
        
            
                
            
        

     


 
 
WYRD AND FAE BOOK FIVE
Goblin Ball
l.k. rigel
Sign up for email notice of new releases
Available in the Wyrd and Fae Series
Give Me (Wyrd and Fae 1)
Bride of Fae (Wyrd and Fae 2)
Fever Mist (Wyrd and Fae 3)
A Glimmering Girl (Wyrd and Fae 4)
Goblin Ball (Wyrd and Fae 5)
 





Goblin Ball (Wyrd and Fae 5)
Copyright 2015 L.K. Rigel
Published by Beastie Press
Cover design by eyemaidthis 
Cover model and photography Jessica Truscott
This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely coincidental.
All Rights Are Reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author.
 
Blog of LK Rigel
 







Table of Contents
Cissa
Cade
Lilith
Cissa
Cammy
Max
Memories
Seven Ways of Looking at a Gifting
Cissa
Nanny Violet
Lexi
Drang
The Missing
The Island
Goblin Ball
The Mystic
 





 
Bathed in the mystic moonlight
On the night of a goblin ball
Look to the moon at midnight 
When true love will free us all.




« Chapter 1 »
Cissa
The Faewood. Today
Deep in the faewood at the court of the Dumnos fae, the queen was in the throne room, performing yet another of her many stultifying administrative duties.
She sat on a raised dais so that all the courtiers could easily see their monarch. The Moonstick Throne glittered and glowed with captured moonbeams, and her crown of silvery-blue moonsticks sparkled against her flaming red hair each time she nodded her head while hearing the leprechaun Horace’s complaint.
The pixies he had complained against toggled back and forth between laughter-filled spontaneous poetry and casting wary glances at their new queen. Cissa was aware she’d gained a reputation for being mostly nice—but only mostly. Monarching was hard!
In her first official act, Queen Narcissus had sentenced the dastardly fairy Idris to thirteen hundred years locked inside the terrible cold iron cage of his own design. Not because the Dumnos fae had suffered thirteen hundred years under his regency—who was counting?—but because thirteen was such a bad number. A nasty number. Wherever horrible magic happened, the number thirteen was sure to be involved.
Shoulders squared, back straight, head high—the queen now tried to appear as she vaguely remembered her mother, the noble and serene Queen Sifae, who had reigned over the Dumnos fae well over a thousand years ago. But it was so hard to sit still in one place for so long. When her head nodded, it was because she was about to fall asleep.
Leprechauns were so boring!
“Majesty, everyone knows the pixies are getting worse,” said Horace.
Cissa glanced sideways, hoping for a little sympathy from her friend Morning Glory. On cue, the white-haired fairy rolled her eyes. Cissa’s sentiments exactly: What did the guy expect? They’re pixies.
Horace pointed a bony finger at his nemeses. “The final blow, majesty, they spilled an entire bottle of port on a bolt of my finest silk brocade.”
The pixies had the good grace to blush, but then they grinned and simultaneously threw their arms up, making jazz hands.
“Silk is fine.”
“It goes with wine!”
They twinkled their fingers together, clasped hands, and spun in the air.
Morning Glory couldn’t take it anymore. She laughed and flew up out of her chair, above the pixies, and tossed handfuls of exploding fairy dust over their heads.
“See what I mean, majesty?” Horace said. “Incorrigible. I was saving that brocade especially. I wanted to make grow-booties for Lady Lexi’s gifting. Oh, it was the loveliest cloth. Soft and pink and gold and so glowy…”
The leprechaun’s voice mellowed, and his clenched, hairy eyebrows came somewhat undone. He dropped his jabbing finger and looked off into the distance with a sigh weighted with sorrowful loss.
At the mention of the gifting, Cissa perked up. Ah, that’s right!
Surely she would see Max there. Who else would represent the Blue Vale? She’d heard he was working on a new project—it must be a present for Lexi. Not that she’d know about it from Max, but she had minions! Sprites and wisps were natural gossips. They kept her abreast of all the happenings of the Dumnos fae—including the comings and goings of unsociable goblins who kept to the Blue Vale.
Naturally Max would be the one to present the gobs’ gift to the new little daughter of the earl and countess of Dumnos.
Cissa clicked her sparkling red fingernails against the arm of the Moonstick Throne. In truth, she’d forgotten all about the gifting. What to give an infant who was but half fae? If only Max were here. He always had good ideas. But he never came to court anymore.
“Horrible! Horrible wretches!” Horace jabbed at the air. The pixies had grabbed his hat and were dancing over his head, taunting him with it just beyond his reach.
Cissa glowered. “How dare you ruin my grandniece’s gift?” She rose to her feet. “I should throw you in the bower for a week and a day. Teach you manners!”
A collective gasp shot through the throne room. Even Horace looked shocked.
“What?” Cissa said, incredulous. It wasn’t like she’d ever actually done it.
The only prisoner locked in the horrific cold iron bower was its creator, Idris, and everyone agreed he belonged there.
Still, all the Dumnos fae were bound by Brother Sun and Sister Moon to obey their monarch. If Queen Narcissus ordered the pixies to the cruel bower, they would be unable to refuse to go. Everyone in the room regarded her warily.
It wasn’t supposed to be this way. True, she was impetuous. Yes, she had a temper. There was that time she banned a fairy from smelling any flower for a year and a day. And the time she told a poor hapless sprite to go jump in the lake, though sprites can’t abide any liquid but fresh, clean rainwater.
When she accepted the moonstick crown, she had imagined it would be wonderful. She would be like her mother, generous, wise—lady bountiful! Songs would be written about her. Kings and princes of other courts would seek her hand in marriage.
Not that she would ever marry. She’d never give someone claim over her that way. Ever. Though she wouldn’t mind being courted…
Back to the matter at hand, she couldn’t believe the looks on the courtiers’ faces. Fairies, leprechauns, brownies, pixies, sprites, a wisp or two. The Dumnos fae. Her subjects. Her responsibility. Did they really believe she’d do them intentional harm? Submit any one of them to the agony of cold iron?
She sighed. Being queen wasn’t the worst thing in the world—she loved telling other people what to do—but she was not having fun in her fabulous life. She was bored and unhappy. Trapped. She missed her old life and her old self, the fun-seeking fairy who liked to explore and find sparkly objects in interesting and unlikely places.
Something was wrong with her these days. Something inside, a strange… feeling. She was… lonely.
“But here’s the rift.” One of the pixies broke into her thoughts. “There will be no gift!”
“The objection was hearty,” said the other. “She wants no party!”
“Who says?” Cissa said. “Explain yourselves. Who wants no party?”
“Lily… silly!”
At this final rhyme, the pixies cracked themselves up beyond hope and collapsed on top of each other in spasms of belly laughs.
“No gifting?” Morning Glory stopped spinning and settled to the ground. “That’s… awful.”
“Unacceptable is what it is,” Cissa stomped her foot. That felt good. “You!” She glared at Morning Glory.
“Me?” The fairy’s hair turned a paler shade of white.
“Whether your daughter likes it or not, she’s part fae,” Cissa said, “And since she’s awakened to her fae nature, she’s under my command. That baby is my grandniece, and I say she’s having a gifting!”
“As she should. Yes. Yes, I agree,” Morning Glory said. “I’m on your side.”
“Go find Lily, right this minute. She might be a human countess, but I am queen of the Dumnos fae. Tell her there will be a gifting or… or… or she will face my wrath!”
“Yes, majesty. Right away.” Morning Glory held out her hand, palm up, and her tether appeared. She clasped the choker around her throat and popped out.
All the throne room was silent. No one would meet Cissa’s eye—none but the leprechaun, still waiting for satisfaction.
“Oh, fine!” She sat back down impatiently. “You two pixies, come before me. And keep still.”
What would Max do? Cissa truly missed the gob. She hadn’t seen him since he gave her the dewdrop bracelet. That was the day Max’s sister had been set free from the magic mirror. Everyone said her imprisonment had made her cuckoo. Maybe he was busy with her. Too busy, anyway, to give his queen the advice she needed.
Cissa considered the pixies now. It was in their nature to be goofs. Max would say she must make them pay penance or chaos would reign instead of her, but she should not break their pixie spirits. The Dumnos fae was a light court, after all.
“I have it!” She felt the grin spread over her face.
 “Eep!” said one pixie, her eyes wide.
“Eek-eek!” The other trembled.
All the throne room leaned in to hear the queen’s judgment. It was satisfying to feel everyone hanging on her next word, but Cissa would admit this only to herself.
“The two of you will compose an epic poem about the gloriousness of all leprechauns,” Cissa said. “To be performed at the circle under the next full moon.”
The courtiers loved it! Cissa beamed and accepted their applause and adoring gazes—until she came to the wounded Horace, still frowning.
“What then?” she said. “Is it not enough?”
The leprechaun quietly raised himself to full height, exasperated and yet dignified. “I should appreciate the return of my hat.”
He was indeed bareheaded. Not good. Leprechauns hated having their hats messed with. It upset their equilibrium—which, of course, was the very reason pixies messed with their hats.
Cissa raised an angry eyebrow, but before she could say a word, a huge, slouchy, purple velvet hat appeared and the two culprits arranged it on their victim’s head, brushing off imaginary cobwebs and fairy dust.
“Here, Horace.”
“Now don’t bore us!”
Cissa raised a fisted hand to throw a smelly bomb spell at the pixies, but they popped out.
“Thank you, Queen Narcissus,” Horace said. “You’re as wise as you are beautiful. And how wonderful! The gifting will now go forward.” A dreamy look invaded his eyes. No doubt he was contemplating the fabulous baby booties he planned to make.
The other courtiers were on their feet, swarming toward her, coming to add their compliments and congratulations on how well she’d dealt with the problem and what a queenly queen she was. She couldn’t stand it.
She ripped off her crown, set it on the Moonstick Throne, and popped out.




« Chapter 2 »
Cade
Mudcastle
Cade Bausiney parked the DB5
just off the Ring road and continued on foot through the ash and yew trees of the small wood. He passed the sacred lake and the Temple of Joy and Wonder and followed the scent of lilacs until he came to Mudcastle. The enchanted cottage was where his human mother lived with his biological father, a fairy of the Dumnos fae.
And not just any fairy. Dandelion, a fae prince, should have been the king of the Dumnos court. Instead, he’d fallen in love—a most unfairylike thing to do—with Beverly and had given up his crown to be with her. His sister Cissa, Cade’s aunt, had accepted the throne in his stead.
Until very recently, Cade hadn’t known any of that. Beverly had disappeared from Dumnos when he was a child, and everyone, including her husband and son, had thought her dead. In reality she’d been abducted, held captive by the wyrding woman Elyse for three decades—until Lilith came into Cade’s life, and together they had set Beverly free.
Cade had been raised by his aunt Moo and the man he’d always believed was his father, James Bausiney, the earl of Dumnos. Sure Dumnos was strange country, but Cade couldn’t imagine life anywhere else.
Before he could knock, the cottage door flew open and his mother came out to greet him. “Good, the summoning candle worked.” She threw her arms around him. “Hello, my darling boy. How is my granddaughter?”
“Lexi is perfect,” Cade said. “Most adorable child ever.”
“Of course she is. Tell Lilith I mean to pop over for a visit soon. Don’t worry. Max thinks it might be possible. He’s given me a glimmermist bodysuit to wear in the human realm. The theory is it will protect me from the oracle ring’s curse.”
“Fantastic… if it works.” Cade crossed over the threshold into Mudcastle’s living area, and immediately the euphoric sense of well-being that marked the fae realm settled over him.
He adored the mystical side of Dumnos and all the stories that came with it—especially the one about his ancestor, Donall Bausiney, who had encountered fairies at Faeview one Mischief Night in the 1870s and had taken the fairy cup from a party of fae who’d been drinking and dancing on the roof.
Only it wasn’t a story. It was true, and the fairy who’d left the cup behind that night was Cade’s biological father, an immortal prince, who now handed Cade a tankard of what turned out to be goblin stout.
“Thanks, Dandelion.”
He couldn’t call the guy Father, or even Dad. Sure he was over two thousand years old, but Dandelion looked no more than twenty-five. Cade was thirty-seven. And he felt forty-seven with all the problems of Dumnos now on his shoulders.
In all the talks he’d had with James about what it meant to be earl of Dumnos, the subject of human-fae relations had never come up.
The fae were real! Cade still couldn’t quite believe it. And he was half fae. Faeling, they called it. There was Dandelion, Cissa. Morning Glory, Lilith’s mother—meaning Lilith was faeling too.
The fae were everywhere. And Cade needed their help.
The Sarumen family of Brienne’s court in London had lately insinuated themselves into the affairs of Dumnos in the human realm. Cade meant to stop them, and Dandelion had agreed to do what he could.
“I asked Max to be here today because…” Dandelion’s eyebrows scrunched up.
“Because he’s Max?” Cade smiled. He didn’t know a lot about Max, except that he was a goblin and quite clever.
“Because he’s Max,” Dandelion agreed.
“Hmph.” Max said.
“I need to win back the Clad,” Cade said. “The Sarumens have gained control over more than fifty percent of the shares, and they mean to supply military contractors with Dumnos iron.”
“Why would that be any worse than cold iron?” Max said.
“Dumnos iron, or the steel made from it, should never be used in weapons,” Cade said. “Especially not small arms. It’s completely missed by metal detectors.”
“I agree.” Max clenched his gnarled hands. “That would be a sin against the high gods.”
“When Jenna Sarumen showed up here at Mudcastle and tried to steal the enchanted mirror, she showed her wings. She betrayed the fact that she and, by extension, her family are fae.”
“Everyone knows the Sarumen are fae,” Max said.
“Perhaps everyone in the fae realm knows,” Cade said. “Most humans believe the fae are mythological beings.” 
Interesting that the goblin referred to them as the Sarumen, not the Sarumens. That was a difference between human and fae right there: humans were ultimately individuals; fae ultimately belonged to their court’s monarch—or, in this case, to their clan. 
“The Sarumen are under Brienne’s command, but she’s a weak queen,” Dandelion said, “and the London fae have gone dark, beyond the influence of Brother Sun and Sister Moon. Brienne keeps to the fae realm, while many of her subjects have always lived among humans. The Sarumen have had influence back to the time of the Romans.”
“That explains the Sarumens’ connections throughout the human world,” Cade said. “Do you know of anything that can help me fight them?”
Dandelion waved his hand, and another tankard of jasmine stout appeared. Beverly smiled at Cade, but he felt her anxiety. She was always trying to get him to take fae food and drink, hoping it would ensure him the long life of a faeling.
“I don’t know the Sarumen,” Dandelion continued. “I never saw any of them in the faewood. Queen Sifae never married, but it was known she was committed to her consort. There was no reason for a foreign court to send suitors.”
Her consort. This was how Dandelion spoke about his own father.
“I wonder if the other fairy courts will send suitors to Dumnos now?” said Beverly.
“Why?” Cade said. “I mean, that seems random.”
“To woo Cissa,” Beverly said. She looked younger than Cade too, now that she lived at Mudcastle, a liminal space that phased between human and fae realms. It was all so disconcerting.
Max grunted, then brought the conversation back on point. “I met Lord Sarumen once a long time ago, at Merlyn’s cave. I was in a foul mood, and he made it worse. He sat in a corner while Merlyn and I had… a conversation. I could feel the lust for power roiling within him.”
Merlyn’s cave. Great gods. As young as they appeared—well, except for Max—these fae folk really were old. Cade caught Beverly looking at him, and he gave her what he hoped was an encouraging smile. He hadn’t particularly embraced his faeling nature—he wanted to live in the human realm—but he did appreciate one thing about the gift of time: the chance to know his mother.
“Cade’s right,” Max said to Dandelion. “He should be worried. The Sarumen are dangerous. I have no proof, but I’ve always suspected it was the Sarumen who enchanted the quarrels which killed your parents.”
“Sun and moon,” Dandelion said.
With a nod to Beverly, Max said, “Meaning no disrespect, but no wyrd alone is enough to bring death to an immortal fae. I speak from experience. The two magicks are needed together to call up such power.”
“I wish you’d share this theory with Cissa.” Tenderly, and proprietarily, Dandelion put his arm around Beverly’s shoulder. Cade had to admit the guy did love her. “Proved or not, it might soften her attitude toward the wyrd.”
“Hello, hello!” The familiar cheery voice broke into the discussion, and Cade’s mother-in-law popped in. “I’m here!”
“Hello, Morning Glory.”
“Oh, Cade. Good. I was hoping to find you. I have a message for you and Lily from Cissa.”




