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      Arthur was dead.

      A part of Merlin still lingered on that field, trampled, blood mixing with the turned muck, bodies spilled everywhere. It was more pleasant than what he faced now, navigating the overlapping stone corridors of Oberon’s domain. Merlin had done what he could back there, but it was too late. Too many died too quickly.

      That left one chance for human life to not perpetually serve the fae: facing the GodKing at the Tower, alone. The few remaining knights could not follow. None of them were druids, who could heal, or shapers, who used the elements. And so none could survive the journey without Viviane’s help.

      But the Lady of the Lake had abandoned them, ashamed of her mistake and disgusted, with her own hope lost. Perhaps the survivors would individually find some solace in living their own lives, but Camelot was broken, the pact with the fae gone, and no Druids remained besides himself.

      Merlin stood before the throne room doors within the Tower, the heart of Oberon’s domain. Not one finger length of free space remained on those brilliant silver doors, the crests of all the houses within the fae realms, great and small, overlapping one another. Neither of the heralds flanking the doors barred him with their wicked hammers, but their eyes spoke volumes. They were not the last eyes to seek him out as he stepped through the threshold.

      Despite his years of service as Phoenix, he had never seen so many fae in one place. This was certainly more than those present where he had fought. Granted, skirmishes had broken out all across Earth, but that was all finished now.

      In the past, the heraldic columns had dominated the room, reaching high, piercing the dark shadow that cloaked the ceiling. The tops of the columns held bursts of light, some fire, some lightning, spilling a varied luminance below. The columns were formed of metamorphic stone that only worked in Oberon’s presence, similar to the doors, and typically each column displayed the crest of a single family. Rather than simple rows, the columns were set in waves of overlapping circles. The kaleidoscopic pattern created a mixture of open areas, like a clearing in a forest, and closed galleries.

      No intimate spaces remained today.

      The swirl of movement slowed as those present noticed his arrival. Merlin took a deep breath and waded into the crowd but soon regretted it. Gone was the clean scent of chipped stone, a consequence of the transforming columns. Instead, a medley of odors permeated the air and assaulted his nose. The earthy musk of the dwarves, demions, and elves warred with the briny stench of the myrials. Hints of the sharp cloves the komodrians preferred wafted past.

      He refused to shorten his stride as he passed the fae. Most ignored him after their initial surprise, refusing to move or make a path. Many komodrian and myrial did not bother with armor, the former finding it superfluous, the latter stifling. He brushed past more than his fair share of scales, hot and smooth or cold and clammy, as he whisked his way to the dais.

      The crowd opened up as the column pattern broke, creating an open space around the dais. No one stood before the gods’ thrones except Merlin.

      Oberon’s voice filled the room, quieting his people. “Lord Phoenix, where is Arthur? Where is the human I honor as son?”

      Merlin’s gaze rose the three tiers to meet Oberon’s. He sat on a throne of deep black, a unity of color. The peculiar flickering lights of the throne room created many-hued sparkles within the stone. Oberon was much the same. It was difficult to look at the GodKing or his queen. But a flick of the eyes or a blink and their forms changed. Humans saw humans, komodrians saw komodrians, and elves saw elves sitting the thrones.

      Cristiline claimed the god’s change was too quick to make him a shapeshifter. The true forms of Oberon and Titania were not meant for either fae or mortal eyes.

      Merlin’s attention shifted to the throne beside Oberon’s. It too was colorful but in a different way. Titania, the Master of Fate, preferred a hammock of threads in all colors of the rainbow. Legend said they were castoffs from her weave, possibilities that had not come to fruition or the lives of those who had passed. Her hammock was a point of colorful frenzy within a room of serene stone order.

      Except today. Today she remained still, appearing tranquil. Merlin hoped she was not. She must not be happy with the swath of lives removed from her loom.

      Raebyn, another child of and speaker for Oberon, materialized from the crowd, blue specks floating from other fae. There was always a chance it was another cristiline, but he was the most brazen, and he stepped forward to take a seat on a much more mundane bench beneath his parents. His idle position seemed at odds with the tension of the room. He looked more amused than ready for the inevitable conflict.

      Merlin touched the sapphire gem, the fourth of five on his chain, and dared not even think a silent apology. “Arthur will not rise.”

      “Arthur is my child.” Oberon’s voice bounced off the columns and crowd. “I lend him no longer. There will be no peace between the humans and the fae. All magic must return. Arthur must return.”

      Merlin, serving as the current Phoenix, was a spiritual leader to the humans aware of magic, the Druids. The Phoenix also served Oberon in perpetuating fae life, but he never forgot he also served Arthur, his king. He’d lost the leader he preferred, and it made him bold against the one he did not. This was long overdue.

      “Then you should not have killed him and his human family.”

      “Merlin, revive my child.” Fire burst painlessly from the palms of Oberon’s hands, climbing high into the air. It rose above Oberon’s crowned head and flickered, and Oberon’s form shifted. The fire changed too, becoming a brilliant blue. Despite the rage of the fire, Oberon’s voice remained calm. “I have only destroyed the Druids. Do not force me to kill the remaining humans.”

      Merlin laughed, though it was forced. Could the fae not see through this farce? “And well you should not. Without the humans’ spark of life, how do you expect to be reborn? You will not kill the humans. A strain of life may remain in the blood of those left. No new Druids or Phoenix will be born without that. The Phoenix, sustainer of life, is more fragile than you.” Merlin dropped his hand from his chain. “That is why we must pass our mantle to each new generation.”

      Merlin’s eyes did not leave Oberon’s dark ones. That was the single detail that remained constant between the fae king’s forms. Oberon’s eyes were pits of darkness. Neither spoke nor moved. Scuffles filled the space, but Merlin stood fast. Dodging any elements shaped his way would ruin his point. He wanted to show that Oberon’s threats were idle.

