,” Raisa said, cutting the flow of her misty magic with a wave of her wrist. “They need to be hungry for the hunt but not too hungry. It would be troublesome if they tried to eat one of our weaker Nobles.”

Deirdre looked at her, waiting for some sign that this was a sick joke. But the queen continued her work solidifying the mist into a shining barrier around Iain. Shivering against the courtyard wall, the girl hugged herself and looked at his sleeping face.

I swear I’ll learn how to control this magic. I’ll learn how to fix what I did to you, and then we’ll leave. Immediately.













Chapter Two





Heatherfield manor was enchanted. If anyone came across it uninvited, the grand house would appear as if abandoned for centuries. Vera had watched from the candlelit windows over the years as lost travelers, debt-collectors, and the occasional witch hunters searched for the estate and its elusive master on the moors only to find ruins in the moonlight.

“It is a clever little trick, isn’t it, pet?” Cecil asked her once. 

“Y-yes.” Vera’s anxious giggle fogged up the glass. A group of men armed with rifles and torches prowled the grounds outside. Firelight shone in the whites of one man’s eyes outside as he passed. Vera stepped backward into Cecil, who steadied her.

“Witch hunters.” He sighed. “This is the thanks I get from the magistrate for saving London from near destruction?”

“But didn’t you cause the near destruction?”

“It depends on how you look at it. Perspective, pet.”

She glanced outside again. “They won’t see through the illusion, will they?”

“If they do, I’ll simply kill them.” He kissed the top of her head. “But my magic is flawless. All they’ll see is ruins unless I wish them not to.”

“It must look terribly frightening to them.”

“Oh, certainly, and I’m sure the howling wind and the rumors of the Moorland Beast do nothing to soothe them. I could show you the illusion once—”

“No.” Vera met his gaze, severe. “I never want to see Heatherfield in ruins. Promise you’ll never show me.”

“If you insist, silly girl.” Nodding to the window, he said, “These fools cannot see any rude gestures or faces we make at them. Let’s not waste the opportunity.”





“It’s simply an illusion, a clever little trick.” Facing the remains of her home, Vera hugged herself on the open moor as a gust of wind pelted her with sleeting rain. “If I close my eyes, it will go away.”

She shut her eyes and opened them again, but the ruins of Heatherfield manor were unchanged. It was no illusion.

After Puck had swept Kallista and Alan away to the Summer Court, Cai, James, and Vera had stayed behind to bury the Cait Sidhe’s body and scour the wreckage for anything that could aid them in the Winter Court. However, Puck’s whirlwind of wild magic seemed to have destroyed everything it touched.

“I think I’ve found something,” Cai called. The moment he pulled a Roman javelin from the rubble of the weapons room and held it up, the wood snapped in half, and the spearhead crumbled to dust. He tossed it aside. “I think we should abandon the search. There’s nothing here left to save.”

“All of those artifacts and magical objects, gone,” James whispered hollowly as they retreated from the fallen manor. He wiped his brow, smearing dust, blood, and sleet across his forehead. Upon noticing Vera’s downcast face, he asked, “Did, um, you find anything of yours?”

All she had were the torn and bloodied clothes she wore and the carpet bag she had hastily packed after her argument with Cecil. She had been prepared to leave Heatherfield and her brother behind. But she hadn’t expected her brother to die saving her life or for her home to be destroyed.

“Nothing survived.” She forced a smile. “At least I have my fiddle and bow, and you have Byron, and we have each other.”

James returned her smile half-heartedly before calling his magpie familiar. The bird’s blue, black, and white feathers were slick with rain as he hopped across the ground toward them. He shook out his wings with irritated chittering before leaping clumsily onto the boy’s shoulder.

“How are we getting to Shetland?” Cai traipsed over.

“Byron could create a portal.” James flipped through Cecil’s journal and scanned the pages with tired, red-rimmed eyes. “He opened one to old London yesterday.”

“Oh. So we want the Winter King to know we’re coming?” Vera asked.

“Wh-what? No. Of course we don’t.”

“Well, if you use magic to get there, the Winter King will know of it right away. Didn’t Cecil teach you that?”

The boy ducked his head. Insecurity came off him in waves. The confidence blooming under Cecil’s tutelage wilted, smothered by a shroud of doubt.

Vera bit her lip. What would Cecil say? He always knew how to light a fire under James. Maybe he just needs a little, teeny nudge.

“How could we get to the islands without magic?” she prompted.

“Well, we can’t walk.” Cai crossed his arms. “It would take weeks to get there. I suppose we could find a ride on the road.”

“Without magic?” James twisted the wizard staff in his hands. “We’ll do what Neo-Londoners do. We’ll take a train.”

“A train.” Cai made a face. “Not my style. But I imagine you lot used one on the way to the festival.”

“Not really. It was kind of difficult when I was traveling with a faery wanted for high treason against the Crown and an Iron Warden deserter.”

“Good point.”

* * *



The York train station had been nearly empty for a week since travel was limited by a government mandate. As monster sightings became more frequent, people were encouraged not to leave their homes, and faeries were forbidden from travel altogether. Monsters usually stayed clear of the rails because of the iron, but they had become bolder over the past few days, some even chasing the trains.