« Chapter 3 »
Lilith
Tintagos Village
In Tintagos Village Lilith left the Tragic Fall Inn with little Lady Lexi asleep in her stroller—or push chair as everyone here called it. Across the street and just a few doors down, an oversized truck and crane took up both lanes of traffic.
“What’s all this, Moo?” Lilith asked Cade’s aunt.
“Ah, the new owners arrived yesterday. Apparently they’re changing the name.”
“No more Tea & Tins? Cade will be brokenhearted.”
The cherry picker unfolded but a fraction of its length. It lifted two men in the basket at the end of its boom the twelve feet necessary to reach the tea shop’s wooden sign.
“Cade didn’t mention any changes happening in the village.”
“He was always good about attending council meetings,” Marion said, “but of late he’s been a bit distracted.”
“Vain to deny it,” Lilith said. There certainly was a lot on her husband’s plate these days. Both their plates.
Two years ago, she’d come to Dumnos, a land of mist and rain, from Indio, California on the other side of the world, a land of sun, sun and more sun. She’d been an emotional wreck, running from the disaster of being dumped by her fiancé, Greg Decker. From the moment she’d stepped off the train into the mist at Tintagos Halt and accepted Cade Bausiney’s outstretched hand, she knew she’d come home.
From that day to this, both their lives had been turned over, what with one discovery after another about their pasts. Nothing about the world was as she’d believed.
Lilith’s supposedly dead mother was actually a fairy. A very silly one.
Cade’s father was not James Bausiney, Lord Dumnos, as he’d believed all his life, but a fairy prince named Dandelion. He’d lost his mother when he was a little boy, but not to a tragic death as everyone believed. Beverly had been abducted by Elyse, a half fae, half human wyrding woman who’d also cast the spell which had brought Lilith to Dumnos.
Lilith and Cade had freed Beverly from captivity, and the three of them had joined forces to release Dandelion from the cold iron cage where he’d been imprisoned by the dark fae regent Idris.
But all that was nothing compared to the latest revelation. There was a reason Lilith felt so at home in Tintagos, as if she’d lived here forever. She was the reincarnation of a wyrding woman of Tintagos who’d lived in the twelfth century, and Cade was the reincarnation of her lover, Ross Bausiney, the first earl of Dumnos.
Lilith had good awareness of her former life as Igraine of Kaelyn’s cave, of people, places, and events as if they were on a continuum with her life as Lilith Evergreen Bausiney.
Cade was not so fortunate—or unfortunate, depending on how you looked at it. He didn’t disbelieve, but he had no actual memory of his former life. At the moment he was worried about more immediate things. The Sarumens were taking over the Dumnos Clad, the company that had belonged to the Bausiney family and given employment to the people of Dumnos since forever.
And there was the small matter of his Lilith’s wings. Visiting Mudcastle had done something to boost her fae nature. She couldn’t control it, and every once in a while her wings would extend without warning, even in the human realm.
“He does have a lot to think about these days.”
“It isn’t just your… fairy troubles.” Moo helped lift the push chair onto the sidewalk. “It’s a whole new world for Cade since the baby came. He adores Lexi. And her mother, naturally.”
She patted Lilith’s arm with real affection. She’d been against the relationship in the beginning, but all changed when Lilith helped to save her sister.
“Thanks, Moo.” Lilith had known she’d arrived when she’d been allowed to use Cade’s nickname for his aunt without causing a sniff. “So why new owners? Is Sheila unwell?”
“She sold up. She’s moving to Cardiff to live with her new husband.”
“Fancy that.” They rolled the push chair past a new sign, unloaded and propped against the shop wall. Into the Mystic.
“Intriguing.” Lilith waggled her eyebrows. “I hope the new owner will still carry Hobnobs, for Cade’s sake.”
“And my special tea.” Moo frowned. She never did like change.
“Your special tea is nothing if not mystical. Shall we have a look in?”
“I’ll get it, dear.” Marion held the door open, and as Lilith pushed Lexi over the threshold a hand-held brass bell rang out enthusiastically.
“Lilith. How lovely to see you!”
Lilith didn’t have to follow Moo’s disapproving squint. She knew the voice instantly.
“I mean Lady Dumnos.” Cammy French, at the register inside the shop, set a bell down on the counter with an apologetic face. “We’ve yet to hang our chimes.”
“That’s quite all—”
“Bella! Come see who’s here!” Cammy hurried around the counter, her arms outstretched and a big grin on her face. “Oh, I’d heard there was a little one now. I didn’t think it would happen so soon.” She headed for the push chair, but Auntie Moo headed her off.
“The little one is sleeping at present.”
“Lady Dumnos.” Bella French must have been in the stockroom. Her arms were laden with tea towels and fragrant soaps. “It’s a pleasure.”
“I asked you both at the wedding to call me Lilith, and I hope you still will.” It wasn’t proper, but Lilith didn’t care. She still wasn’t used to being Lady anything. Fortunately, Cade wasn’t at all old school about these things. “What are you doing here?”
“We’re at last free of our awful father and can do what we like,” Cammy said. “We like Dumnos, Tintagos in particular.”
“Cammy,” Bella said sharply.
“Don’t mind Bella,” Cammy said. “She suffers from eldest child syndrome. She can’t bring herself to say or think anything bad about the beastly man.”
“I prefer not to speak unkindly of the dead, that’s all,” Bella said.
“About a month after we returned home from the Handover festivities, Father graciously suffered a brain embolism,” Cammy said. “We invested our inheritance in shares of Dumnos Clad, but when the shares soared so quickly last autumn it scared us. We sold out and looked around for a more tangible place to park our loot. Tea & Tins is just the thing.”
“Cammy.”
“Bella.” Cammy winked at Lilith. “In my soul, I know this is where we belong. You know what I mean. Don’t you… Lilith?”
“I do, Cammy,” Lilith said. “Vain to deny it.”
“My lady—Lilith,” Bella said. “Sheila gave us a list of her best customers’ favorites. We’ll still be carrying Hobnobs for Lord—for Cade. And of course our favorite innkeeper’s special tea.” The older sister smiled at Moo with shyness Lilith hadn’t noticed before.
“Why the name change, dear?” Moo said kindly, and by her tone Lilith knew that all was settled. Into the Mystic had met with her approval. She’d chat up the new shop all over the village and ensure it was a success.
“Because we want our shop to celebrate the mystical side of Tintagos all the year long,” Bella said. She was quiet, and perhaps disapproving of her sister’s flamboyance, but she was happy to be there too.
They would make a nice addition to the town.
“Hello! Hello! I’m here!”
Oh, no…
At least Morning Glory had the sense to come into the shop through the front door instead of popping in under a shower of sparkles.
“Cade said you might be here. Mwah! Mwah!” Lilith’s mom gave her an air kiss, then one to Moo. “Ooh, look at all the pretties.” She draped a shimmering scarf over her head and preened in front of a mirror, then dropped it and moved on to a display labeled Fairy Toys & Tools.
Lilith was able to grab the scarf before it hit the ground, but she had to move unnaturally fast to do it.
Cammy and Bella both had their mouths clamped shut, but their eyes were wide with astonishment. Admittedly, Glory’s bare feet and glittering toenail polish were unconventional, even on a warm day in April.
“Um… my mother. From California,” Lilith said by way of explanation.
“Uh-huh,” Cammy said dubiously, and with a grin.
“You look young enough to be her ladyship’s sister,” Bella said, though Glory was distracted by the shop’s things.
“Her younger sister,” Cammy said with a sideways look at Lilith.
“What’s all this?” Glory ran her fingers over a display and picked up a green satin bag embroidered with silver dandelions, then dropped it immediately. “Ugh.”
“That contains crumbled holy cake,” Cammy said. “We’ve done a lot of research for the store. Fairies don’t like holy cake.”
“Ya think?” Morning Glory said.
“It will keep them away if you toss the crumbs in their general direction.”
“Why would you want to do that?” Lilith's mother frowned.
“Well…” Cammy stumbled, as if the question hadn’t occurred to her before. “It’s only for bad fairies.”
“Ah,” Morning Glory nodded. “That makes sense. Bad fairies are scary.”
She picked up a hand-held mirror and smiled at her reflection.
“Those are magic mirrors,” Bella said drily. She seemed less enthusiastic than her sister about it all.
“Eat an apple and light a candle at midnight, then look into the mirror,” Cammy said, “you will see your true love.”
Morning Glory examined the mirror, frowning. “Your supplier cheated you. I don’t think these work.” She put the mirror back with the others and snapped her fingers, and then she moved on to another scarf, a gauzy pink material covered with blue sequins. “Oh!”
“What did you do to the mirrors?” Lilith grabbed her mother’s elbow. “I felt something change—and you look much too satisfied.”
“Nothing,” Glory said. “I fixed them. The ones in the back room too.”
“Why are you here, mother?” And how to get her out of the shop?
“There’s to be a gifting after all,” Morning Glory said. “Cissa commands it, and Cade agrees.” She covered her nose and mouth with the scarf and batted her eyelashes. “Can I have this?”
“Put the scarf on my bill,” Lilith said to Bella. “I’ll take two boxes of Hobnobs now too, and could you order two cases of the chocolate ones and have them sent directly to Faeview, please? The maids like them too.” Now that was a sentence Lilith never in a million years thought she’d say.
“Of course, my lady,” Bella said.
Morning Glory dangled the scarf over Lexi, still sleeping. The fairy teased the skin on the toddler’s cheeks until she woke up with a darling, chortling baby laugh. Lilith’s heart softened a little. Only her mom could do that.
“What’s a gifting?” Cammy said.
“For the baby, of course,” Glory said. “Yes, for Lexi!” She picked her granddaughter up out of the push chair and set her on her hip. She very nearly lifted off, but Lilith’s cautioning glare seemed to stop her at the last minute.
Don’t fly, don’t fly! At the thought of flying, Lilith felt the urgency of her own wings, undulating beneath her shoulder blades, wanting… wanting.
“Oh, a baby shower,” Cammy said. “Wonderful.”
“And it should be a picnic, don’t you think?” Glory said. “At the Temple of Joy and Wonder. On May Day.”
“Fine,” Lilith said.
“Hurray!” Glory kissed Lexi’s nose, and the child laughed again.
“What lovely blue eyes she has,” Bella said. “She must get them from her moth—”
Lilith turned away, but it was too late. Bella had noticed. Lilith’s eyes had gone green—and greener the more she expressed her fae nature.
“Good.” Lilith took Lexi from Glory, who spun in a quick circle but at least kept her feet on the ground. Almost. “So you can go now and let Cissa know.”
“Who is Cissa?” Cammy said.
Glory stopped spinning and gave Bella an incredulous look. “Why, our queen, silly. Queen Narcissus of the Dumnos fae.”
“Of course she is.” Cammy had a big grin on her face.
“Mother, please.” Lilith could see a new round of village gossip brewing in Cammy’s expression. The new countess is fae, and she’s pixilated our darling boy.
Her wings screamed to come out, a sign that at the moment her eyes were indeed sparkling fae green. If she didn’t get Glory out of the shop, the French girls were going to witness a full-fae pop-out—and she wasn’t sure from which fairy.
“Ta-ta, then—and thanks for the present!” Morning Glory stuffed the scarf into her hidey pouch—where had that come from? She pressed her fingers to her lips and blew a kiss to Lexi along with a faint shower of sparkles and shimmering dandelion flowerets.
“Oooh!” Cammy looked delighted.
“What was…” Bella tilted her head, stunned.
“Mother, no!”
“Good-bye, good-bye!” Morning Glory sprouted her wings, flew up to the ceiling, spun twice, tossed exploding fairy dust and popped out.
A pregnant silence hung in the air until one of the signage men came through the door. “All finished out here,” he said cheerfully, as if he lived in a normal world. “Could you kindly tell us where to find a nice cuppa nearby?”
Everyone inside was still staring spellbound at the spot near the ceiling where Morning Glory had just disappeared.
“Forget,” Lilith said under her breath and in desperation wiggled her fingers in the direction of the French girls. A look of puzzled ignorance filled Bella’s eyes, but only Bella’s.
As if the news had broken that Christmas had come and Santa was real, Cammy grinned from ear to ear, looked to her sister, to Lilith, and back to the spot where Morning Glory had popped out.
“I knew it,” she said. “I knew.”




« Chapter 4 »
Cissa
Cissa’s bower
Sun and moon, Cissa almost couldn’t breathe! It was so good to get out of the throne room, away from the courtiers, the singing, dancing, the raucous jokes, and exploding fairy dust. She used to love all that stuff, but it was no fun when she could only watch.
She was queen now. She had to be wise and serene and… and queenly.
She never could make it to her private bower in one transportation. She stopped for breath at a fork in the corridors well beyond the throne room. One way led to her rooms, and the other to the tunnel down to the Bower of Elyse—Idris’s prison.
She thought of him, caged and alone down there. Horrible, horrible. With no defense against the cold iron, by now the headaches alone must have driven him mad. None of her minions ever volunteered to check on him, so she didn’t know. She didn’t want to know.
It was the blackguard’s own fault. Whenever she felt a twinge of pity, she reminded herself that Idris had built the cage for her brother. With a shudder, she extended her wings and flew on. As soon as she reached her oasis of tranquility at the edge of the court, she closed her eyes, inhaled the fresh woodsy air, and blew out the tension that had no business taking up space in her body.
The wind whooshed through the trees overhead, and not for the first time, Cissa wished Idris hadn’t turned evil. The regent was better suited to the trappings of power—though he’d blown it with the actual wielding power part. If only he’d been good.
If Idris had been good, he wouldn’t have stolen and hidden the fairy cup in order to prevent the rightful king’s accession to the Moonstick Throne. He wouldn’t have helped that wyrder Merlyn forge the oracle ring. Or trapped Boadicea in the abomination or led the Dumnos fae toward the dark.
Dandelion would have had the crown safely on his head before he ever met Beverly and ran away to Mudcastle like a solitary.
Cissa would still be a fairy princess, free to play, free from all this worry.
She was never meant to be queen. Deep down, she knew she wasn’t very good at it. Every day all day it was the same thing: mitigate disputes. Keep the different fae folk from driving each other crazy. Leprechauns and pixies bickering. Brownies uninterested in tidying up messes or scribbling with scrolls. Goblins keeping more to their own kind than ever. Joyless sprites. Fairies driven more by desire than delight.
Despite Cissa’s penchant for giving orders and issuing edicts, the faewood was falling apart. She wanted desperately to drive the dark influence from the Dumnos court. Though there were small successes—today’s resolution with Horace and the pixies was one—she couldn’t deny the faewood was in a state of low-grade chaos.
Even Aubrey was going to rot, with an uncharacteristic disregard for his appearance. Cissa hadn’t seen the fairy in a shiny new outfit since… well, since his muse Idris had been imprisoned, now that she thought about it. And according to her minions’ reports, he was always lying about in some goblin byway, drinking jasmine stout.
And speaking of goblins, Max! Her friend was more grumbly than ever. His sister Boadicea had been freed of the magic mirror that had been her prison only to spread resentment and discontent throughout the Blue Vale—Cissa’s minions had told her that much—bemoaning the gobs’ ugly state and reminding them of their lost beauty.
The goblin bitch wouldn’t shut up about the curse being Max’s fault—and worse, that he’d turned down the chance to end it, because he wouldn’t offend Brother Sun and Sister Moon. Max had principles. Something Boadicea didn’t understand.
Poor sweet Max. Cissa ran her fingers over the cloisonné decoration on her carved rosewood puzzle box. He’d made it for her ages and ages ago, just after her parents had been ambushed and murdered by wyrders.
”Oh, Dandelion!” She cried out to her absent brother. “How could you have left us? And to marry a wyrding woman!”
Cissa had tried—truly—to get past her hatred of the wyrd who’d killed her mother and father, the fairy queen and her consort who, like all fae, were supposed to be immortal. Yet the wyrd had found a way to slay them, with enchanted quarrels delivered by crossbows.
Of course Beverly had had nothing to do with that, having been born in an entirely different millennium. Cissa had tried to like her for Dandelion’s sake. She had failed at that, just as she was failing at being queen. I’m not like my mother at all. I’ll never be magnanimous.
She was so miserable.
She opened the box. When Max gave it to her all those years ago, he’d promised one day she would feel happiness again, that as the compartments filled with treasures, her heart would fill with eagerness for simply being alive in the world.
You’re a fairy princess, he had said. It’s in your nature to find delight in all that is pretty and sparkly and lovely.
She’d thought she heard like you, tagged on in barely a whisper at the end, but she had most likely imagined it. Over the years, the gob had given her little presents from time to time to put in the box. Breaking all fae tradition, he’d never asked for anything in return.
“Until this,” she said aloud.
She took the dewdrop bracelet from the top compartment. When she put it on, her heart felt lighter. A smile tugged at the side of her mouth, and the irritations of the day fell away somewhat. It was made of diamonds cut to look like the morning dew in sunlight. Not pretty at all. Oh, no. The bracelet was beyond beautiful. She wanted to wear it all the time.
But she didn’t dare. This was the one gift from Max that had come with an obligation.
“And what do I get in return?” He’d said when she put it on.
Their exchange played over again in her head:
“But you never…”
“Yeah, I never. This time I do.”
“What… what do you want?”
“I’ll have to think about it.”
He hadn’t said a word about it since. Maybe he’d changed his mind. Maybe he’d forgotten. After all, he’d been in a terrible mood when he said it. Maybe he didn’t mean it. Even so, except for here alone in her bower, she didn’t wear the bracelet. She wouldn’t risk him seeing it and remembering that she owed him.
It was the fairy way. Give a present, get a present. Accept a favor, owe a favor. Cissa had lived over two thousand years owing no one, and she wasn’t going to start now.
Not even with Max.
She put away the diamonds and slid open another part of the box, the drawer at the bottom of the compartment. Without a sound, she held its secret up to the light, the one thing in the puzzle box Max hadn’t given her. Her favorite possession, more dear to her even than the dewdrop bracelet.
An emerald necklace.
It wasn’t her best pretty. Max had made her countless lovelier things. But this was her most treasured object. It contained more than the green fire of emeralds and sparked within her more than a bubbling tickle of delight.
She ran her tongue over her lips, lightly bit the upper lip, then the lower. Slowly. She clenched the muscles between her legs and grew warm there—and everywhere.
The memory of her first real kiss had never faded. It was so long ago… she was only a little more than two hundred years old. Her eyes had begun to change, and her curiosity was at the crazy, dangerous stage when a fairy enters young adulthood.
Every morning her explorations took her farther and farther from her mother’s court. She tested the very boundaries of Dumnos. One day she found a secret vale far, far beyond the faewood or any place she and Dandelion had ever known. It might have been in the realm of Edmos—or even the Tuatha Dé Danaan, though she hadn’t crossed any great waters to get there.
One morning like any other, she left the Dumnos court proper and flew lazily here and there, telling herself she had no destination in mind at all. At last she reached the far edge of the realm and flew beyond and on and on, to the cottage she’d discovered the first time she explored the foreign vale.
Whoever lived in the little house had the prettiest jewels she’d seen in her life. The cottage overflowed with loose diamonds, emeralds, rubies, sapphires—everything sparkly you could imagine. And bright-cut gold and silver too! In the workshop, the bounty was in different stages of being made into bracelets, necklaces, tiaras, rings—so many things to make Cissa’s heart swoon.
So many pretties. Whoever lived there wouldn’t miss one or two. On her first few visits, she’d taken some loose cut jewels, then a gold and ruby ring, then a sapphire bracelet. After a while, she couldn’t help herself. As much as she loved the jewels, she loved the excitement of taking them even more.
She was a natural-born thief. So much fun!
She would wait on the roof until he was gone—she knew the jewel maker was a man because one time she heard him singing.
His voice was so lovely she was tempted to peek, to see what he looked like. But she was afraid that if she saw him he would see her. That wouldn’t do! So she contented herself with the sound of him, and she told herself that such a happy singer wouldn’t begrudge one fairy taking a few jewels here and there, especially when she enjoyed them so much.
That morning, that momentous morning, she’d waited on the roof for a long time. There was a lot of noise inside. She’d wondered if she’d missed the arrival of brownies come to clean house, but finally the noises stopped, the front door slammed shut, and the jewel maker left his cottage, singing the same tune as before:
Bathed in the mystic moonlight
On the night of a goblin ball
Look to the moon at midnight 
When true love will free us all.










