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			Part One

		
	
		
			THE HUMAN WORLD

			
	

A long, long time ago

			It was almost time.

			I peeked out of the bushes and grinned. The stage was nearly set. In the tiny, sun-dappled clearing beyond the trees, the crystal-clear pool glimmered, attracting all manner of life to its sparkling waters. A herd of spotted deer bent graceful necks to the surface under the watchful eye of a great stag, standing tall at the edge of the pond. A few rabbits hopped through the bracken scattered through the clearing, and a family of squirrels scolded each other in the branches of a large gnarled oak. Birds sang, wildlife meandered, and the wind gently rustled the leaves overhead. It was a blissful, picturesque woodland scene, a perfectly peaceful day in the human realm.

			Boring, boring, boring.

			I smiled, reached into my shirt, and pulled the pan flute into the light. It was my own design; I’d spent several days gathering hollow reeds, cutting them, binding them together, and making sure the tone was perfect. Now I was going to see what it could do.

			Drawing glamour from the forest around me, I raised the flute to my lips and blew out a single note.

			The clear, high sound cut through the stillness of the woods, arcing over the grove, and all the animals clustered around the pond jerked up, eyes wide and nostrils flaring. The rabbits sat up, ears twitching back and forth. The deer raised their heads, dark eyes huge as they gazed around, ready to flee. The squirrels’ tails flicked as they clung to the branches, their chittering voices silenced.

			In the sudden stillness, I took a deep breath, gathering my magic, and began playing.

			The melody rose into the air, cheerful and fast-paced. It swirled around the pond, into the ears of every living creature. For a moment, none of them moved.

			Then, one of the rabbits began tapping its foot. The others followed, thumping their hind legs in tune to the rhythm, and the deer began tossing their heads to the music. In the branches, the squirrels bobbed, tails twitching back and forth, keeping time, and the birds added their voices to the song. I bit down a smile and played louder, faster, drawing in more glamour and releasing it into the notes trilling through the forest.

			With a bugle, the ancient stag reared up, tossing his huge antlers, and bounded gracefully to the center of the clearing. His sharp hooves pawed the grass, gouging the earth, as he stepped and leaped with the music. As one, his herd joined him, cavorting to his side, and the rabbits began flinging themselves in wild arcs around the stomping deer. My glee soared; this was working better than I had hoped. It was all I could do to keep playing and not let the song drop because of the enormous grin wanting to stretch my face.

			Rising from the bushes, I walked toward the grove, the pan flute moving rapidly under my lips, the song rising and the magic soaring in response. My feet itched, and I started to move them, dancing to the center of the clearing. Filling my lungs, I played as loudly as I could, my body moving almost on its own, leaping and twirling and spinning through the air. And all around me, the forest creatures danced as well, hooves and horns and furry bodies barely missing me as they bounced and cavorted in a frantic circle, hurling themselves around the grove with wild abandon. I lost myself in the music, in the excitement and ecstasy, as I danced with the forest.

			I didn’t know how long the melody went on; half the time my eyes were closed and I was moving on pure instinct. But at last, as the song reached a crescendo, I sensed it was time to bring it to a close. With one final, soaring note, the melody died away, the wild emotions faded, and the whirlwind of magic swirling through the grove fluttered out, returning to the earth.

			Panting, I lowered my arms. Around me, my fellow dancers also came to shuddering stops, breathing hard. The great stag stood a few feet away, antlered head bowed, legs and flanks trembling. As I watched, he quivered and collapsed, white foam bubbling from his mouth and nostrils as his head struck the ground. One by one, the rest of the herd crumpled as well, some gasping wide-eyed for breath, some lying motionless in the dirt. Scattered around them, furry lumps of rabbits lay in the churned mud. I looked at the trees and saw the squirrels and birds lying at the bases of the trunks, having fallen from their perches once the music ceased.

			I blinked. Well, that was unexpected. How long had I been playing, anyway? I looked at the sky through the branches and saw clouds streaked with orange, the sun hovering low on the horizon. I’d come to this grove and played the very first note early this morning. It seemed our wild revel had lasted the entire day.

			Huh. I scratched the back of my head. Well, that’s disappointing. I guess I can’t push these mortal beasts too aggressively, or they just collapse. Hmm. Tapping the fingers of one hand against my arm, I gazed at the pan flute in the other. I wonder if humans would do any better?

			“Boy.”

			The deep, lyrical voice came from behind me, and a ripple of magic shivered through the air. I felt a stab of annoyance that someone had been watching my revel; that was why I’d chosen to do this in the human world, after all—so I could worry less about curious eavesdroppers.

			I turned and saw a procession of horses at the edge of the clearing, watching me from the trees. The mounts were fey creatures, lighter and much more graceful than their mortal counterparts, their hooves barely touching the ground. The riders atop them were sidhe knights, clad in armor of leaves, vines, and branches woven together. Part of the Summer Court, I realized. I’d seen them before, as well as the knights of the Winter Court. I’d even played with a few of them in the wyldwood, though they never realized the cause of all their small, annoying mishaps was a forest boy too insignificant to notice.

			But the rider at the front of the procession had definitely noticed me, and he was impossible to miss, too. His mount was bright gold, brighter than any mortal steed, but the noble atop it outshone even his mount. He was dressed in armor of green and gold, with a cloak made of blooming vines that left flowers where he passed. Long silver hair flowed from under the huge antlered crown that rested on his brow, and the piercing green eyes beneath it were fixed solely on me.

			Why was he here? Had he heard my music and been drawn to the sound? That was unfortunate. I tried to avoid catching the eye of the Summer Court, particularly this faery. I hadn’t been doing anything wrong; the fey cared little as to what happened in the mortal world. The deaths of a few forest creatures meant nothing to them.

			But attracting the attention of one of the most powerful faeries in the Nevernever was a dangerous game. Depending on his mood, he might demand that I “gift” him the thing I’d worked so hard on, play the pipes for him and his knights for as long as he was amused, or entertain them all by becoming the next hunt. The fey lords were notoriously unpredictable, and I treated them as I would a sleeping dragon: it was okay to tiptoe around and steal their gold, as long as they didn’t see you.

			But now, the dragon had spotted me.

			The sidhe gentry nudged his mount, and the horse stepped into the clearing, striding across the grass until beast and rider loomed before me. I stood my ground and gazed up defiantly at the noble, who was watching me with appraising eyes.

			“So young,” he mused. “And such an impressive use of glamour. What is your name, boy?”

			“Robin.”

			“And where are your parents, Robin?”

			I shrugged. “I live by myself. In the wyldwood.” I couldn’t remember my parents, if I’d even had them. My earliest memory was the tangle of the wyldwood, foraging for food and shelter, learning the skills I needed to survive. But even though I was alone, I’d never felt like I didn’t belong. The forest, the wyldwood, was my home. That was how it always had been.

			“Hmm.” The tall noble didn’t press the question. He observed me in silence for another moment, his face giving nothing away. “Do you know who I am, boy?” he asked instead.

			This time, I nodded. “You’re King Oberon.” It was obvious; everyone knew who the Summer King was, though I’d never seen him in person. It didn’t matter. I had never seen Queen Mab, ruler of the Winter Court, either, but I was certain I would know her if I did.

			“Yes,” the Seelie King agreed. “I am indeed. And I could use someone of your talents in Seelie territory.” He raised a hand, indicating me with long, elegant fingers. “You have power—raw, unfettered Summer magic rivaling some of my strongest allies in the court. Such a gift should not go to waste in the wyldwood. You should not be living in the forest like a beast, singing to birds and squirrels. You should be part of the greatest court in the Nevernever. What say you, Robin?” The king regarded me with eyes like pale green frost. “Would you like to become part of the Seelie Court?”

			Part of the Seelie Court?

			Curiosity battled defiance. I was intrigued, of course. Living by myself in the wyldwood meant I could come and go as I pleased, but it was getting a bit lonely. I wanted to talk to people, others of my kind, not just forest creatures and the occasional scatterbrained piskie. And of the two courts, Summer territory sounded much more pleasant than the frozen, hostile land of Winter.

			Still, it was never a good idea to take the first offer. Even I, with my limited knowledge of bargains and deals, knew that much.

			“I like it in the forest.” I crossed my arms and smiled at the king. “Why should I go live at the Summer Court?”

			The Seelie King smiled, as if he’d expected that answer. “Because, Robin, I am king.” He spoke the phrase like it was the most important fact in the world. “And as King of the Seelie, I can give you whatever your heart desires. I can grant you power, wealth, the love of as many hearts as you wish.” He paused when I wrinkled my nose. “But I can see you are not interested in these things. Perhaps, then, this would be of note. I have many enemies, Robin. Both within the court and without. From time to time, these enemies need to realize that they cannot underestimate the sovereignty of Summer. If you join me... Well, let us say you will have plenty of opportunities to practice your magic on things other than common forest beasts.”

			Now that sounded interesting. I glanced back at the pond, at the motionless bodies surrounding it. Poor dumb animals. I hadn’t meant to harm them, but it seemed normal creatures were very fragile. I would love to try some of my ideas on sturdier creatures, maybe even a few fey, and Oberon was dangling that big, bright carrot in front of me. He seemed to know exactly what I wanted. The only question was, did I care?

			“So, Robin of the Wyldwood,” King Oberon went on, peering down at me from his horse. “What is your decision? Will you join my court? I will name you court jester, and you can play your tricks and practice your magic without boundaries. All I ask is that you do me a small service from time to time. Do we have a deal?”

			Something nagged at me, a feeling that this agreement wasn’t quite what I thought it was. I’d made deals before, but they were with piskies and sprites and a couple local dryads. Never with someone as important as the ruler of the Seelie Court. Was I missing something? This did seem a little too good to be true.

			I hesitated a moment more, then shrugged. Then again, why not join the Summer Court? What was the worst that could happen? I was aching for something new, and if I was under the protection of King Oberon himself, think of all the pranks and tricks I could play without fear of retribution.

			This was going to be fun.

			“All right,” I agreed, grinning up at Oberon, who raised a thin silver brow in return. “You have a deal, King. I’ll join the Summer Court, as long as I get to practice my magic and play as many tricks as I want.”

			“Excellent.” Oberon nodded and raised both hands. “Then I name you Robin Goodfellow, jester of the Summer Court,” he announced in sudden, booming tones, and the branches of the trees shook, as if acknowledging his declaration. Lowering his arms, the Summer King gazed down at me with a sudden, almost proud smile. “Welcome to the Seelie Court, Robin Goodfellow. Wear your name proudly. Perhaps someday the world will come to know it as well.”
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			PUCK IN THE MARKET

			
	

Present day

			I love the goblin market.

			I mean, don’t get me wrong, the market is super sketchy and dangerous. Make the wrong deal, agree to the wrong bargain, and you’ll find yourself cursed or enslaved for a thousand years. Or under contract to give away your firstborn kid (not that I have any). Or in possession of a thing that wasn’t quite what you were expecting, in that it tries to eat your face off every now and again.

			You can find anything in the goblin market. Need a potion that will make someone fall in love with you? There’s a vendor on every corner that will sell you one. Want to buy a lamp with a genie inside that will grant you three wishes? The goblin market has you covered; turns out genies aren’t quite as rare as everyone thinks.

			What they neglect to mention is that the love potion you bought will make your target psychotically obsessed with you, and the genie will grant your wish in the most twisted and sadistic way possible, because that’s just what they do. And this is after you’ve bargained away your soul or your voice or your best friend. The prices at the goblin market are high—mostly too high—for anyone to pay without massive regrets.

			So yeah, the goblin market equals dangerous. Dangerous, risky...and tempting. Because that’s the allure, isn’t it? What’s life without a little danger? And Robin Goodfellow never backs down from a challenge.

			It was midnight as I strolled through the weed-covered gates of the abandoned amusement park, the grounds silver and black under the light of the full moon. Beyond the fence, I could see the rusted hull of the Ferris wheel silhouetted against the sky, looming over the trees. Straight ahead, an ancient carousel sat silently in the dirt, its once-bright horses flaking and chipped, paint and plaster scattered around the platform. An old popcorn booth rested close by, the glass shattered, all the kernels long nibbled away by rats or crows or roaches.

			Pulling up the hood of my green sweatshirt I headed into the park.

			The sounds and smells of the market drifted to me. Surrounding the carousel and scattered through the dusty yard, hundreds of tents, carts, booths, stalls, and tables of every size turned the flat, open space into a miniature labyrinth. Crowds of fey milled through the aisles, faeries of every shape, size, and court, from Summer to Winter to the wyldwood, as the goblin market was neutral ground and everyone was welcome as long as they could pay.