      A booming voice broke the silence. “Oberon created life, and they can create it again.”

      Tile shifted, and Merlin allowed himself to fall. It gave him an excellent view of the nearest light shattering and the arc of lightning surging towards him.

      “Enough!” Oberon dropped his hands, and his blue flame reappeared, surrounding Merlin.

      Merlin did not rise. Instead he huddled on the floor and listened to the sizzle of each individual element consumed by the fire shield. Moments later, the shocks stopped, and the wall fell.

      “Merlin, dispense with these verbal theatrics. If you cannot produce my child, then return to Annwn. Never again grace my tower.”

      Merlin bellowed as he stood. “My fair fae folk, do you understand now? Your GodKing would not, could not, let me die. The cycle of rebirth will die with me now. Listen well if you wish to regain it.”

      He strode toward the dais and blinked against Titania’s light. “Master Fate?” He averted his face until the bundles of iridescent thread that made up her robes appeared at his feet.

      Merlin unclasped the Phoenix chain and handed it to her. It was a mess of chains forged from metals, a foci, that allowed for magical effects called shaping. The chains bridged five set stones—garnet, emerald, diamond, sapphire, and turquoise—representing the four elements and life. Without the chain’s weight, his neck felt light, and his chest muscles relaxed. He had served and carried the chain for decades. He spoke slowly, having given each word careful consideration during his travel to the Tower. Merlin hoped that the Master of Fate would understand.

      “I return unto you the Phoenix chain. Guard this as you guarded my heir.”

      A snort rang from his left. Raebyn. Merlin ignored it. He knew what had happened but needed Titania’s response. He needed her to understand.

      Titania’s light dimmed. “Merlin, I am sorry. Your heir, Moralynn, is dead.”

      “As is yours.” Merlin kept his eyes open, resisting the urge to blink. Only the Phoenix could revive Arthur. Only the Phoenix could revive any of them. He could heal, but a human’s threads were too short. A fae soul was made of stiffer stuff, even those who took residence in a human body for some time, a chimera, like Arthur.

      But Arthur was not yet ready to return, and Merlin intended to honor that wish. Only under the aegis of the Master of Fate could one hope to survive until the day it was safe for Arthur to return.

      Titania folded the chain into her hands. “I will honor it.”

      Merlin gripped the pommel of his sword and pivoted to face the assembled fae. “Titania, Master of Fate, write this into your weave.

      When the tamed waters break free.

      When the proud mountains are brought low.

      When the broken makes itself whole.”

      He held his sword aloft, and its dark swirled surface stole the light from the torches.

      “When the bright sword reaps, and the dark sword weeps.”

      Merlin closed his eyes, trying to slow his breath, but failed. The beat of blood surged through him, the well of life within him uncertain, decided, fighting to delay. The moment had come, but he questioned it still—in body, mind, and soul. No, he must go through with this.

      “When in regalia rejoined, Arthur shall return and save humankind.”

      Fire burst beneath Merlin. He forced the immediate bile down and focused on dampening the pain. It was hard to ignore the burns, to override his well-honed instinct to heal, but one thing remained.

      Merlin thrust the sword into the hard stone of the dais. The stone’s instinct to repel the intrusion jarred him, but he held on and rode out the tremor until it and the sword found a new equilibrium. He gave it a test pull, and when satisfied it would not budge, he let the flames sweep up his legs.

      “No!” Oberon shot to his feet and threw his hands high. The tile beneath Merlin shook, and the first tier of the dais swelled. However, Merlin, his sword, and the surrounding area remained still. Oberon’s power could touch Merlin no longer.

      Merlin held on, grasping the sword as the flames continued to ascend, consuming him. His body burned, but the pain receded. Now that he had chosen his end, the concerns of his human body mattered less.

      The flame embraced him; it smelled of rest.

      Once accepted, no one could stop the death of the Phoenix.

      No water, no wind, no element quenched the flame.

      Soon the blasts died down, and the fae watched.

      Savoring his last moment, Merlin released a cry and swept his arms high as flames consumed the final vestiges of his body.

      The room burst into chaos. Floors quaked, and fae dashed, screamed, and fell as they tried to escape the earthquake of their GodKing’s wrath. Titania alone showed sadness. The bright goddess fell to her knees where Merlin last stood, letting loose a single tear that struck the ground.

      No one noticed her collecting the ashes.
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      Jamie patted the edge of the blanket, smoothing it back into place.

      “Since when have you started making the bed?” Drea stared up at him, blinking slowly.

      Her brown eyes weren’t blocked by glasses this morning, as she was still in bed. It revealed her thin dark brows, which he had to resist tracing, lest he jump back into bed with her, and he didn’t have time for it today. He hadn’t had time for it yesterday, either, but he hadn’t resisted then. He’d put this off long enough. Another pair of eyes, ones much darker, haunted him.

      He drew Drea’s hair away and dropped a kiss on her forehead. “Since I realized it gives me another few minutes with you.” It didn’t just hurt to leave her; it hurt in a way he couldn’t heal. “Are you really sure this is for the best? I don’t like seeing you this weak.”

      One of Alexandrea’s hands peeked over and reached for his face. It trembled against the slight bristle he was growing in, but more in weakness than tenderness, he suspected.

      “I survived the worst of it. I don’t want to lose any more time later.” Her eyelids drooped. Maybe it was exhaustion, maybe it was other worries. “I can’t convince you to leave this be? With the Phoenix out of reach, there is no need to risk the fae realms.”