When his song had faded away, she had flown down from the roof and into the cottage through a window.
To her dismay, the house had been cleaned thoroughly. Everything was put away, even his tools and all the loose jewels and bits of silver and gold. Except…
She could feel it. Something was out, something in another room. She’d never gone past the workroom before, but whatever it was called to her. She flew to the hall and into the room at the end.
His bower. The bed was big and dark and heavy. She ran her fingers over the pretty enamel cloisonné flowers that decorated the polished cherry wood headboard and footboard.
And then she saw them. Emeralds peeking out from under a swatch of shimmering cloth on the dresser. The cloth tugged her interest, but when she picked it up she saw the entirety of the emerald necklace and bracelet below. She set the cloth aside, put on the necklace, and looked at herself in the mirror.
Ooh! It was so pretty—and it made her eyes turn green! She knew it! She knew she was grown up now. She’d told Dandelion so, and this proved it. Green eyes! She couldn’t wait to get back to the faewood and show Dandelion her eyes.
She picked up the bracelet and held it in the sunlight coming through the window. Then something moved in the mirror and a voice behind her cried, “I’ve got you now, you little thief!”
A large, strong hand grabbed her wrist and swung her around, then another hand wrapped something around her. A binding cloth!
“Ooh!” A thrill shot through her. She’d been caught by the jewel maker, she was sure of it. So handsome. So noble-looking… and so angry with her!
No one was ever angry with her. It was exciting.
But it wasn’t just anger she felt coming off of him. She saw something else in his eyes. A hunger. Desire. And—sun and moon—desire had burst alive inside her too. And then his lips were close, so close—and found hers.
A thousand tingling prickles danced from his lips to hers. Shocks of desire flooded her senses in waves. He pushed his tongue between her lips, and she allowed it. In fact, her tongue encouraged his. She ran her hands over his broad, muscled chest, and he pushed her against the wall, pressed his chest against hers, his longing evident—and growing.
Was that how her mother and father felt about each other? More than delight. So much more…
His lips crashed down on hers again, and she felt transformed. With a kiss, the child Cissa had gone. She was a woman. When he pulled away, her body complained for more.
“Who are you?” he said, and his words broke the spell.
She sucked in air, trying to collect herself.
“Give me your name,” he said.
She was frozen by emotion and couldn’t speak, but she really looked at him then. He was as tall as Dandelion and had longish, wavy dark brown hair, and smooth, tanned skin. His deep brown eyes bore into her soul and made her lightheaded. He had broad shoulders and wore an embroidered leather vest but no shirt, and she ran her hand over his solid, muscled arm. His lips were soft and firm, and she wanted to kiss them again, but… but she was so confused.
In that moment, she’d known one thing: If she stayed any longer, she would never be able to leave him. It would never do! Fairies don’t love! They don’t!
She had touched the necklace then, and it was like a tether, recalling her to her fairy nature and reminding her who she was. Before she lost her wits entirely, she had popped out.
She never did know how she’d gotten back to the faewood, but she’d gone directly to her bower and stripped off the emerald necklace and hidden it under her pillow where it stayed for many years until much later, when Max the goblin gave her the puzzle box.
She had never seen her prince charming again—for that is how she thought of him—but she’d never forgotten him, or his kiss. She had no idea which court he belonged to, though she was fairly certain it wasn’t Brienne’s. She’d often fantasized that he would come to visit her parents with a delegation from Edmos or the Tuatha Dé Danaan, but that hope had died with her parents. Idris had never had visitors, though he’d toyed with the idea of courting Brienne.
Cissa sighed and returned the necklace to the bottom drawer, sliding it shut just as Morning Glory popped into the bower.
“Hello! Hello!” Her friend spun in the air. “I’m back!” She stopped midair and held out her hands, inviting Cissa to join her in a spin. It was tradition with them, but these days it seemed silly.
“Come on.” Morning Glory tilted her head and beckoned with her hands. “Who needs a spin?” Her grin was infectious, and she was right.
Cissa flew up and joined her, and they spun and spun and spun, higher and higher, above the trees, up through the misty gray clouds, and even higher until they could see all of the British Isles and Ireland too.
Without thinking, Cissa automatically searched the oceans below. As usual, the one place she longed to see was nowhere in sight. Why did she even try?
Morning Glory tossed an extended shower of exploding fairy dust and they descended with it back to the earth.
As Cissa’s feet touched down in the bower and she retracted her wings, Morning Glory said, “I did it. I found Cade at Mudcastle and told him they had to host a gifting ceremony, and he said yes.”
“That simple, huh?”
“Beverly might have helped. A little. And don’t scrunch your nose at Beverly. She’s not bad for a wyrd, and she truly loves Dandelion.”
“And Lily?”
“I found her at a shop in the village with Lexi. She said fine.”
“All right then,” Cissa said. “When is the party, as the pixies called it, going to be?”
“May Day, at the Temple of Joy and Wonder,” Morning Glory said. “A picnic! Isn’t that nice?”
“Sure.” Another detail dealt with. “Now I just have to figure out what to give my grandniece.”
“Wouldn’t the other courts be jealous if they knew we had a new baby?” Morning Glory pulled a sparkly scarf from her hidey bag and looked at herself in Cissa’s mirror. “Alexandra Lowenwyn Beverly Glory Marion Elyse Bausiney—and a future peer of the realm at that!”
Ugh. All those kiss-up names, and they couldn’t find a place for Narcissus? Hey, wait a minute. “What did you say? About the other courts?”
“Sarumos and Edmos.” Morning Glory brightened, if that were possible. “You should invite them. Ha! More than their eyes would be green.”
“And the Tuatha Dé Danaan?”
“Why not?” The white-haired fairy sniffed and shrugged her shoulders. “We’ll show them who’s special.”
Cissa’s pulse quickened as the kernel of an idea sprouted in her mind. Her prince charming must definitely belong to another court!
It would explain why he’d never come to the faewood.
“You’re right.” She would send out invitations to the other fairy courts—laced with a spell to draw him to her. “Why not?” She could use the emerald necklace to call its maker to the gifting. Brilliant!
She only wanted to see him once again. Just once. What could it hurt?




« Chapter 5 »
Cammy
Tintagos Village
Cammy pulled her robe together with one hand and clutched the torch she’d brought from upstairs in the other, illuminating the displays. No need to turn on the shop lights and raise the night patrolman’s curiosity. As she picked her way through Into the Mystic, she noticed the front door shade hadn’t been pulled down.
Oh, Bella. Her sister was ever absentminded about some things. The shop wasn’t closed up properly at all. She set the bolt, flipped the door sign over to show the side that read Closed But Please Come By Tomorrow, and pulled down the shade.
Not that the lock was necessary. It seemed Tintagos was amazingly, mysteriously, mystically free from crime. There was a small police force whose two main functions, apparently, were to give the village the sense of service and protection and to provide employment to a few of its citizens.
She picked up two magic mirrors from their display, and as she headed back to the stairwell the clock on the wall behind the register chimed the quarter hour. Fifteen minutes to go. She should probably have gotten the mirrors from storage—in the supply room there was one box left of those the countess’s mother had “fixed”—but she didn’t want to risk missing the first chime of midnight.
“I’ve got them!” she called up to her sister.
They lived in the flat above the shop, which had come with the leasehold. Two bedrooms, an unexpectedly spacious old-fashioned bath with a claw-foot tub, a small lounge, a larger dining nook, and a kitchen. Free of the constant presence of their demanding and critical father, the cozy rooms felt as large as life to Cammy, as spacious and comfortable as the mansion at Faeview. Add to this the lush garden behind the shop, and sometimes she felt she’d come home to paradise.
Not that Cammy had been to Faeview yet, but she and Bella had been invited to Lady Lexi’s gifting on May Day. Gifting. It sounded like something out of Perrault. Yet another indication that her awakened memories of Tintagos were not ridiculous, as Bella would have it, but in fact true.
Cammy and her sister had left the Handover empty-handed and had gone home to their soul-leaching father. Vacation over. Mischief managed. And there was an end on it.
And it had ended, until they’d returned to Tintagos for Lilith and Cade’s wedding. The reception had been held at the remodeled Glimmer Cottage, and something had happened to her there.
She was sitting alone, watching the dancing and drinking champagne in the garden near an ancient yew tree when a crow jabbered at her. For some reason, she looked up to answer the bird and noticed the cottage roof in her line of sight. Standing at the roof’s edge was the most striking man she’d ever seen.
He had wild straw-blond hair and was dressed like a highwayman out of a Georgette Heyer novel. His shirt was open, and his smile was devastating. He was too far away to tell, and yet she could tell that he had violet eyes. His stare hit her like a laser beam, drove through her, and warmed her in ways it had no business doing.
Lost in his violet gaze for moments that seemed like an eternity, she had awakened. She remembered everything.
The wyrding woman.
Igdrasil riven by lightning.
The god Aeolios arriving to claim the soul trapped within the mystical tree as his bride.
That Lilith and Cade had sacrificed themselves, risked their very lives to free the ghostly lovers who’d haunted Tintagos Castle for a millennium.
It was all wonderful! And it was all true.
Bella did not wake up. She was still mesmerized with an implanted mundane memory—or whatever they’d used to drive the actual events of the Handover from her mind. No matter how often or in what detail Cammy recounted what had really happened during their vacation in Tintagos, Bella would not, could not, accept it.
Well. Perhaps this spell with the mirrors would show her. At any rate, on May Day, at little Lady Lexi’s gifting, they would see what they would see.
Bella met her in the dining nook, coming in from the kitchen with a chilled bottle of white wine and two glasses in one hand and plate of her homemade gougères.
“What?” Bella answered Cammy’s look with a disbeliever’s roll of the eyes. “Will pinot grigio spoil your little spell?”
“Never. Especially with your masterpieces.” Cammy popped one of the cheese puffs into her mouth and set the mirrors on the table beside two red apples. She fetched a couple of beeswax candles and the lighter while Bella poured the wine.
Whatever. Maybe she was the one who was crazy. But whether there were truly fairies in Dumnos or not, she was having the time of her life. Moving house was the best idea ever. She’d fallen in love with Tintagos. After leaving the first time, she couldn’t get the village by the sea out of her mind. The castle ruins, the mystical tree with a name, Igdrasil. The handsome Lord Tintagos, now Lord Dumnos.
Not that she had any designs on Cade Bausiney, not now. They’d all three—Cammy, Bella, and Lilith—met him on the same day, when he met them at Tintagos Halt coming off the steam train from London. He was meant to be everyone’s tour guide, but from the moment Cade saw Lilith, his eyes had only been for her.
So sweet, so funny, so engaging… so strangely attractive. He’d awakened something in Cammy, a desire for love, for romance. She’d found it easy to set her romantic, frothy attachment to Cade Bausiney aside, but she couldn’t—wouldn’t—put that raw desire back to sleep again.
She refused to sublimate, be a good girl, take care of her bereaved father. Why should she pity his loss of his spouse, when he had determined that neither of his girls should ever have their own? Their mother had died over fifteen years ago, and of course Cammy missed her every day. But life was calling to her now.
And she meant to answer.
“Bella, don’t you think marriage agrees with Lord Dumnos? He looks even more handsome than when we first met him.”
“Because his skin’s cleared up.” Bella took a drink of her wine. “That rough complexion was his only flaw. Now he’s practically perfect in every way.”
“And so is her ladyship,” Cammy reminded her sister.
“And so she is.”
Cammy joined Bella in a healthy sigh, and they clinked wineglasses. “To Lord Dumnos… and to Lady Dumnos, our particular friend.” They only ever called the countess Lilith to her face.
Cammy glanced at the wall clock and opened the book queued up on her Kindle. “Let’s get to it, shall we?” It was impossible to download books wirelessly here—Dumnos did have drawbacks, and no wireless Internet was a big one—but she already had what she needed: Collected Writings of Lydia Pengrith, Countess Dumnos.
There was a publisher’s note at the beginning of the ebook:
Putting together this collection has been a labor of love. I first learned of the Wyrding Countess, as I think of Lydia Pengrith, when I was a little girl and discovered three of her books in the bookshelves of Mrs. Charles Sarumen—or, as I called her, Grammy Gwen.










The volumes I drew from for this collection were published from 1899 to 1901, though sadly not widely. In my research, I’ve found there was only one printing of each. In fact, I may own the only copies extant. I’d love to hear from anyone in possession of any works by the Wyrding Countess.










Meanwhile, enjoy these delightful stories, spells, warnings, and insights into the wyrd and fae of Dumnos—and by the time you turn the final page, I dare you not to believe… ~ Serena Sarumen Lamb










Cammy took a bite out of an apple as she clicked forward to the instructions she wanted. “Go on, Bella. Eat up.” She nodded at the other apple and began to read.
Most accounts of this technique will have it that the procedure only works on Mischief Night, also called Hallowe’en. This is true of the hours from dusk until dawn, save midnight. Midnight is the most powerful hour in the circadian cycle. Try any so-called restricted spell on any midnight, and you just may find that it works.










To see your true love in a magic mirror: First, obtain a magic mirror! As the appointed time approaches, eat a crisp red apple. Then when the clock begins to chime the hour, light a candle—preferably made of beeswax—and hold your gaze steady on the glass. By the final bell, your lover will appear over your left shoulder, as if standing behind you.










Warning—do not turn around! For the moment you take your eyes off the mirror, the apparition will dissipate.










Midnight’s first chime rang out, and Cammy flicked on the lighter. “Give me yours, Bella.”
“I feel utterly ridiculous,” her sister said, but she held up her candle to be lit.
The second chime sounded. “Don’t take your eyes off your mirror,” Cammy said.
She had first suspected something was up with the Mystic’s mirrors a few days after Lilith’s mother—from California… right—had been in the shop. Cammy remembered Morning Glory saying that she’d fixed them.
Bella had sold two to a couple of silly young girls around twelve or thirteen years old the day before. Along with the purchase she had included the handout she’d made with the information from Lydia Pengrith’s book, handwritten in lovely calligraphy. Bella really was an artist. If only she could turn that inward artistic eye out to the world all around her!
That was on the Friday. The next afternoon, the girls were back with several of their friends who also bought mirrors. On the Sunday, Cammy and Bella came back to the shop after church to find a line of ladies waiting at the door to buy mirrors.
Something was definitely up.
The fifth chime rang. “Do you see anything?”
“I do,” Bella yawned and drank more wine, her eyes never leaving the glass. “A dark splotch.”
“Don’t look away!”
“I won’t, dearest. Sun and moon, I don’t want to have to repeat this again tomorrow.”
“Bella, I…” Cammy’s heart began to pound. “There’s something…” As much as she wanted it to be true, as much as she’d believed in her head it had to be true, she hadn’t believed. Not really.
But there in the glass, behind her left shoulder, a formless blotch began to take the shape of a man. A gorgeous ginger-haired man with dark eyebrows, bright blue eyes, a happy smile, and a certain something that made her heart swell, full to bursting.
Another chime sounded, and another—she’d lost count. The image grew more focused, and she had the sense he saw her too. He was lovely. She could only see him from shoulders up, but he was obviously athletic, in his late twenties, thirty at most. He had an aura of honorable intensity which she found surprisingly compelling. She smiled. He smiled back.
Bella screamed.