			The vendors at the various booths came in every shape and size as well. A green, pointy-eared goblin stood beside a table selling dice sets of carved bone. A few tents down, a Summer gentry brushed her collection of cloaks, all made of leaves, feathers, or spiderwebs. The smell of grilled meat filled the air, coming from a spit with an entire boar spinning slowly over the flames, a lanky gray troll turning the handle. Its beady red eyes caught sight of me and widened, and its sinewy body straightened in alarm.

			With a grin, I ducked my head and melted into the crowd. As fun as pissing off a troll could be, the aftermath would probably cut my visit to the market short. For once, I was just browsing, not on any official business, and I wasn’t ready to leave.

			The ground under my boots became packed and hard as I walked down the center fairway. Vendors called to the crowd, hawking their wares: herbs and crystals, weapons and trinkets, dragons’ blood, hens’ teeth, hairpins made of sculpted ice, potions, magic beans, faery dust, and everything in between. I hesitated at a table selling beads that would turn into mice if they got wet, my brain spinning with hilarious ideas, but I shook my head with a frown.

			Stop it, Goodfellow. You’re already in pretty hot water with Titania, I reminded myself. Making her tub explode with rodents while she’s taking a bath would get the hounds and the knights and those creepy spriggan assassins sent after you. It’s probably not worth it.

			Pause.

			Nah, it’s totally worth it.

			“Robin Goodfellow?”

			I winced and turned. Across the aisle, a crinkle-faced gnome whose white hair looked like a miniature sheep was sleeping on her head peered at me over a long, low table. The counter before her was lined with green, longneck bottles that, even from several paces away, let off a heady sweet smell that could make a lesser faery slightly dizzy.

			I grinned and stepped up to the table, putting my fingers to my lips. “Shh, Marla. Don’t say my name too loudly. I’m incognito tonight.”

			“Incognito.” The ancient gnome scowled, making her eyes nearly disappear into the folds of her face. “In a heap of trouble, more likely. What are you doing here, you terrible thing? And get away from my bottles. The last thing I need is for my wine to somehow make its way into the livestock tents. I can just see the nobles’ carriages veering into ditches and trees because their horses are all suddenly very drunk.”

			“What?” I blinked at her, wide-eyed. “That happened at only one Elysium, and no one could prove what went wrong.” The biannual event where the faery courts came together to discuss politics and review treaties while parading around in fancy clothes was just as boring as it sounded. For my own sanity, I made it a point to spice things up every once in a while. “Though come on, admit that watching Mab’s carriage walk in circles the whole way out was hilarious.”

			“I will admit no such thing,” the wine vendor snapped, and jabbed a withered finger in my direction. “Only that you are an incorrigible troublemaker and always up to no good. I don’t know why Lord Oberon hasn’t banished you permanently.”

			“Well, he keeps trying.” I shrugged, grinning at her. “But never sticks. I guess I’m just too charming. I’ve been banished from the Nevernever...what, three times now? Or, is it four? Eh, it doesn’t matter. Eventually, he always orders me to come back. Funny how that happens.”

			It happened because I was far too useful to keep away for long, and Oberon knew it. And while it was comforting, in its own twisted way, that the Summer King would never truly get rid of me, there were times when I wished I could be free, even if that would leave me homeless.

			The gnome shot me a dark look, and I gave her a dreamy, overexaggerated smile. “Between us, I think Titania secretly misses me too much.”

			Marla snorted. “If the Summer Queen heard you say that, there’d be lightning storms for a month,” she muttered, then straightened in alarm. “Wait, you were looking at Ugfrig’s wares a moment ago,” she exclaimed. “Don’t tell me you were contemplating the mouse beads.”

			“Well...”

			A snuffle interrupted us. I looked down to see a small, brown-and-white dog gazing up at me, stub tail wagging. It was cute, in a scraggly, ankle-biter kind of way. But I could see the copper gears, cogs, and pistons poking through its fur that marked it as a creature of the Iron Court. A clockwork hound. Or terrier, I supposed. A pair of flight goggles on its head glittered in the moonlight as the dog gazed up at me and whined.

			I smiled. “Hey, pooch,” I greeted. “Where did you come from?” It gave a small, hopeful yap, and I shrugged. “I don’t have any gears you can munch on, sorry.”

			Marla gazed over the edge of the table and recoiled like I was talking to a giant cockroach. “Abomination!” she spat, and the clockwork terrier cringed at the sound of her voice. “Get out of here, monster! Shoo!”

			The small creature fled, gears and pistons squeaking as it scurried away and vanished around a booth.

			I frowned. “Well, it’s a good thing you scared it off. It looked terribly vicious.”

			“It was of the Iron Realm,” the gnome muttered, wrinkling her nose. “It belongs to the Iron faery that set up shop in the goblin market. Horrible creature. They shouldn’t be allowed.”

			“Wait, there’s an Iron faery here? In the market?” I was surprised. Though there was no law that barred the Iron fey from the goblin market, in the early days most of the traditional fey would not have tolerated their presence. Recently, however, it had been officially decreed that the goblin market was open to all fey, including the faeries of the Iron Realm. This was at the Iron Queen’s insistence, because the faeries of Summer and Winter welcomed change as well as an old cat welcomed a new puppy. But this was the first I’d heard of one setting up shop.

			“Where is this Iron faery?” I asked.

			The gnome gave a disapproving sniff. “In a tent on the far edge of the market,” she replied, stabbing a finger in that direction. “Beneath the old Ferris wheel. At least it has the good sense to keep away from the rest of us.” She eyed me in a critical manner. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that you would want to associate with those abominations.”

			“Nope, that’s me. I love hanging around abominations.” I grinned at her sour expression, though truthfully, I was surprised at the venom coming from the tiny gnome. Though the Iron fey still faced fear and distrust from the rest of the Nevernever, most residents of Faery had accepted they were here to stay. “But, uh, you are aware that we’ve been at peace with the Iron Court for years now, right? And that their queen is kind of a good friend of mine?”

			She snorted. “I don’t mind the Iron Queen,” she stated. “Or the rest of them, as long as they stay within their own borders. But I don’t want to have to worry about Iron fey when I’m in the goblin market. Or anywhere that isn’t the Iron Realm.” Marla shook a finger at me. “The next time you see the Iron Queen, you should tell her to keep her subjects within her own territory, not allow them to wander where they please, terrorizing normal fey.”

			“Well, this has been a riveting conversation, but I’m afraid I have to go.” I stepped back from the counter, smoothly avoiding a collision with a dwarf, who grumbled at me under his beard. Tugging my hood up farther, I glanced at Marla over the bottles of wine and offered my best disarming smile. “I’m off to find this Iron vendor and send them your well wishes.”

			She sighed, shaking her head. “This will be ignored I’m sure, but be careful, Robin. You might be in the good graces of the Iron Queen, but none of those things can be trusted.”

			“Careful?” I grinned. “I’m Robin Goodfellow. When am I not careful?”

			She rolled her eyes, and I left, melting back into the crowds of the goblin market.

			Well, that was weird. I wonder what’s up? Did a gremlin spit in her wine or something?

			I wasn’t naive. I knew there were those in the Nevernever that still hated and feared Meghan’s subjects; I just hadn’t expected to run into such blatant hostility here. In the market, you left all grudges, feuds, and personal vendettas behind. It was how a Summer sidhe and a Winter gentry could browse side by side without killing each other. Or why a halfling could walk past a motley of redcaps without fear of having their limbs ripped off. One did not tamper with the sanctity of the market, especially since many of the vendors sold some of the most dangerous, rare, and questionable items in the entire world of Faery. Make trouble here, and the least that could happen was being banned for life. Not even I would risk pissing off the goblin market.

			Regardless, that seemed a bit extreme. It’s not like the Iron fey have threatened anyone since the war with Ferrum.

			I made my way through scattered booths and tents, ignoring the vendors that called to me. A persistent kobold latched on to my sleeve, squawking something about his fine tools; I turned my head and grinned at him beneath my hood, and he let go like he’d grabbed a scorpion.

			Finally, the crowds thinned, and the booths and tents fell away until I stood beneath the rusted hulk of the Ferris wheel, which groaned softly as the wind blew through the metal frame.

			Straight ahead, in the shadow of the derelict ride, stood a strange setup that was part carnival stall, part wagon, part junkyard. The booth sat on four rusty wheels and looked like it had been slapped together with corrugated metal and duct tape. Boxes, crates, and flimsy metal shelves surrounded it, blinking with strands of Christmas lights, and a neon pink sign flashed OPEN against the wall of the booth. Another sign, this one made of wood and iron, had been jammed into the ground near the entrance. Cricket’s Collectables, it read in bold copper letters. Trinkets, Gadgets, Oddities.

			A low growl echoed from the shadows as I approached the booth, and a pair of clockwork hounds, these much bigger than the brown-and-white terrier from earlier, slid from between crates and boxes to stare at me. They looked like rottweilers, the gears and cogs in their fur spinning lazily as they came forward.

			“Oh hey, guys.” I stopped, raising a hand to the dogs, who eyed me with flat, unfriendly gazes. “I come in peace. I’m not going to snitch your stuff.” They continued to shoot me baleful looks, and I offered a weak smile. “Um... I’ll trade you safe passage for a squeaky bone.”

			“Ooh, a customer.” The door of the stall opened, and a figure emerged, the small brown-and-white dog at her heels. The two clockwork hounds immediately turned and trotted back into the shadows, becoming one with the piles of junk surrounding the stall.

			“Howdy, stranger.” The figure strode toward me, beaming a bright, toothy smile. She was small and willowy, with long pointed ears and bright copper hair that seemed metallic. She wore a brown leather corset, leather gloves, and knee-high leather boots, all trimmed in gold, iron, and copper gears. Her skin was circuit-board green, and the pair of leather-and-gold goggles perched on her head were almost identical to the dog’s.

			Yep, this was definitely an Iron faery. Just the amount of metal studs and loops in her long ears would be enough to give a traditional faery heart palpitations.

			“Welcome, welcome!” the Iron faery said. “What can Cricket find for you this fine evening? Have you come to browse my wares, or are you looking for something in particular? Waaaaaaait a second,” she added before I could answer, and shiny black eyes peered at me beneath the goggles. “I’ve seen you before. You’re Robin Goodfellow, aren’t you?”

			I grinned. “Guilty as charged.”

			“Oh wow.” The faery grinned back with excitement. “I hear the stories they tell. You’re famous! Is it true you stormed Ferrum’s moving fortress with Queen Meghan and helped her defeat the false king? And went to the End of the World with the prince consort? And ventured into the Between to fight the entire army of Forgotten by yourself?”

			“All true.” I smiled. “Well, most of it, more or less.” She sighed dreamily, and I gestured to the booth behind us. “But what about you? Can’t imagine you get many customers, even in the goblin market.”

			“Not yet,” Cricket admitted cheerfully. “But setting up shop in the Iron Realm sounded so boring. There’s huge potential to be had in the market! Just think of the profit that will come from being the first Iron faery to run a successful trade alongside the other courts.”

			“Right,” I said. “But there is that small, nagging problem of regular fey being deathly allergic to iron. Kinda hard to sell someone a product that melts their fingers off.”

			Cricket shrugged. “All great treasures come with a certain amount of risk,” she said. “And not all of my wares are from the Iron Realm. Some come from the mortal realm, from the places I’ve seen and traveled to.” She waved an airy hand. “Besides, I’m confident that the regular fey will find a way to deal with their iron intolerance. They’ll adapt and evolve, I’m sure of it. It might take a while, but hey, I’ve got time. Eventually, Cricket’s Collectables will be a household name through all of Faery.”

			“Yeah...sure,” I said, because I didn’t want to dampen her enthusiasm. “Well...good luck with that.”

			She gave me an appraising look. “And what about you? Do you need anything special tonight, Robin Goodfellow? A pocket watch with a heartbeat? A mechanical bird that sings? A handkerchief embroidered with the fur of a silver-metal fox?”

			“Um...”

			Deep, low growls cut through our conversation. Both clockwork hounds had stepped forward again, only this time, their hackles were raised and their iron teeth were bared to the gums.

			Cricket turned on them with a frown. “Ballpeen! Springtrap! That’s not nice. I’m with a customer.”

			“Excuse me.”

			The quiet voice echoed behind us, and my stomach lurched. Even before we turned around, I knew who it was.

			A figure stood at the edge of the yard, cloaked and nearly invisible, blending seamlessly into the night. The cloak was ragged at the edges, fraying into wisps of shadow that writhed into the air like a formless black cloud. The hood was drawn up, hiding the face, but I caught the flash of an ice-blue eye in the darkness of the cowl, the only spot of color I could see.