An Iron Warden had been assigned to screen any suspicious passengers. So far, none had caught his eye, and he’d grown bored. He was picking at a basket of fried scraps from a chippy shop when a group trickled into the empty station and up to the ticketing booth—a man, a young woman, and a teenaged boy.

The warden’s scalp prickled. There was something odd about them. The ginger-bearded man had a sword in a scabbard strapped to his belt, and he was dressed in a knee-length old leather coat. Leaning on a staff with crystals strung to it was the skinny, fidgety boy. Unlike her two companions, the golden-haired girl was armed with only a fiddle case, yet the gleam of mischief in her eyes unsettled him the most.

The ginger man pointed out one of the wanted posters plastered to the booth: an arrest warrant for a deserted Iron Warden named Iain Callaghan, who had gone mad and aided a faery fugitive in escaping and destroying a military base. The black and white image of the soldier with his empty, soulless glare made the warden shudder. 

However, when the boy saw it, he let out a loud guffaw and took a copy of the poster, stuffing it in his bag with a grin. “What?” he asked when the man nudged him. “This could be useful.”

“For blackmail?”

“No! It’s important for, um, catching a fugitive.”

“Sure, it is.”

After handing the other two their tickets and scanning his own, the boy pushed past the metal bar and onto the platform. The girl mimicked him, slipping through the machine with ease. However, the man struggled. He scanned his ticket only to bump into the unyielding bar over and over again with a grunt.

“You’re doing it wrong,” the boy snapped. “Scan the other side. No—no, that’s the same one. Cai, will you listen? Just flip it over.”

“I’ve done that. It’s this blasted, bleeding piece of rubbish—” Cai shook the bar furiously. When it still didn’t budge, he vaulted over it and onto the platform. “Problem solved.”

The boy smacked his forehead, but his obviously snarky response was drowned out as a train thundered into the station and slowed to a halt.

After shoving his basket of chips aside, the Iron Warden brushed off his uniform and approached. They were about to board the train. “Oi,” he called. “You three stand aside for a check. Faeries aren’t allowed on the trains at the moment.”

“We’re not faeries.” The boy glanced at the baton at the soldier’s belt.

“Would you be willing to touch iron to check?” When the boy nodded, he continued, “You’re not allowed weapons on this or any train, faeries or not.”

“We don’t have weapons. This is, erm, my walking stick.”

“What’s that then?” He nodded to the sword.

“A medieval replica from, um, the Wayfaring Festival. It’s blunt. We’ve just been on holiday, and we’re going home to Aberdeen, and—”

The boy bit back a surprised, yelping laugh. Something was moving under his jacket.

Open-mouthed, the warden watched with growing concern as the shape traveled up his chest. A bird’s black head popped out from under the collar of the boy’s coat. The animal let out a caw and blinked.

“Animals aren’t allowed on the train, unless they’re service animals…” The warden trailed off, wondering absently if he was going mad.

The train doors opened with a hiss; they would only stay open for another minute. The next train to Aberdeen did not leave until tomorrow night.

Cai stepped forward. “Listen. My, er, stepson here”—he took the boy’s shoulder—“needs this bird with him, or he’ll be anxious. Isn’t that right, James?”

James shrugged off the man’s hand with contempt. The gesture did not disprove or confirm the man’s claim.

“It’s true.” The girl spoke with a light Slavic accent as she clutched the man’s arm and threw her head back. “James is his stepson, and I am his bastard daughter. My mother was a beautiful but damaged, lost Russian princess who—”

“All right.” The Warden interjected sharply, grabbing his baton. “I’ll need all of you to step back from the train. You’ll hand over your weapons and luggage, then await my superior.”

Cai let out a long, resigned breath. “Fine. We’ll just step back and—” Without warning, the man unsheathed his sword and slammed the hilt against the side of the Warden’s face. It struck his jaw solidly, and the Warden went down.

“Well, that was a disaster,” the man grumbled as they darted onto the train just as the doors began to slide shut. “It’s agreed we’re not to approach the Winter King in the same fashion?”

* * *



Vera was still smiling when they settled in their seats on the train for the five-hour journey. But she soon noticed she was the only one amused; even without humming a song or playing her fiddle, she could feel the irritation in the air from her companions. Cai’s soon faded as he slumped forward in the seat in front of them and snored softly.

Spotting the reflection of James’s brooding glare in the window as the scenery flashed by, Vera prodded his arm. “What’s wrong? We got on the train. That’s what we wanted. Besides, it was fun.”

“It was a disaster!” He raked his hand through his hair. “How are we going to save Deirdre if we can’t even get this right? Earlier, I didn’t know anything about creating a portal, and we would have been caught if we’d used one. What if I make another mistake like that in the Winter Court?”

“But you figured out the weird alchemy stuff, and that wasn’t a disaster.”

“It wasn’t?” His tone was bitter.

“You saved your father.”

“Yeah, but I still couldn’t—” His voice caught. “Cecil is gone. I needed more time to learn from him. I don’t know enough to get us through this without his help.”

Vera’s eyes stung, but she kept her tone light. “But you still have his help. You have his book and his notes in that journal, right? You even have his familiar to guide you.”