« Chapter 6 »
Max
The Blue Vale 
Max, a goblin of the Blue Vale, downed the last of his jasmine stout, nodded to his host, and belched appreciatively. A repulsive tradition, but what was a gob to do?
“Fine meal, Vulsier. My compliments to your kitchen.” He brought his silver tankard down with force enough to express satisfaction but not so much as to be obnoxious.
There was an art to goblin hospitality, in the giving and in the receiving, and Max appreciated art in all its forms.
The tankard had a fine bright-cut design of flax in bloom. Vulsier’s mahogany dining furniture was exquisitely carved and decorated with inlays of peacock blue, green, teal and pink enamel. The fire crackled on the hearth, punctuating the smacks and grunts of goblins heartily enjoying the stew and stout.
“It’s good to be home,” Max said, more to himself than anyone. He’d lived at court in the faewood far too long.
“You belong with your own kind,” Vulsier said from the other end of the long table. “You’re no courtier.”
“Hear, hear.”
“Right said.”
“Gob’s truth.”
Grunting agreement poured with genuine enthusiasm from the other goblins.
“A gob shouldn’t be so long in the faewood,” Vulsier said. “I feared we’d lost you to the court’s fairy-like ways.”
“It was for a noble cause—to stop Idris and save Boadicea,” said Sturm, on Max’s left. “I call that goblinlike.”
“Hear, hear!” said Drang, on Max’s right. “For my part, I’m damned relieved to be out of that sickening dark bower.”
The twins Sturm and Drang were officially apprenticed to Vulsier, their uncle, but since their adventure in the Bower of Elyse they’d formed a proprietary attachment to Max. The young gobs’ eyes glittered as they clanked tankards across the table in front of his face, winked simultaneously, and downed their ale.
“Oyez! Oyez!” The other gobs grunted and pounded the table with cups and fists. Max acknowledged the boisterous display with a quick nod.
“But he didn’t save his sister, did he?” Barkar said. “The faeling saved Boadicea.”
“The result is the same,” Sturm said. “She’s free of the abomination.”
“And maybe the faeling struck the bow, but the gob forged the blade,” Drang said. “Max made Mistcutter.”
“There is one thing I still don’t understand,” Sturm said. “Why would the high gods let a faeling take the sword from the stone?”
Everyone fell silent, pondering the mystery. How could a faeling, half human, have freed Boadicea from the abomination when the most powerful gob magic, fairy magic, and wyrding magic could not?
 “I’ll not question Brother Sun and Sister Moon,” Vulsier said. Under his breath he added, “Even when they make no sense.”
“Part of the punishment is right,” Barkar grumbled. “Boadicea is out of the glimmer glass, but she’s trapped in the same curse as are we all. Which curse was brought on by Mistcutter in the first place, I might add.”
“Hmph.” Max didn’t like all this talk of Mistcutter. Until Lilith had brought the sword to Mudcastle, its existence had receded to legend, even in the realm of fae, and Max had hoped it would stay that way. Apparently not everyone at Mudcastle that day had kept silent about the events. But then, between Goldy and Morning Glory, there was never any hope of it.
Max was more worried about Jenna of the Sarumen seeing it. What had she told her grandfather?
“Barkar, you’re a wonder,” Morander said. “You see the cloud inside every silver lining.”
Max liked the young goblin, but it was off-putting how the youth had an opinion on every subject, thoughtful or no. It was unseemly for one no older than seven or eight hundred years to talk so much, even if he did make more sense than most.
Morander turned to their host. “Forgive me, Vulsier. I acknowledge that I’m young, born during the regency, so maybe I’ve missed something. What is this Mistcutter everyone speaks of?”
The other gobs went silent. They looked everywhere but at Max. The muscles in his neck and back twisted and burned like hot worms crawling beneath his skin, and he felt the lines in his face deepen.
“Mistcutter is the goblins’ greatest glory,” Vulsier said, “and our most terrible sorrow.”
All goblins were hideous. All suffered burning sinews and wore deepening scowls, but this wasn’t always so.
“Our ugliness is a curse laid upon us all long ago,” Max said. “A collective punishment for a single goblin’s horrific creation. The fabulous weapon, Mistcutter, the sword which can pierce all magics, wyrd or fae.”
Sturm and Drang took deep drinks from their tankards.
“Long ago Utros used Mistcutter to break the wards on Tintagos Castle. His object was the lady of the castle, Igraine, and their coupling produced the magnificent King Artros of the Round Table.”
“Not a bad outcome,” Morander said.
Max tilted his head and grunted. “But the castle wards had been placed there by Brother Sun and Sister Moon. When Utros used Mistcutter to break the wards, it was like breaking the world. Humanity’s collective consciousness altered. It was as great a leap as when Adam and Eve ate that pomegranate, a great leap in human knowledge.”
“I understand,” Morander said. “With the right weapon, humanity could defy the will of the gods.”
“It was always thus,” Max said, “but how dangerous can a truth be if no one knows it?
“But why did you do it, Max?” Morander said. “Why did you forge Mistcutter?”
Max sighed. He’d created Mistcutter at the urging of the devious wyrding man, Merlyn. He’d forged the weapon out of vanity, taking Merlyn’s flattery seriously. One day you, Max, will be the goblin king. How could he be so…
“Stupidity,” he said. “Hubris.”
“And we all paid for your hubris,” Vulsier said.
“We pay yet,” Barkar said.
“Outrage drove the gentle gods beyond pity,” Vulsier said, “and their curse inured to all goblinkind. Brother Sun and Sister Moon laid it collectively, took away our legendary beauty.”
“In my every waking moment, this cursed ugliness reminds me to have a care before wielding my art. Too late, I know. But I hope never again to create a thing just because I can. I will be ugly forever, but I will strive to impart beauty and good purpose to every object I bring into existence. It’s the only penance I know how to give.”
“And a proper creed,” Vulsier said. “One every gob should look to.”
“Perhaps that explains the faeling,” Morander said. “Maybe part of the punishment for forging such a weapon was to be forever denied from wielding it. No offense meant, Max.”
“None taken,” Max said. Morander was one of the more thoughtful of the younger gobs.
“But then why didn’t the high gods curse the wryd for Dumnos iron?” Morander said. “The death of Queen Sifae—I don’t call that inconsequential.”
“Dumnos steel was meant for cauldrons and long swords,” Max said. “Nothing to thwart the gods’ will.”
“True,” Vulsier said. “The queen’s death was horrible, but the means to achieve it didn’t come close to the power of Mistcutter.”
“And I don’t lay Sifae’s death at the feet of the wyrd,” Max said.
“But they ambushed the trooping fae, right on the trail.”
“Did we ever know they were wryd, truly?” Max said. “Those quarrels… I never believed they came of a wyrding spell. True they were made of Dumnos iron, but that’s just it. Dumnos iron isn’t toxic to fairies. They had the feel of dark fae magic.”
“Even so, I still blame the wyrd,” Barkar said.
“But why?” Morander said.
“The Great Wyrding created Dumnos iron,” Barkar said. “Without it, the deadly quarrels could never have been made. I blame the wyrd. And now one has got our prince. A human. A wyrding woman.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Max said. “Dandelion always verged on going solitary, long before he met Beverly Bratton. He was never happier than when Idris banished him to Mudcastle.”
“It doesn’t matter now,” Vulsier said. “But Max, you’ve made me think. If those quarrels came from the dark, we should know about it. We’ve only just come out of our own dark times under Idris. If there is another enemy out there… we need to be forearmed.”
“Oyez, oyez.” The gobs grumbled and grunted their agreement.
“I wouldn’t want our thousand nights and a night of dancing spoiled.” Vulsier winked and raised his tankard. “We’ve only just got the ball rolling again on courtships and weddings. Before the end of the dancing, I want to see my nephews married.”
“Well said, Uncle!” Sturm said.
“Here’s to my lusty bride,” Drang said. “May she have hair as blue-white as starlight and eyes merry from constant laughter, and may she be a good dancer and a great cook—and may I find her soon, by the gods!”
Max finished the last of his stout and stood. “Best be on my way.” He meant to visit Faeview in the human realm tomorrow morning before the gifting. The Blue Vale’s present was bulky, and he wanted to deliver it to the house before the picnic so Cade and Lilith wouldn’t have to deal with it.
“Maxim, sit, sit. It’s early yet.” Vulsier frowned. “Surely you’ll stay for the dancing, one or two reels at the very least.”
“I must be at Faeview tomorrow early,” Max said. “I’ll have to work through the night as it is to finish our gift.”
“Ah, yes.” The creases in Vulsier’s face deepened. “One loses track of human time. The bed is near finished, then, and no doubt perfect.”
Max merely tilted his head. He wouldn’t openly brag on his own work. But yes, the enchanted bed of carved yew wood was perfect.
“Our queen’s grandniece,” Vulsier said, almost dreamily for a goblin. “Think of that.”
No one at the table needed a reminder. There had been no royal children born to the Dumnos fae since Dandelion and Narcissus. Alexandra Lowenwyn Beverly Glory Marion Elyse Bausiney was technically only half fae—and who knew if she’d express her fae nature?—but she was the closest thing to an heir to the Moonstick Throne the Dumnos fae had.
“The queen has called for a full gifting,” Vulsier said. “Fairies, brownies, leprechauns, pixies and sprites will attend, but the Blue Vale’s gift will outshine them all.”
“Don’t forget the wisps,” Barkar chuckled, but if he’d thought of a wisp joke, he kept it to himself.
With a nod to his host, Max turned away. He made it to the front door of Vulsier’s meandering bungalow before he heard footsteps rush up behind him.
“Max, wait!” Morander emerged from the hallway. “I have a long night ahead of me, too, working on this.” From the work bag slung over his shoulder, he withdrew a sheet of copper about four foot square and pounded out thin. The half-finished, bright-cut design sparkled under the light of the wall sconce.
“This is good, fine work,” Max said. “You’ll be a craftsman yet.”
“It’s to be a teakettle.” Morander glowed with pride at the compliment.
“Forging your trousseau, then?” Max said. “You must have convinced that girl to dance with you.”
To celebrate the Blue Vale’s release from the rule of Idris, Vulsier had proclaimed a thousand nights and a night of dancing. On the first night, Max had caught Morander brooding over unrequited love, but before he could discover who the lucky lady was, their conversation had been interrupted by the queen’s arrival.
“Not yet.” The young gob blushed. “She’s going through a difficult time right now.”
“Well, may your skill be worthy of her.” It was the customary good wish for a happy courtship. Max moved on, but the young gob kept up with him.
“That’s my goal, Max. I want to have worthy skill, skill like yours. Skill worthy of a queen.”
“What are you saying?” Was Morander mocking him? Had he guessed at Max’s feelings for Cissa?
“I’m asking to be apprenticed to you. Sun and moon, didn’t think you’d be angry about it.”
“You never.” Max stopped. He hadn’t seen that coming.
He reexamined the copper sheet. It really was good, fine work, but… with a shock—and with no small disappointment in himself—Max realized he had no desire to mentor. Who knew? Maybe some of Dandelion’s solitary tendencies had rubbed off.
“I’m a hard worker,” Morander said, and Max recognized the agony of hope on the gob’s face. He’d felt it once himself, long ago, when he’d begged to be Vulsier’s apprentice.
“No doubt, no doubt. Go to Vulsier. Tell him I’m of the opinion you’re ready to be assigned to a journeyman.”
“I want to be assigned to you,” Morander said.
“Forget it, kid. I’m no teacher.”
“And I’m no kid,” Morander said forcefully, then backed off in tone but not in desire. “I have my own tools. We could start now. Tonight.”
“Didn’t you hear in there? I’m busy with the Blue Vale’s present for the gifting.”
“Can I help you then? I’ll do anything.”
“Hmph.” Max eyed the eager gob. “There is one thing… but you won’t like it.” Max did need help with something. Something he wouldn’t even wish on Barkar.
“Anything. I’ve said so.”
“You can come with me to my place, now. Try to get my sister to go out to the dancing and keep her company tomorrow while I’m gone.”
“Boadicea.”
“Sure,” Max said. Suddenly he really hoped Morander would agree. It would be a relief not to have to worry about her for a time. “See if you can cheer her up. She needs to see that her life isn’t over because of the curse.”
“Don’t worry about a thing, Max.” The young gob turned bright red, but to his credit he didn’t run from the task. “You can count on me.”
Max grunted. The gob was willing and earnest, and no denying he had talent. But it was still nowhere in Max’s plans or desires to take on an apprentice. He opened the door. “You can help me load my wagon, too. I’d be obliged.”
Boadicea didn’t like to be left alone, though Max had many times assured her she was safe. Idris was locked away forever at the center of the Bower of Elyse. Intellectually, she understood. But a millennium of captivity and virtual torture at the regent’s hand had left her emotionally fragile. She needed to reestablish friendships in the Vale. A night of dancing would do her much good.
“When I return from the gifting...”
He had intended to say when I return, you’ll see Vulsier about a proper mentor. But as they walked outside there was a parting in the clouds, and a ray of sunlight hit the young gob just so. The copper in his hands shone.
Was it a sign from the high gods?
Sweet nostalgia pierced Max’s heart. He remembered his own eagerness and hope and fear and zest at Morander’s age. The overwhelming longing to get on with the business of living. All the feelings that had churned inside him when he made this same request so long ago.
“When I return from the gifting, then we’ll see.”
If there was such a thing as sarcastic applause, that’s what Max heard now. “What a tender scene,” said a familiar voice. “I feel a real bromance coming on.”
A deranged-looking fairy sat sprawled on the ground outside Vulsier’s cottage. Max and Morander had walked right by the sot braced against the wall below the front window. He held a turkey leg in one hand and a bota bag in the other. His straw-colored hair stuck out at all angles, his loose trousers were ripped and dirty, and his bare feet were filthy. An ornate tether clasped around his throat cascaded down over his perfect, smooth bare chest, its sparkling jewels accenting his beautiful physical form.
“Not staying for the dancing?” He washed down a sloppy bite of turkey leg with whatever was in the bota bag and looked up at Max with striking lavender eyes. “I suppose not, since you only dance with the queen these days.”
“What are you doing there, Aubrey?” Max said.
“I heard Vulsier was hosting yet another celebratory luncheon in honor of his heir apparent, the mighty Maxim, jailer of Idris, forger of Mistcutter, the mystical sword in the stone.” Aubrey waved the turkey leg in the goblins’ direction. “I stopped by to see if Vulsier’s daughters would dispense their usual tender mercies with the leftovers.” He chomped on the leg again, and wiggled his eyebrows. “One of ’em likes me.”
Aubrey was fae non grata in all Dumnos these days. It was highly unlikely one of Vulsier’s daughters would show him any kind of mercy, tender or otherwise.
“It’s the ugly one, in case you’re wondering.” Aubrey giggled at his joke.
“I don’t have time for this.”
“Of course you don’t, My Lord So Very Important.” Aubrey struggled to stand but only made it up on all fours. One fist still grasped the turkey leg, and he lurched forward toward it to take a bite, only to lose balance and fall on his face.
“Great gods, Aubrey. Have you no pride left at all?” Max jerked his head at Morander. “Let’s go.”
The two continued down the walkway, but they weren’t allowed to leave in peace.
“I know what you’re about, you know,” the pathetic fairy said. “You gobs are loud enough to be heard the next realm over. Hey, I’m talking to you!”
Morander scoffed, and Max’s only response was a grunt. But of course Aubrey wouldn’t pass up a chance to taunt someone who despised him and to entertain himself at the same time.
“Maybe I’ll go to the party,” the fairy called out through drunken laughter. “Maybe I’ll show up with a gift too.”
 




« Chapter 7 »
Memories
En route to Faeview
“Good girl, Mavis.” Max urged his pony through the portal to the human realm. The stalwart Shetland deftly brought the wagon out of the cool, dry goblin tunnel and onto the hard-packed dirt path that wound about the wooded hillside north of the Ring road.
To the southeast, the morning sunshine on the dew made stately Faeview fairly shimmer. Hmph. Max gave himself a silent grunt of approval. On his recommendation, the house’s doors and windows had been recently replaced, switched out from rectangular to round where possible, and rounded where not, to make the place more hospitable to the fae—specifically to fairies, who never could abide hard angles.
Faeview had been home to the earls of Dumnos since creation of the first, Ross Bausiney. Influenced by the wyrding woman Elyse, he’d abandoned Tintagos Castle to build his hall there on sacred fae ground, though sun and moon knew why. Max absently clucked his tongue. The course of wyrd-fae relations never did run smooth, and Elyse had done them no favors there.
He’d put a lot of thought into Faeview’s redesign. Through every remodel and rehabilitation over the centuries, the house had purposely been made fae proof. Far worse than all the right angles were the countless windows and doors framed in non-Dumnos steel, cold steel installed by the man Morning Glory had seduced precisely in order to repel the fae. And now the current Lord and Lady Dumnos were both faelings.
Max chuckled. Sometimes the high gods had a sense of humor.
It had been a pleasure to eradicate Faeview’s plenitude of hard angles. Simply ugly! How could even full humans stand so many square corners, rectangular doors and windows—forget headaches. What about the blight on all esthetic sensibility?
His changes so far had proved good enough for the faelings. Lily’s headaches and Cade’s achy joints had for the most part abated. But Faeview was still unfit to host a full-fae gathering. Morning Glory was there often and said the place still made her ill. No wonder she’d lobbied to make gifting a picnic at the lake of the Small Wood.
The sacred lake had an added benefit—its proximity to Mudcastle. The ideal place for Beverly to test her new glimmermist bodysuit, only a finger snap away from the safety of the enchanted cottage.
Max noticed the fading scent of lilacs, and Mavis nickered questioningly. He looked up to see they had already passed long-deserted Kaelyn’s cave and were nearly upon the Temple of Joy and Wonder.
“Let’s avoid the picnic grounds for now, sweet girl,” he said. There was no point in being waylaid by the brownies and pixies likely to be there decorating the temple, getting the venue ready for the big day. Once a brownie got to chatting, it was impossible to get away without insulting their tender feelings.
The morning mist had rolled in from the Severn Sea, crept through the ruins of Tintagos Castle, over the village, past the Ring road, and burned off. It was a lovely sunny day, and Mavis easily found the fairy troop trail which lead through yew, ash, and oak trees and on to the mansion.
Max brought the wagon to a halt beside Lilith’s Mini, parked in the front courtyard, and fished a couple of carrots from his pocket. “There you are, girl. I’ll be out as soon as I can.”
He shuffled around to the back of the wagon and took hold of the carved headboard with one hand and the footboard with the other. Gobs didn’t use magic willy-nilly, but it would be ridiculous to haul the heavy piece up to the third floor nursery when a spell would do the trick in the blink of an eye and lessen the risk of damage in the bargain.
He popped up to the nursery with the child’s bed. While it was still contracted, he cast his eye over the room and took in all the furnishings and decorations. Suppressing all opinions, he clapped his hands twice. The room was immediately rearranged with optimized feng shui, as they called it these days. He extended the new bed into the space now provided just for that purpose.
“Oh!” Said a familiar female voice. “Hello, there.”
Lily stood in the middle of the nursery, a cheerful-looking ginger-haired toddler straddled her hip. The mother’s hair was even lighter than when Max had seen it the past winter, the day Boadicea had been set free from the glimmer glass. Lily’s quest to free his sister had taken her to Avalos, the sacred island of the wyrd, where she’d pulled Mistcutter from the stone, then used the sword to destroy the abomination, Boadicea’s prison.
Lily had been born in fae, and though her mother had hidden her for over twenty years in a human desert half way around the world, her short time in Dumnos had already affected her and accelerated her metamorphosis. She was becoming more fae than human. Max needed no further indication of this than the pale blue gossamer wings which spread up and out above her back, lazily undulating as she hugged her daughter close.
A memory jumped into Max’s mind of a terrified fairy carrying a child, running away from Idris. That fairy was Morning Glory, and the faeling child had grown up to be this woman with blue wings, now protecting a babe of her own.
“Lily,” Max said. “Er… Lady Dumnos. Please excuse the intrusion. I meant to come and go unseen.”
“Which would make the intrusion acceptable, I take it?” She raised an eyebrow, and her fairy green eyes twinkled.
He felt his face redden.
“Max, I’m teasing.” Lily’s smile broadened. “You’re always welcome at Faeview. I’d love it if you rearranged all the rooms.”
She shifted the infant on her hip, and her wings contracted somewhat. “Oh, drat. What are those doing out again?” As she put the child down in her cot, the wings contracted, folded, and slipped inside her back. They tucked themselves under her scapulae, and then the fabric of her blouse rewove itself.
“Cade’s gone to the Temple of Joy and Wonder to help Morning Glory and Goldy set up for the party,” Lily said. “It’s just me and Lexi, I’m afraid.”
The toddler was instantly on her feet, grasping the side of the cot and bouncing on her feet. She looked like a little cherub—the romanticized, human version found in paintings by Raphael—with her curls, pink cheeks, and alert, twinkling blue eyes.
“She’s growing fast,” Max said. “Fairy-like. Soon she’ll be big enough for her new bed.”
“As I feared.” Lily looked past him, over his head, and walked over to the bed and ran her fingers over the footboard carvings appreciatively. “So lovely.”
“It’s from the Blue Vale.” Max allowed his pride to puff up. He was confident in his craftsmanship, but compliments were always nice to hear. He’d carved the sleigh-style bed of yew wood and inlaid the headboard and footboard with fanciful designs of birds and butterflies and rabbits and foxes and fawns. “The pillows are stuffed with goose down and dandelion florets, as is the coverlet. The fabrics are woven of cotton, silk, and glimmermist to keep Lexi safe as she sleeps.”
“Beautiful,” Lily said absently.
Max hadn’t waited for a formal excuse like the gifting. He’d begun work on the bed when the child was born. “I’m glad you like it.”
“I’m sure it will give Lexi sweet dreams.”
“Guaranteed,” he said. “Lexi is an interesting name. Alexandra. Most fairies of Dumnos are named after flowers or vines. Growing things. But not all. There’s Idris and Aubrey.”
“Oh, dear. From what I hear, those two are not very nice.”
“No, they’re not.” Max’s short laugh came out mixed with a grunt. “Aubrey has somewhat of an excuse though. He’s brokenhearted. He was never right in his head after Idris banished his daughter, Elyse, from the faewood.”
“What’s Idris’s excuse?” Lily said. “Why is he so evil? I mean, it’s so out of character to the other fae I’ve met. I want to keep Lexi out of the fae realm, but that’s because I’m afraid she’ll come back a hundred years out of time, not because I think anyone would hurt her, not even Aubrey. But Idris sounds more like the Sarumens than a fae of Dumnos.”
“He wasn’t always bad,” Max said. “Ages ago, when Queen Sifae’s trooping party was ambushed, Idris stepped in front of a crossbow’s shot to save Dandelion’s life. The shot grazed his shoulder. The queen and her consort weren’t so lucky. Enchanted, poisoned quarrels found their hearts.”
“Great gods, who would do such a thing?”
“The attackers were human. Everyone believes it was the wyrd.”
“But you don’t.”
“For over fifteen hundred years, I did. Now, I’m unsure.”
“I always forget how old… I mean how long… for how many years you all have been alive.”
“It was Mischief Night. Fairies were flying all over the place, crashing into each other. Terrified. Idris called them together, organized them, calmed them, and somehow herded everyone back to the faewood safely. Because of his bravery, they begged him to become regent. Dandelion was too young then to sit on the Moonstick Throne, and the fae were too afraid. Idris agreed. He liked the way the moonstick crown looked on his head.”
“If my mother’s vanity is any indication, I’m not surprised,” Lily said.
“But after a while, Idris changed. He suggested Brother Sun and Sister Moon should sanctify his regency. The goblins didn’t like it, but the other fae, the fairies, the brownies, the leprechauns, the pixies—definitely the sprites—they were still afraid, and they agreed to it.”
“What does that mean?” Lily asked. “Sanctify?”
“When a fairy monarch is crowned, as they chant the words and drink the dandelion wine from the court’s fairy cup, a binding spell is cast over all the fae of that court. All members of the court are compelled to obey the monarch’s commands. It’s the one device we have against chaos.”
“I can understand that too,” Lily said, perhaps thinking again of her mother, Morning Glory. Her smile, and something about the look in her eyes, reminded Max of a wyrding woman he’d known long ago, the shapeshifter Igraine.
“As the time approached for the sanctification,” he continued, “a windstorm ripped through the Blue Vale. Brother Sun and Sister Moon sent me a message in the winds, delivered by Aeolios.”
“I remember him. The god who loved the woman whose spirit was trapped inside Igdrasil.”
“Well… minor god,” Max said with a chuckle.
“Into the mystic…” Lily shook her head wondrously. “Dumnos is a land of mist and rain—and the mystic.”
“And proud to be so,” Max said. In his mind Lily’s association with Igraine grew stronger. She couldn’t be the wyrding woman’s descendent. His friend Kaelyn, who knew her, had once said Igraine never had children.
“And what was the message from the high gods?” Lily said.
“I was to protect both children from the sanctification so they would retain their free will, unbound by Idris’s commands.”
“There’s your sign right there that Idris was trouble,” Lily said. “How did you do it?”
“I created a fabric from Dumnos iron, starlight, and lost wishes—you know the dandelion florets people wish on? Sometimes they reach the realm of fae too late to grant. We call them lost wishes.”
“That’s so sad.” Lily said.
Max shrugged. Nothing new in that. Human existence, being mortal, was permeated by sadness. “I imbued the fabric with a charm.” He might as well say it. Besides, he didn’t get many chances to talk about his successes.
In the glimmermist no charm shall find you. 
In the glimmermist no charm shall bind you.