			Ballpeen and Springtrap exploded into a chorus of loud warning barks. I was going to say something, but my voice was drowned out in the cacophony of doggy fury.

			Cricket whirled around, clapping her hands sharply. “Boys! Stop that right now!” she ordered, and amazingly, the hounds ceased their frenzied barking, giving her betrayed looks, which she ignored. “Bad doggos, what is wrong with you? We don’t bark at customers. If I lose this transaction, I will be very cross.” She stamped her foot and pointed dramatically. “Go to your beds.”

			The hounds slunk off, melting back into the junk piles surrounding the stall. Cricket took a deep breath, smoothed back her coppery hair, and turned, beaming smile in place once more.

			“Hello there!” she greeted the cloaked figure, still hovering silently at the edge of the yard. “Please excuse my security—they can be overambitious at times. What can Cricket’s Collectables find you today? I have a fantastic deal on living spark plugs, if you’re looking for something truly useful.”

			“I’m not looking for anything.” The mysterious figure edged into the dim light. “I would like a message delivered,” he went, his voice low and soft. “To Mag Tuiredh, please. To the court of the Iron Queen herself.”

			Cricket blinked. “That’s...not really a service I provide,” she said uncertainly. “I wasn’t planning on returning to the Iron Realm anytime soon, sorry.” She chewed her lip, then brightened. “Perhaps you would like a lovely mechanical pigeon to carry a note where it needs to go?”

			I stepped forward. “Since when do you have to rely on the goblin market to send messages to the Iron Realm, kid?” I asked loudly. “Did something happen that we don’t know about? Or are you in trouble again? Or both?” I shrugged. “Both is always an option, I’ve learned.”

			The cowl moved, the hood lifting slightly, as if its wearer had just realized I was there. His icy blue gaze seemed dangerous for a split second, hard and cold, just like another faery I knew, before recognition dawned and he relaxed.

			“Puck? What are you doing here?”

			“Oh, you know. Mostly looking for trouble.” I waggled my brows. “But I could ask you the same. What are you doing in the goblin market? Don’t you have more important places to be?”

			Cricket gazed at both of us, lips pursed in a puzzled frown.

			The figure hesitated, giving the vendor a brief glance before turning back to me. He didn’t want the Iron faery to know who he was. “Perhaps we can talk somewhere in private,” he suggested, taking a smooth step back. “I will wait for you on the other side of the Ferris wheel. Please find me when your business here is complete.”

			With that he spun gracefully and walked away, vanishing into the darkness as silently as he’d appeared. When he was gone, Cricket turned on me. “Who was that?” she wanted to know. “He seemed...familiar, for some reason.”

			“Just the kid of a friend of mine.” I shrugged, very casually. “Tends to get himself into trouble if we don’t keep an eye on him. Speaking of which, this has all been very interesting, but I should really be going.”

			“Hold on, Robin Goodfellow.” The Iron faery held up a hand. “You cannot leave Cricket’s Collectables empty-handed. There must be something here that you’d find interesting. Hmm, let me think, let me think...”

			“I don’t really need—”

			“Oh, I got it!” She snapped her fingers, then pulled something from a leather satchel and thrust it at me.

			It was a playing card—the Joker, to be exact—with a grinning black-and-white jester in the center. Ordinary looking at first glance. But a glamour aura clung to it, pulsing with magic and making my brows shoot up. A Token. A mortal object that had been so loved, cherished, feared, or hated by its owner that it had developed a magic all its own. Like a never-ending glamour battery. Tokens were rare, and the magic coming off this one was strange. It felt almost defiant, like it was daring the world to do its worst.

			“This,” Cricket announced, waving the card back and forth in my face, “was a famous gambler’s lucky Joker. He believed that as long as he had this card up his sleeve, he could never lose a poker game. Apparently, it was lucky in other ways, too. According to the stories, lots of mortals tried to kill the gambler by shooting, hanging, even burying him alive, but it never took. Somehow, the bullets missed anything vital, the ropes snapped, or he miraculously escaped.” She pulled the card back, watching me over the rim with a smile. “That luck could be yours, if you just do me once teensy-tiny itty-bitty favor.”

			“Always a catch,” I sighed, and crossed my arms. “Let’s hear it.”

			“Just this. If someone asks where you got such a treasure, tell them you found it at Cricket’s Collectables, your one stop for the most unique items in the Iron Realm and beyond.”

			“That’s it?” I said, dubious and surprised. Tokens were valuable, and the bargain to get one was usually a lot more than that. “No, seriously. I was expecting at least a lock of hair. It’s never that easy. What’s in it for you?”

			“Lock of hair?” She gave a high-pitched giggle. “Oh, you oldbloods are so old-fashioned. It’s called word of mouth, silly. Free marketing! If the famous Robin Goodfellow, friend of queens and hero of the Nevernever, recommends my shop to anyone, that alone is worth a dozen bargains. No strings, no fine print, this is just business. So...” She held the Joker out once again, waggling the card in an enticing manner. “Do we have a deal? You know you want it.”

			Oh, what the heck? She seemed nice enough, if a bit unhinged. And you only live once.

			“Deal,” I said, and snatched the card out of her fingers before she could add anything else. “Not that I need the luck, but more is always good, right?”

			She beamed. “Pleasure doing business with you, Robin Goodfellow,” she exclaimed, and took a step back. “Don’t forget, if anyone asks about that Token, point them to Cricket’s Collectables. You have a good night now.” She lifted a hand in a wave, then turned and walked back to her stall, followed by the little terrier and eventually the two big dogs.

			Man, easiest goblin market deal I’ve made yet. Free word of mouth, huh? Maybe she’s onto something, after all.

			I grinned, stuck the card in a pocket, and went looking for a cloaked faery king.

			He waited for me on the other side of the massive wheel as he’d promised, hood pushed back, face no longer hidden in shadow. The moonlight caught in his silver hair, which was longer than I’d seen it last and pulled into a tail behind him. Tall and lean, he stood motionless, watching me approach, and though his face was young, the set of his jaw and the grimness in his eyes made him appear much older. He was dressed completely in black, down to his boots and gloves, the shadowy cloak rippling around him. Except for his pointed ears, he would’ve given a vampire a run for its money.

			And though I hated to admit it, it suited him.

			I wished it didn’t. I remembered a time when he had smiled easily, when that bright blue gaze could charm a manticore, when he would listen, wide-eyed, as I told him stories about my greatest adventures in the Nevernever and beyond. I’d watched him grow up, watched as he developed the best, and worst, parts of both his parents—his mother’s kindness and empathy, his father’s courage and warrior spirit. And the mile-wide stubborn streak of them both. But I’d also seen that hint of darkness within that not even his parents had noticed, had watched it grow and fester until, eventually, it had swallowed him whole, and he’d turned into something no one recognized. A threat to the entire Nevernever.

			Thankfully, with the help of his family and a certain infamous trickster, he had been able to drag himself out of the darkness, back into the light. But as was always the case when one returned from the void, he wasn’t quite the same. Tragedy had marked him, and the taint lingered. For his crimes against Faery, he’d been banished from the Nevernever and forbidden to return to the place of his birth. Now, he lived in a place called the Between, the veil between Faery and the mortal world, with the shadowy fey called the Forgotten.

			I worried for him. Despite everything he’d done, he was still a good kid, wanting to redeem himself for the crimes of his past. But I saw that hint of darkness in the shadows that clung to his skin and curled around him like grasping claws. He reminded me of another faery who, at a time when rage and despair had driven his every decision, had turned on his former best friend and tried to destroy him. I saw hints of that grief in the faery before me now. He was very much like his father.

			Keirran, son of the Iron Queen, former prince of the Iron Court and King of the Forgotten, faced me calmly in the shadows cast by the Ferris wheel.

			“Princeling,” I greeted as I sauntered up. “Fancy meeting you here. Aren’t you supposed to be in the Between ruling a court or something? Are the Forgotten driving you crazy, or did you just get bored?”

			“I’ve been trying to get a message to Mag Tuiredh,” Keirran replied, all businesslike and serious. “But the normal ways haven’t been working. The gremlin messengers disappear—they never make it to the Iron Realm.”

			“Gremlins are flighty and easily distracted at the best of times,” I pointed out. “You sure they didn’t just see a chicken or a rock and forget what they were doing?”

			Keirran frowned. “I’ve always been able to get the gremlins to listen to me, even before I became the Forgotten King,” he replied. “There’s no shortage of them in the mortal world, and they’ve always obeyed me before. At least one of them should have made it.”

			“What about Furball?”

			“I sent out a request for Grimalkin, but he hasn’t answered.” Keirran shook his head with another frown. “Of course, Grimalkin will come only if he feels like it, and he’s decided not to show. I’m running out of options. Since I can’t go into the Nevernever myself, I figured I would come here to try to get a message to the Iron Court.”

			I narrowed my eyes. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Keirran. I believed he was trying his best to do right, to make up for his past. But he ruled a creepy land shrouded in mist and darkness, with faeries that sucked the glamour out of other fey because they had none of their own. That would put a strain on even the most levelheaded faery, and with his amount of power, a stressed-out Keirran was no good for anyone.

			“Is there something going on we should know about, princeling?” I asked. “Are you in trouble again?”

			“No. I’m not in any trouble, but...” Keirran hesitated, a slight furrow creasing his brow. “Something strange is happening in the Between,” he admitted. “There have been...incidents, with the Forgotten. Violent incidents, which is not like them at all. And the Between itself is... It doesn’t feel right, if that makes any sense.” He sighed, sounding frustrated and, for a moment, looking years younger. “I don’t know what’s going on, and that worries me,” he muttered. “I was hoping Mom or someone from the Iron Court would be able to help. I certainly can’t bring my concerns to Summer or Winter.”

			“Yeah, that would probably be a bad idea.”

			While the rulers of the Seelie and Unseelie courts didn’t exactly hate Keirran—well, except Titania, but she hated everyone—they were old-fashioned and stuck in their ways, and if a problem didn’t affect their own territories, they were content to do nothing about it. And if it did affect their own territories, their answer was usually to eradicate the problem, swiftly and with lots of pointy, stabby things, before it could become a threat. Though Keirran was very begrudgingly accepted as a ruler of a court, the fey tended to fear and despise anything new. Both the Forgotten and Meghan’s own subjects, the Iron fey, had struggled with that.

			The Forgotten King scrubbed a hand over his hair in an eerily familiar way. He was so much like a mini Ash it almost hurt. “I don’t know if I’m being paranoid,” he said. “It’s my realm, I should be able to take care of this myself. I don’t want to bother the monarchs of the other courts if it’s not important. But...” His eyes narrowed. “I guess you should know the real reason I came. The Forgotten aren’t acting normal, and...there is this thing out there, stalking them through the Between.”

			“A ‘thing’?” I blinked. “Uh, can you be a little more specific, princeling? What type of thing? Are we talking haunted toothbrush, evil mushroom person, carnivorous house? Maybe a sadistic potted plant? Tell me if I’m getting close.”

			“I don’t know.” Keirran’s eyes went unfocused. “It was like a living shadow, almost insubstantial, but the way it moved was just wrong. Maybe it’s a new type of Forgotten, but it was like nothing I’d seen before. And it emanated...pure loathing.” He shuddered, looking grim. “I could feel this thing’s hatred. As if it despised everything and wanted all of us dead. Not just me and the Forgotten—everyone. All living creatures, in the Between, the Nevernever, and the mortal world.”

			“Well, that isn’t very nice. It doesn’t even know me.”

			Keirran shook his head. “I encountered it once before, after I returned from Ethan and Kenzie’s wedding,” he went on, naming the Iron Queen’s recently married brother and his princess. “I thought I killed it, but either it’s back, or there’s more than one.” He hesitated, then continued in a grim voice, “I think it’s the reason the Forgotten have been acting strangely. This thing, whatever it is, radiates loathing. And the Forgotten have no glamour of their own, so...”

			“They suck it up like a sponge.” I whistled softly. That did sound serious. Definitely something that needed checking out. “Well, I’m no monarch of Mag Tuiredh,” I went on, “but I have been lots of places, all over the world, really. And I’ve seen a lot of weird stuff, both in Faery and the mortal realm. So, here’s a solution—why don’t I go back with you to the Between? We’ll just have a quick lookie-loo, see if we can’t find this ‘I hate everyone and their dog’ thing, and determine if it’s something Meghan and the courts need to worry about. But I doubt it. I mean, you’re the Forgotten King, and I’m the one and only Robin Goodfellow. Between the two of us, we should be able to handle anything.”