At this, Byron fluffed up indignantly.

Nodding slowly and calming, James fished the Unseelie book from his pack and flipped through it. “I’ll just study this information until we get there, and I’ll try to fill in the gaps in my knowledge.”  He looked at her, softening. “Thanks, Vera.”

“You’re welcome.”



The train was cold. Vera rubbed her arms and sighed until James lent her his coat. It made for a scratchy blanket, and she longed for her silk sheets at the manor.

“Do you ever miss your home?” she asked. “It was in Neo-London, right?”

James lowered his book. “I’m, um, not sure. When I used to think about my home, I thought about the bad days and how I didn’t want to go back. But I guess there are some things I miss.”

“Like what?”

“Um, like having a full fridge and hot showers.” He smiled faintly. “I don’t miss sharing a room with my brother, though. He was always complaining about how messy my side was.”

“It’s the small things we miss, isn’t it? I miss my fluffy pillows from France and the porcelain dolls Cecil bought me in London.” She hugged the coat. “What’s going to happen to me now? Where will I go now that my home is gone?”

“Er, I’m sure you can stay with us. Who knows how long we’ll be in the Summer Court or when we’ll go home…?” He trailed off, and the air felt heavy with uncertainty.

“You’ll go home to Neo-London, won’t you? Is it nice there? I liked old London a lot. Cecil and I used to stay months at a time in a beautiful house that was also a museum.” She paused. “Will your brother go back home with you and your mother? What about your father?”

“I—I don’t know,” he admitted. “I hadn’t thought about going home.”



Once the train stopped in Aberdeen, the group found the dock where they could catch the only ferry to the Shetland Islands. Most of the islands were abandoned, and the ferryman at first refused to take them to the main island.

“No one lives there anymore,” he said. “It’s suicide to set foot on Winter Court territory, and I’ll not take people there to die.”

“We know what we’re about, and we don’t take traveling there lightly,” Cai said. “One of our kin is still on the island, and we intend to rescue her.”

“You don’t even have to pick us back up the next day,” James chimed in. “We can leave on our own.”

“Leave on your own?” The ferryman gaped. “That’s nonsense. Unless you have a boat or a magic portal in your bag, you’re either mad or a hell of a swimmer.”

Eventually, the ferryman agreed to drop them off once they doubled their payment. It was an hour and a half trip to Lerwick. The few other passengers on the ferry stayed clear of them.

All the while, James studied his book and notes diligently, not even seeming to notice when Vera asked him questions. The only thing that distracted him were his occasional bouts of seasickness. That left Cai to entertain her, and he was even less forthcoming.

It was sleeting again, but that did not deter the knight from standing at the ship’s railing and overlooking the churning grey sea and sky. His jaw was clenched tight, and his blue eyes were hard as he stared with the intensity of searching for something precious lost overboard.

Vera watched him for a while before she sat on the bench under the overhang of the ship behind him and prepped her fiddle and bow. The waves crashing against the boat and the roaring wind hid her song well but did not stop it from reaching her target.

Playing slowly, she approached the knight. “What are you looking for out there?” she asked. “There’s something you want. An answer, maybe. But what question are you asking?”

“Why don’t you go bother James?”

She giggled. “That wasn’t the right question.”

The man’s eyelids drooped, and his jaw slackened as her music broke through his defenses. “Maybe I don’t know what question to ask. Maybe I will when I see her. When I see Raisa…” The confusion in his head was as thick as the fog around them.

“Raisa? What will you ask her?”

“I always thought she was the one who cursed me. Now that I know it was the Winter King—how could I think it was her? She’s been a captive this whole time?” His blue eyes glazed. “Was she waiting for me to find her?”

Guilt seeped into the song, the notes gnawing and low. “What happens when you do find her? Will you try to save her?”

The knight raised his head, and the song lightened as the music swelled with his resolve. “I’m going to help her now, regardless of what she thinks of me or my curse.” He smiled—it was a rare, gentle sight. “If she’ll still have me, if she still has love for me…”

“Oh, my gods.” Her mouth fell open. “You seriously still love her?”

“What’s going on?” James wobbled over, looking between them.

The question startled the knight. He shook his head, then ran a hand over his face, fighting against her power unknowingly. When he regained his senses, a red flush crept up his neck.

Before Cai could open his mouth, James put his hand on the fiddle, stopping her from playing another note. “What are you doing?” he demanded.

“I’m trying to figure out why Cai is so grumpy and tense all the time. Now I know why. He’s still in love with Raisa, and—”

“Yeah, well, I felt your song all the way from the other side of the boat.” James jabbed his finger in the direction he came from. “There are other people on here, you know, and you’re messing with their emotions too.”

She blinked. “Well, I didn’t mean to—”

“You just meant to mess with one person’s mind then? You can’t do that anymore, Vera. Not without permission. Only evil magic messes with someone’s mind, like what Cecil did to the thralls—to you.”

She stuck out her lip in a pout. “How else am I supposed to know what Cai is thinking? He won’t tell me.”

“If he doesn’t want to tell you, then you don’t get to know.”

Vera huffed, turning away from him.