“That seems so simple—but of course there was more to it than that,” Lily said.
He just grunted.
“But why did the high gods choose you, do you think, to be Dandelion and Cissa’s protector?”
It was a hit to the pride to even hear the question. Who else in all the faewood or all the vales could have attempted such a thing? But in truth, Max had never asked himself the question. And now, a surprising answer occurred to him.
“Perhaps they were giving me a chance to atone.”
“Atone?” Lily looked at him quizzically. “I can’t imagine you ever doing something that required atonement.”
“That’s kind of you, but I did create Mistcutter. For that, Brother Sun and Sister Moon cursed all goblinkind. We weren’t always so ugly, you know.”
Lily was quiet then. She watched Lexi, who’d fallen asleep in the cot, but her mind seemed far, far away. Finally she seemed to make a decision and stood up.
“Would you come with me for a moment?”
He followed her to her chamber and waited by the window where there was a good view of the ruins of Tintagos Castle, the bay, and the Severn Sea.
“This secretary has belonged to all countesses of Dumnos starting with Lydia Pengrith Bausiney in the 1870s.” Lilith ran her fingers along the bottom of a roll-top desk. “My father’s wife,” she added with droll humor. A side door popped open, and she took out a brass key and unlocked a compartment inside the roll-top.
She laid the compartment’s contents out.
“A peacock feather?” Max said.
“Apparently they were the rage. She’s wearing peacock feathers in her portrait in the rogues gallery. Perhaps this one had a special meaning for her.”
“Sun and moon, that’s a bottle of Morning Glory’s love potion.” Max held up a clear bottle with a silver stopper and containing a red liquid. “And half-empty.”
“I had a feeling… but I thought that was just a story.” Lilith set the bottle aside, and as she did so she furtively palmed another object among the treasures and shifted it back to the compartment, behind the love potion, under the feather.
Max said nothing, though he recognized the object. It was a double-banded ring, one silver and one gold. A ring of power—and of danger too. The ring Merlyn had made to enhance his powers, but at such great cost that to remove it meant death.
Max knew the ring’s power and its danger well, for he was the one who’d removed it from Merlyn’s hand.
“And I believe you will recognize this.” Lily was speaking, holding something out to him. “Max?”
“What—oh! I…” Max felt a smile tug at his mouth. “I always wondered what happened to that.”
Lily laid a scoping glass in the palm of his hand, and he fingered the bright-cut apple blossom design.
“You carved that design, Max, a long, long time ago. You were sitting in the Avalos sunshine beside Igraine of Kaelyn’s cave as she tried to get you to talk about Mistcutter, not knowing you were the sword’s maker and ignorant of all the pain it had caused you.”
“How…?”
“I am Igraine,” Lily said. “And Cade is Ross Bausiney. When my life was cut short by Quinn Sarumen, Brother Sun and Sister Moon granted me another life, and Ross too. A chance to love again. The memories of my life as Igraine were awakened by handling Mistcutter. Cade understands and believes, but he only has sporadic flashes of memory, and none that stick. Other than him, you’re the one person in all the realms I trust utterly. It feels right that you should know.”
“I’m… speechless.” It explained more than a few things, not the least why Lily had been able to remove the sword from the stone. Kaelyn had seen that it would be Igraine, and Kaelyn’s sight was never wrong.
“I called you Maxim then,” Lilith said.
“My proper name. I started hearing ‘Max’ about the time of the Napoleonic Wars. Everyone thought they were so modern then.”
Lily chuckled. “Well, now you know about me. And I’m so glad.”
“Why do you have the oracle ring?” Max blurted out the question, as this seemed to be a time for confidences.
Lily’s face went red, but she answered forthrightly. “I found it at Igdrasil after the lightning strike, sitting in a cleft near the ground. My first thought was to destroy it. Throw it over the cliff into Tintagos Bay. But somehow I knew it couldn’t be destroyed. Better to keep it here, safely locked away. No one else knows I have it. Not even Cade. I don’t know why, but I feel it would be a danger to him if he knew.”
“Perhaps,” Max said. “I’m sure the Dumnos Clad isn’t the only thing the Sarumen are after, and they have ways of finding out people’s secrets.”
“Quinn.” Lily froze as she spoke the name. “Something Jenna said… I didn’t know, in that other life, that he was fae. She spoke of him as if he is still living. Max, do you want to take the ring with you?”
“No. The less it travels, the better. This is a good, obscure hiding place—as long as the door to your treasures stays locked.” He gave her the scoping glass. “I should be getting back to Mavis.”
“Your pony. See, I do remember things.” Lily returned the glass to the cubby and locked everything away again. After putting the key back in its own hiding place, she and Max went back to the nursery.
Lexi was still napping. Again Max thought she looked angelic, but he’d seen a mischievous spark in her eye. She was going to be a fun one to watch grow up.
“About the Sarumen,” Lily said. “I didn’t like Jenna because she stole my boyfriend. Ha! That sounds so childish. And of course now I’m glad she did it. But I didn’t like her family then because they were rich and powerful and I felt drab and powerless beside them. I had no idea they were magical and powerful.”
“It’s because they’re power-hungry that I don’t trust them,” Max said. “I wonder if they’ll be there today.”
“What do you mean? Why should they?”
“Our queen has invited fae from all courts of the British Isles. She wants to show off her grandniece.”
“Sun and moon,” Lily said. “I told the French girls the picnic might be fancy dress. I had no idea how right I was.”
“The leprechauns had better hold on to their hats,” Max said. “It’s going to be a bumpy ride.”


A modern lawn surrounded most of the lake. The hunter’s lodge was gone, and a quarter of the way around the lake a Grecian temple had been built about the time Max’s name got shortened. A couple of starry-eyed Bausiney girls had named the grandiose marble gazebo the Temple of Joy and Wonder.
Cade and Cissa were there, overseeing more than helping with final preparations for the day’s festivities. The brownies had just finished the finishing touches on the decorations around the Temple of Joy and Wonder, cheerfully calling out instructions to each other.
With the first guests arriving, the leprechauns thought they were being clever and sly, but it was easy to see all they were interested in was the cut of everyone's clothing and their hats. Hats, hats, hats.
Max unhitched Mavis to let her forage in the chicory behind the temple, which she loved. He joined Cade and Cissa, quite aware of the emerald necklace around the fairy’s neck.
“Max, I was just telling Cade that Morning Glory says Lilith was conceived here inside the temple,” Cissa said.
“I like that,” Cade said. “I choose to believe it.”
“Did you see Beverly yet?” Max asked. “Has she set the boundary at the wishing portal?”
“Mission accomplished,” Cade said. “She’s set it to last a day and an hour, as Cissa suggested. It will stop any wanderers from accidentally falling in.”
The queen bobbled her head and grinned prettily, delighted as always to take credit for a good idea. What a self-involved imp she was! She was happier today than she’d been in a long time, and it gladdened Max’s heart to see it.
“The last thing we need is to lose a guest to the mists of time,” Cade said. “Unless it’s a Sarumen, of course.”