      Jamie twisted around to sit back on the bed and face her properly. Long tresses of brown hair, a mixture of chestnut and chocolate, spilled over her pillow. It was the biggest show of movement, the rest of her snugly tucked under the cream covers. It all looked too neat. He was afraid she might not move around today. Again. He’d hoped they could stretch their legs together before he left, even if they remained on her family’s estate.

      “I made commitments,” he said. “Viviane helped us find the grail plate-”

      Drea shifted under the blankets, but he shushed her. “Yes, the Investiture didn’t work. I don’t mean to downplay what you went through…” Visions flooded him of her covered in blood, crumpled, half dead in the ash and dirt of the mountain. Then they flashed to her bathed in fire. He still hadn’t decided what had been worse to witness. “It’s not her fault.”

      “Their fault.”

      “Whatever,” he shot back. He wasn’t trying to mess up honorifics, but only Drea in the middle of an argument would remind him. Couldn’t she cut him some slack? He had learned and accepted so much about magic and the fae realms over the course of only a couple of weeks. Granted, he was already having visions. But I thought I was mad, so it doesn’t count.

      “Viviane did good by us. They want a life smith, I’m willing to learn.” And he really was. There was no hesitation or fear journeying into the fae realm itself. It was all about leaving Drea behind. When they had first made the agreement, he’d called her out for not following.

      Now, though, seeing her so hurt, it was different. “Think I’m going to need to work on these?” he said, trying to make her laugh, slapping where his loose T-shirt met bare arm. It was trim but not particularly muscular.

      She stretched her thin lips out with a hint of a smile. “Not too much. I like my lissome lad.”

      Jamie coughed. “Whatever that means,” he muttered.

      She made a more wracking cough, retching through her chest. He immediately laid a hand along her arm, only separated by cloth. “I understand you not wanting to accelerate healing anymore.” He closed his eyes, searching for answers that weren’t behind his eyelids. “How much time do you think you lost?”

      “I don’t know.” Drea drew herself up, shaking out her hair. Three days ago it had been pure white. “We can fix the thread, but we cannot see the length.” She squeezed her fist tight, then opened her hand. “There are some things we are not meant to know.”

      “Thread,” Jamie repeated. Drea often spoke in metaphor, being well read, but this might be one of the times she was being literal. He still had a lot more to learn about fae magic.

      He took her hand, gripping it. He wasn’t any good with words; hopefully she felt what he meant. He didn’t want to let go. And he wasn’t, really. This was just a small trip. Viviane, long before they’d given Arthur Excalibur and dubbed her Lady of the Lake, had created a series of passages between Earth and the fae realms. They weren’t the only way to pass between the two, but they were the only ones that were relatively harmless, and there was a portal right on Drea’s grounds.

      “You knit threads. I’ll learn a bit more.” He flashed her a grin. She could not argue that he was still a complete novice in anything besides healing. At least that had come nicely and naturally. He’d studied medicine for years, so he had acute knowledge of human anatomy, how to recognize distress, and where to do the best good. Shaping the elements, that was different. “We’ll compare notes in a few days. Think you’ll be out of bed by then?”

      She blinked innocently at him. “Is that what the doctor recommends?”

      Jamie put a hand to her forehead, then withdrew it into his lap. “At this point, I’m likely never going to be one.”

      Drea shot up, grabbing his shoulder faster than he thought she was capable. “Then stay. Go back to university, finish your residency, and come back home. I should never have gotten you involved.”

      He put a hand on top of hers, hugging her to him. “Drea, I’m fine.”

      She poked his shoulder. “And how much time have you lost?”

      He winced, but not from the finger. “Less if someone would have explained properly that life shaping was an exchange.”

      “Moralynn was teaching you.”

      He raised a brow. “And whose fault was that?”

      Drea’s eyes softened. He almost wished they hadn’t. That little bit of fight reassured him she was getting better. “She taught me, and she learned from Merlin at his knee.”

      “Well, the curriculum has obviously changed.”

      She grumbled but didn’t break his gaze. “Without the power of the Phoenix, there isn’t a lot humans can do. There’s a reason they culled us all those years ago. Two novice healers isn’t enough for the mess that’s coming.”

      “Then you admit there is a mess?” Jamie pointed out. “Besides, the Phoenix isn’t lost.”

      Drea steadied herself and leaned against the headboard. “Adhomai is convinced he is Arthur reborn. But they’ve waited this long to do anything about it. He might not make another move in our lifetime, but he will eventually.” Her head sunk down. “And ashes from a sixteen centuries-old dead man are hard to find. Grail plate or no, the Phoenix is lost.”

      Jamie crossed his arms. “I thought we agreed that the sword was a possibility. People think he was immolated in death. There might be something.”

      “Might be… could isolate… Try this.” Drea spat the words at him. “Slim to nil, and again, not going to be during our lifetime.” Her eyes drifted to the door. “It might be a theoretical possibility you smiths want to study, but in a very practical sense, we’re done.” She gritted her teeth. “Why won’t you accept it?”

      They’d had variations of this discussion in the week since finding the grail, Adhomai’s betrayal, and escaping an erupting Mount Etna. It always led here. Jamie admitted it wasn’t instantaneously desirable to abandon everything to go learn weird lessons from alien creatures. But he was finally running towards something, and now he was forced to wonder if it was the right way. He’d always abandoned goals in the past. Now, the one time he was determined to focus on something, Drea wanted to walk away. Couldn’t she see how hard this was for him already?

      Wait, Drea wanted to walk. “Are you trying to convince me or yourself?”

      Her jaw dropped.

      Jamie groaned. “Drea, I’m sorry. You know that-”

      “No, it’s a fair point.”

      He opened his eyes. Her mouth was still open, but at least she looked less stunned.