His voice softened when he said, “It’s just that when you get to the Summer Court, you could get in trouble for using magic like that without permission. If you want to stay with us, you’ll have to follow Seelie rules. It’ll be different than what you’re used to.”

Though her magic had faded, Vera caught a final bit of Cai’s emotions as he watched James turn green in the face and clumsily walk away. When the knight looked at the boy, there was a small tug of approval with a smidgen of familiarity.

“There just may be hope for that boy yet,” he murmured.

The ship’s horn sounded a moment later, and the Shetland mainland came into view through the mist and sleeting rain ahead. Vera shivered with a mixture of fear and excitement. After listening to Cecil’s stories for years, she was about to see the Winter Court firsthand.













Chapter Three





“There.” Raisa drew back her hands as the veil of light around Iain froze, turning into a transparent icy shell like a coffin. “He shall be warm and safe.”

Deirdre, who had retreated to the courtyard’s exit, asked tentatively, “What if one of the other faeries come in here? What if someone tries to hurt him?”

Raisa let out a long whistle, and in reply, a tall Unseelie came into the room. Deirdre gasped and backed away from him as he bowed to the queen. He was covered from top to bottom in eyes, which were closed facing Raisa but leered at everything else, the ones on his back watching Deirdre. The sight of them in places where they should not be made her sick, especially given the faery’s otherwise human appearance.

“Watch over this room and allow no one to enter,” Raisa said, briefly tousling the faery’s white hair like one would a dog. “Allow no one to disturb this boy.”

The faery assented in a language Deirdre could not understand. As she and Raisa left, he stood squarely in the middle of the entrance to the courtyard, hundreds of eyes all open.

“Nothing shall get past my servant.” The queen had a small, genuine smile on her lips. “Not even an Unseelie Noble. His gift of vision is quite special.”

“Is he… Are there others like him?” Deirdre shuddered at the thought of a whole species with all those eyes.

“Not anymore.”



They walked to another courtyard. When Deirdre stepped through its threshold, leafy trees sprung up from the stony ground, and the fog above cleared into a blue sky. Gaping as the floor turned into a carpet of moss, grass, and fallen leaves, she reached out to the magic around her and did not find the normal, lively signal of Flora Magic. Instead, the trees and grass let off a wavering, strained whisper of that magic. It was being twisted to create whatever sort of plant forms Raisa desired.

“It’s just like being outside,” Deirdre still couldn’t help but say, inhaling the warmer, fresher air.

“There are many rooms in the court, but none shall take you out of it,” Raisa said, touching a nearby tree, her brow furrowed.

“What about the Neutral Zone?”

“The portal to the Neutral Zone is rarely used. It is a great burden to open it, forcing the king to use that absurd staff and those crystals of human blood to support him. He only goes in if there is some special need. It is impossible for anyone else to use that portal.

“Now tell me.” The queen reached out to the Flora Magic with cruel precision and forced it to spawn a stump with a smooth top. The magic buckled against her once before giving in, and she sat down, leaning back lazily. “What do you even know of magic?”

“I, um…” Deirdre pushed her hair back, a million different images and feelings rushing through her mind, all dominated and tainted by the memory of her dark magic attacking and hurting Iain. “It’s something I don’t understand.”

“Any fool could see that,” Raisa said sharply. “Do you know anything at all about it?”

“I know it has a lot of forms. It hurts and helps and heals and destroys…” She glanced at Raisa, who at least wasn’t scowling, and went on, “But it also appears in nature. And people can also make spells and curses, though I don’t know anything about that, really.

“How did you manage to understand your magic?” When the queen froze, Deirdre pressed on, “The king said you had trouble with it, and you had trouble being Seelie. And your magic was odd, too, I think. And there was a man you knew, a human man, and your magic hurt him. Like mine hurt Iain?”

Rising to her feet, the queen said in a deadly, low voice, “You are speaking nonsense. Why would I know a human man, except as a tool, like that idiot Alan or that damned cat? Why would I care if my magic hurt such a man?” She scoffed. “This is a waste of time! It is clear you are not concentrating. You cannot even answer a simple question without rambling like a fool!” She snapped her fingers, and in reply, a gnome entered the room.

“Take her to her quarters.” She glared at Deirdre. “Do not leave them until I come for you tomorrow. We shall try your ‘training’ again then.”

* * *





Raisa did not sleep that night, instead retreating to a lower chamber that looked like a snowy field strewn with old trees and large stones stained with human blood. Very few ever came here except for ceremonies and feasts, even the Winter King.

She sat on a low branch, shutting her eyes and breathing in the dry, cold, stale air. In the utter silence, Deirdre’s words came back to her.

“What nonsense. I was a Seelie? Lies the Summer Court spreads to make me appear weaker, I suppose.” Then she summoned a will-o’-wisp light on her palm, speaking into it. “Heed the call of your queen.”

Immediately the flame grew brighter, and in her mind’s eye, she could see dark bogs throughout the island haunted by her servants, the cyhyraeth. Their appearance was the flame itself, but they were known best for their cry: a tortured, low moaning, often heard shortly before the Unseelies killed humans around the mires. The cyhyraeth were Unseelie Fire spirits, incredibly weak but excellent spies.