« Chapter 8 »
Seven Ways of Looking at a Gifting
I. Cammy
Dragonflies danced over the pristine lake and its lush surrounding lawns. Beyond, the branches of nine ancient hazel trees were thick with blossoms. West of the water, butterflies of varied and fantastical colors fluttered about a Grecian temple that looked perfect for a Pride and Prejudice film location.
Bordering all, massive rhododendrons, hydrangeas, camellias, and lilacs provided a feeling of gentle seclusion. A spring breeze whooshed over the grass and through the shrubs, lifting skirts and knocking off hats. Cammy drew the fresh air into her lungs and smiled inwardly, thinking that Aeolios—or more likely his cranky wife, Lourdes—wanted to remind the guests that the gods existed and were always watching.
 “It’s just as I knew it would be,” she said. “Faeview’s grounds are perfect for a faeling’s gifting celebration.”
“A faeling.” Bella frowned.
“Lady Lexi must have fae blood. Look at her grandmother,” Cammy said. “Grandmother! The lady looks younger than you or I. Frown all you want, Bella. I don’t care. I know I’m right.”
From a choice of seating arrangements, she and her sister had commandeered a thick, richly colored Turkish rug laid out on the grass along with throw pillows and parasols. For the less adventurous, or the less decadent, wicker chairs and tables were available.
“Her ladyship wasn’t kidding when she said fancy dress,” Bella said. “What do you think they’re all supposed to be?”
“I think the little cute ones are pixies, and the ones with the slouch hats are leprechauns,” Cammy said. “The tall, beautiful ones are fairies.”
“What about over by the water, those blokes with the black harps tattooed on their biceps? Bella said. “Urban punk Irish?”
“Don’t turn up your nose. One might put a spell on you.” From Cammy’s research, they were likely a contingent of the Tuatha Dé Danaan. “Relax. Enjoy—”
“Oh! Cam, look.”
A pair of steely wings popped out of the back of the darkly handsome guy talking to Lord Dumnos. They extended, undulating as if possessed of their own sinister intentions, then retracted and disappeared. The fairy made Cammy quite nervous, but she wasn’t about to admit it.
This isn’t fancy dress at all. It’s real.
“How… how fun,” she said. Let Bella keep her illusions if it made her feel safer. Let her cling to the notion this was all for show. “It’s like we’re in a play. A Midsummer Day’s Dream.”
“Only it’s not midsummer, Cam. And we’re awake.”
“Yes, dearest.” Cammy sighed. She had to accept it. Bella had no imagination at all, and moving to Tintagos hadn’t helped. “I’m sure you’re always awake.”
“One of us has to be.”
“You’re not going to forgive me for what you saw in the magic mirror, are you?”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Then I’m going to go find some champagne.”
Cammy stood up and, her hands covered in fingerless lace gloves, brushed errant sparkles from her shoulders. She smoothed the skirt of her Belle Epoch gown and inwardly smiled. The pale green brocade was perfect for the occasion, as were the button-up, fawn-colored boots, but the peacock feathers in her hair were the pièce de résistance. Whether or not anyone recognized who she was supposed to be, in her own mind the costume was a success.
She headed toward the Grecian temple. Her eyes drinking in the feast of it all, she glanced back to check on Bella and promptly bumped into someone.
“Oh, excuse moi!” the man said. His hand went reflexively to his macramé choker and the bright-cut jewel at his throat. “On a day like today, I should have watched where I was popping into.”
He looked like a golden god. There was no other way to say it. His loose, curly hair was like spun gold out of a fairy tale, and his skin was smooth, perfect, and had a bronzish-gold tint. His eyes were bright green, the only thing about him not golden.
“Well, aren’t you a picture.” His wings contracted and disappeared as he admired Cammy’s costume, his smile bright, as if she was the most interesting person he’d ever encountered. “For a moment, I thought I’d gone through Morning Glory’s time portal back to 1876 again. You’re the image of Lydia Pengrith.”
“You’re right, I am.” Her costume really was a success!
“But darling, where is your adult beverage?” The golden man clapped his hands. “More importantly, where is mine?”
A little creature appeared in the air between them with a tray and three flutes of pink bubbly liquid.
“Have a drink! It’s good and pink!” the creature said.
Cammy accepted a flute, and as the golden man also took one, an arm covered in sparkles reached out from behind him for the third, just as the creature and tray disappeared.
“Hello, hello! I’m here!” Her ladyship’s mother stepped out of nowhere. She took a sip of champagne and said, “Goldy, come on. Let’s go see Lexi.”
Goldy. Of course that would be his name. He grinned and waggled his eyebrows at Cammy in farewell, then followed Morning Glory over to what looked like a giant walnut shell which served as a child’s cot. Lady Lexi held on to its edge and brightened as Goldy called out to her.
More proof she’s faeling, Cammy thought as she put the pink liquid to her lips. According to Lydia Pengrith, fairies developed extremely quickly, and faelings—human children who had fae blood—grew faster than usual when they were in touch with their fae nature. The baby wasn’t four months old, yet she was standing.
Cammy’s wine was only half gone, and a wonderful feeling came over her. Everything was fine. Everyone was beautiful. Lovely. The world could not possibly be a better place. She took another sip. As the liquid surged through her, she saw every creature for its true self.
There were fairies and brownies, leprechauns and pixies, humans, and—if she wasn’t mistaken—not twenty feet away from her, the ugliest creature in the world, engaged in a perfectly matter-of-fact conversation with the countess, was a goblin. 
Lovely, lovely. She twirled in the sunshine. That is just as it should be.
She finished the champagne, and a pixie popped in to take her glass and offer a fresh one. Cammy lifted the glass from the tray, another crystal flute rimmed in gold, and the pixie popped out. She lazily continued creature watching, until she saw someone who took her breath away.
A man had just come over the hill from the direction of the car park and stood at the edge of the gathering, looking from group to group as if searching for someone in particular. Cammy’s heart pounded as she watched him, waiting for him to find her.
But he stopped too soon. He fixed on Cade and headed in the earl’s direction.
No! Cammy wanted to cry out. You’re supposed to come to me.
She had no idea who he was, but she had seen him once before, standing behind her shoulder in the magic mirror.
II. Bella
Cammy was making a fool of herself. Again. Bella knew she should have stayed at the flat. She could have kept the shop open. One of them had to be sensible, and it obviously wasn’t going to be her little sister, with her magic mirrors and books of wyrding spells.
Tintagos had pixilated Cammy. With that sloppy smile and rapturous expression, people would think she was on something.
No. They wouldn’t. Bella sighed. Everyone at the picnic looked like they were on something.
The sun had passed its zenith, and dusk was but an hour or so away. As the daylight began to lose strength, the energy of the actors all around her seemed to increase. Of course they were actors. Lady Dumnos had told them it would be fancy dress. They were actors, and the appearing and disappearing acts were special effects, done with high-tech makeup, dry ice, and mirrors, somehow rendered for the out-of-doors.
Except for one small problem. The short, gnarled, truly hideous-looking—and short—man talking with their hostess.
He looked very much like the one Bella had seen last night in her magic mirror.
III. Greg
The drive from London had taken hours, but finally the stretch limo pulled into an off-road parking lot and stopped. The fae poured out, eager for the open air. Each one wrinkled his nose or averted her eyes as they passed Greg. His wife first, then her father. Then his father, Lord Sarumen, the scary bugger. Quinn, the asshole.
None liked him, not even Jenna. He didn’t like them either.
He used to think he was special. Really going somewhere. At first he’d been amazed that a long, cool drink of water like Jenna Sarumen even knew he was alive, let alone that she wanted to know him much, much better.
But then he’d thought, why not? He was pretty hot himself. And he was well on the way to wealth of his own. Not Sarumen wealth, obviously, but he could see himself making base high six figures with bonuses and escalators pushing it close to two mil. Every year. Nothing to be ashamed of.
Jenna didn’t have to wink at him twice before he’d dumped his drab, workhorse girlfriend, Lilith Evergreen. Lily was dead weight anyway. Dragging him down. She had no self-respect. No self-confidence. Good enough to get him through law school—she could cook and clean, do research and type, and she was useful enough in bed. But nothing close to life-partner material.
All he had to do was mention the name Sarumen to his mother and hint that an engagement was imminent. Soon after that, the keys to the kingdom had been restored, his father’s acceptance once again beyond doubt, his trust fund unfrozen. The world was his oyster.
And it had all burst like a bubble. Lily had taken the guilt money—which he’d fully expected her to reject—and had gone off to England, to Dumnos, where she met and married an earl, Cade Bausiney. She was a countess now, damn it all.
When Jenna found out, she’d gone ballistic. Called her father, screaming like the spoiled brat she was, said that Lily had gone back to England and demanded to go home. Home… to London. Jeez. She was a Brit. Information she might have told a guy before she married him.
Apparently, Lily was ancient, like them. She used to go by the name Igraine, and the Sarumens had been searching the world for her for hundreds of years—which made no sense, but what did anymore? Jenna had never wanted Greg. She’d only wanted to take what she thought belonged to Lily.
Greg climbed out of the limo, his wife already gone from his sight, flitted off to play with others of her kind. She had never loved him, not even a teeny, tiny bit. Didn’t love anyone. From what he could tell, as a rule the fae didn’t. Love, that is.
The spring breeze played with his hair, flirtatious and sensual, the only gentle caress he’d felt in ages. He huffed out a short, ironic laugh at himself and walked on, over the small rise covered in green grass, and on to the pantomime. He had a minuscule part to play, barely a line or two left to deliver.
IV. Lilith
“Max, you were right. They came.” Lilith watched a band of half a dozen new guests arrive. They looked like they belonged to each other, all extremely well dressed in designer clothes out of GQ or Vanity Fair. By their expressions, they considered this affair beneath themselves.
Lilith recognized two of their member right away: Jenna Sarumen and her father. Not so long ago Lilith had envied Jenna her charmed life, not knowing the truth of what she and her family were. “I hope they aren’t here to cause trouble.”
“They risk the high gods’ wrath if they do,” Max said. “They’re here by Cissa’s invitation. They can’t breach a queen’s hospitality.”
“It would seem rank has its privileges even in fae,” Lilith said. “Great gods. I know that man, the human trailing behind them.” It was Greg. He looked… pathetic.
She silently thanked the high gods for having escaped him.
Cade had yet to notice the appearance of his adversary, but she wasn’t concerned. They’d decided to take as little notice of the Sarumens today as possible. Wrong place, wrong time for corporate battle. He had squatted down beside Lexi’s cot, and they were having a nonsensical conversation. As if concerned for her father’s mental well-being, Lexi’s eyebrows knitted up. She kissed her palm and pressed it against Cade’s cheek and laughed.
Watching her husband and daughter play, Lilith relaxed. “I’m sorry everyone’s disappointed Lexi hasn’t visited the faewood,” she said to Max. “But a hundred years might pass while she was there.”
“The ones who matter will visit in the human realm,” Max said. “The others will be satisfied with seeing her here at the gifting.”
“A fae gifting.” She was still uneasy about the concept.
“There’s nothing to fear.” Max said. “The fae adore children, and your daughter is of the queen’s own blood. They would never hurt her.”
The queen again. So impersonal. So distant. Lilith was pretty sure Max liked Cissa. Loved her, even.
“None of their presents will be so unwieldy as mine,” he said. “Or as tangible.”
“What do you mean, tangible?”
“I’ve heard the leprechauns are giving her a pair of grow-booties. They’re the most dangerous gift coming that I know about.”
“Grow-booties?”
“Baby booties that will never fall apart. They’ll grow as Lexi grows, and change to whatever style suits the day. Their charm—”
“Indestructibility and adaptation not being at all magical?” Lily smiled.
“To the leps, those are run-of-the-mill qualities in baby shoes. Not good enough for the queen’s only heir. The charm in Lexi’s pair is that as long as she wears them she’ll never take a wrong step or fall.”
“That sounds good. Why do you frown?”
“One person’s charm is another’s curse. If the child never falls, she’ll never learn to rise.”
“Ah, I understand you.”
“The other presents will be ephemeral and benign. Beauty, kindness, grace, good fortune, the ability to dance, to tell a good joke.”
“Nice, sparkly, fairy things,” Lily said.
“Just so.”
“Those gifts I don’t fear. But I worry about unintended consequences.” Lily stopped. “Max, when I went to Avalos for Mistcutter, I met someone there. He was unlike anyone. Not human, not any kind of fae.”
“Velyn of the fallen.”
“Yes. He said he’d known me in my past life as Igraine. It was he who told me about my and Cade’s reincarnation. I asked him if he’d ever seen heaven, and he said he’d seen the highest heaven. The highest god. Max, I believe Velyn is a fallen angel.”
Max nodded but said nothing.
“Lexi was christened last week. I never believed in such things before, but now… I do.”
“I don’t believe a christening would offend the high gods. Quite the contrary, in fact.”
“But Morning Glory told me the gifting is meant to counteract the magic in the christening. That’s how she put it.”
“Not counteract. Leave it to your mother to be overdramatic. Balance might be a better word.”
“Balance. My mother is a fairy. My husband’s aunt is the fairy queen. You’re not the first to tell me how the fae love children. Every morning, I wake to the fear I’ll find a changeling left in Lexi’s place. I doubt I’ll ever have balance in my life again.”
“There’s no need to fear the Dumnos fae, but the others…” Max glanced about, his gaze resting briefly on the Sarumen. “Living in the human realm, she’ll be exposed. Fae of other courts may cross her path in this realm, and you know not all fae are sweetness and light. But on one thing, let me set your mind at ease. The yew bed is imbued with a protection charm. Lexi will always sleep there safe from harm.”
“Oh, Max, thank you!” Lilith threw her arms around the gob and kissed his cheek, then said, “I’ll keep that piece of information from the vicar.”
“I take it he’s being a good sport about the whole business?”
“He’d never last in Dumnos if he wasn’t, but we didn’t tell him about today. No need to freak him out any more than necessary.”
Lilith looked uneasily at Marion and Ian, Sharon and Jimmy, and Cammy and Bella. She wished she hadn’t told any humans about today at all. The only one she really wanted here—Beverly, for Cade’s sake—hadn’t shown up.
V. Max
“Attention! Attention, everyone!” Queen Narcissus called out. “Everybody, it’s time to do presents!”
Ever since she accepted the moonstick crown in Prince Dandelion’s place, the sparkle of fun had gone out of Cissa’s eyes… until today. When Max had arrived at the lake, she was already there, flitting about, happily directing the brownies where to put the walnut shell cot, calling the butterflies to surround the Temple of Joy and Wonder, and laughing with the pixies as they played catch with the leprechauns’ hats.
When she saw Max, she’d called his name and flown to him on a breeze, smiling so brightly that he’d had to catch his breath. She had taken hold of his hands and spun him around and kissed his cheek. When she pulled away, his heart had soared.
She was wearing the emerald necklace. The one she’d stolen from his cottage so very long ago, before the days of the curse. It wasn’t close to the best thing Max had ever made, but to him it was the dearest, a symbol of what might have been.
“I know.” She’d caught him looking and fingered the stones self-consciously. “It’s not nearly as pretty as anything you’ve ever given me. But it’s special. I’m wearing it today for a reason. Just wait—you’ll see.”
And she’d flown off to break up a fight between a particularly wayward pixie and the leprechaun Horace.
As the guests arrived, Cissa had greeted them personally, all enthusiasm and fun. But with each arrival, the happiness went out of her voice and the light in her eyes dimmed. She kept searching the crowds as if hoping to find someone, but apparently the someone never came.
Cissa’s happiness, which had filled his heart with delight, eventually drained away like spilled champagne seeping into the ground. Now with brave demeanor and forced gaiety, she performed her duty, calling everyone together to witness the gifting.
The leprechauns’ booties were graciously received by the forewarned Lily.
Horace, looking fine in a sea-green jacket, white and gold waistcoat, and floppy pink satin hat, popped in at the foot of the cot and wobbled a step before he gained his balance. No one noted his crabby red face and glowering black eyebrows. All were drawn to the tiny pair of pale pink satin shoes on his open, outstretched palm.
“They’ll never scuff or wear out, my lord.” The leprechaun addressed Cade and Lily just as Max had overheard him practicing earlier. “And, my lady, they’ll never get dirty. The shoes will adapt to the little girl’s need. At the moment, they’re lovely baby slippers. But they’ll grow and change as Lady Lexi grows and changes. One day, walking shoes. Another day hiking boots. One night diamond stiletto heels fit for her first ball.”
The humans sighed and smiled, thoughts of fairy tales writ large on their faces.
“Notice the excellent workmanship,” Horace continued. “While Lady Lexi wears our slippers, she will always be the epitome of grace and decorum.”
Morning Glory let loose a guffaw. She cried out, “Decorum, decorum, Hy Kokolorum!” and spun up into the air, tossing exploding fairy dust over the guests.
Lexi laughed. Satisfied, Horace lost his scowl and flitted over to the refreshments table.
The pixies were on their best behavior, sworn not to steal the leprechauns’ hats. So far so good, but anyone with an eye could see their resolve was weakening. They gave Lexi the ability to tell a good joke. Max grunted his approval and winked at Lily. Only a curmudgeon could object to that. He wasn’t ready to be called a curmudgeon yet.
The wisps popped in, three together, and in unison whispered their gift. “Little Lady Lexi will hear lovely birdsong whenever she desires.”
“How lovely,” Lily said.
The brownies gave the ability to feel good cheer and find happiness in all things. While they were still accepting Cade and Lily’s thanks, someone in the back ostentatiously cleared his throat.
“If I may be so bold.” Stepping forward, Prince Logan of the Edmos fae pushed a couple of leprechauns out of his way. He gave Cade and Lily a short bow while leering sideways at Queen Narcissus.
Max stood up on his toes and surveyed the crowd. Where was Dandelion? Together they could haul the wanker out of here. Seriously, it might be worth unleashing a spell to get rid of the Scots tosser.
“The Edmos fae give Lady Lexi grace and charm,” the fairy said. “Though the little lady may never need the extra boost if she takes after her lovely aunt.”
Great-aunt, bounder. Max didn’t like this guy at all. He was ready to do something about it when a fairy of the Tuatha Dé Danaan leaped forward, joined by another, then another, nudging the Edmos fop out of the way. This could go well… or not. The three Irish were joined by three more, and Max shifted his focus, on the alert.
Then the Irish fairies broke into a raucous céilí dance. The Dumnos fae shouted approval and quickly produced fiddle, drum, fife, and flute and more to accompany the wild gyrations of the Tuatha Dé Danaan.
“Yeeah!”
“Whooo!”
Her other gifts already in working order, Lexi erupted in belly laughs to tickle the heart of the grumpiest goblin, and Max’s foot tapped in time to the tune. The dance ended abruptly, and amid the whistles and applause the strangest-looking of the dancers approached Lexi’s cot.
“If you remember Ireland when you dance, darling girl, we wouldn’t mind at all at all, for a light step to match your sweet light heart is our gift to you.” He bowed low to the child, and she patted his blond curls.
The six dancers turned as one and bent the knee to Cissa. “Good-bye, your majesty,” said their leader, and with respectful nods and twinkles in their eyes they popped out.
When the fairy dust cleared, in the vacated spot, a woozy fairy stumbled and very nearly fell, but righted himself at the last moment.
“Hmph,” Max grunted and glared at the treesap.
The human who looked like Lydia Pengrith—but wasn’t—cried, “It’s you!”
“Oh, dear.” Cissa was suddenly at Max’s side, her eyes huge and her hand on his shoulder, as if she would draw strength from him. “I didn’t think Aubrey would have the nerve to show up today.”
Max wanted to reassure her, cover her lovely fingers with his own gnarly digits, and pat her hand tenderly. But he couldn’t defile such loveliness.
Aubrey belched.
VI. Cissa
Warily, Cissa watched Aubrey steady himself against Lexi’s cot. He was cleaned up and dressed in his favorite garb: white linen artist’s blouse open to his navel, skintight black satin trousers, black boots with silver buckles. His hair was wild as always, but held to a kind of spiky coherence. Still, she didn’t trust him.
She scanned the enraptured crowd, all gathered close. There was no one at the temple, no one at the sacred lake. Sacred Lake. That’s what Dandelion called it these days. No doubt he’d learned the name from Beverly. Through the millennia, the lake had gone by several names.
Sacred Lake.
Nine Hazel Lake.
Lake of the Lady.
Cissa liked Lake of the Lady best. Sacred Lake sounded silly. Something a human would call it, born of some sad longing for the divine. Why could they not see? The divine was everywhere. Everything was sacred.
Even Aubrey, the treesap.
She played with her necklace, more depressed than she cared to admit. Her plan had worked, but it hadn’t succeeded. All the courts had sent delegations, but her prince was nowhere among them. It felt like her spell had worked, but he wasn’t here. She caught Max glancing her way, and they shared a look of commiseration as Aubrey launched into his act.
The rogue fairy turned slowly and dramatically surveyed the guests. His violet eyes glistened with Aubrey-style mischief. Dangerous mischief.
Cissa stomped her foot at his even being here. Horrified, she watched as the Edmos fae pointed and laughed and poked each other’s ribs. The London fae watched in stony, superior silence. If they weren’t still waiting to deliver their gift, she was sure they’d leave now in disgust.
The humans gasped in wonder and admiration. It was true, Cissa had to admit. Even in his reduced state, Aubrey exuded an irresistible magnetic sensuality.
What is he doing here? Scandalized whispers rippled over the lawns among the Dumnos fae. Idris’s lapdog; has he no shame?
He reached again for the cot’s side, unsteady on his feet. He winked at Max, but the gob would have none of it. Under his breath Max muttered, “Treesap.” The oath warmed Cissa’s heart.
Everyone was on their toes, leaning forward, a little afraid and a lot curious. Aubrey gave the child an elaborate bow but seemed to get stuck in the bent-over position. Cissa nearly started forward to deal with him when he managed to right himself again.
“Li’ Lady Lethie.” His tongue seemed too big for his mouth. “Ev’body’s bes’ bluv’d.”
“He’s drunk!” A sprite popped in and perched on Max’s other shoulder. “Queen Narcissus is going to be so mad!” The sprite clapped his hands with glee.
Cissa was mad. Furious. Why hadn’t Dandelion come? She squeezed Max’s shoulder, grateful that he was there. He’d handle Aubrey if the fairy went too far.
“Ev’body gave you some swell stuff, eh, Lethie?” Aubrey said to the baby. “I have a gif’ too. ’smuch… so much better. You’re gonna lof it.”
Uh-oh.
Lexi was spellbound. Not literally—it was highly unlikely Aubrey had the wherewithal in his state to accomplish that. But she was fascinated by him, no denying it. Her eyes were bright with interest, and she giggled one of those darling baby chortles that delighted Cissa’s fae heart. As if they were kindred spirits, the child locked gazes with the drunken treesap, as Max would say.
“I give you… freedom,” Aubrey said. “Wonder! A sense of adventure. Curiosity. Joie de vivre!”
Well. Cissa let out a sigh of relief and heard it echoed by Max—and Goldy, who had come to stand on her other side, and Morning Glory beside Goldy.
“That wasn’t so bad, now, was it?” Goldy said. “Wonder, curiosity?”
“Curiosity.” Cissa fingered the emeralds at her throat. She pictured her prince charming and remembered the sizzle of his kiss. “Not so bad.”
Lexi held on to the side of her cot and bounced, gazing adoringly at the very bad fairy.
“Voilà!” Aubrey bowed to Lord and Lady Bausiney and shot a sideways look at Cissa. “Don’t spill any fairy dust over me, my queen.” He stood erect. “I’m leaving. Going back to the Blue Vale. Yes, tha’s where I’ve been all this time. In Goblinville. Sleeping in cold mushroom patches and warm doorways, hoping for a ladygob’s tender mercy.”
He winked at Max. Max grunted.
“Aye, shudder all you like, ya great hypocrites,” Aubrey went on. “There’s more love in the ugliest ladygob than ever there was chairdee in the most booful fairy.”
He blew a kiss to the guest of honor. “Haf a good life, little Lady Lexi. Enjoy your gifs.”
He popped out.
His residue took a few seconds to dissipate, and then there was no sign he’d ever been there. No sign but one.
“Sun and moon, what did he do to her?” A human woman with peacock feathers in her hair pointed at Lexi. Gasps rippled through all the guests, human and fae.
The child let go with another big belly laugh. Her eyes were bright, glittering—and unmistakably violet. As violet as Aubrey’s. Cissa didn’t know what it meant, but it scared her.
“Enough!” A cool female voice sliced through all the speculative mumbling. With the crisp sound of a fan expertly unfolded, Jenna of the Sarumen sprouted her wings and flew to the cot in a whoosh.
Cissa caught her breath. The Sarumen’s wings were thrilling to see, dark and metallic gray-green, oozing of power.
Jenna spread her fingers, her hands over Lexi’s head. “The gift of the Sarumen,” she said. “We relieve you, sweet Lady Lexi, of the pain and suffering of childhood. By summer’s end you’ll reach childhood’s end and be a lady full grown.”
“No!”
“Take it back!”
Cries came from all who loved the little girl. Lily and Cade, Max, Goldy, Morning Glory, the humans, all the Dumnos fae. Cissa even heard the word no charge out of her own mouth.
Thirteen! She realized this was the thirteenth gift, bound to go wrong. She hated that number! They should have stopped at twelve.
Silence fell as the significance of the truly abominable gift sank in. The Sarumen smiled, a mix of sneer and satisfaction on her lips… and she looked sideways at Lily with something else. Triumph.
To rob someone of her childhood was horrid for the child; for the parents, it was pure evil.
“Mama!” Lexi stood, this time with no support, her arms stretched toward Lily. The little girl had already aged ten months. Her cheeks were full of roses, her hair a mass of strawberry-blond curls, her eyes like sparkling violet jewels.
“You… bitch!” A man’s voice, unfamiliar in its fury, but otherwise well known to Cissa. Her faeling nephew, Dandelion’s son. Lexi’s father. Of all people, human, fae, or in between, someone she never thought she’d see angry.
With his bare, mostly human fist, Cade Bausiney, Lord Dumnos, punched the Sarumen in her beautiful face.
VII. Cade
It was a mistake. He knew it the instant his knuckles crashed into her jaw. And he was appalled at himself for hitting someone. Violence wasn’t his way.
“You fucking fairy bitch!” Cursing also wasn’t his way.
What a shock to discover that—aside from the pain and the embarrassment—cursing and hitting felt so
good.
All Cade’s frustration and loathing for the Sarumens now concentrated itself in this moment in this one being, Jenna Sarumen. As far as he was concerned, the Sarumens had stolen the Dumnos Clad, a large symbol of his family’s heritage and a major employer of his people. They’d perverted the company into a supplier for military weaponry. Her family had stolen that, and now she had stolen his daughter’s childhood.
He readied to strike another blow.
“Aaahhh!” Jenna howled, not in pain—which damaged his pride in a not-to-be-admitted way—but with rage. “Daaaaddy!” She lifted off the ground and unfurled her wings, furious, as her father flew to her side.
Yeah. Right the first time. Big mistake.
Time slowed. Cade felt the spaces between his heartbeats. Lord Sarumen, the grandfather, hovered nearby, quietly ominous—and oddly familiar. Dread flooded Cade to his soul. Somehow he knew this fairy, and that the man was incredibly dangerous.
The three raised their hands as one to fling a group spell at him. Something nasty; he could feel it coming.
“Cade, no!” Lilith cried out, standing near the cot, their daughter in her arms. She threw her own spell.
He flinched as Lilith’s spell deflected whatever the Sarumens had thrown.
Jenna screamed again and flew at him, and then her powerful hands were at his throat. She was so strong. He felt like a kitten trying to get away from a pit bull. What had he been thinking? A weird gurgling sound came out of his throat. Was she strangling him?
“Let. Him. Go,” Lilith said darkly.
Jenna did not let him go, but every crystal flute within spell-shot shattered to bits. Were it physically possible, he’d laugh. His wife seemed to have developed a thing for breaking glass when she was fired up.
“Unhand my son!” A woman’s voice rumbled overhead, indistinguishable from thunder, and clouds suddenly obscured the sun. As if for effect, lightning flashed and crackled. A whirlwind descended from the clouds and dissipated, leaving in its place Cade’s mother Beverly, dressed in a shimmering bodysuit covered by a flowing, dark green robe.
She pointed at Jenna. “I said stop!”
Startled, Jenna somewhat loosened her grip. It was all Cade needed to wrench free.
“Mother, be careful!” He knew Beverly had been developing her wyrding powers all this time, but she was likely no match for a Sarumen—and certainly no match for the three most powerful.
“She’s all right.” Max was at his elbow. “Don’t worry; they can’t hurt her.” The goblin stood at Cade’s side, and Dandelion joined them. Both had amused looks on their faces, like they were ready to break out the popcorn.
“What’s going on?” Cade said.
“She’s wearing glimmermist,” Dandelion said. “It’s to protect her from the human realm, but fae magic can’t get through it either.”
“Go now,” Beverly said to Jenna. “And take your minions with you.”
“Why should I?” The fairy’s wings flicked like the tail of an angry cat.
“Because I’ll make you sorry if you don’t,” Beverly said. She narrowed her eyes at Lord Sarumen. “And you know I can do it.”
Lord Sarumen gave an almost imperceptible nod of acquiescence to his son. “Daddy” touched Jenna’s elbow. It was as if all the wind fell out of her sails.
Cade’s heart swelled. He was so impressed by his mom.
“Greg, let’s go.” Jenna Sarumen called over to a poor sot at the humans’ refreshment table. Must be the stupid bloke who let Lilith get away. The London contingent popped out. With a look of embarrassed regret, Greg put down his glass and slogged across the lawn and up the hill toward the car park.
Dandelion flew to Beverly and enfolded her in his wings. “Darling, you were wonderful!” Only a tiny bit begrudgingly, Cade admired their love for each other.
All around, the guests erupted in chatter. “Wyrding woman, you did it again!” This from Violet, a fairy Beverly had saved from one of Idris’s perverted glimmer glasses. Since then, Violet had had nothing bad to say about the wyrd. She’d told Cade the story of her rescue every time he saw her.
“That’s it.” Cissa—more formally, Queen Narcissus—took off her sparkly crown and tucked it into her bent elbow. “The gifting is over. Everyone go home.”
Violet pouted, but she gave Beverly a little curtsy—which earned a frown from Cissa—then touched her tether jewel and popped out. All but their closest friends of the Dumnos fae followed her.
“Beverly, thank Sun and Moon you came.” Lilith held Lexi tightly in her arms. “Can you… is it possible to reverse a fairy’s gift?”
“Can we discuss this at Mudcastle?” Cade said. “Mom shouldn’t stay in the human realm any longer than necessary.”
“Good call.” Lilith nodded agreement. “I’ll ask Moo and Ian to deal with our human guests.”
But he only vaguely heard snippets and bits of the conversation that followed. His attention was distracted diverted by a man coming through the hazel trees on the far side of the lake, a man more mystical than magical.
He was dressed in modern clothing but gave the impression of a grail knight from an old legend, a traveler a long time in returning to his home.
He rode a coal-black horse, and his person was the opposite in color. His silver-white hair fell loose over his shoulders down to his elbows. He had black eyebrows and brilliant blue eyes. His skin was pale and perfect. He wore silver pants embroidered with leaves of gold, pink, green, and powder-blue, and his silver vest was embroidered with gold and green apple blossoms. He wore no shirt. His build was lean and muscular, and he was mesmerizing.
Cade had never seen him before… in this life. But over nine hundred years ago, the man had been a guest at Tintagos Castle and had eaten at the baron’s table. The silver knight.
The sight of him triggered an entire life’s memories.
Cade remembered helping a naked Lord Sarumen into his rowboat from the freezing ocean waters off the Normandum coast.
He remembered his love, Igraine, falling to her death in Tintagos Bay.
He remembered running the sword Excalibur through Quinn, the medieval priest who was still alive—Cade recognized him as a fae toady in the Sarumen party today.
He remembered refusing the decoction of Lethe from the wyrding woman Elyse, then watching Elyse drink both doses to blot out her own pain over the death of Igraine, who was her daughter.
Cade remembered it all. He no longer believed he was once Ross Bausiney.
He knew.
“Lilith!” he called out, eager for his love, flooded with relief and gratitude that she lived, and certain this mystical, apparently immortal, being could save Lexi from the Sarumen gift. “Lily!”
But Lilith wasn’t there. The grounds were empty save for a few brownies who’d come back to clean up. Even Moo and the other humans had left. Cade took off running toward the hazel trees.
“Sir Knight!” The title didn’t even feel ridiculous. “Sir Knight, please, can you help me?”