      “I have been a shaper longer.” She reached for the pile of jewelry on her nightstand. It was all too heavy and rough by modern standards, a mix of dark metal bangles, rings, and earrings with large gems. They were really foci, bound with certain metals that had properties to allow people to shape elements. Created by a smith. That’s what I need to learn.

      She picked a copper ring studded with turquoise and spun it between her fingers. “I think we’ve got some time. Like I said, the fae don’t move fast—they don’t have to. They count centuries the way we count decades. Or at least, maybe the amount of decades humans used to live.” She held the ring between them, looking through it to Jamie. “It wouldn’t hurt to learn more, but we should discuss this further. Soon.”

      “You should visit when you’re feeling better,” he said, pushing the ring and her hand down.

      She shook her head. “No, you disappearing is one thing, if I do too-”

      Jamie took her hands. “They’ll think we’re fools in love?”

      She laughed, pulling one hand away. “I do have a few commitments that I’ve let lapse. I really ought to check on the store. The building was put back up weeks ago.”

      “I’ll come back for the reopening, then, if not sooner.” Jamie kissed the hand he still held. “And then you’ll come visit Llehfin?” He grabbed another trinket off her nightstand. This was a torc, a twist of metals and alloys containing all the reactive metals for shaping and a line of pearl to help with psyche.

      “Tell you what,” he said, “I’m going to work on figuring out how to fix this too. Something else for you to actually look forward to, instead of just me.” He winked, covering up the self-deprecation. Sometimes he did wonder how much she cared, especially now, as she recovered. Was she really drawing away from magic? Or was she using it as a way to push him away?

      “Deal.” She nodded, not offering a hand, but she smiled. “Just promise not to wreck it further. I hear you’re the youngest novice the Llehfin has ever had.”

      Jamie snorted. “That’s probably an understatement.”

      The wooden door crinkled. They both spun around, and Jamie noted the old-fashioned doorknob had been wrenched, as if twisted on itself. Before he could rise, the door pushed open.

      A sea monster stood in the doorway. Viviane’s head tentacles were low and calm, only one or two twitching. Their black eyes bore into him, hinting at hidden ocean depths no human ought to explore. He might be coming to better understand the fae, and was seeing past their strange constructions, but Viviane particularly spooked him. Compared to their gaze, their molted blue body was covered in strings of metal rings and piercings of multicolored gems like turquoise and one with varying green swirls.

      “I could not find you by the fountain.” Viviane’s eyes blinked, two layers, the inner one a horizontal pair. “I am sorry to interrupt. I heard voices…”

      Jamie spun, wringing the thicker tufts of his hair. “What if Janene or Phil saw you?”

      “Their eyes would disbelieve it.”

      “Not you, the door.” Jamie covered his mouth, realizing his voice might carry. “Come inside, quick.”

      Drea smiled and swung her legs over to the edge of the bed, but she did not rise. “Viviane, I’d prefer if you knock in the future. Sorry to keep Jamie longer; I didn’t realize he was expected precisely today.” She raised a brow.

      He shook his head. He’d been loose on timing, wanting to make sure Drea was on the mend before stepping away for any length of time.

      “I no longer touch wood,” Viviane answered. “While it would be a good exercise for Jamie to address the door, Alexandrea, if you could, so we can move along?”

      “I didn’t realize we were in a rush,” Jamie said, putting a hand on the antique iron. With a bit of concentration, he closed his eyes to imagine and interact with the mineral foci. He could at least straighten the mangled metal. Still, there was no way he had the skill to recreate the scroll work or do anything for the wood itself. “Really, I didn’t. Drea, could you help with this?”

      “One wouldn’t have to use shaping half so much if you didn’t modify the environment so casually,” she said.

      Drea picked up six thin stainless-steel bangles, each embedded with small chips of stones, and slid three of them onto each wrist. Her eyes fluttered as the wood began to resume a clean plane. The metal boiled.

      Viviane watched. “If you do not shape the fae wilds, they will shape you.”

      “You understand my concern, then?” While she faced Viviane, Jamie could feel her eyes on him as well. “There’s a reason I remained here under Moralynn’s tutelage. The fae realms are a dangerous place.”

      “Even more so now, Phoenix Sparked Heir.” Viviane had a tendency to name people by titles or designations. Jamie wished she hadn’t here. He could practically feel Drea’s flinch. “Oberon has declared all families, not just the ascended, are summoned to next season’s flare.”

      Jamie had no idea what that meant. Drea’s eyes narrowed, so he suspected that wasn’t good.

      “Raebyn didn’t take Adhomai seriously. Could they have changed their mind this fast? No.” She shook her head. “It must only be coincidence.”

      “It is not my place to worry the cause, only the outcome,” Viviane said.

      “Wiser words.” Jamie nodded to Viviane. “I’ll meet you by the fountain in five minutes?”

      Viviane blinked. “Why can we not exit together?”

      Jamie squeezed his eyes. “Please?”

      Viviane nodded to him, then to Drea. “Rest well. I look forward to our next meeting, Phoenix Sparked Heir.”

      After she left, Drea stood and offered her bungled hand. “Maybe we’ll reevaluate sooner rather than later?”

      Jamie took her hand, then pulled himself into her arms, hugging her tight. “You won’t stop me now?”

      “Not today,” she said, nuzzling her face into his shoulder. “Stay safe. Don’t force me to chase you, Jamie.”

      Jamie’s stomach fell out from him. Her trust and her love; he could feel it all. I better not screw this up.