She shut her eyes and spoke, “Tell me all you know about Lonan’s daughter, Deirdre, and her human champion, Iain Callaghan.”

She let them answer directly into her mind, sharing images and memories they had collected as a singular consciousness serving her. They showed her the connection between Deirdre and Iain as they passed by a haunted pond occupied by a kelpie on the way to an ancient tomb. She also saw the dangers inherent in Deirdre: the depths and strangeness of her long-sealed magic. There were also the final moments of one of her servants who was extinguished during the recent Wild Hunt of the Summer Court, in which Iain rode alongside the Seelie prince and Eniad.

“You have done well.” She extinguished the connection by snuffing the flame out, clenching her fist. “Iain is more than he seems. He may be useful.”

I know why Deirdre was brought here. The king wishes to show me I will soon be unnecessary. She rose from her seat and began to pace, flexing her fingers. But that will not happen. The king will not use humans again after Alan’s betrayal and that useless cat’s death, so I will act where he will not.

The boy has served the Summer Court well enough. It’s time he serves a queen with true power.

* * *





Deirdre’s room was small and lined with wood paneling featuring different styles of engravings. The carpet and bedding, while extremely comfortable, also lacked a single uniting aesthetic. The room felt confused and disorganized rather than eclectic, ultimately unpleasant to the eye.

The walls featured fake windows that looked out onto whatever type of scene one desired, controlled by magic. Deirdre discovered this when, disturbed by dreams about what happened to Iain, she accidentally sent a hint of Shadow Magic near a window, which summoned a vision of a dark, decaying wasteland. She curled up away from it but was unable to get the image or the thought of Iain out of her mind.

She only knew morning arrived when faint whispers of the magic of dawn reached down into her room. For a while, she waited in complete silence. Unable to stop wondering if Iain was indeed safe, she decided to check on him, opening the door.

“Well, look who it is.”

Deirdre turned sharply at the snarling voice. It belonged to a powerfully built male Unseelie with a bristling short beard and long, unkempt white hair. His skin was deathly pale, and his dark eyes fixed on her as he smiled—a familiar, wolfish grin.

“You…” She stepped back, her heart beating like a drum. “That wolf—”

“You recognize me, at least.” He shrugged; his right arm was half a wooden prosthetic, though he moved it with ease. “I guess you’re slightly less hopeless than Raisa made you out to be.”

For half a moment, the two faced each other, Deirdre facing the beast who had attacked her, Alvey, and their mother. The beast who had driven iron stakes into his own body to prevent the Nobles from detecting him, all for the sake of killing Sybil.

“Too bad, isn’t it? If I had eaten you that night, you wouldn’t be wasting Raisa’s time now.” He bore his teeth, and alarms went off in Deirdre’s brain. “And your stupid human champion—”

Acting solely on instinct, she sent a wave of Shadow Magic at him, not caring what it would do, only asking for it to attack him and drive him away. He nimbly dodged, crouching on all fours, his eyes lighting up with excitement.

When he lunged forward, she barely summoned a small, thin shield of shadow before he broke through it, his claws raking into her stomach. The blow sent her flying against a far wall; stars danced in front of her eyes as she coughed hoarsely, the wind knocked out of her.

He grabbed and pinned her with one large hand. “Too easy, too easy! You can’t fight close quarters to save your life—literally.” He barked a laugh. “What could the king see in you?”

Suddenly he let her go as a giant whip of light grabbed him around the torso and threw him up in the air. He twisted around midair, landing nimby, snarling, but froze, facing Raisa. Deirdre fell to the ground, groaning in pain, her head pounding and her stomach bleeding.

“You weren’t given permission to fight her,” Raisa said sharply. “In fact, it was the exact opposite.”

He folded his arms, scowling. “She started it.”

Flexing a hand, magic energy crackling around her, the queen tilted her head. “So you wish me to finish it?”

“Forget it. I won’t bother her again.” After shooting Deirdre a contemptuous sneer, he left without another word.

I can’t believe I didn’t realize he’d be here, she thought, rising slowly and clinging onto the wall to stay balanced. I’m such a—

With a scream of pain, she was dragged back to the ground, crushed as if someone had put hundreds of weights on top of her.

Raisa stood beside her, arms folded. “And you. Who said you could use your magic in a brawl with one of our generals?”

Deirdre coughed and tried to tell the magic pressing down on her—powerful Shadow Magic—to retreat, but it ignored her, utterly dominated by the other faery’s will.

“Act out of line again,” the queen continued, “and I’ll indulge Bleddyn and let him play with you.”

Then as suddenly as it came on, the weight from the magic was lifted. Deirdre coughed again, her head spinning. 

“Get up.” When the girl didn’t move, Raisa grabbed her hair and yanked her up, heedless of her cry of pain. “Use the dressings in your room to bind your wounds, then we shall dine and begin your training.”



Breakfast was served in a large hall on gigantic gold plates. There was a variety of food, ranging from raw meats and fish to stews. Most were laced with heavy sauces, creating an overpowering bombardment of scents, as if the Nobles dining had lost all sense of taste and relied on scent alone.