			There was a tiny prickle of warning in the back of my mind. How many times had I said those exact words to Ash, back when the two of us thought we could take on the entire Nevernever? How many times had we ended up in way over our heads, facing dragons and monster swarms and ancient, powerful guardians trying to crush us as we struggled to survive and escape? More times than I could count. Now I was saying it to Ash’s son, who had already turned the Nevernever upside down with his antics. Who was very much like his father, but without the centuries of fighting skills and lived experience to back him up. I wondered if it was destiny or a very bad omen that we’d both come here tonight.

			Ah, it’ll be fine. This is Meghan and Ash’s kid, after all. What’s the worst that could happen?

			The Forgotten King considered it. “Maybe that’s for the best,” he mused. “If the two of us can keep this contained, it would be better not to involve the rest of the courts. And if it is something we can’t handle, at least you can go back to warn everyone. All right.” He nodded decisively. “It’s settled, then. Puck, if you would accompany me back to the Between, I would appreciate it.”

			“No problem, princeling.” I grinned, rubbing my hands together. “It’s been a while since I’ve been on a decent adventure. A trek into the Between sounds fun.”

			Keirran lifted his chin, looking like he was going to comment on that. But before he could say anything, a scream echoed beyond the Ferris wheel, and angry voices rose into the night.
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			NYX

			Keirran and I exchanged a glance. In the shadows of the Ferris wheel, the Forgotten King’s expression was impassive.

			“Uh, you didn’t come here with a mob of angry trolls on your heels, did you, princeling?” I asked.

			The shadow of a smirk crossed his face. “I was about to ask you the same,” he said dryly. “Apparently, there are rumors that a few thousand wild geese somehow appearing in Queen Titania’s throne room this summer was not entirely a fluke of nature.”

			“Touché.” I grinned back at him. “Not that I would confess to anything about that incident, but man, geese are loud. You could hear them honking for miles. Well, then.” I dusted imaginary dirt from my hands and turned toward the direction of the shouting. “I guess we should go see what’s up.”

			Together, we walked across the fairgrounds toward the distant hubbub. As we drew closer, the voices got louder and angrier, though any actual words were blown away on the breeze. Whoever they were, I hoped it wasn’t an angry mob looking for Keirran, or me. Hard as it was to believe, there were creatures out there who didn’t like me that much. Titania herself sicced her hounds on me at least once a year. You couldn’t be the World’s Greatest Prankster and not have people wanting to kill you all the time.

			We were nearly to the carousel, tents and booths lining the walkway again, when the tenor of the voices changed. A bloodthirsty howl rose into the night, indicating something had gotten tired of words and switched to violence. More voices echoed the call for blood as rushing footsteps and snarls of rage indicated the fight had finally broken out.

			Keirran and I sprinted the final paces around the carousel and found the ruckus.

			A crowd of a couple dozen fey, eyes hard and lips curled in shouts or snarls, clustered in a loose half circle around a wagon. Most of them were Unseelie: redcaps, goblins, and a few Winter sidhe that held themselves apart from the “lesser” fey. But I saw a handful of Seelie scattered throughout the throng as well. Marla, the gnome, stood at the edge of the mob, her wrinkled face pulled into an ugly scowl as she shook a fist at what was happening in the center of the circle.

			A group of four redcaps—think evil gnomes with jagged shark teeth and a hat drenched in the blood of their victims—surrounded a figure a few paces from the wagon steps. The figure’s back was to us, so I couldn’t see its face, and a hooded gray cloak hid the rest of its body, but each of its hands, slightly raised from its sides, gripped a curved, shining blade. My eyes were drawn to those blades. They glowed silver-white in the darkness and didn’t appear quite solid, as if the figure was brandishing two razor-thin shafts of moonlight.

			Whatever they were made of, they were definitely sharp enough to do the job. A pair of redcaps lay writhing in the dust at the stranger’s feet, blood streaming from identical hair-thin gashes across their throats. As I watched, the bodies rippled, then dissolved into piles of squirming slugs and worms as the bloodthirsty faeries died in the manner of all fey and simply ceased to exist.

			The rest of the motley snarled, baring their fangs, but seemed reluctant to fling themselves on the stranger’s blades of light. Around them, the crowd roared, perched on the edge of devolving into utter pandemonium.

			“Enough!”

			I jumped as the booming voice rang in my ear and shook the struts of the carousel. Startled, I paused, and Keirran strode past me toward the mob, power snapping around him like a cloak. Overhead, lightning flickered, and ice spread out from his boots as he walked, coating the ground with tiny crystal daggers.

			Eyes wide with fear and recognition, the throng cringed away from the Forgotten King as he stopped in the center of the circle. The redcaps hissed and scuttled back into the crowd, and the rest of the mob shuffled nervously, averting their gazes. Keirran might be the newest ruler of Faery, a mere child to most, but he possessed a special talent that none in the Nevernever could boast: the ability to wield all three glamours, Summer, Winter, and Iron.

			“What is the meaning of this?” Keirran’s voice was back to its normal calm, but there was no mistaking the steely edge beneath. “Have you all lost your minds? The goblin market is neutral ground. All fey are welcome here, even those of the Iron Court. Explain yourselves.”

			“Forgotten King.” A Winter sidhe, tall and draped in a robe adorned in colored icicles, stepped forward. The icicles jingled like chimes as he raised an arm, pointing a long finger at the cloaked figure. “This creature came into the market and was clearly dangerous,” he accused, his voice high and haughty. “We thought the threat should be eliminated.”

			“It attacked every one of you?” Keirran’s voice was just the right mix of skeptical and mocking. “It came to the goblin market with the sole purpose of starting a war? How very ambitious. Perhaps we should ask how it intended to accomplish such a thing.” He shot a glance at the figure standing motionless beside him. “What say you, stranger? This lot accuses you of single-handedly trying to slaughter them all. What is your side of things?”

			“Nothing quite so interesting, Your Majesty.” I blinked at the voice. Lilting, confident, and as wryly amused as Keirran. Also, definitely female. “I came to the goblin market searching for someone. Apparently, stopping to ask for directions is a crime worthy of death in this era, though it turned out to be a blessing in disguise. At least I found whom I was looking for.”

			She raised her head, gazing directly at the Forgotten King, and Keirran stiffened. Not noticeably; he hid his surprise quite well. But I saw the flash of recognition and shock in his eyes, and my own curiosity flared.

			“Well, then.” I stepped from the carousel’s shadow and strode to the middle of the circle, beaming my brightest smile at the crowd of fearful, angry faces. “Obviously this has been a giant misunderstanding,” I said loudly, “one we can all put behind us and forget about. I’m sure that’s what we want, right? I’m sure nobody here wants to explain to the courts why the entire goblin market suddenly exploded in a rain of fire, blood, lightning, and frogs. Why frogs, you ask? Well, that’s what happened the last time the goblin market tried to put an end to a certain Summer jester. Nothing but frogs as far as the eye could see.” I found the gazes of the redcaps and the Winter sidhe. “It was so epic, the humans in the mortal world still talk about it. But I don’t see any reason that it should happen again, right?”

			“Robin Goodfellow is here, too?”

			I didn’t see the speaker, but at least half the crowd cringed back even farther. The Winter sidhe with the tinkling coat shot me a glare of absolute loathing, but I saw fear on that pale, haughty face as well. The redcap motley peeking out of the crowd cast furious gazes between me and the cloaked stranger, but this mob was done. No faery in their right mind would pick a fight with the Forgotten King and Robin Goodfellow, and after a tense silence, the Winter sidhe gathered up his robe and stalked off in a huff, cheerful jingles following his exit. The rest of the throng dissipated quickly, with only Marla giving me a pinched, disappointed look, before she, too, vanished into the market, leaving Keirran and me alone with the stranger.

			“Well, that was fun.” I laced my hands behind my head and grinned at Keirran. “Nothing screams ‘exciting evening’ like cowing a bloodthirsty mob and sending them scurrying back into the dark. Though you went right to the fire-and-light show there, princeling. I could’ve handled it in a less...direct manner, you know.”

			“A rain of frogs is not subtle, Puck,” Keirran replied, but he wasn’t looking at me. His attention was riveted to the stranger, who had dropped to a knee before him and bowed its cowled head. “Nyx,” Keirran said matter-of-factly. “What are you doing here?”

			“Looking for you, Your Majesty,” came the reply from under the cloak. “My apologies for causing such a disturbance. I forgot the fey of this era have not seen my kind before. Apparently, I startled the faery with the blood-soaked hat, and it acted on instinct. I did not mean to draw blood in the market.”

			Keirran frowned. “No one should have faulted you for defending yourself. And I told you before, you don’t have to bow to me every time we meet. Get up.”

			Gracefully, the figure rose and brushed back the hood, and the comment about Keirran and proper fey protocol died on my lips.

			I’m a pretty old faery, and don’t take that the wrong way—it’s not like I’m some toothless hunchback in a rocking chair waving a cane and shouting, “Git off my lawn!” at neighborhood hooligans. What I mean is, I’ve been around awhile. When humans feared the dark and the things lurking in it, I was one of those things they feared. I have ballads and poems written about me. I made some writer dude named Shakespeare famous. Or maybe that was the other way around. The point is, I’m no spring chicken, and I’ve seen a lot. I’ve battled creatures from storybooks and had tea with legends. I know my faeries, myths, and monsters.

			I had never seen this type of fey before.

			She was sidhe, I could tell that much. Commonly referred to as high elves in more modern speak—thanks, Tolkien. Generally, there were two types of sidhe: the Seelie of the Summer Court, and the Unseelie hailing from Winter. Over the centuries, a few splinter branches had cropped up: dark elves lived underground, hated the sunlight, and had an unnatural obsession with spiders; wood elves kept to the forests and were of a more primal nature; and there were a couple clans of snow elves that rarely came down from their icy mountain peaks. But with a few differences in clothing and mannerisms, whether they would make you dance until you died from exhaustion or just stab you in the face, most sidhe were the same: slender, beautiful, otherworldly, and pointy-eared.

			This faery was all of those, right down to the knifelike pointed ears, but she was still something I had never seen before. And that made her the most intriguing faery I had met in centuries.

			She was shorter than most sidhe; I had several inches on her, and I’m not exactly tall. Her skin had a bluish-gray tint to it, not ghastly or corpselike but almost translucent, and tiny, star-shaped markings hovered under her eyes and spread across her nose like silver freckles. Beneath the cloak, she was clad in what looked like black leather armor, formfitting and leaving little to the imagination. Though I didn’t see any scabbards for the pair of glowing blades she had wielded; they seemed to have dissolved into thin air. Her long hair was silver-white, even brighter than Keirran’s, and cast a faint halo of light around her head. When she looked at me, I expected her eyes to be pale blue or black, or even silvery white with no pupils. But they were a luminous gold, like two glowing moons, and, looking into them, I felt my stomach drop.

			She was...old. Older than me. Maybe older than the courts. She didn’t look old, of course; her face had an almost childlike innocence that was quite jarring as she stared at me with the gaze of an ancient dragon. Age meant nothing to us, some of the oldest fey I knew looked and sounded like they were twelve, but...holy crap. Who was this faery, and where had Keirran found her?

			The stunned amazement must’ve shown on my face when I glanced at him, for he offered a grim smile. “Puck,” he began, indicating the faery before him, “this is Nyx. She’s a Forgotten. I met her when I was first investigating the incidents in the Between. She comes from a place called Phaed.”

			“Phaed?” I blinked in shock. I’d heard that name before, remembered it from an adventure with a certain Winter prince. “That creepy town in the Deep Wyld?”

			“It’s not entirely in the Deep Wyld,” Nyx said quietly. “Its borders touch the Between, so it drifts in and out of the Nevernever, manifesting itself only briefly.” She cocked her head, giving me an appraising look. “Although, I’m surprised that you’ve seen Phaed. Usually only the Forgotten, or faeries close to death, can find their way to the Town that Isn’t There.”

			“Ah, well.” I grinned at her. “You know me. The impossible has a nasty habit of landing right in my lap. Same goes with any type of curse, disaster, bad luck, or calamity. I’m a trouble magnet—one of the perks of being me.”

			“I see.” Nyx gave me that cocked-head, scrutinizing look again. “And you are?”

			“Robin Goodfellow. I’m sure you’ve heard of me.”

			She pondered that a moment, then shook her head. “No,” she said clearly. “I don’t think I have.”

			“What?”