      “If anything goes wrong, I’ll run towards you, and we’ll meet halfway.” Jamie laughed. “Well, more like three-quarters. I’m still faster than you, witch.”
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      For hours, Jamie danced around the Llehfin tunnels, almost like a mini orientation. At first he’d been a touch concerned about claustrophobia, but he should have remembered the Llehfin weren’t all compact dwarves like Gasperion. Also, they were craftsmen and shapers. The fae literally molded the land to fit their needs, though most of the time he was in the more stable parts of the mountain.

      The walls resembled the stone surfaces he scurried over when occasionally spelunking, but with none of the tightness. The space was open and rounded like tubes in an underground railway station, even with lines of lighting, which after some scrutiny he realized was literal fire. When he asked Lushdyn, his myrial guide pointed to the occasional red and green stones, chromium-rich gems that powered the environmental foci.

      He’d been given a peek into the top of one of the mine shafts. Here it was rough, as if someone had yanked whole pieces larger than Jamie away from the pocked surfaces.

      They’d been walking outside for a bit now, following a cobbled path along one edge of a mountain that faced others around a gorge. This space was more natural, aside from the occasional flat stone slab. With a wave of Lushdyn’s flipper, one swooshed aside, and Jamie realized the slabs were doors of a kind, sliding ones.

      The dour myrial extended their flipper towards the dark opening. “The apprentice workshops are closest to the mountain’s surface, lest there are accidents.” The way they looked over Jamie, they thought Jamie was likely to cause one. “Proceed.”

      Jamie, ready to start training, walked in but halted quickly. There was no light here like in the other tunnels. Before he could swing around towards the outside, the door slid closed.

      He blinked, as if that would summon the last bits of light that fled under the door. He tried to find Lushdyn, but either they hadn’t joined him in the workshop or had entered silently.

      Jamie didn’t want to randomly feel around, scared of what he might find, and his nose wasn’t helpful. The whole mountain smelled different.

      Jamie forced a chuckle. “Could someone turn a light on? In case you don’t know, humans can’t see too well in the dark.”

      He heard a click to his left and saw a brief spark, and the outline of teeth in someone’s head. He got sight of a fin before a waft of air extinguished the light. Was that a fae thing or a smith thing? Or do they embed foci in themselves? He gulped.

      “Then you are not a kind of oversized dwarf?” a thick voice asked.

      “Not enough hair,” another responded, but the first spoke over them.

      “We should not have to know what humans are or are not capable of.”

      “Lushdyn, others…” Jamie trailed off. He wasn’t sure how to address them, and fae seemed prickly about that. “It’s not like I know.”

      “A human sssssmith.” Jamie imagined the sibilant hiss of a snake’s thin tongue. “It issss difficult to believe you are a true one, even when my own eyes witnessed it.”

      Jamie couldn’t help but smirk. This was the reptilian fellow who had accompanied Gasperion to Drea’s when he’d agreed to the training. Gosh, that felt like months ago, not days.

      Snakey continued. “Are you sure your master was not manipulating you?”

      Jamie blinked and coughed. Strangely, it felt like there was more light behind his eyelids. He closed his eyes and focused more on hearing the other apprentices in the dark. “No doubt.” Moralynn’s contorted face played behind his eyes, from any of the times she’d essentially beat him, giving him reason to practice healing techniques. “But not in smithing. Trust me, she’d be here instead of me if she could.”

      He held out his hands and twitched his fingers one at a time, alternating between hands. The stone near his feet danced in unison.

      He heard another spark and flicked his eyes open toward it. A tiny ball of flame, no more than a couple centimeters in diameter, danced on the fingertips of what he thought was an elf. It wasn’t enough to see much further beyond their face.

      Lushdyn groaned. “Schinnina, control that.”

      Schinnina, presumably, tilted their face, revealing capped teeth. “There have been true human smiths. He must have been one of your ancestors, a Phoenix smith from early in Master Viviane’s life.”

      Jamie could almost read the query in her face, floating within the dark. Yes, something about the thick lashes and curve of the throat implied female. But the question distracted him. “It’s good to hear, but no, not likely. I’m not related to any Phoenix of old that I know of.”

      “But you are the Phoenix Sparked’s apprentice.”

      Jamie took a tentative step toward Schinnina, checking for obstacles, and when he didn’t trip, he took another, coming closer to the light. “That’s true, but I think that Phoenix business is more in Drea’s wheelhouse.” He blinked, but not from the close light. He already missed her. Why couldn’t she have come too? Had she gotten out of bed yet? He could barely have a proper conversation with these fae, let alone get to any lessons.

      Wind whipped around Jamie and towards the flame, but instead of going out, it flared up. Schinnina grinned, but Jamie gasped. A row of upright blades separated them, the increased light bouncing off their polished tips.

      He took a step back.

      Snakey hissed. “Schinnina, why are you wasting time with these inquires. Dignifying this. This is not how it is done.”

      Jamie stamped a foot in Snakey’s direction but didn’t shape the room. “Then tell me how it should be done. I am not trying to do wrong. I just don’t know.” He exhaled in short bursts and calmed the twitch forming in his upper lip.

      Snakey spoke. “Hyque, why have they not put him on a caravan in order to shadow? I do not understand.”

      A new, deeper voice countered him. “I did not know then we would be in charge of his initial training, Rannkin.”

      Jamie swung his head toward Hyque but could not see him in the dark. “Who would normally train new apprentices?”

      The room dimmed again, so Jamie looked to Schinnina’s reduced light. “It is worse, Jamie.” The flame ball bounced from finger to finger but left a small bit behind, becoming progressively smaller with each hop. “Not only are we charged with teaching you the basics, our own training has been suspended.”

      Jamie trailed his eyes in the direction of the four individual voices he’d heard in the room. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” His throat went dry. Was it the words or the enclosed space finally getting to him? “I will try my best, but I can’t promise I’ll learn this quickly.” He pulled his left hand into a fist. “There’s still a lot I don’t understand about shaping the elements, let alone how that translates to smithing.”