« Chapter 9 »
Cissa
Mudcastle
Cissa couldn’t take her eyes off the man who came into the cottage behind Cade. She knew instantly he wasn’t human, and he wasn’t fae either. She’d met another of his kind quite recently, about a hundred and forty years ago, when she found the long lost fairy cup, and adventure that had led to her, instead of her brother Dandelion, becoming the monarch of the Dumnos fae.
Velyn of Avalos had had dark features, and this man was so fair he was nearly Velyn’s opposite, but they were the same in their natures, both members of the fallen. Both from Avalos, the sacred island of the Dumnos wyrd.
“This is Anzlyn,” Cade said. “I think he can help Lexi.”
“Do you know Velyn? Have you come from Avalos?” Lily blurted out. She was sitting by the fire in one of Max’s rocking chairs with Lexi on her lap. “Can you nullify a fae gift?”
Exactly what Cissa wanted to know—not the part about the gift; fae gifts were forever. Anyway, in the scheme of things, what did the Sarumen gift matter? All childhoods last but a blink of an eye. If Lexi embraced her faeling side, she would be an adult for hundreds, maybe thousands, of years.
The important thing was this: Anzlyn might hold Cissa’s only chance of finding the island again.
“Then I was right,” Cade said. “Mom couldn’t do it.”
“I couldn’t revoke the gift, but I think I was able to modify it,” Beverly said.
“Not likely,” Anzlyn said. “But let me see the child.” He took Lexi from Lily’s arms.
As the child played with his long white hair, Cissa felt a guilty twinge. Of course she didn’t want Lexi to lose her childhood.
“I’m impressed,” Anzlyn said with surprise and some admiration, “You did mitigate the gift somewhat. Anything should have been impossible. She will reach maturity in twice the time the gift called for.”
“Right,” Cade said. “So instead of the last day of August, we have until Mischief Night?” He ran a hand through his hair. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m grateful for even that much.”
“Brother Sun and Sister Moon were with you,” Anzlyn said to Beverly.
A strange sensation crept over Cissa. She wasn’t used to feeling positively toward her sister-in-law, and she didn’t like it.
“There was another wyrding woman hereabouts the last time I was in the neighborhood,” Anzlyn said. “She was also faeling. Could someone give me news of Glimmer Cottage, of the wyrding woman Elyse?”
“Elyse died,” Cissa said.
Why did everyone stare at her like that?
“Well, she did. After causing a lot of trouble in Tintagos too. Ask Lily. Ask Cade—ask Beverly.”
“Please, no.” Beverly said. “I…I can’t talk about her.”
“I can tell you what I know,” Cade said. “But it’s old news. Very old, in fact. In my other life, as Ross of Tintagos, I knew Elyse. She advised me… connived me, in her way, to build Faeview’s manor house on top of the Dumnos fae’s most sacred circle. You see, she blamed all fae for her daughter’s death.”
“Her daughter,” Anzlyn said. “Elyse’s daughter.”
“Elyse had a child?” Cissa said. That would be huge news to the faewood.
Cade put his arms around Lily. “When I saw Anzlyn at the sacred lake just now, I recognized him from when I was Ross of Tintagos. All my memories as Ross came back to me. Lily… Igraine, you were Elyse’s daughter.”
The cottage was silent as the information sunk in. Elyse, the recluse, Aubrey’s daughter who had rejected the faewood, had had a daughter of her own, whose father was a true immortal, a fallen angel.
“But she tried to possess me,” Lily said. “She would have ruined my life.”
“She didn’t know,” Cade said. “She drank a potion that made her forget she ever had a child. She was in so much pain over losing you. How could she foresee the high gods would let you live again?”
“I knew I’d given her a child.” Anzlyn shifted Lexi to his hip and clasped Lily’s free hand. “In spirit, you’re my daughter. And this child Lexi is my spiritual granddaughter. She’s a true daughter of the high gods, and she will travel in all the realms.”
“No,” Lily said. “Oh, Cade. No.”
“Sun and moon.” Cade put his arms around Lily and Lexi. It was a darling tableau, but he couldn’t protect them from the truth.
“I can’t take away the gift of the Sarumen,” Anzlyn said. “But I can give one of my own.”
He let go of Lily’s hand and laid his palm over Lexi’s heart. She gasped a little toddler gasp, and her violet eyes flashed.
“It’s done. A time tether,” Anzlyn said. “She now has the power to transcend all the realms without getting lost in time.”
“But that’s good!” Morning Glory said. “So if I take her to the faewood for a visit, she won’t get stuck?”
“She will always return to the human realm seven seconds after having left.”
“I can’t wait!” Goldy said. “She’ll love to see the Moonstick Throne and the queen’s crown… all the sparkly things.”
“That’s… wonderful,” Lily said. “Fantastic. Truly, I mean it. You’ve taken away my greatest fear.”
“I don’t see why you fear the faewood,” Cissa said. “It’s a lovely place to live. And I don’t see Lexi fitting in the human realm after this. Do you? Do you think your people will accept their future countess when she turns up full grown in six months’ time?”
“I don’t know, and I don’t care,” Lily said, her eyes still on Anzlyn. “We’ll deal with that when we have to.”
“Let’s hope wisdom was one of the gifts she received today,” Anzlyn said. “For ultimately it will be Lexi’s decision how to live her life.”
You couldn’t argue with that, but Lily looked like she wanted to. That was the trouble with humans, Cissa decided. They were too attached to romantic notions of what other humans should do with themselves. If only Lily could fully embrace her fae nature! She would be so much happier.
But then, what did “fae” nature mean? Fairies were supposed to be lighthearted, unburdened by thoughts of past or future, untethered by loving. But none of that was true, as far as Cissa could see.
Look at Dandelion, madly in love with Beverly. And poor Aubrey, wracked by sorrow since he lost his daughter Elyse. Who knows what woes lay buried in his heart over his love, Frona, Elyse’s mother? At the time of their affair, Cissa hadn’t given it a moment’s consideration.
And Cissa’s own heart was a mess. Why didn’t he come to the gifting? She knew the charm had been properly cast. Unless it required her prince charming feel the same way about her… and he didn’t.
Oh, the pain of it! Love was no fun at all, not when your happiness depended on your love loving you back.
“I’ll be on my way then.” Anzlyn was at the cottage threshold, and she hadn’t had a chance to speak with him yet, to beg for a favor… no matter what it cost. “I’ve done what I can here.”
As soon as he left Mudcastle, an argument erupted over how to explain Lexi’s rapid growth to the people of Tintagos. While no one was paying attention to Cissa, she popped outside.
The silvery fallen angel’s black horse was still there, grazing beside Mavis, but he was gone.
She flew to the lilac stand, past the boundary Beverly had spelled to keep the humans out—which didn’t affect fae anyway—and slipped inside the portal. In a twinkling, she was at Igdrasil, waiting for Anzlyn when he arrived.
She touched the world tree without a thought. She was one of very few fairies not afraid of it, and quite proud of the fact.
“Take me with you.” She followed the fallen angel as he stepped behind Igdrasil and onto the hidden path which led to the rocky shore below. “Take me to Avalos.”
He stopped on the path and raised an eyebrow at her, as if surprised by her audacity.
“Take me with you,” she said again. “I have to ask the abbess something.”
His eyes were kind and serene but unmoved. He gave her a compassionate smile, and the corners of his mouth twitched in sympathy. Just the kind of understanding that raised her hackles.
“I don’t control who visits Avalos,” he said. “Brother Sun and Sister Moon have noted your wish. I understand that patience isn’t among a fairy’s many virtues, but I’m afraid patience is all I can counsel.”
The boat to Avalos shot out of the mist and pulled up to the shore with Velyn at its helm. In a flash, Anzlyn transported down to the boat—and in the twinkle of an eye Cissa followed him.
“Take me with you!” she cried. “Velyn, don’t you remember me?”
But the boatman of the Redux said, “It’s not in my power.”
“I’m sorry, Queen Narcissus,” Anzlyn said. “Truly, I am.”
A dark, uncomfortable mist—a fever mist, for sure—mustered between her and the boat, forming an impenetrable barrier.
She rammed it. She tried to drill through it, spinning so fast she got a headache, but to no avail. “Let me…”
From somewhere beyond the mist, thunder boomed softly, and in it she heard Aeolios say, “Not now.”
“Please! P...p…pleeeeeeze!”
“Go home, Cissa,” said the smug minor god. “That’s a good little fairy queen.” And he blew her all the way back to the faewood.
Cissa landed on her butt on her bed in her bower and immediately jumped out again. “Rats!” She stomped her foot. “Rats! Rats! Rats!”
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Nanny Violet
Faeview
“Would you like honey in your tea, Mr. Max?” With elegance and refinement well beyond her years—rather, her months—Little Lady Lexi lifted the delicate china teapot with one hand and held the top on with the other.
As the child poured, Nanny Violet surreptitiously refilled the pot with hot Pride of the Port, her personal favorite tea blend. She’d been surprised to find being among humans wasn’t as awful as she’d anticipated. They didn’t have Pride of the Port in the faewood!
“Yes, please.” Max grunted out the words. When did the gob ever not grunt?
“Milk or lemon?”
“Lemon, thank you.”
Since coming to Faeview to be little Lady Lexi’s nanny, Violet had changed her opinion of Max the goblin. His gruffness was now endearing to her, his ugliness an unfortunate sorrow. She was no longer in awe—or afraid—of the gob.
And every time he came, he brought a present. There was that.
This morning it had been delicate little white china plates painted with tiny pastel purple and pink flowers and pale green leaves to match the tea set he’d given Lexi yesterday. At once, the future countess (and heir to the Moonstick Throne, let’s not forget) had called for a tea party.
They’d all met at the Temple of Joy and Wonder for the event.
“And Auntie Cissa,” said Lady Lexi. “How would you like your tea?”
“I’ve always wanted milk and honey and lemon,” the queen said.
“Oh, me too,” Goldy said.
“I’ve tried, but it never works!” Morning Glory said. “It always turns into a curdled mess.”
Beverly laughed, along with Lexi’s faeling parents, which Nanny Violet thought unkind. She was pretty sure everybody had at one time or another tried to put everything in their tea, with equally disappointing results.
But she let it go. Nanny Violet refused all negative thoughts about the woman who’d saved her from Idris’s glimmer glass, even if Beverly was a wyrding woman.
“Here, Auntie Cissa.” Lexi handed the queen a cup and saucer. “Try this.”
Cissa sipped the offered beverage, and her face lit up. “How?” she said. “How did you… sugar and milk and lemon, and not spoiled. Is this a wyrd, or is it fae magic?”
Now she’d done it. She should leave little Lady Lexi alone about that. A worried frown spread over the poor darling’s sweet face, and her violet eyes darkened.
“I…I don’t know.”
“It’s Lexi magic,” Max said. “It’s remarkable. And wonderful.”
Everyone let out the breath they’d been holding, and even the queen smiled.
“Lexi magic. Max has it exactly right,” Cissa said. Then she put her hand on his—she touched the gob all the time; Violet could not understand that—and squeezed it, eww. “Max has it right as usual.”
Lady Lexi continued pouring for her guests, and her grandfather, Dandelion, set a flutter of butterflies dancing around her head, a living crown.
It was the last week of June, and little Lady Lexi had grown as quickly as everyone feared. Her name wasn’t really Lexi. Her official name was Alexandra Lowenwyn Beverly Glory Marion Elyse Bausiney, and she was the future countess of Dumnos.
More importantly, she was the only living heir to the Moonstick Throne.
Even though there wasn’t one flower in her name.
Because of the curse, it was hard to tell how old she was, but Nanny Violet figured she’d pass for nine. Or ten.
Nine or ten, her official name was far too heavy for such a sweet little girl. To her family she was simply Lexi. Nanny Violet called her Lexi, or Lady Lexi for fun, and she was exceedingly proud that Lexi called her Nanny.
It was such an honor to be trusted so! Fen and all the other fairies were insanely jealous. She’d come up in the world, that was for sure. She spoke with Goldy and Morning Glory almost every day, she had been to Mudcastle four times in the past month.
Everybody called her Nanny Violet. She had responsibilities.
She was in fairy heaven.
The idyll was shattered by the sound of human voices, and everyone went on the alert. Someone was approaching from the car park. Of late, the Temple of Joy and Wonder and its sacred lake had become a popular picnicking spot among the villagers.
“It’s getting late, anyway,” Nanny Violet said. “We should go back to the house.”
Blink, blank, blunk. A volley of spells and wyrds packed the tea set in its basket, the carpet and pillows were whooshed off by someone, and the Faeview contingent popped home.
Things had been much easier since the earl developed his ability to transport, though his skills were limited to short distances and even then only within Faeview grounds.
Lexi was quiet all the rest of the day, and later in the nursery, when she had put on her nightgown and climbed into her charmed bed, she put her book aside and said, “Nanny, why are goblins so very ugly?”
“Do you think Mr. Max is ugly?” Nanny Violet hedged for time. The girl had never noticed before.
“I think others may find him so,” Lexi said. “The world is cruel to ugly people, isn’t it, Nanny Violet?”
The girl must have aged even further than Cade and Lily believed. According to the child development books Violet consulted constantly, a conversation like this, with such awareness of the world outside her home, belonged to the age of reason. Lexi could be closer to eleven or twelve than nine or ten.
Violet’s fairy heart squeezed in her breast. The little girl was growing up. Too fast! Too fast!
There was nothing to do but accept the fact. The books all said a child at this stage should hear the truth they ask for, but that the caregiver should give a thought to how much of the truth the child could handle. Suddenly Nanny Violet’s responsibilities felt very heavy.
“Humans can be very cruel to those they find ugly,” she said.
“Not fairies?” Lexi looked at her slyly.
Busted. “Fairies are… even crueler. Pretty things make our hearts soar. All ugliness feels like an assault upon our senses.”
“That must be why the goblins went to live in the Blue Vale,” Lexi said. “To get away from the fairies.”
“You may be right,” Violet said. “They split off before I was born.”
“But we like Mr. Max,” Lexi said, as if confirming a truth now challenged.
“We adore Mr. Max,” Violet said. “He’s very dear to us all.”
“But why are goblins so ugly?” Lexi said again. “Were they always?”
“Goblins are cursed,” she said. “Long ago, it’s said, the goblins were the most beautiful of all the fae. We fairies wouldn’t go that far, but it was before I was born so I don’t know. One day a gob did something so very, very—”
She was about to say naughty, but the word seemed too childish for Lexi now.
“—something so bad that even Brother Sun and Sister Moon were shocked. And you know the high gods don’t shock easily. Brother Sun and Sister Moon laid down a curse of ugliness which lodged deep into the very soul of every goblin, and the gods bound all goblins to that curse, and each to each, and each to all. Every time a goblin looks in a mirror or at another goblin, they’re reminded not to dishonor the gods.”
“I shouldn’t like to be ugly all my life,” said Lady Lexi. “Especially if I lived forever, like the goblins.”
“It’s been a long time, and I’ll bet Brother Sun and Sister Moon feel the same way,” Nanny Violet said. “They must regret their curse, so terrible and so final. We all know they are gentle gods at heart.”
“When I grow up, I’m going to be like Granny Beverly,” Lexi said. “I’ll make a spell to turn the goblins pretty again.”
“I don’t doubt it.” Nanny Violet smiled at the girl’s determination.
She didn’t say it couldn’t be done. That no one could change the will of the high gods. What would be the point? Besides, the world was a strange and mysterious place. Anything could happen. And Lexi was special. You could tell, just looking at her.
“I will!” Lady Lexi frowned and flounced her quilt.
She looked so innocent, and yet so determined, that Nanny burst out laughing.
“The goblins will be released from their curse,” Lady Lexi cried. “I’ll make Mr. Max beautiful again!”
And Nanny Violet more than half believed her.
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Lexi
I. Mudcastle
“Yikes.” Lexi said under her breath as she twisted out of Violet’s path.
“Lexi, girl, where did you go?”
Lexi couldn’t help herself. She burst out laughing, giving her position away. As soon as the fairy heard her, the invisibility spell dissipated.
“I wish you wouldn’t do that,” Violet said. “You know I only care about your safety.”
“Right.” Lexi rolled her eyes. They both knew who was more likely to protect whom in this relationship. Lexi hadn’t called the fairy Nanny in weeks.
“Well, there’s safety in numbers,” Violet said. “Oh, look. We’re here.”
Lexi stopped at Mudcastle’s door, disappointed. A feeling of darkness hovered about the enchanted cottage. “They’re gone.”
“How do you know?”
“I can feel it.”
“Let’s go in anyway,” Violet said. “It’s so hot, and I’m dying for some iced honey tea.”
Exactly what Lexi had hoped for. She’d sensed when they passed the Temple of Joy and Wonder that Mudcastle was empty, that Beverly and Dandelion had gone flying and wouldn’t be back for hours.
“I’ll fix us both a glass. Sound good?” Violet flitted off to the kitchen.
“Sounds good.”
Lexi scanned the lounge. Not here. She closed her eyes and sent out a tracing wyrd… yes! It was there. She popped into the master bedroom and found it, tucked away in a bookcase. Thank sun and moon. She might have a chance to return it before her grandmother noticed it was gone.
She slipped the book into her new long pouch, a present from Queen Cissa along with a hidey pouch (though she was pretty sure Max had made them). It worked great! Lydia Pengrith’s Tales of Wyrd & Fae disappeared inside, taking up no space and weightless, as if nothing were there.
How convenient.
She hated being so sneaky. She wasn’t that kind of person. But no one seemed to understand that she wasn’t a child anymore! And anyway, didn’t she have the right to know about spells and magic and… and everything? She was a person—not someone’s precious sparkly object!
She went back out to the lounge and met Violet coming from the kitchen with two glasses of iced tea.
“Thank you.” She meant it too. For all that Violet was sometimes a pest, they’d become pals of a sort.
“Why do you have Beverly’s book in your pouch?” Violet said.
“What—you know what’s in my long pouch?”
“Well, duh,” Violet said. “If you want to hide something, put it in your hidey pouch, silly.”
“I guess that makes sense.” Ack. The hazards of a rushed life. How many millions of little details were there she hadn’t had time to learn yet?
She pulled out the book. “I wanted to borrow it.”
“Oh, no, no, no. Best not. That one is special. Beverly would put a honking, hurting wyrd on you if you borrow that one, no matter how much she loves you.”
“Darn.”
“Why don’t you read it while we’re here?” Violet brightened. “We can pull down the new hammocks outside and enjoy the lazy July day.”
“Vi, that’s brill!”
Hours passed. It was twilight when Mudcastle’s inhabitants returned. Beverly said nothing when she found Lexi swaying in the hammock, enthralled by Lydia Pengrith’s journal, but with a stern raised eyebrow she promptly took the book away.
Before Beverly returned from her room, Lexi felt the boundary form around the book, and her emotions did a dance of yin and yang. Part of her was so, so sad the journal was now locked away from her; the other part was thrilled with everything she’d already learned from it.
II. Into the Mystic
“Daddy!” Lexi stomped her foot, the way she’d seen her aunt Cissa do and launched into her best dramatic voice. “I can’t take it anymore. Please let me pop down to the village.”
“You know we can’t take the risk, sweetie.”
“Agh! Why do you have to be so… conservative?”
That didn’t help. Her dad just laughed. “I’m sorry, sweetie. There’s no one to go with you and keep you safe. You’ve driven Violet away, your mom is visiting Moo at the Tragic Fall, and I’m waiting for a phone call from Duncan Edan that I just can’t miss.”
“I’m sorry I called you conservative.” Poor Daddy. He looked worried. “Is it about the Clad?”
“What do you know about the Clad?”
“I listen,” Lexi said. She didn’t understand it really, but something called the Clad made her dad and mom anxious and sad. Especially her dad. It had to do with the nasty Sarumens, and Duncan Edan, who worked for Daddy, was on our side. “I care.”
“Bottom line, no. You can’t pop down to the village. Not now.”
“But I haven’t been anywhere in so long!”
“So long?” her dad smiled. “You were born six months ago.”
“Eight. I have to get out of the house, Daddy. I feel like a prisoner.”
“Not a prisoner, surely.”
“A pampered prisoner,” she said. “I could go to the faewood. They all know about me there.”
Bad suggestion. Her dad flew out of his chair and grabbed her arm.
“Ow!”
“Never.” His lovely green eyes darkened and flashed with anger… and fear. “Never go to the faewood without someone we trust.”
“Daddy, you’re scaring me.”
“Good, sweetie.” He pulled her into his arms. “I want you to be afraid.”
“It’s not fair.” The tears flowed then, real ones. “Why do I have to be afraid of both realms?”
“I’m so sorry, sweetie.” Her dad patted her back. “It won’t be forever in the human realm. But while you’re growing so fast, it’s better to stay under the radar, away from small or fearful minds. In the fae realm, it’s a different level of danger. First, we don’t know if Anzlyn’s gift of a time tether will work. Max and Cissa have found no experience of it among goblinkind or fae, and Beverly can find no mention of such a spell among the wyrd. But more than that, the fae realm is inherently dangerous. It’s a realm of dream and nightmare. The human realm can’t compare.”
“Then let me go down to the village.” Lily sniffed and rubbed her nose. She wouldn’t be put off by the same warnings she’d heard every day since she could understand them. “I’ll pretend I’m a tourist.”
There was an idea. She popped up to her bedroom, grabbed an oversized shopping bag with the Tintagos Castle logo on it—so cool; a red dragon and a white dove—and popped back down to her dad’s study.
“Nobody will even know who I am.”
“Who gave you that?” Her dad eyed the bag. “Goldy or Morning Glory?”
“Violet. She knows I like dragons.”
“Well, your mother hates doves. And so do I,” Daddy said. “I never should have changed the sigil.”
“When you were Ross, you mean?”
“Not much gets by you, does it, sweetie?”
There. He was softening. All she had to do was keep her mouth shut and wait…
“Don’t let your mother see the bag.”
“Thank you, Daddy!” She kissed his cheek. “I’ll find Mom at the Tragic Fall and come home with her.”
“Go straight to the Inn, then,” her dad said. “No dilly-dallying.”
“You’re funny, Daddy. Ta! Thank you!”
She meant to do it. She intended to pop in behind a shrub or tree and go walk like a normal person directly to the Tragic Fall. But she landed behind a lovely red rose bush in full bloom located in the garden behind the shop she’d always wanted to visit, but that her mother was always too busy to stop into.
Who could resist a shop called Into the Mystic?
“Have we met?” A lady met her as soon as she walked through the door, before the pretty little bells finished jingling.
“No, no. I’m a tourist.” Lexi showed her castle bag.
“I don’t think so,” said the lady. “I’d know that pretty ginger hair and those brilliant violet eyes anywhere. You’re Lady Lexi.”
Discovered! Lexi’s heart pounded. She looked around and counted five customers. Too many to risk popping out on.
“No fear, dear one,” the lady said. “I’m Cammy, and my sister Bella is there at the register. We’re friends of your family. We attended Lord and Lady Dumnos’s wedding—and your gifting. What was it… nearly four months ago? You’ve certainly grown.”
Lexi could feel the emotions in the music of Cammy’s voice. The shopkeeper was surprised by Lexi’s growth, but she wasn’t unnerved. Lexi did feel safe with her.
“Oh, thank goodness.” She let go a sigh of relief. “I can’t tell you how fantastic it is to meet a friendly face.”
“Come in, come in. Were you looking for anything in particular?”
“You mean to buy?” Lexi said. “Actually, I did want to find a different bag, something without a dove on it. And don’t you carry Hobnobs?”
“Chocolate. Your father’s favorites,” Cammy said. She was really nice. “There are some bags over by the wall you might like. I’ll put the biscuits by the register for you.”
Cammy hurried off, and Lexi looked around the shop. They had wonderful things here, though the bagged holy cakes seemed in poor taste.
“Oh, you have magic mirrors.” She picked one up, but it felt all wrong.
“They don’t work,” Cammy said. “None have, since the ones Morning Glory fixed. I don’t suppose you…?”
“Not a problem.” Lexi felt all puffed up. She wriggled her fingers over the display of mirrors and shot the spell to the ones she sensed in storage. As Cammy’s sister Bella joined them, Lexi said, “Done.”
“All righty then.” Bella said.
“Shall we try them?” Lexi heard the lack of faith in Bella’s tone. “I just learned a new spell for mirrors.”
“The one with the apples?” Cammy said.
“Yes.” How wonderful to meet a kindred spirit! Lexi liked Cammy immensely. “Are you a wyrding woman?” she asked under her breath.
“I don’t know,” Cammy said quietly. “I think I might be.”
“Can’t do it,” Bella said. “It isn’t midnight.”
“Oh, there’s a way around that,” Lexi said. “But what about your customers?”
“There’s a way around that too,” Cammy said.
“Cammy!” Bella huffed her disapproval as her sister ushered the three other remaining customers out of the shop, saying Into the Mystic was closing for the lunch hour.
Into the Mystic. Lexi would bet Cammy had come up with that name.
They took three mirrors upstairs. Cammy brought out the apples and candles, and Bella brought out some wine and three glasses—but she only poured the wine into two.
“Not for you, silly,” Bella said. She went back to the kitchen and brought out a pitcher of lemonade. It was fun to drink it in a wineglass. Oh, Lexi how wanted to be grown up now!
Lexi bit into her apple—which tasted super sweet after the lemonade.
“So what’s the trick?” Bella said. “To get around it not being midnight?”
“It’s midnight somewhere,” Lexi said with a laugh. “Let the candles burn a minute and think of that before you look into the mirror.”
As Cammy lit the candles, Lexi’s heart raced a little with anticipation. She’d been dying to do this spell since she read it in Lydia Pengrith’s journal. True love was one of the best ideas she’d learned of so far, and she couldn’t wait to see hers.
She stared into her mirror, and after a few moments a man did appear, but she didn’t know what to think. He was fae, definitely, and beautiful, though he had a pained look on his face. She felt a profound bond with him, as if she’d known him forever. The high gods seemed to reach out and touch her heart and his simultaneously and then fuse those vital organs together as one. But it couldn’t be…
“Sun and moon,” Bella said, and not with any joy. She looked at her sister. “It’s the same… person as before.”
“Let me see.” Lexi put her mirror down.
“It doesn’t work that way,” Cammy said. “You can’t see someone else’s… you can?”
“Oh, I know him,” Lexi said. Maybe they couldn’t see in other people’s mirrors, but she could. It felt awesome to show off her abilities. “He’s a gob. His name is Drang, and he’s really nice.”
Actually, she’d never met Drang, but she’d seen him with Max at Mudcastle the day they put up the hammocks. She hadn’t met Drang because she hadn’t been allowed to go to Mudcastle that day, so she watched in her glimmer glass—but she wasn’t about to mention that. Nobody, not even Violet, knew she had a glimmer glass.
“A gob,” Bella said. “You mean goblin. I knew it.”
“Oh, you believe it when she says it,” Cammy said.
“I know he looks ugly on the outside, but he’s beautiful in here.” Lexi touched her heart.
“That’s… nice?”
“Drang’s great, Bella. Truly. He can make anything. They say he’s the best dancer in the Blue Vale. And he’s super strong.”
“The brownie gift at work, right?” Bella said. “To find happiness in all things. Lord, that would drive me batty.”
“Is it because he’s ugly?” Lexi said. “It must be frustrating to be disgusted by your true love.”
“Oh!” Bella broke down in tears and covered her face.
Cammy was still looking in her mirror, so Lexi snuck a peek. “Yes, please!” she said. “Your guy is lovely.”
“Isn’t he?” Cammy said dreamily, ignoring her poor sister. “His name is Duncan Edan. He’s wonderful.”
“I know that name. He works for my dad,” Lexi said. “I’ve never met him, but Daddy thinks he’s great.”
“He is. I met him at your gifting, actually,” Cammy said. “But what about you? Did your true love appear in your mirror?”
“I…I guess.” Lexi felt suddenly awkward. She really didn’t want to talk about it—not with anybody, not even her mother. “But I don’t think he can be very nice. Look.” She showed Cammy the mirror, but it was no use. Wyrding woman or no, Cammy couldn’t see in Lexi’s glass.
“Well, not to worry,” Cammy said. “You’re far too young to be meeting your true love as yet. The high gods work in mysterious ways. Maybe you’re not ready for each other yet.”
“I’m certainly not ready for him,” Lexi said. “I have too many things to do before I fall in love.”
But it was difficult to get the man’s image out of her mind. Or the fact that he seemed to be held captive in a sort of prison.
Her mother was no help. “Lexi, what are you doing here? Did anyone see you?”
Mom and Moo both put on their worried faces. Agh! Couldn’t they see they were suffocating her?
“Only Cammy and Bella at Into the Mystic.” Lexi handed her mother the sack of biscuits. “They sent these for Daddy.”
“Chocolate Hobnobs don’t make everything all right,” Mom said. “How many customers were in Into the Mystic? My darling, we can’t risk people finding out about you.”
“I don’t care if they do,” Lexi said. “I’m not a child!”
“You’re… Let’s not do this here,” Mom said. “Wait while I get the mini.”
“Fine.”
Lexi didn’t know how it happened. She’d imagined it would be a lovely surprise when she showed up at the Tragic Fall, that she and Mom and Moo would have lunch together in the pub. Also, on the drive home, she’d wanted to ask her mom about the man in the mirror. She was certain he’d seen her too, that he’d called out to her to help him.
But now a heart-to-heart was out of the question. Mother and daughter both kept to a stony silence all the way up the hill.
III. Nooks and Crannies
Lexi’s mom tried to smooth things over during dinner, and her dad appeared to be in on the mission. “Your mom and I are going to watch Peggy Sue Got Married. Want to join us?”
Darn it all. Lexi loved that movie. But on the ride home from Tintagos Village, she’d made a decision. She had expected to have to wait until her parents were out of the house to carry out her plan, but the movie would keep them busy for a couple of hours.
She declined.
“I’m near the end of Jane Eyre, and I have to know if Mr. Rochester’s alive,” she said. “I was going to read in my room tonight.”
“If you say so, sweetie,” Daddy said. The look he shared with Mom told her they’d only asked her out of politeness anyway. They preferred to be alone.
Good. She might have even more than a couple of hours to find what she wanted.
“Good night then.” Lexi kissed her parents and left the dining room, her heart racing a little. In the gallery, she checked to be sure none of the staff were in sight, then flew up the stairs.
She didn’t go to her room, but to her mother’s.
The antique secretary looked completely different to Lexi now, her eye altered by reading Lydia Pengrith’s journal. Lexi opened the roll top eagerly and ran her fingers over its cubbies. One compartment was particularly interesting, as it was the only one locked. That’s where the ring must be. But where could the key be sequestered?
She stepped back and examined the piece as a whole. From the journal, she knew to look for a hidden cranny in the side of the desk, but which? Both sides looked exactly alike. She fanned her hands.
“Reveal.”
Ha! A side door popped open, showing the brass skeleton key within.
The interesting compartment contained much more than what was listed in the journal. A brass object at the forefront obscured the rest of the contents, and when Lexi pulled it out of the way a shiver ran up her arm.
“Ooh!” She dropped the cylinder, which clattered noisily on the desktop until she slapped it still and picked it up again.
“Great gods…” This time there was no shiver, but awareness of the object’s properties seeped into her consciousness, and she could sense the places in the world where it had been used. The brass tube had glass on both ends, and it would seem plain and utilitarian if not for the lovely bright-cut apple blossom design etched over the tube itself. It was a kind of telescope, except that it didn’t unfold or retract.
Lexi took the glass to the window and looked through it. The sign over the Tragic Fall seemed so close! She absently reached out to touch the black blaze on the white horse’s face and laughed at herself when she grasped air. The ruined castle looked wonderful—she still hadn’t been to explore it.
Though it was late summer, the mist beyond Tintagos Bay was as thick as usual over the waters of the Severn Sea. But the scoping glass offered a view which cut through the mist, and on the horizon Lexi saw what might be a great ocean liner… or an island.
Avalos… The name flitted through her mind like an Aeolian whisper, and she slipped the glass into her hidey pouch for later.
The next object was a bottle, half-full of liquid. Morning Glory’s love potion. “Perfect!” she knew just the application for the stuff, and the potion too went into the hidey pouch.
There was a peacock feather, which was interesting in that it had probably been worn by Lydia Pengrith herself, but Lexi couldn’t think of any use in it and set it aside.
And there, as if waiting for her, was the very thing she wanted.
She picked up the ring, half afraid of it, half thrilled just to touch the thing. It was simple and beautiful, two braided bands woven together, one of silver and one of gold. It called to her—not concretely as the scoping glass had done, but wordlessly, profoundly. Its essence and her essence were one.
She took a deep breath, pulled in as much air as humanly possible and blew it out, but it helped only a little to still her heart’s rapid beating.
“Silver and gold find you…”