			I almost choked on the word. Nyx continued to watch me, completely serious and straight-faced. I waved a hand at an imaginary me off to the side. “Robin Goodfellow. Puck? The famous trickster from stories, poems, and A Midsummer Night’s Dream? The one who gave Nick Bottom a donkey head and made Queen Titania fall in love with him? Everyone knows who I am.”

			“Robin Goodfellow.” She made a point of thinking it over for another moment, then firmly shook her head again. “No, I’m afraid it’s not a name I’ve heard before.”

			A coughing sound echoed beside us. Keirran’s face was red, one fist pressed against his mouth, as he clearly tried very hard to hold in his laughter. I scowled at him, and he immediately took a quick breath and sobered, though his mouth still curled at the edges. “Sorry, Puck. Let me introduce you properly. Nyx, this is Robin Goodfellow, also known as Puck, personal servant to King Oberon of the Summer Court. He is...rather well-known, in Faery and the mortal world. That part isn’t exaggerated.”

			“My apologies.” Nyx gave a graceful, formal bow. “I meant no offense, Robin Goodfellow, but I have not been back in the world very long. My memories are fragmented, and I fear I have lost a great deal. Keirran has attempted to explain what has happened in the time I was gone, but the mortal realm has changed so much. Even Faery is unrecognizable.” Nyx shook her head, a haunted look going through her golden eyes. “Everything is so different now,” she murmured. “The last thing I remember is being with my kin in the Lady’s service.”

			“The Lady?”

			“The Queen of the Forgotten,” Keirran said.

			“Then...” My brows shot into my hair. “Wait, you’re telling me she was around when the Lady ruled the Nevernever?” I asked incredulously. “As in, before the courts? Before Summer and Winter even existed?”

			Keirran nodded gravely, and I let out a breath in a rush. Nyx wasn’t just old, she was primordial. True, I had seen the mortal world change, and Faery with it, but I had been awake through the whole process. I’d seen the great forests cut down and replaced with cities. I’d seen humans’ belief in magic fade away as they turned to science, computers, and technology. I’d adapted, as had all fey—the ones who’d survived. I couldn’t imagine waking up and finding everything and everyone I knew gone, and the world a vastly different place than the one I left.

			Honestly, she was handling it far better than I ever would.

			Though, her being a servant of the Lady, the Forgotten Faery Queen who had tried to take over the Nevernever a few years back, was mildly concerning. If Nyx was a Forgotten, Keirran would be her king now, but only because he’d killed the Lady in the war with the Forgotten several years back. That was probably another shock: waking up and finding that not only had the world changed, but the queen you served was gone and three new courts had taken her place. I know I’d be shocked if one day I woke up and Oberon was no longer king. If Titania was gone, I’d be devastated; who would I play all my hilarious pranks on then? I didn’t have to worry about her, though. That basilisk would live forever on spite alone.

			“Nyx,” Keirran said, interrupting my musings. “Why are you here? Last I heard, you were going back to Phaed to check on things. Did something happen?”

			“Yes.” The faery turned to Keirran with a grim expression. “You must come with me to the Between, Your Majesty,” she implored. “Something terrible has happened. The town, the fey there...they’re gone.”

		
	
		
			3

			HOUNDS IN THE MIST

			Keirran straightened. “Gone?” he repeated. “Did they all Fade away?”

			I repressed a shudder. Fading was the term for a faery who was slowly ceasing to exist. It happened sometimes to fey exiled from the Nevernever, as the magic and glamour they needed to survive was cut off. But it could also happen if mortals simply stopped believing in us, when our stories and tales were replaced with shiny new distractions, when our names faded from memory. The Forgotten were faeries no one remembered anymore, and before Keirran had become their king, they’d been in danger of quietly vanishing from existence, with no one the wiser.

			It was a pretty sucky situation, but at least with Keirran as their king, the process seemed to have slowed, if not halted completely. He remembered them. The Forgotten King made sure to know each and every one of his subjects, making sure they did not Fade away through sheer force of will. And maybe because he was partly human, or because he was just as stubborn and willful as his parents, it seemed to be enough. For now.

			“I don’t know,” Nyx replied, her voice somber. “Perhaps? Most of the Forgotten left town with the Lady when she woke up, but a few remained. The Fade has always been a slow, inevitable decline—many of us linger and drift in and out of existence for years. I find it difficult to believe they all vanished so quickly, and at the same time. Please.” She took a step toward Keirran, imploring. “You’re our king now. The Lady is gone, and the other courts won’t help. We can depend only on you. Will you return with us to Phaed?”

			“Yes.” Keirran raked a hand over his scalp. “Of course.”

			“Wait wait wait.” I held up a hand. “Us? Are you using the royal we or did someone else come with you?”

			A loud, despairing sigh echoed behind us.

			“How very typical,” said a slow, contemptuous voice that could belong to only one creature in the entire Nevernever. “I was hoping that, were I not present, a decision could be made quickly and we could get underway. But even in dire circumstances, it seems nothing can ever be decided without having to talk it to death. I will never understand.”

			
		
			Chapter 4

			Well, this was probably one of the stranger things I’d had to do in my life. I was glad the Between was empty, that there were no Forgotten around to see their king trudge past with three dripping wet bags over his shoulder. Like a younger, disappointing Santa Claus. At least I was alone. As soon as I found a suitable spot to release my burden in the mortal realm, I would be home free.

			A warning chill went up my back, making me pause. I thought I was alone, anyway. Raising my head, I peered around, searching for shadows in the mist, listening for muffled footfalls or heavy breathing. I knew how to shield my emotions to avoid the manifestations the Between could produce, but every so often, a faery or some other creature would stumble through the Veil and become lost. When this happened, they often went mad from the years or centuries of wandering the endless expanse of the Between. I had encountered only one of these lost beings in the past, and it had immediately attacked me, all lucidness gone from its eyes. It was an experience I did not wish to repeat.

			The mist coiled around me, silent and cold, dampening all sound. But I could feel eyes on me. Not curious or inquisitive; this was not a lost creature wondering what it had stumbled upon. Whatever was watching me did so with intention.

			“I know you’re out there.” My voice echoed in the void, and a few tendrils of mist shivered into nothing. “I know you’re watching me. I am not your enemy, nor am I someone you want to fight. Leave this place. I want no trouble from the Between today.”

			The shadows around me stayed silent. Nothing moved in the mist. But the feeling of being watched did not fade away. I waited a few seconds longer, then continued on. I didn’t have time to stand around and wait for an unknown entity to make up their mind. If they attacked me, I was confident I could handle it, but right now I had other problems to deal with. I could feel movement and hear faint coos and twitters from within the bags. Unless I wanted to release the birds here in the Between, which I wasn’t going to do, there wasn’t a lot of time left.

			I walked a few paces more, then paused as I felt a ripple through the Veil, a spot where the curtain of reality was thin in the mortal realm. Reaching out my hand, I parted the Veil and peered through the crack, blinking as sunlight hit my face.

			As I stepped through the Veil, a small cluster of trees greeted me, and a breeze smelling of leaves and bark ruffled my hair. The birds against my back fluttered wildly, as if sensing freedom and open air beyond the confines of the plastic, and I quickly gazed around for a spot to release them.

			“Hey, you.”

			I froze. Turning around, I saw a human in a police uniform walking toward me, a wary frown on his face. Beyond him, through the trees, I could see buildings and cars, and I realized this wasn’t a remote corner of the wilderness. This was a city park, and I had popped in out of nowhere, carrying three chirping, dripping, fluttering bags, right in front of a cop.

			With a sigh, I drew my glamour to me, resigned that this day was going to continue to be strange. As the policeman strode toward me, I put my faery magic on like a cloak, becoming invisible to mortal sight. The human stopped short, mouth open about to speak. As he gazed around in utter confusion, I stepped past him and continued on, knowing he would forget all about me in a few seconds.

			The doves were growing even more agitated. More had thawed, and though they felt sluggish, they were clearly not happy about being half-frozen and stuck in a bag with dozens of other frozen birds. I hurriedly made my way to the center of the park and, surrounded by evergreen and oak, set the twitching bags on the ground.

			After a cursory glance to make sure there were no humans close by, I tore the bags open and stepped back. With an explosion of feathers, a host of white birds rose into the air with indignant coos and flapping of wings. Like a fluffy cloud, they swooped above the trees and scattered in every direction. I heard gasps and shouts as a few mortals caught sight of hundreds of doves spiraling into the air. A little girl ran forward, pointing at the sky, a huge grin across her face. I felt the ripple of her wonder and awe from where I stood and smiled to myself at her happiness.

			Okay, that ridiculous mission is done. I need to get back to the wedding, now.

			I jogged to where I had come through the Veil, passing the human cop, who was talking to someone in a parked car. He didn’t notice me, nor did he seem to have any recollection of seeing someone suspicious appear with a trio of wriggling bags thrown over his shoulder. I found the spot where the Veil was thin and quickly slipped back into the Between.

			I still have time. Hang on, Ethan. I’m on my way.

			I hurried forward, but I hadn’t taken more than a few steps when the hairs on the back of my neck stood up, and my instincts shrieked a warning. Reflexes honed from a lifetime of having my father for a teacher kicked in, and I dodged. Something small and bright zipped past my face, a sliver of razor-thin moonlight, and vanished into the fog behind me.

			I drew my sword, glaring into the coils of mist and shadows, searching for an attacker but seeing nothing. The fog parted a little, and I found myself surrounded by ancient-looking stone ruins, pillars, and walls lying crumbled in the mist. I caught only glimpses of them before the fog swallowed them up once more, but I knew something else was out there, hiding in the shadows. Waiting to strike.

			“Who are you?” I called, hearing my voice echo in the gloom. “By order of the Forgotten King, show yourself.”

			Again, there was no answer. But this time, I wasn’t going to turn my back on an obvious enemy, even if I couldn’t stay there long. “What do you want of me?” I tried again. “You’re obviously not a wanderer, not with that aim. If you are lost, I can take you to the mortal realm, but if you just want blood, I’m afraid you’ve picked the wrong fight. I am Keirran, King of the Forgotten, and I will defend myself if necessary.”

			“You are no king.”

			The voice drifted out of the mist, low and feminine, curling around me like a predator. I turned slowly, unable to tell which direction it had come from.

			“You are a human,” the voice said again, behind me this time. I spun and saw a section of mist curl away, revealing half a stone pillar. A figure crouched atop it, draped in a black cloak and cowl, features hidden. One slender hand gripped a curved, silvery blade that seemed to be made of moonlight.

			“Humans cannot become kings of the Nevernever,” my mysterious assailant went on. “Only a few mortals can even see the hidden world. Faery would never accept a human as its king.”

			“I am human,” I agreed, shifting around to get a better position should the figure decide to attack. “My human blood is from my mother’s side. But she is Queen of the Iron Court and rules the territory of Iron within the Nevernever. I am a king, as much as Oberon is King of the Summer Court and Mab is Queen of Winter.”

			“Iron Court,” the figure repeated and shook its shrouded head. “Summer Court. Winter Court. What are these blasphemous claims I keep hearing? There is only one court in the Nevernever, ruled by one queen. What have you done with the true queen of Faery?”

			“The true queen?” I repeated, frowning. “There are three queens of Faery: Queen Meghan, Queen Mab, and Queen Titania. Which one are you—”

			My stomach dropped. No, she wasn’t talking about any of them. I knew who she meant, the one who had ruled the Nevernever before any of the courts existed. Before Summer or Winter, before Arcadia or Tir Na Nog or Mag Tuiredh, there had been only one queen of Faery. I had met her. I had fought for her, during the war when I had betrayed everyone.

			“The Lady,” I whispered.

			Amazement battled disbelief. If this faery thought the Lady still ruled the Nevernever, then that meant it had been a part of her court...before the rise of Summer and Winter. How old was this stranger? Did that mean it was a Forgotten who had faded away and then, somehow, been reborn into this age?

			“The true queen,” the figure said again and rose, pointing at me with that curved silver blade. “The only queen. I will not believe these rumors that she is gone or that these strange new courts are ruling the Nevernever. Where is she, human? Tell me, before I cut out your tongue for speaking such lies.”

			“I’m sorry,” I said as gently as I could. “What you’ve heard is the truth. The Lady is dead.” I paused, then added in an even softer voice, “I killed her myself.”

			“You?”

			For a moment, the figure appeared stunned. Slowly, it raised its free hand and pushed the hood of its cowl back.

			My brows rose. The face beneath the hood was beautiful: a faery with twilight-colored skin and silver hair like the sheen of a polished blade. Her eyes were huge and golden, not blank and pupilless like the Forgotten’s but luminous in their intensity, the color of the moon hanging low on the horizon. Black leather armor sheathed her from head to toe, and my wariness grew. That was not the outfit of a simple messenger or handmaiden. Whoever this faery was, she was a trained fighter.