      When he’d stumbled into Drea’s magical life, he’d started training in life shaping, which was a kind of healing only humans could do. He rubbed his shoulders, not missing those beatings. He’d barely begun to learn elemental shaping, which was defined by someone using a foci to encourage or shift around the elements: water, earth, wind, and fire.

      Smithing was different, and rarer. Smiths created the foci that others used to do shaping. They also had a different kind of control of the elements, though apparently this wasn’t widely known or hadn’t been explored. Jamie really didn’t understand except to know he had weird abilities. If only he could learn to use them.

      He had been so anxious to learn everything originally, once he realized the visions didn’t make him crazy. He just saw a different side of the world. All that pushed Drea to teach him more, and he had learned it. Back during the fight at Mount Etna, when he wasn’t terrified out of his mind, he felt like a god spinning the few tricks he could, but now these Llehfin were treating him like a child.

      He heard a weird rustle, and Lushdyn spoke. He wondered if those were their tentacles thrashing. The young myrial had nothing on Viviane when it came to intimidation. “That is our problem, human. You do not have the life available to properly walk our path.”

      That was it. Jamie didn’t stamp his feet this time, but instead he grabbed a smidgen of Schinnina’s flame. He held it by his chin so they could all see his glare. “If you’re worried about time, then let’s get started. Sheesh,” he groaned. “I didn’t leave Drea just to be harassed. I thought you guys wanted this.”

      Hyque coughed. “That is because they wanted to honor the alliance with your master.”

      “I’m speaking now.” Jamie made a sharp motion with his hand, not that it did anything. Barring a fight, he couldn’t do anything to them, and he didn’t want to. Besides, psyche manipulation wasn’t something he’d ever practiced.

      “I stepped away from a perfectly good life,” Jamie said. Then he swallowed a bit. That was probably an exaggeration, but what did they know or care? He’d plunged head first into fae problems, how was his life otherwise? He thought things were good with Drea, but how much was just mutual need after the trauma of Adhomai’s betrayal? He’d even trashed his second-rate job to come out here. At least Rhys was still his buddy, despite Jamie’s disappearances.

      “I was doing good work, I had friends, I had…” He paused. What was the right word for him and Drea? “I am doing my part to support this alliance. Part of that was to train as a smith.”

      “Some alliance,” Rannkin said. “We are given a useless apprentice, and the elder, Master Viviane is still lost.”

      Jamie clapped his hands together and held up his fists. “She isn’t lost, just not here.” He cringed inwardly. Maybe that was putting it poorly. “You’re welcome to Earth anytime. Drea has a safe little spot. Or you could even traverse the Waterways itself; I’m sure Viviane would.” He paused again. He wasn’t sure about anything about Viviane. “Maybe she’d come to say hello there.”

      Hyque grumbled. “Do not use your crude words to refer to us.”

      “Crude?” Jamie sighed. “You’re going to have to be more specific. I don’t know what part you meant.”

      “She,” Schinnina answered. “Or he. Gender words. An oblique reference to your reproductive capabilities. We do not use such labels.”

      “Oh,” Jamie said, momentarily at a loss. He would never have imagined having this conversation with mythical creatures from ancient times. “I’m sorry. I hadn’t thought of that. What words do you prefer?” He tensed in anticipation. What complicated new word that he wouldn’t use correctly or pronounce properly were they going to throw at him?

      “‘They’ is fine,” Lushdyn answered. “Though fae or fair folk is good for large groups, typically.”

      Rannkin hissed. “More properly, folk are named for their race first, then family allegiance or role, if either or both are apparent, and of course any titles if they are well known enough.”

      Jamie blinked, more than a little relieved it was as simple as that. “I’ll try to keep that in mind. So Viviane is ‘they,’ or something more like ‘respected elder’?”

      Things were happening too fast, and he couldn’t even speak right. He didn’t quite understand the full repercussions of the alliance.

      “Yes, that is better.” Schinnina quenched their flame. “The battle may not come in your lifetime, Jamie. We have more than a rabbit’s life to consider actions here.”

      “We are not the force we once were,” Lushdyn said. “Our numbers have only dwindled. We recruit, but none are born here.”

      Jamie shifted towards where he thought Lushdyn stood, letting them see his face even if he could not perceive Lushdyn’s in the dark. “I didn’t think you folk had births here?”

      “No reincarnates have come to Llehfin in a long time. That is something your master can do for us. That is the real value of this alliance.” There was no contempt in Lushdyn’s words. They were quiet, sad, defeated.

      Jamie gritted his teeth but forced the annoyance away. If all they needed were a few fae souls, then why was he here? His was but one life, compared to how many? But this wasn’t an argument Lushdyn or the others needed to hear.

      “How long has it been like that?”

      Schinnina whispered. “Since the master Viviane was lost to us.”

      Hyque’s baritone rumble bounced within the room. “That was seasons before your golden age.”

      Jamie raised a brow. “Golden?”

      “Camelot, Arthur, Merlin…” Hyque continued. “The last true Phoenix.”

      Jamie squinted at Hyque. “How old are you?”

      Rannkin interrupted. “I was recruited over twelve hundred seasons ago.”

      Jamie rocked back on his heels. “I had no idea.” He shook his head and extended his hands. “Perhaps we got off on the wrong f— appendage?” He extended both hands outward. “What can I do to help?”

      A plain hand came to rest in his left, but Rannkin’s scaled claw swatted his right hand away. “You are not here to help. You are here as hostage, to hold Moralynn to her agreement.”