Not liking the look of the red sauces and unable to get a straight answer from Raisa about what types of meats were served, Deirdre stuck to easily identified raw vegetables and water. During breakfast, her cut stomach ached, and when she hinted once to Raisa that maybe she should visit a healer, the queen didn’t even make eye contact.

Afterwards, they returned to the room from yesterday with the magic forest. Raisa immediately ordered Deirdre to attack her by unleashing her Shadow Magic.

“Are you sure?” When Raisa gave her a brief snarl, baring her teeth, the girl quickly apologized and, thinking of how she felt when attacking the Winter King with that inky Shadow Magic, summoned some forth and sent it flying at the queen.

She grabbed it midair, examining it. “Such a strange form for it to take. You do have a special affinity for it.”

“It’s my primary magic, right?” When Raisa nodded, Deirdre asked, “Is this… an Unseelie form of Shadow Magic?”

“I recall seeing Lonan use something similar to this before he betrayed us. However…” She let the magic fall to the ground, where it decayed and burnt into the floor like acid. “Nothing quite like this.”

“I just want to control it.”

“If you were truly Unseelie or Seelie, that would not be difficult. Unseelies dominate magic through the force of their wills and emotions to make it do whatever we wish. Seelies are less strong-willed. They don’t subdue the magic the way we do. They instead, somehow, work alongside it in a way that requires more finesse.”

“Isn’t that better?”

Raisa tilted her head. “Has it worked for you? No. It is a worthless path. It is solely their skill and numbers, not their power, that enables them to stand against the Winter Court. But there is something to be said for knowing the subtleties of magic. Unseelies and Seelies both use this knowledge when creating spells or curses. It’s time for you to do likewise.

“You have been wounded. Use Water and Earth Magic to heal yourself.”

Deirdre gaped. “How?”

Raisa briefly ground her teeth in irritation before snapping, “Faery bodies are mostly water, like human bodies. And our physical forms originate from the dust from ancient stars. Water and Earth Magic are the basics for life and healing. Now heal yourself!”

It took Deirdre two hours to figure out a healing spell. Raisa was little help, shouting criticism when the girl got it wrong but never pointing out when she was on the right track. For the first hour, Deirdre was anxious about hurting herself and making things worse, and twice, the magic went wild and struck her.

When she was discouraged or asked for a break, the queen refused to let her stop.

“A spell is like a recipe,” she finally said after the girl wounded herself with magic the third time. “Decide on a series of commands, and make the magic do it. Or are you too stupid to do that?”

“You’re not being very nice!” Deirdre snapped out of pure habit. Then she locked eyes with the Winter Queen and felt like an idiot.

The queen stared at her, equally baffled, then ordered her to try again.

Finally, after two hours of trying and failing, she gasped in surprise and relief as the magic worked its way around her skin just so, restoring and soothing the wounded sections. In response to this achievement, Raisa rose, saying it was time for lunch and that they would continue afterwards.



Before returning to the dining hall, they stopped by Iain’s courtyard. The many-eyed guard reported in stiff, heavily accented English that all was well, then continued on in his native language. He and Raisa spoke for a few minutes, their tone serious and somber, before the queen abruptly walked onwards.

Following her and giving her servant a wide berth, Deirdre asked, “Iain’s all right, isn’t he?”

“Yes. Someone attempted to steal from the Unseelie fruit tree.”

“Aren’t there a lot of those?”

“We have the mother tree hidden in the court, under the highest security. If you join us, know that no one is allowed to take fruit from it without the king’s permission.”

Tilting her head, Deirdre asked, “Is it somewhere nearby?” When Raisa shot her a sharp look, she went on as innocently as she could, “I just thought it’d probably be, uh… impressive to see.”

“Its location changes often, for security purposes.”

“But who would try to steal from it?”

“Some Unseelie trolls.” She unexpectedly spat on the ground. “These young trolls are worthless. Hardly the size of boulders and possessing no knowledge or understanding. At least their sturdy bodies will be useful for repairing weapons.”

Suddenly she stopped, looking back at Deirdre like a cat cornering a wounded bird. “I wonder what we’d do with you if you stepped out of line? Would your bones make for good daggers? Your hair would look lovely on our Nobles’ helmets.”

When Deirdre went pale, gulping, the queen chuckled and resumed walking.



After lunch, Raisa had her learn a variety of spells with different types of magic. Most often she used the spells on herself for “added motivation,” as the queen put it. This even meant using some wounding spells on herself, usually on her left arm, and then healing the damage with another spell.

While her obedience was entirely out of fear, Deirdre could not help but be surprised at her own progress. Although it was forced, she was learning to rapidly control different types of magic in ways she never could have imagined.

Near the end of the day, they moved to a cave close to the treasury Deirdre had seen earlier; Raisa indicated they were directly beneath Iain’s courtyard. There were veins and columns of salt, which the older faery had Deirdre decay and restore using Shadow Magic and Earth Magic.

“Such a spell would be useful to create a trap for an enemy,” the queen explained. “One may decay a hole beneath someone and then quickly seal him within. It would be especially useful against humans.”

She had Deirdre use this spell on different parts of the cave, even on the salt. When she did so, the queen sat up straighter on the small shale chair she had created for herself.