			“You killed the Lady?” she repeated in a dazed voice. Her brow furrowed, and she shook her head. “Impossible. You are but a human, and the Lady is the most powerful being in the Nevernever.”

			“She was very powerful,” I agreed. “I even served her for a time. But she was consumed with what she believed had been stolen from her. She wanted to reclaim her throne and rule the Nevernever again, and she was willing to sacrifice all of Faery to do it. In the end, I couldn’t support her plans of destruction. She died quickly. Even after everything, I didn’t want her to suffer.”

			“Enough.” The black-garbed faery tensed, her eyes glowing and furious in the shadows. She gestured, and another silvery blade materialized in her hand as if conjured from moonlight. “I cannot believe a mere human, even one with faery blood, could defeat the queen I served for centuries.” Her eyes narrowed to golden slits as she raised her swords. “You will tell me what really happened, mortal. I will cut the truth from your lips if I must!”

			She leaped toward me like a streak of lightning, those deadly swords sweeping down to take my head.

		
	
		
			Chapter 5

			Well, this was going to kill any hopes of making the wedding on time.

			I twisted away on instinct as the faery’s moonblades slashed through the spot where I had been. She was lethally fast. Her blades came at me again, and I barely got my sword up to block. Parrying the moonblades aside, I lashed out at her, and she leaped back, the sword missing her by centimeters. As soon as the blade had passed, she darted forward again, seeking to cut me down. But I had been trained by one of the best warriors in the Nevernever and had been educated in different styles of battle. Strong warriors often used different tactics learned from fast or very skilled fighters. Powerful warriors used their strength and endurance to batter their enemy down. Quick warriors like this one used blinding speed to dart within their enemy’s guard, often timing their strikes to deal a vicious blow and quickly leaping back to avoid the counterstrike. Knowing this, I didn’t carry my swing through but instantly swept the sword back again, cutting at the warrior even as she lunged forward. Immediately, she ducked, rolling under the blow, and coming up on her feet behind me. I spun and took a few steps back, keeping my sword between us as the faery turned and regarded me with appraising gold eyes.

			“You’re skilled,” she said, and her tone wasn’t surprised or mocking or angry, just matter-of-fact. “Whoever your teacher was, they were very good. Though, it won’t save you in the end.”

			“Do we really have to do this?” I asked as she circled me like a wolf, graceful and dangerous. “Not to be rude, but I have somewhere to be right now. Can we perhaps put this on hold and come back to it in a day or two?”

			“Of course.” The black-clad warrior shrugged and leaned back in a way that, oddly enough, reminded me of Puck. “Tell me where the Lady is, and I’ll let you go.”

			“I told you,” I said wearily. “You won’t find the Lady in the Nevernever any longer. Her rule over Faery has ended. She’s gone.”

			For a moment, the faery’s expression contorted, rage and anguish flashing through her eyes. Just for a moment, before she composed herself with a steely smile.

			“Wrong answer,” she told me and lunged, coming in with a series of lightning-quick strikes that sent me scrambling back, desperately trying to avoid them. As I parried, I felt a shiver of glamour go through the air between us and saw an opening. My sword flashed out, cutting through the slender body, which instantly rippled into slivers of light and disappeared.

			That’s not the end of it, Keirran! Reflexively, I spun to face the attack coming in from behind. As I turned, our gazes met, and surprise flickered through the strange faery’s eyes. She’d expected my guard to be down for the split second it would take to stab me from behind. Again, she didn’t know my teacher or the lengths he’d gone to to make sure I was prepared for every kind of battle.

			There was no time to bring my sword up; those deadly curved blades were already coming for my head. I thrust my free hand out, palm forward, and sent a blast of Winter glamour through the air between us. There was a flash of blue light, and a wall of ice materialized in front of me.

			The second it was up, I realized my mistake. I had blocked my assailant’s line of sight, but I had lost sight of her, too. Which meant that, as fast as she was, she was probably behind me right now, and I had a split second to make a choice.

			I hoped I made the right one.

			Something cold and razor-sharp pressed against my throat from behind. I stiffened and slowly lowered my weapon, feeling the faery’s slender body against my back, the edge of that curved blade barely touching my skin. Her breath was cool as she leaned close, her lips next to my ear.

			“Now, human, enough games. I will have answers. What happened to the Lady? What happened to the Nevernever? Why...is everything so different now?”

			“I promise you this,” I began and felt her surprise, knowing the power of those words in Faery. “Everything I am about to tell you is the truth. Please try to understand. It has been a long, long time since the Lady ruled the Nevernever. Long enough that most of Faery have forgotten about her. For many, many centuries, she slept, deep beneath the earth in a place called Phaed. Until one day, someone came along and woke her up.”

			“Phaed,” the faery behind me repeated. “I... I was in Phaed, not long ago. I woke up there, I think. Or...was I always there? I don’t know what happened to me. My memories are gone. I just remember... I serve the Lady.” She made a tiny, frustrated noise and shook her head. “Why can’t I remember anything else?”

			“You’re a Forgotten,” I told her gently. “It’s what happens when humans don’t remember us. They forget your name, your stories, everything about you. After a while, those faeries just...slowly cease to exist. And somehow, they all end up in Phaed. Where the Lady was, dreaming of the day she could return.”

			“I know of the Forgotten.” The faery’s voice was breathless. “They were rumors. No one ever saw one, but we knew they existed. Has it...really been that long? Even the Lady has been forgotten?”

			“Until the day she woke up and discovered the world had changed,” I said. “When she did, she couldn’t accept that the world and the rest of Faery had moved on. She gathered the Forgotten to her and waged war on the Nevernever, claiming that she was the one true queen and that the courts should not exist. I...was her champion, for a time,” I went on, as shameful memories rose up, seeking to drown me. “I turned my back on my court and my family to side with the Lady. I thought that... No, there’s no excuse for my actions. The Lady wanted to be as powerful as she was before, to rule with no opposition. She would’ve had me kill my own family to achieve that.”

			The faery at my back was silent for a long moment. When she spoke again, her voice was nearly a whisper. “You betrayed her.”

			“Yes,” I said quietly. “I did.”

			The knife at my throat moved a hair toward me, not enough to draw blood but definitely uncomfortable. “Why shouldn’t I kill you, then?”

			“Two reasons,” I said, quietly drawing on my glamour, feeling the energy of the Between swirl around and through me. “One, the Lady would’ve destroyed the Nevernever to become queen again. She didn’t care about the Forgotten or the lives lost. All she wanted was her throne back. I was oblivious to her ruthlessness at first, but if you really served her before, you know what she was capable of.” No answer from the faery behind me, and her silence spoke volumes. The Lady had never been a kind and sympathetic ruler; even when she had been queen of Faery, she’d ruled through fear. “The Lady would have destroyed us all,” I went on, releasing my glamour into the mist. The Between stirred at my touch; tendrils of fog broke off from each other and slowly coiled around us like snakes. “She would have let nothing stand between her and her throne. You served her—you know that what I’m saying is the truth. Furthermore, you also should’ve realized that attacking a king of Faery in his own territory is a very dangerous proposition.”

			Smoky white hands suddenly appeared in the mist, grabbing the faery’s arms and legs and yanking her into the air. She jerked in their grip, twisting and slashing through several, even taken by surprise. I could appreciate how very fast and skilled she was, but not at the cost of her breaking free and attacking me again. I raised a hand and swept it toward the struggling faery with a burst of Winter glamour. The coils of mist and the hands holding her captive instantly turned to ice, suspending her like a fly caught in a spiderweb.

			She slumped, silver hair hiding her face as she bowed her head, then looked up at me. Surprise filled those golden irises, along with a weary resignation. “Kill me quickly, then,” she said, her voice soft but unafraid. “I have nothing to return to, anyway.”

			“I’m not going to kill you,” I told her. “I know you’ve been through a lot, and I know everything is confusing. I just want your word that, right now, on this spot, you won’t attack me when I let you go.”

			She blinked. There were a lot of loopholes in that promise, which was the reason I’d phrased it that way. I wouldn’t try to make her swear to something she would never agree to, like promising to never kill me. All I asked was that, as long as we stood here, in this one place, she wouldn’t come after me again. It was an easy promise that would end as soon as we both stepped away, and after a moment of consideration, she nodded.

			I waved a hand, and the ice shattered into tiny pieces with sharp tinkling sounds. The faery dropped, landed gracefully on her feet, and straightened, still appraising me with her golden eyes.

			“You should’ve killed me,” she said after a moment. “That would’ve been the smart decision. If you are a king, leaving an enemy alive is a costly mistake.”

			“I make a point not to kill people when there’s no need,” I replied solemnly. “Besides, I was under the impression that we didn’t have to be enemies.”

			She didn’t say anything to that, just regarded me impassively. I sighed, feeling time slipping ever further away, but loath to turn my back on this deadly and beautiful killer. If I took one step, the terms of the promise would be met, and she’d be free to attack me again if she chose. “I have to go,” I told her. “I have my own promise to fulfill. You are welcome to find me again in Touchstone, the capital of the Forgotten Court. You’ll be safe there, and I can explain everything.”

			She thought about that for a moment, then shook her head. “I appreciate the invitation,” she said softly, “but... I can’t accept it quite yet. I can’t accept you quite yet, Forgotten King. I have to discover some things for myself.”

			I nodded. “Understandable. Still, if you find out what you need, Touchstone will be there. Hopefully I will see you again.”

			“That is not something you should hope for, King of the Forgotten.”

			“I’ll take my chances,” I replied, which made her frown. “What is your name, by the way?” It was clear that she was ready to depart, and once she did, I doubted I would ever find her unless she wanted to be found.

			Again, she hesitated, before giving a tiny shrug. “You may call me Nyx.”

			“Nyx,” I repeated. “And you once served the Lady, correct? In what way?”

			She gave a weird little smile and backed up a step. Mist and fog curled around her, nearly hiding her from view. “I was the Lady’s assassin,” she said.

			And she was gone.

		
	
		
			Chapter 6

			Ethan’s eyes bulged as I stepped from the Veil into the back room of the church. “There you are,” he breathed. “What took you so long? Everyone is impatient. Oberon already sent an emissary back here to see what the delay was. Thankfully, the emissary was Puck, so we dodged a bullet there. But we don’t have a lot of time.” He eyed me, and his irritation switched to concern. “You okay?”

			“Yes.” I shook myself, putting the meeting with the Lady’s assassin from my mind for now. This day, though weird and full of faery hijinks, was not about me. “What about you?” I asked my best friend. “Nervous?”

			“Terrified,” was the wry answer. “But not in the way you’d think. Really, I’m more concerned that Puck will do something else to disrupt things before the end of the ceremony. I just want this day over with so we can get on with our lives without having to worry that the roof will start raining frogs or something. Marrying Kenzie, though...” He shrugged, and a smile crept across his face. “I’ve never been more certain of anything.”

			“I’m happy for you,” I told him, squashing the feeling of wistful longing threatening to rise within. Again, this day was not about me. I’d had my chance and destroyed it with reckless decisions. Ethan and Kenzie had fought side by side from the beginning and had never wavered in what they knew was right. They’d earned all the happiness today would bring them. “Both of you. After everything that happened, you deserve it.”

			Ethan reached out and gripped my shoulder, his expression one of understanding. “She would be proud right now,” he said quietly, and we both knew whom he was speaking of. Her face danced across my vision, yellow flowers woven in her hair, and I took a deep breath to keep my throat from closing up.

			“Yeah,” I husked out. “I hope so.” Shaking myself, I looked at Ethan and forced a grin. “Well, shall we? This wedding can’t happen without the groom.”

			“Or the best man.” He smiled wryly. “Though, I fully regret telling you to come later and that I didn’t need any help before the ceremony started. Next time I say something like that, just have Kenzie kick me.”

			A few minutes later, I stood behind Ethan at the front of the church as everyone in the congregation rose to watch the bride walk down the aisle. In the front row, my mother beamed with pride as she stood next to Ash. A few spaces away, Oberon looked bored with it all. One row behind them, Puck stood with his arms crossed and a huge grin on his face; he winked at Kenzie as she walked by, and I hoped he didn’t have any more of his “helpful” surprises up his sleeve.

			Ethan didn’t see any of them. He didn’t see the minister or the congregation or anyone else. His gaze was riveted solely on Kenzie, and the look in his eyes as she walked up made my heart ache with longing. Listening to them as they said their vows, watching as they promised each other forever, it was all I could do to keep smiling. When they sealed their vows with a kiss, I had to look away. Afterward, the happy couple was engulfed in hugs and congratulations. Kenzie’s father even shook Ethan’s hand with a smile that was only slightly forced.