      Smells of spice and scale assaulted Jamie as Rannkin drew close, their lizard face drawing into his vision.

      “And no new comrades have arrived.”

      Jamie swallowed down the spicy tang that choked his throat and leaned forward, putting him eye to eye with the komodrian. “If I am only a hostage, then why am I here with you in the dark, taking up your valuable training time?”

      Jamie turned his face to spit on the floor, hoping he wouldn’t ruin anything, but he also took the opportunity to swivel his head about. Every time he moved he lost track of where the others were, but it was a small space, and he only had to make a full revolution to make sure they all saw his eyes. “Tell me why.”

      Silence and stillness. He couldn’t tell who was where. They refused to respond.

      Jamie relaxed his stance. “You don’t know, either, do you? That’s right, you’re the apprentices; why would you have a clue?” Jamie groaned and continued speaking before that raised their ire. “Well, I don’t know things, either, so we’re in the same boat. The same.” He punctuated the words by crashing two fists together.

      “If I’m only here to be here, I’m not going to stay still.” Or stay. As much as he wanted Drea to come on her own accord, he’d already decided he’d have to visit her first. And if the Llehfin were going to try to hold him, she needed to be as far away as possible. He spoke over a grumble from Lushdyn. “Look, I’m sorry they’re holding you back on my account. Help me learn what’s right, how it’s done, and I’ll get out of your way. It sounds like the sooner I figure stuff out, the sooner I’m not your bother. So help me get there.” He looked to where he thought Schinnina was, since they seemed the most sympathetic so far. “Let’s train.”

      The now-familiar crackle preceded another spark of light. They smiled. “He has a point. Come now, Lushdyn, anything more would be just stalling for spite.” They blinked their green eyes. “And Hyque, Rannkin, a little review would not hurt either of you.” They still held the small fire in their hand, but lowered it, their hand hovering above their chest, casting a strange back light as they bowed their head. “I believe we are now ready to start, Jamie.”

      They opened their palm, and light flew into sconces around the room.

      The cavern was larger than Jamie had realized. The ceiling was composed of an almost ceramic pattern of tiles, but not strict squares. Different shapes, haphazard when alone but fitting together, curled in pleasing twists that surrounded holes. Probably vents of some sort.

      The five apprentices stood in an open space between a long work table and the row of swords he’d almost crashed into. Lushdyn, he knew, was a fish monster like Viviane, called a myrial. There was a dwarf, as he suspected, based on the comments, though they stood shorter and squatter than the movies portrayed. Schinnina’s green eyes were the only bits of color in a blanched body he thought might be an elf. Rannkin he now recognized as one of the walking lizards, though with a less pronounced snout.

      Once he’d taken a good look at them and memorized their faces in case the light faded again, he swung his gaze around the room. One spark danced but did not alight any of the coals surrounding it within a gaping opening in the stone. Perhaps that wasn’t part of the cave, but something else within. His eyes trailed to the huge accordion paddles to the side, and it occurred to him this was an actual forge.

      Jamie took a step back, putting his hands on the workbench and turning to take in more of the workroom. The walls that did not contain the—was that a hearth, maybe?—were covered in tools of all odd shapes and sizes. Vats and basins of varying sizes flanked the hearth. A raised anvil that sat parallel to the hearth surprised him. It looked like those he saw in cartoons, but its familiarity just made the place more alien. Why would they use something so similar?

      “How much do you recognize?”

      Jamie laughed at Schinnina. “Seriously? I think I’ve seen the anvil on the telly, but I’ve never touched anything like this.”

      Lushdyn stepped around the row of blades to reach the anvil and ran a protective hand over it. “He has trained as a shaper, not a smith. He will not know a thing in here.”

      Schinnina shrugged, their blond hair pooling over their shoulders. “It did not hurt to ask. He wanted to know how things are done, so we should ask.”

      Hyque puttered toward a corner to the right and pulled out a ladder, which they climbed and then swiveled around to set and face the rest of them at a more equal height. A steel bit on their belt shone in the low light, or more accurately, the small chains running along it twinkled. “I will admit, not everything was familiar when I first came. My village smithy was wrecked during an invasion, so I was working with pretty primitive stuff.”

      Jamie gaped. Was Hyque trying to share with him? Jamie closed his eyes. The remark sounded strange and yet so human. There weren’t invasions where he lived, but something about his tone sounded like a country chap talking about the transition to boarding school. It wasn’t just they had lived longer—they had actual lives. Jamie wanted them to take him seriously, but had he given them full consideration in return?

      He walked to the hearth, taking a closer look as he spoke. “I didn’t realize there would be an actual forge.”

      Rannkin snorted. “We are smiths.” There was an edge to Rannkin’s words, but it felt more like sarcasm than scorn.

      Jamie answered in kind. “Yes, the only literal thing I’ve run into in this world so far. Who knew?”

      The komodrian grinned back, and Jamie held firm, not letting himself jump at the full row of sharp teeth.

      Schinnina came round too and placed a hand on the hearth while facing Jamie. “Best to start at the beginning. Who knows, if you pick it up quick enough, we might even allow you to kindle a proper fire today.”

      Jamie ran his hand along the exterior of the forge but halted where the bellows connected. “You guys use shaping to run the equipment, right?”

      Lushdyn grinned, their ink black eyes blinking. “We are recruited as smiths, not shapers. You should learn the basics first, to fully appreciate what you will be doing when you tap into the elements later.”

      Jamie rotated his shoulders. “Okay, let’s do this.”
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      Alexandrea sat in the small courtyard, tucked away inside her home. The space was cleverly hidden by folds in the architecture that carved just a bit from each of the rooms to fit the almost four-by-four-meter garden. The flowers had lost their petals, and the ground cover was turning to brown, but in high bloom, it was a lovely place. It was dominated by a fountain, marble and mundane, tiled in a myriad of colored glass bits that reflected as the sun caressed them.