“You do not struggle with salt at all,” she commented.

“Is that a bad thing?”

“Unseelie Nobles are not greatly affected by salt, but it is a little harder to control it or anywhere it is prominent, such as the ocean.”

“Then why…?” Deirdre gestured at the salt deposits all round them.

“We collected this to make weapons. They are useful for controlling monsters, who are often very sensitive to salt.” She gave an unkind smile. “You are at least not a monster, like I suspected you may be. Take joy in that.”



When Raisa finally called quits for the day, Deirdre immediately slumped to the ground, exhausted physically and mentally. While she had managed to do spells with Shadow Magic, including using her inky, acidic magic to destroy plants and then revive them with Flora Magic, she had no time or energy to feel relieved or triumphant. The most praise that the queen offered was a comment about her not being “completely hopeless,” which was followed by a long list of her many weaknesses.

“Any Unseelie Noble could do better than you,” she commented, heading to leave the cave. Deirdre forced herself up to follow as the queen went on, “I can’t imagine what he sees in you.”

“You mean Lonan?”

“The king, fool. But I suppose he doesn’t have any Unseelies your age for comparison.”

Perking up, Deirdre realized aloud, “I haven’t seen any children here.” 

Thank God.

“They are rare for us, even rarer than for Seelie Nobles. Especially as the weak ones perish easily.” She folded her arms, glaring at Deirdre as if she were the cause of this. “I cannot give the Winter King the heir he desires so much—through no fault of my own, I might add. So he seeks another way of obtaining one.”

Gaping, the girl shook her head, almost saying “ew” out loud. “That’s… no. He knows I’ll never work for him or join you. No!”

“Shush. We all know a stupid faery like you would be a poor choice of an heir.”



When they arrived at the dining hall, it was clear they were some of the last to eat dinner, as many plates and bowls were empty. Too exhausted to be hungry, Deirdre didn’t mind having just a few raw vegetables to pick at.

I was able to learn at least eight spells today, she thought, replaying the day in her mind as she toyed with some cabbage leaves. I can use Shadow Magic, at least some, without it going crazy. Raisa is the worst teacher in the whole world. And there’s a chance that maybe I’ve learned some bad Unseelie spells. I don’t like the idea of forcing magic to obey me without thinking about what it wants to do.

But I wanted control, and that’s what I’m getting. So… She slumped forward, raking her hand through her hair. Why don’t I feel any better?

“You can check on your champion after dinner,” Raisa said, glancing at her.

“What?” She shook her head. “No, I saw him at noon. He’s fine. He’ll be better soon though, right?”

“I suppose.”

Sitting up straighter, she asked, “With all I learned today, I may be ready for my drachma soon.”

“Perhaps.”

“Where is it?”

“Somewhere safe.” The queen frowned and asked in a lower voice, “You truly do not wish to see the human?”

“That’s not it.” Drumming her fingers, she eventually nodded. “I guess… a quick check can’t hurt anything.”



Raisa accompanied her to Iain, explaining this was necessary to ensure her servant wouldn’t kill Deirdre for trespassing. On the way, she found she didn’t look forward to seeing Iain—a strange, foreign feeling—and resolved to just have a quick look and leave.

They found him still sleeping in the glassy, frosty coffin, his decayed arm unchanged. His sword was now placed on his chest, and his hands were clasped around it, like the statue of a dead knight or king. He was paler than yesterday but was breathing steadily as his eyes darted under closed lids. 

Deirdre jerked, alarmed as Raisa briskly approached Iain. “What are you doing?” she asked, nervous but staying by the doorway.

“I will not harm him, and the decay will not spread. Why do you refuse to draw closer?” She stopped by the coffin, gazing with a furrowed brow. “He languishes in loneliness, this champion of yours.”

“But he can’t hear me, right? And even if he could…” She stared at his blackened hand.

Would he really want to see me after what I did?   

“The champion may be trapped in his dreams, but he is aware in some ways of what goes on around him. My presence may slip through the sleeping barrier of his mind to communicate with him.”

“Really? What… what is he saying? Or what’s he dreaming about?”

Raisa smiled, not pleasant, pitying and cynical. “Saving you.”







Chapter Four



Iain was lost in the tomb, the winding tunnels driving him deeper underground. Dim torches on the walls were his only guiding light. His heart pounded in time with his boots thudding on the stone floor as he ran. While the memories of why they had come to this place were shadowed, one thought was clear: Deirdre was in danger, and he had to find her.

A vicious snarl came from the dark. Without losing momentum, Iain unsheathed the faery sword from its scabbard just before an Unseelie hound lunged. He struck the monster’s throat with his arm and knocked the creature back. The blade cleaved through the beast’s skull, and Iain pulled it free as the body dropped.

More Unseelie beasts swarmed in the dark tunnel with eyes like embers. Iain raised his weapon and charged. He cut through the monsters like a scythe reaping grain, and the creatures, masses of shadows and teeth, seemed unending as he made his way down.

“No, this is all wrong.” A frantic female voice echoed from below, mixing with the growling of the hounds. “Stay away from me!”