			As everyone was making their way outside to head to the reception, I felt a presence at my back and turned to find Oberon gazing down at me.

			The King of Summer regarded me with impassive, leaf-green eyes that, as usual, gave no hint as to what he was thinking. Of all the rulers in Faery, Oberon’s feelings toward me and what had transpired in the Lady’s war were still unknown. Titania despised me, of that I was certain. Mab, though she wasn’t entirely happy with what I had done, had accepted that my punishment was fair and just, and that was the end of it. Of the three, Oberon was the ruler who had given no indication of where we stood, whether he still considered me family or an enemy. In Faery, grudges lasted forever.

			I bowed my head to the Seelie King. “Lord Oberon,” I said cautiously and received a nod in return. A sign that he at least acknowledged me as a ruler of Faery, even if his personal feelings were unclear. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

			“I did not expect to see you here,” the Summer Lord said. “When the Iron Queen told me her brother had invited all family members, I did not think she meant to include you. I am curious as to why you decided to attend the celebrations of those whom you betrayed.”

			Well, I guess that answered my question. I felt my insides clench painfully, like a claw had grabbed my stomach and twisted it around, but I forced myself not to shrink before the Seelie King. Not to let him know I was dying inside.

			“I am still family,” I told the Lord of Summer, making sure my voice did not tremble as I spoke. “I have not been exiled from the mortal world. When Ethan asked me to stand with him today, it was an honor to accept.”

			“Your mortal family does not understand.” Oberon drew back. He didn’t sound angry; his tone remained calm and matter-of-fact, his demeanor expressionless as he regarded me. But I still felt the words like knife blows to my heart. “They think of you as kin. But Faery does not forget. Once a traitor, always a traitor. It is only a matter of time before you turn on us again.”

			He turned and walked out, leaving me feeling like I’d been hit by a truck, then kicked repeatedly. For a moment, I considered leaving, quietly slipping into the Between and vanishing from sight. I wondered if everyone saw me as Oberon did: the exiled king, ruling in darkness, just waiting for his chance to betray Faery once more.

			“Don’t let him get to you, kid.”

			Puck’s voice echoed behind me. I turned and saw the red-haired prankster with a strangely serious expression on his face. It looked out of place on him.

			“Oberon is an old faery,” Puck said without waiting for me to speak. “He’s been around awhile, and he’s seen almost everything. But remember, he’s still fey. He can only see things through the lens of an immortal. Certain human elements—love, selflessness, family devotion, forgiveness—he just doesn’t understand.” He pointed a finger at me with a smirk. “So don’t let him get into that sulky head of yours, princeling. One brooding Winter faery prowling around here is more than enough.”

			Oberon did not attend the reception but headed back to Arcadia and the Summer Court, and Grimalkin also faded from sight, perhaps now bored that the possibility of Birdmageddon was over, but everyone else remained. Beneath a gazebo in the shade of several ancient oaks, I watched Ethan and Kenzie dance to the soulful melody of a jazz band (fully human, as Ethan wouldn’t hear of having faery music at his wedding) and smiled at their complete happiness.

			But still, despite Puck’s reassurance, I couldn’t help but mull over Oberon’s words. Once a traitor, always a traitor. Did that mean I was destined to repeat the mistakes of my past, betraying everyone I loved, though I had sworn never to do such a thing again? Or did it mean that I’d always had evil inside me, and it was just my nature to hurt and destroy?

			I was so distracted by my thoughts that I missed my cue to speak. Sitting at a long table beside the bride and groom, I was suddenly aware that the room had gotten quiet and everyone was looking at me expectantly.

			Oh, right. Best man’s speech. I had agreed to say a few words, though now I regretted not having written anything down.

			Clearing my throat, I stood, taking in the audience I spotted my parents at a table in the back, their eyes on me, and quickly looked away to gather my thoughts.

			“I haven’t known Ethan and Kenzie very long,” I began into the silence. “Ethan and I weren’t childhood friends or playmates. We didn’t grow up together or anything like that. I’ve only known him a few years. But, even in that short a time, Ethan...basically saved my life.”

			There were a few wistful smiles around the room, mainly from the humans. They thought I was speaking metaphorically. There were no wistful looks from any of the fey listening to me, my parents included. They all knew what I was talking about.

			“I was pretty horrible to him, to both of them,” I went on. “I did and said a lot of things I’m not proud of. Most people would’ve given up on me, written me off as a lost cause. But Ethan and Kenzie have a quality many do not. They are both the most stubborn people I have ever met in my entire life.”

			That got several chuckles; even my father cracked a smile. Kenzie’s dad snorted loudly into his napkin. I waited a moment for the room to quiet before continuing.

			“But even when I was at my worst,” I said, feeling all eyes on me, “I watched them. I watched them both struggle and fight and always come back. Even in the face of extreme hardship, their devotion to each other never wavered. And...neither did their belief in me.”

			Quickly, I took a short breath to keep my voice from catching. I didn’t dare glance at the table where my parents were, afraid that whatever I saw on their faces might cause me to break down. “So,” I finished, “Ethan and Kenzie, I just wanted to take this moment to say...thank you. To you both. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you.”

			There were some awws and a smattering of polite applause as I sat down, but I barely heard it. The humans who didn’t know my past were not the ones I was speaking to. But Ethan and Kenzie both smiled at me, and the bride reached across her new husband to gently squeeze my arm. The look on their faces was one of understanding. They knew exactly what I meant.

			The reception was shockingly peaceful. Even Razor and Puck behaved themselves, the former sitting on a chair with his glowing, maniacal grin, never taking his eyes off Kenzie, the latter supposedly on his best behavior after the near fiasco with the doves. With the exception of Guro, who kept glancing around with a small, knowing smile, the humans at the reception seemed happily oblivious that they were mingling with a group of immortal faeries. Kenzie’s father even had a long conversation with Ash, who appeared wholly interested in the state of the stock market these days. Of course, excluding the Great Prankster and a hyper gremlin, this group of fey were possibly the most trustworthy in all the Nevernever.

			Later, I was sitting alone at a table, brooding into my coffee, when I felt a presence behind me and heard the scrape of a chair being pulled up.

			“Mind if I join you?” asked the Iron Queen, taking the seat next to mine. She watched me for a moment, blue eyes appraising, then asked in a gentle voice, “What’s on your mind, Keirran?”

			I looked into my coffee mug, thinking. One-word answers like Nothing never satisfied her. She’d told me that herself—my father had tried those same avoidance tactics when they were first together; they weren’t going to work any better for me than they had for him.

			I couldn’t tell her. Not everything. Too many worries, failures, and regrets were swirling around inside: I couldn’t focus on even one thing. The Forgotten. The Between. Annwyl. Myself. What would happen to the Forgotten? Was I going to be a good king, as I had promised? Or was I destined to betray those I loved, again?

			Once a traitor, always a traitor.

			Also, somewhere out there was a vengeful faery who had once served as the Lady’s assassin, so that was going to be fun times, as well.

			I sighed, feeling my mother’s worried gaze on me. “A lot of things,” I confessed. “But they’re mostly issues that have to do with the Forgotten and the Between. It’s not something the other courts can help with. This is my kingdom now.” I took a breath and set my jaw, resolved. “I have to figure it out myself.”

			The Iron Queen nodded. “Don’t shut us out, Keirran,” she said, and her fingers gently curled around mine. “I know you have your own realm, and that our lives have to be different now, but whatever happens, you are still part of this family. We will never turn you away. Remember that.”

			I nodded and returned the squeeze. “I will,” I murmured, remembering Puck’s words from earlier. Certain human elements—love, selflessness, family devotion, forgiveness—he just doesn’t understand.

			Puck was right. My parents and closest friends had forgiven me, of that I was certain. But was their forgiveness deserved? Or was there a hidden dark side within me that was waiting to betray them all once more?

			Evening fell, and the new couple departed in a flurry of hugs and well wishes. I embraced both Ethan and Kenzie, feeling a lump in my throat as they hugged me tightly, their raw emotions surrounding us all.

			“We love you, Keirran,” Kenzie whispered as she drew back. “Stay out of trouble, you hear?”

			“I will,” I promised, and Ethan nodded to me as a long black limo pulled up beside them. They climbed into the back of the vehicle, and I watched my two best friends ride away into their new life.

			Halfway to the road, however, the limo skidded to a halt, making everyone watching it depart blink in surprise. Both side doors opened, releasing a flock of about a dozen small white birds. They spiraled into the air, cooing and shedding feathers like dandelion puffs, and fluttered away over the trees.

			A murmur of awe went through the group of mortals behind me, and I chuckled quietly to myself. My parents were going to kill him, but it seemed the Great Prankster had gotten his surprise off, after all.

		
	
		
			Epilogue

			Night had fallen over the mortal realm by the time I reached Touchstone again, and a full silver moon hung low in the sky over the city. The Forgotten were out in force tonight, featureless silhouettes sliding along walls or ghosting down the streets, comfortable in the darkness and all it offered. They bowed to me, silent and reverent, as I passed. A few murmured a quiet greeting, but for the most part my subjects had embraced their roles as creatures of fear and the shadows. The things that lurked in closets and under beds. They all had accepted me as their king, but sometimes it felt as if I was the only real thing in this city of darkness, and if I stayed here too long, I would slowly lose all color and emotion, until I was merely a shadow, too.

			I pushed those thoughts out of my head as I made my way through the gates of Touchstone Manor, past the piles of stones that were the anchor for the whole city, and through the large front doors of my estate. Inside the Gothic-inspired foyer, it was brighter than the city outside, but not by much, and the candles on the walls and in the alcoves did little to throw back the gloom. The hall appeared empty, but that was only because my guards and servants were very adept at blending in. I felt their gazes on me as I crossed the stones and climbed the stairs to my chambers. Closing the door behind me, I contemplated flopping down on the large four-poster bed but abruptly straightened, all my instincts flaring to attention. Once more, I wasn’t alone.

			“A king should not be so easily found.”

			Nyx stepped away from a corner, seemingly materializing from nothing. Her hood was up, and her yellow eyes glowed in the shadows between us.

			“Nyx.” I gave her a wary nod. I didn’t ask how she’d gotten in. Being the Lady’s assassin, I assumed getting into places she shouldn’t was one of her specialties. “When I said you were welcome in Touchstone, I didn’t exactly mean an open invitation into my personal chambers. What do you want?”

			“Your city is impressive,” the Forgotten said, waving a graceful arm at the window to the city below. “But your subjects...feel empty. They are nothing but shadows. Is this what the Forgotten have become now? What I am destined to become?

			“I searched for the Lady,” the faery went on before I could answer. “I looked for her, asked about her, to see if anyone remembered her name.” Briefly, she closed her eyes, a flash of pain crossing her face before she could hide it. “But everywhere I went, it was the same. The Lady is gone. She no longer exists anywhere in Faery. Even the memory of her is beginning to fade. It appears what you said is the truth. The Lady is no more. Her rule over the Nevernever has ended.”

			“I am sorry,” I said quietly. “I don’t regret killing her, but I wish we could’ve come to an understanding.”

			Surprisingly, Nyx shook her head in an almost impatient manner. “I am not here for revenge, Forgotten King,” she told me. “The Lady is dead. She was defeated and overthrown by a superior force. So be it. But my Order has always protected the ruler of Faery—we have done so since the beginning, and I must continue our purpose.”

			Before I could say anything, the assassin stepped forward, brushed back her hood, and sank to her knees before me, bowing her head. “Forgotten King, I pledge myself to your service. Allow me to serve you as I once did the Lady. Let me be your hidden blade that protects you from the shadows and cuts the life from your enemies at your word.”

			I blinked at her in shock. “You would switch allegiances? Just like that?”

			“The Lady is dead. I see no reason to serve someone who is no longer here.” The faery’s voice was emotionless. “You defeated her, you have taken over her subjects and her kingdom, thus my loyalty goes to you. That is the way of my Order, even if I am the only one left.”

			“I see.” Well, this was unexpected. What was I going to do with an assassin lurking in the shadows around me? “I accept your offer,” I told her, “on one condition. Don’t expect me to rule as the Lady did. I have no need of an assassin. I will not be sending you to kill anyone, whether they deserve it or not. Instead, I command you to protect the Forgotten and this realm to the best of your ability. If you cannot accept that, I advise you to find someone else to serve.”