      The only shaping that hid it was from the top. Boderien had crafted a foci long ago that perpetuated the illusion. Funny, she never asked how. Or why. It was only in modern times that the inconsistency became an issue.

      But they were gone, so she’d never have the chance. Moralynn was probably gone too. She hadn’t returned since Etna. Hadn’t checked on her or helped with her injuries.

      Alexandrea peeked into the fountain, but only her reflection showed back, a strange mixture of modern and mythical. Her pixie face might have been what humans thought the faeries looked like, but without the actual haunting beauty of the fae. The glasses, flushed face, and collared shirt surrounded by a sweater ruined much of it. There was barely a foci on her besides her bangles.

      As she continued to gaze into the fountain’s waters, she knew there was more beneath, but dare she go through? Jamie had only been gone a few days, and he’d promised to return, but she didn’t have to wait. On the other hand, she had still avoided town. She floated between her magical and mundane lives, too shy to pursue either right now.

      Alexandrea splashed the water, marring her reflection, and strode back into the house and her office. She could find no more peace in the garden. She ran a line along a seam in the stones, and they shifted, reverting into the only spot of the room without shelves. She pulled the tapestry over it and curled into her favorite chair, a plush leather chocolate brown wing chair. The cheap touristy threads replicating the Bayeux tapestry seemed out of place in the mixture of stark modern lines against the medieval stones, but she dared not use something more befitting that would be moved more frequently.

      Besides, she barely saw it when she looked at it, knowing what lay behind. It was any wonder it was difficult to ignore magic, though she knew it was the logical thing to do. But it permeated her life, or at least her house. She squeezed her eyes, almost surprised at the lack of moisture.

      What was there to do? There was no grail to hunt, nothing to watch being created. No fae to babysit, no lessons from Moralynn.

      Alexandrea fingered the curve of her neck where her torc once lay. Would Jamie really fix it? Did she even want him to? Even broken, it had been somewhat of a foci, and in her head she felt a companion to Moralynn’s mantle, a sign of her purpose as Phoenix Sparked Heir.

      But that was all done now.

      “Are you ill?”

      She lifted her head. Phil was at the door. She hadn’t heard him at all. “No, thank you.”

      She eyed the elderly man. A strange fixture in her life, he had cared for the estate since well before she was born. Per the wishes of her dead parents, he would continue to, regardless of Alexandrea’s desire for privacy. Luckily adults didn’t have the imagination to perceive the fae, in most cases. “I’m sorry, did you need something back here?”

      Phil’s thin lips made the slightest down turn. She could only tell because it pulled at the small dusting of gray hair that hung from his upper lip. “I know it’s not my job, but I’m worried.”

      “Oh, about what?” Alexandrea straightened up in the chair so she could face him better.

      “You’ve been too quiet, Alexandrea.” His eyes seemed to hesitate on something behind her, but then they swept the room, looking all over. “The house feels too empty. Until a few minutes ago, I could have sworn I was alone in here. Yet here you sit. Too quiet.”

      It was more true than Phil realized. Boderien, the last life smith who had been assisting Moralynn, had been a fixture for centuries in her family’s home, though only some of her ancestors knew it. More recently, Adhomai…

      Alexandrea didn’t finish that thought. Jamie had been around an awful lot to develop his skills, and Phil would have seen him clearly. She’d actually been surprised Phil and Janene had no concerns about Jamie’s frequent visits. Perhaps they still thought of them as children, recalling how they used to run all over the estate.

      She caught his green eyes boring into her. He expected a response. “Yes, it does feel empty.”

      “Then I ask you this, Miss Alexandrea: What are you going to do about it?”

      It was the same question that plagued her. She didn’t need it from Phil too. She turned away, gazing at her bookshelves.

      “Alexandrea.” Phil tapped the back of the chair. “May I suggest something?”

      She looked back to him. “Yes, of course.”

      “You’re not going to find the answer in those books.”

      She blinked. “Huh?”

      Phil swept a hand toward the shelves. “You already know those stories. You need to tell your own.”

      This philosophical turn from Phil puzzled her. She furrowed her brow, trying to figure out what he meant.

      He frowned, a full clear one, his eyes lidding. “Please do not make me shoo you out, Miss Alexandrea. It would be undignified.”

      She smiled. “For you or me?”

      Now Phil refused to respond.

      She tried not to laugh. The look on Phil’s face was simply perfect. Maybe she shouldn’t take things so seriously. No one else knew what had been at stake.

      “Okay.” She bounced out of the chair. “I’ll go into town to check on the store.”
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      Would Phil be disappointed if he realized she was staring again?

      The replacement structure for her store and the adjacent tea shop had come along well. The town had decided to maintain the novelty, so a wooden building stood once again among the sea of stone of the town. She could have started furnishing the interior and restocking by now, but the space remained starkly empty, clear through the recreated bay window.

      There hadn’t been any time to focus on in it between grail searching, Jamie’s lessons, and minding Adhomai. Now she wasn’t sure she had the heart. A business owner, she was not. It was more a place she could gather other lovers of literature and tell stories.

      But it wasn’t just her decision. Insurance had covered some of the lost wages, so she could cover her clerks’ pay during reconstruction, but that had run out. It wasn’t their fault they’d trusted a half-crazed bard; they shouldn’t lose their jobs because of her fickleness. They didn’t know about magic and how real the legends were, but they loved words too. It’d be a shame to force them into other work.

      And yet, Alexandrea couldn’t bear to look at the store or make any call about it.

      What a waste of a trip. She made her way
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