“Deirdre!” Iain sliced through another hound, shouldered one into the wall, and took off down the path after the voice.

He was breathless when he ran into a circular, torch-lit chamber. The hounds did not follow. The room had stone walls covered in gnarled tree roots, with a massive tree throne at its center.

The strong scent of decay stung his nose, and the source made his breath catch. A towering Unseelie faerie with horns was slumped in the seat. He looked like an Unseelie Noble, and he was dead, blackened beyond recognition.

“Iain.” Deirdre stepped out from the shadows behind the throne.

When she ran to him, he dropped the sword to steady her. She threw her arms around his neck in an embrace. He hugged her back, sighing in relief. The dead faery and the danger were forgotten.

“Let’s go home,” he whispered into her hair. “If we go back the way we—”

She stepped back a moment, and his words, too, were forgotten when she tilted her head up and kissed him. Her lips were soft, their touch gossamer gentle and sweet. He’d never been kissed so tenderly before.

Iain melted as she pulled away, grinning. “Deirdre,” he whispered, cupping her cheek and brushing her hair back. Before he could form a coherent sentence, the faery took the green shawl from her shoulders and draped it over his own.

“What’s this for?”

“To cover you. Aren’t you cold?”

He was cold. Frost crept across the tree roots on the walls, and Iain’s breath swirled around his mouth. He turned to look for the cause, but Deirdre grabbed his arm. 

Her wide, panicked violet eyes looked red in the torch light as she whispered, “Someone’s here.”

“Deirdre—?” Searing pain shot up his arm where her icy fingers touched him.

But then she vanished. There was a loud tumbling thud. The faerie’s corpse had toppled from the chair.

Sitting on the throne in its place was a Noble faery woman with a head of massive, flame-colored curls. With a dispassionate sigh, she nudged the body with her foot. Despite the marked paleness of her skin, the dark shadows under her violet eyes, and the wicked curve of her mouth, there was no mistaking who she was.

It was Deirdre. But her presence was cold and oppressive—the opposite of her usual sunny, vibrant warmth. When she smiled, her teeth were sharpened to points. She stood and stalked toward him like a lioness.

“Is this a trick?” Iain stepped back, bumping the hilt of his sword on the ground with his boot. “Is this part of the trial?”

“A trick?” She studied him coolly. “Do you know how long you’ve been lost in this tomb? Try to remember why you came here. What trial were you facing?”

Searching for the answer made his head spin. He couldn’t remember how long he’d been here. But when he reached for the amulet at his chest, finding it gone, he thought out loud, “We went to find your drachma. We came here and found it; it was Cai’s amulet. Then…” 

“You really don’t remember how you failed me, champion? Let me remind you.” With a careless flick of her hand, inky shadows leaped from the ground and rushed at him.

Iain bit back a shout as the magic latched onto his left arm. He scrabbled uselessly at the shadow with his other hand, trying to stop its progress. But it ate away at and decayed his flesh until his vision darkened and he hit the ground on one knee.

When he regained consciousness a second later, Deirdre was standing over him. She wrenched his blackened arm up to examine it, squeezing until he gasped in pain. 

“Deirdre—” He panted, staring at her in disbelief.

“This is the mark of your failure. Do you remember now?”

“Y-yes.” He rose unsteadily. “Deirdre, your drachma—You wouldn’t take it. You were terrified. Something was wrong, and I didn’t see it. Why didn’t I see it?”

“You knew something was wrong with me.”

“No.” Iain took her hand gently; she jerked away as if burned. “Something happened, didn’t it? When you disappeared through that door, I should’ve gone after you.”

“But you failed her.” Deirdre whirled away from him, curling her hands into fists. “How long do you think she waited here for you? You would not believe what a Seelie Noble has to do to survive in a dark tomb, in the company of monsters, with no summer sun to warm her. She would go mad.”

His heart plummeted. How long had she been suffering underground alone? How long had they been trapped in the tomb? How long had he been fighting to reach her?

When Iain shuddered, she gestured to her face and drawled, “Is my brave champion not so infatuated with me anymore? I’ve finally stopped hand-wringing and stepped into my own power. As an Unseelie, I finally have the control I desperately sought.”

“Control?” He shook his head. “Self-discipline and growth are what give you confidence in your abilities, in yourself. You were doing so well in the Summer Court because you were growing and you were confident in your magic.”

She was silent. Sorrow and bitterness clung to her like waterlogged clothes, weighing her down. The depths of the trauma she must have faced to change from Seelie to Unseelie was tangible; it was unnatural, like bones bending to create a new shape.

He lowered the hand she had pulled away from. “What happened to make you believe otherwise?”

She went very still, eyes flashing. “Perhaps I lost my confidence in you after you failed me.”

“I did fail you, Deirdre. But it’s not too late. You can still take your drachma. We can still go home.”

Without warning, the faery whipped around and sent three blades of Wind Magic toward him. One just sliced past his shoulder, tearing the fabric of his tunic. He rolled out of the way of the other two and stood.

“Pick up your sword,” she taunted, tossing her curls. “That is, if the broken knight can still fight with a withered arm.”

He balked. “Deirdre, I’m not fighting you. I came here to bring you home.”
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