			“I understand, Your Majesty.” The faery didn’t lift her head. “Whatever you command, I will obey. Even if you have no need of my skills, I will continue to protect you and your kingdom for as long as I am able. That is the oath of my Order.”

			“All right.” With a sigh, I raked a hand through my hair. The Lady’s assassin had just pledged her life to my service, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. “First order of business, then. You don’t have to bow to me every time we meet.”

			“If I may, Your Majesty...” Nyx raised her head but didn’t move from where she knelt. “There is something else you must be made aware of, and the reason I returned so quickly. Your realm is not safe.”

			I tensed and gave her my full attention. “Explain.”

			“I returned to the place I thought the Lady might be,” the assassin went on. “The town called Phaed. I thought, perhaps, she slept there still, that somehow a small part of her might have survived and returned. She wasn’t there but...something else was. Something that had turned the whole town into a mire of fear.”

			The dread in the assassin’s voice took me by surprise. Even in the face of her own death, she hadn’t shown a hint of concern. “What was it?” I asked.

			“A creature” was the grim reply. “A beast. I didn’t see it, but the residents of Phaed told me it had been seen prowling the banks of the River of Dreams just outside of town. No one could describe it clearly, but from what I could piece together, this beast was man-size and shaggy, with claws and fangs and antlered horns. But the terror it had inspired...” She shook her head, her gaze troubled. “I could feel it throughout the town. Phaed is consumed with fear, just from seeing this monster. I intend to track this beast down and destroy it, but before I do, I felt it was my duty to return and bring it to the king’s attention.”

			I narrowed my eyes. A monster in the Between. And the Lady’s assassin, mysteriously returned from nonexistence. Whether she would become an enemy or a friend was yet to be decided. But something was out there, within the bounds of my territory. A creature that made even an assassin nervous. Whatever it was, it was an enemy I could confront, unlike the memories of my past, which I could not fight.

			So be it. Let my first mission as the Forgotten King be one of protecting my people. And maybe, just maybe, it would take my mind off my many doubts and failures.

			“Rise, Nyx of the Forgotten,” I told the faery before me. “You’ve sworn yourself to me, so let us start proving that loyalty. We’re going to hunt down this monster, together.”
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			The Iron Raven

			by Julie Kagawa

			The Human World

			A long, long time ago

			It was almost time.

			I peeked out of the bushes and grinned. The stage was nearly set. In the tiny, sun-dappled clearing beyond the trees, the crystal-clear pool glimmered, attracting all manner of life to its sparkling waters. A herd of spotted deer bent graceful necks to the surface under the watchful eye of a great stag, standing tall at the edge of the pond. A few rabbits hopped through the bracken scattered through the clearing, and a family of squirrels scolded each other in the branches of a large gnarled oak. Birds sang, wildlife meandered, and the wind gently rustled the leaves overhead. It was a blissful, picturesque woodland scene, a perfectly peaceful day in the human realm.

			Boring, boring, boring.

			I smiled, reached into my shirt, and pulled the pan flute into the light. It was my own design; I’d spent several days gathering hollow reeds, cutting them, binding them together, and making sure the tone was perfect. Now I was going to see what it could do.

			Drawing glamour from the forest around me, I raised the flute to my lips and blew out a single note.

			The clear, high sound cut through the stillness of the woods, arcing over the grove, and all the animals clustered around the pond jerked up, eyes wide and nostrils flaring. The rabbits sat up, ears twitching back and forth. The deer raised their heads, dark eyes huge as they gazed around, ready to flee. The squirrels’ tails flicked as they clung to the branches, their chittering voices silenced.

			In the sudden stillness, I took a deep breath, gathering my magic, and began playing.

			The melody rose into the air, cheerful and fast-paced. It swirled around the pond, into the ears of every living creature. For a moment, none of them moved,

			Then, one of the rabbits began tapping its foot. The others followed, thumping their hind legs in tune to the rhythm, and the deer began tossing their heads to the music. In the branches, the squirrels bobbed, tails twitching back and forth, keeping time, and the birds added their voices to the song. I bit down a smile and played louder, faster, drawing in more glamour and releasing it into the notes trilling through the forest.

			With a bugle, the ancient stag reared up, tossing his huge antlers, and bounded gracefully to the center of the clearing. His sharp hooves pawed the grass, gouging the earth, as he stepped and leaped with the music. As one, his herd joined him, cavorting to his side, and the rabbits began flinging themselves in wild arcs around the stomping deer. My glee soared; this was working better than I had hoped. It was all I could do to keep playing and not let the song drop because of the enormous grin wanting to stretch my face.

			Rising from the bushes, I walked toward the grove, the pan flute moving rapidly under my lips, the song rising and the magic soaring in response. My feet itched, and I started to move them, dancing to the center of the clearing. Filling my lungs, I played as loudly as I could, my body moving almost on its own, leaping and twirling and spinning through the air. And all around me, the forest creatures danced as well, hooves and horns and furry bodies barely missing me as they bounced and cavorted in a frantic circle, hurling themselves around the grove with wild abandon. I lost myself in the music, in the excitement and ecstasy, as I danced with the forest.

			I didn’t know how long the melody went on; half the time my eyes were closed and I was moving on pure instinct. But at last, as the song reached a crescendo, I sensed it was time to bring it to a close. With one final, soaring note, the melody died away, the wild emotions faded, and the whirlwind of magic swirling through the grove fluttered out, returning to the earth.

			Panting, I lowered my arms. Around me, my fellow dancers also came to shuddering stops, breathing hard. The great stag stood a few feet away, antlered head bowed, legs and flanks trembling. As I watched, he quivered and collapsed, white foam bubbling from his mouth and nostrils as his head struck the ground. One by one, the rest of the herd crumpled as well, some gasping wide-eyed for breath, some lying motionless in the dirt. Scattered around them, furry lumps of rabbits lay in the churned mud. I looked at the trees and saw the squirrels and birds lying at the bases of the trunks, having fallen from their perches once the music ceased.

			I blinked. Well, that was unexpected. How long had I been playing anyway? I looked at the sky through the branches and saw clouds streaked with orange, the sun hovering low on the horizon. I’d come to this grove and played the very first note early this morning. It seemed our wild revel had lasted the entire day.

			Huh. I scratched the back of my head. Well, that’s disappointing. I guess I can’t push these mortal beasts too aggressively, or they just collapse. Hmm. Tapping the fingers of one hand against my arm, I gazed at the pan flute in the other. I wonder if humans would do any better?

			“Boy.”

			The deep, lyrical voice came from behind me, and a ripple of magic shivered through the air. I felt a stab of annoyance that someone had been watching my revel; that was why I’d chosen to do this in the human world, after all—so I could worry less about curious eavesdroppers.

			I turned and saw a procession of horses at the edge of the clearing, watching me from the trees. The mounts were fey creatures, lighter and much more graceful than their mortal counterparts, their hooves barely touching the ground. The riders atop them were sidhe knights, clad in armor of leaves, vines, and branches woven together. Part of the Summer Court, I realized. I’d seen them before, as well as the knights of the Winter Court. I’d even played with a few of them in the wyldwood, though they never realized the cause of all their small, annoying mishaps was a forest boy too insignificant to notice.

			But the rider at the front of the procession had definitely noticed me, and he was impossible to miss, too. His mount was bright gold, brighter than any mortal steed, but the noble atop it outshone even his mount. He was dressed in armor of green and gold, with a cloak made of blooming vines that left flowers where he passed. Long silver hair flowed from under the huge antlered crown that rested on his brow, and the piercing green eyes beneath it were fixed solely on me.

			Why was he here? Had he heard my music and been drawn to the sound? That was unfortunate. I tried to avoid catching the eye of the Summer Court, particularly this faery. I hadn’t been doing anything wrong; the fey cared little as to what happened in the mortal world. The deaths of a few forest creatures meant nothing to them.

			But attracting the attention of one of the most powerful faeries in the Nevernever was a dangerous game. Depending on his mood, he might demand that I “gift” him the thing I’d worked so hard on, play the pipes for him and his knights for as long as he was amused, or entertain them all by becoming the next hunt. The fey lords were notoriously unpredictable, and I treated them as I would a sleeping dragon: it was okay to tiptoe around and steal their gold, as long as they didn’t see you.

			But now, the dragon had spotted me.

			The sidhe gentry nudged his mount, and the horse stepped into the clearing, striding across the grass until beast and rider loomed before me. I stood my ground and gazed up defiantly at the noble, who was watching me with appraising eyes.

			“So young,” he mused. “And such an impressive use of glamour. What is your name, boy?”

			“Robin.”

			“And where are your parents, Robin?”

			I shrugged. “I live by myself. In the wyldwood.” I couldn’t remember my parents, if I’d even had them. My earliest memory was the tangle of the wyldwood, foraging for food and shelter, learning the skills I needed to survive. But even though I was alone, I’d never felt like I didn’t belong. The forest, the wyldwood, was my home. That was how it always had been.

			“Hmm.” The tall noble didn’t press the question. He observed me in silence for another moment, his face giving nothing away. “Do you know who I am, boy?” he asked instead.

			This time, I nodded. “You’re King Oberon.” It was obvious; everyone knew who the Summer King was, though I’d never seen him in person. It didn’t matter. I had never seen Queen Mab, ruler of the Winter Court, either, but I was certain I would know her if I did.

			“Yes,” the Seelie King agreed. “I am indeed. And I could use someone of your talents in Seelie territory.” He raised a hand, indicating me with long, elegant fingers. “You have power—raw, unfettered Summer magic rivaling some of my strongest allies in the court. Such a gift should not go to waste in the wyldwood. You should not be living in the forest like a beast, singing to birds and squirrels. You should be part of the greatest court in the Nevernever. What say you, Robin?” The king regarded me with eyes like pale green frost. “Would you like to become part of the Seelie Court?”

			Part of the Seelie Court?

			Curiosity battled defiance. I was intrigued, of course. Living by myself in the wyldwood meant I could come and go as I pleased, but it was getting a bit lonely. I wanted to talk to people, others of my kind, not just forest creatures and the occasional scatterbrained piskie. And of the two courts, Summer territory sounded much more pleasant than the frozen, hostile land of Winter.

			Still, it was never a good idea to take the first offer. Even I, with my limited knowledge of bargains and deals, knew that much.

			“I like it in the forest.” I crossed my arms and smiled at the king. “Why should I go live at the Summer Court?”

			The Seelie King smiled, as if he’d expected that answer. “Because, Robin, I am king.” He spoke the phrase like it was the most important fact in the world. “And as King of the Seelie, I can give you whatever your heart desires. I can grant you power, wealth, the love of as many hearts as you wish.” He paused when I wrinkled my nose. “But I can see you are not interested in these things. Perhaps, then, this would be of note. I have many enemies, Robin. Both within the court and without. From time to time, these enemies need to realize that they cannot underestimate the sovereignty of Summer. If you join me... Well, let us say you will have plenty of opportunities to practice your magic on things other than common forest beasts.”

			Now that sounded interesting. I glanced back at the pond, at the motionless bodies surrounding it. Poor dumb animals. I hadn’t meant to harm them, but it seemed normal creatures were very fragile. I would love to try some of my ideas on sturdier creatures, maybe even a few fey, and Oberon was dangling that big, bright carrot in front of me. He seemed to know exactly what I wanted. The only question was, did I care?

			“So, Robin of the Wyldwood,” King Oberon went on, peering down at me from his horse. “What is your decision? Will you join my court? I will name you court jester, and you can play your tricks and practice your magic without boundaries. All I ask is that you do me a small service from time to time. Do we have a deal?”

			Something nagged at me, a feeling that this agreement wasn’t quite what I thought it was. I’d made deals before, but they were with piskies and sprites and a couple local dryads. Never with someone as important as the ruler of the Seelie Court. Was I missing something? This did seem a little too good to be true.

			I hesitated a moment more, then shrugged. Then again, why not join the Summer Court? What was the worst that could happen? I was aching for something new, and if I was under the protection of King Oberon himself, think of all the pranks and tricks I could play without fear of retribution.

			This was going to be fun.

			“All right,” I agreed, grinning up at Oberon, who raised a thin silver brow in return. “You have a deal, King. I’ll join the Summer Court, as long as I get to practice my magic and play as many tricks as I want.”

			“Excellent.” Oberon nodded and raised both hands. “Then I name you Robin Goodfellow, jester of the Summer Court,” he announced in sudden, booming tones, and the branches of the trees shook, as if acknowledging his declaration. Lowering his arms, the Summer King gazed down at me with a sudden, almost proud smile. “Welcome to the Seelie Court, Robin Goodfellow. Wear your name proudly. Perhaps someday the world will come to know it, as well.”
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