Her voice quivered. There was no going back; this she knew. But equally she knew this was right and proper and her path—her true path as a living being, the path she was created by the high gods to take.
“Silver and gold bind you. 
Serve not desire, but enhance delight…”










She slipped the ring onto her finger.
“All will be well, all will be right.”










It was done. Nothing had changed.
Everything had changed.




« Chapter 12 »
Drang
Morander was standing alone at the casks, nursing a stout and looking morose, and though Drang had been dancing for only two hours, he wouldn’t mind a breather and a bit of a drink. He left Sturm on the line and joined Max’s new apprentice at the refreshment table.
“Hey, Morander.” Drang pulled a draft from the cask of jasmine stout and downed half of it in two gulps. “Congratulations on your new mentor. It must be amazing to learn from someone like Max.”
“He’s an artist, and no doubt about it,” Morander said.
Drang followed Morander’s gaze to his idol in the center of the circle, dancing with the queen.
“The guy is formidable,” Drang said. “More impressive than Vulsier—no disrespect to Vulsier.” Drang was pretty sure the gob was aware of his awesome quotient, but he never pressed it, never bragged, never traded on it. “Max is the humblest, yet the most supremely self-confident gob there ever was.”
“Which makes him even more awesome,” Morander said. “I can’t believe my luck.”
“No luck about it.” Drang half grunted, half snorted. “You’re the only one to work up the courage to ask. You deserve it.”
“Thanks.”
“So when are you going to drum up the courage to ask Boadicea to come out to dance?”
“Courage has nothing to do with it, alas.” Morander refilled his tankard. “She won’t. She refuses to show herself in public.”
“I don’t get it,” Drang said. “Sure, she was trapped in the abomination, but she wasn’t blinded for all those hundreds of years. She’s had as much time as the rest of us to get used to the change.”
“That’s what I told her,” Morander said. “She says she never saw herself all those years, and she can’t stand it now. I told her in my eyes she’s gorgeous, and she broke down in tears.”
“Ah, so that’s how it is with you,” Drang said. “I thought as much. How does your mentor feel about you wooing his sister?”
“He doesn’t know.” Morander nodded at Max and Queen Narcissus. “He’s too wrapped up in his own tragédie de la coeur to notice.”
“Now that is the one thing I don’t envy the treesap,” Drang said. “Our queen has a fairy’s true nature. She’ll never love anyone.”
“I don’t think Max has admitted to himself that he’s in love,” Morander said, “but it’s obvious the gob’s smacked. Heh. In everything he does, he takes into account how it will affect her.”
“For the good of the Dumnos fae, I’m sure,” Drang said drily.
“Surely that’s it.”
“Hey! Did you see that?” Drang put down his tankard and crouched low to look under the table through Morander’s bowed legs.
“See what? Is something behind me?” Morander rolled his eyes and turned around. “What was it?”
“I don’t know,” Drang said. “Someone, more like. A small, pink creature. Hey! Who’s there?”
A ginger-haired beastie slowly peeked out from behind the casks.
“Well, what have we here now?” Drang said. She was no kind of fae he knew of.
“Blimey, Drang,” Morander reached out and grabbed the creature’s arm. “I think it’s a human girl.” He pulled her from her hiding place and stood her up. Though taller than them both, she was obviously quite young and very unsure of herself.
“I’m a girl, not an it!” The beastie glared, and her violet eyes flashed. “Let go of me.”
Violet eyes.
“Hold everything. Wait a minute,” Drang said. “It can’t be, but… I believe it is. This is the faelings’ faeling. Excuse me, little miss. You’re Lady Lexi, right? Of Faeview? The queen’s grandniece?”
“Maybe.” She stood to her full height, which, unfortunately, was a head taller than either Drang or Morander. “Who’s asking?”
“Drang of the Blue Vale, at your service. And this is Morander, apprentice to Max of the Blue Vale,” Drang said. “Your great-aunt is here, by the way—”
“Stop!” the girl said. “I don’t want anybody to see me.”
“Too late for that,” Morander said with a laugh. “Drang, here, has already seen you. And for that matter, so have I.”
“How did you find your way to the Blue Vale, anyway?” Drang said. “Even faelings can’t get this far in fae without guidance.”
“So they say,” Morander added.
“I thought of you and popped out of my mother’s… out of Faeview, and then I was here. And yes. My name is Alexandra Lowenwyn Beverly Glory Marion Elyse Bausiney. But you can call me Lexi.”
“Blimey, good thing,” Drang said. “Kudos for remembering that mouthful.”
“Why would you be thinking of this gob?” Morander said.
“Good point. I don’t know you,” Drang said. “Or didn’t until a moment ago.”
“True, we haven’t met,” said the girl. “But I know you. I’ve seen you in… in a lady’s magic mirror. She was looking for her true love, and he was you.”
“Blimey.” Drang felt his face go red.
“Isn’t that special?” Morander cracked up. “What’s the fair maiden’s name? What does she look like? Does he have hair as blue-white as starlight and eyes merry from constant laughter? Is she a good dancer and a great cook?”
“Shut up, treesap,” Drang said.
“Her name is Bella,” Lexi said. “She works at a shop called Into the Mystic in Tintagos Village. She has blond hair, and I’m afraid her eyes are not at all merry. I don’t know if she can dance or cook… but she makes very good lemonade.”
“Why are you here?” Drang said. He glared at Morander. The treesap was having too much fun with this.
“I brought you something to help your courtship.” Lexi pulled a bottle from her hidey pouch, half-full of red liquid. “Ta-da! Morning Glory’s love potion.”
“Bah!” Drang threw his hands up and backed away. “I’ll have no woman it takes a love potion to catch.”
“That’s… honorable of you, I suppose,” Lexi said. “But the mirror didn’t lie. She asked twice, and both times it showed her you. What’s the harm in a little help to ease the way?”
“If she saw me twice, why do I need that?”
“Well, she is human,” Lexi said. “She can’t quite appreciate goblin appearances.”
“Aw, that’s tough, man,” Morander said. “As the girl says, the mirror doesn’t lie. You’re as stuffed as Max. Maybe you should just take the juice.”
“Maybe you should,” Drang said. “Use it with Boadicea. It could be just the thing to help her get over herself.”
He could see the wheels turning in Morander’s brain. He’d only said it reflexively, to give the gob a hard time. But now that it was out of his mouth, the idea didn’t sound half-crazy.
“Look, no thanks,” Drang told Lexi. “But you’d be doing a real service to give it to Morander here. He’s in love with a gob who can’t stand herself. They both need a little push far more than this Bella woman or I ever could.”
“All right. I see your logic.” Lexi handed the potion to Morander. “But tell me something. Why did you say he was as stuffed as Max? How is Max stuffed?”




« Chapter 13 »
The Missing
I. Cissa
The summer’s excitement had passed, and Cissa was back to her tedious routine. This time the pixies had taken Horace’s hat to play with and lost it. Yes, it was rude. Yes, it all had to be sorted and put in order. But she didn’t care. Just. Didn’t. Care.
She was so… bored…
And deflated. None of her schemes had worked. She’d been sure her prince would show at the gifting. She’d done everything right. The invitations had all been infused with the sparkle of her emerald necklace and imbedded with the compelling spell.
Why hadn’t he come?
She let out a huge sigh. A few seconds later, she noticed the utter silence in the throne room. Everyone was looking at her.
“What can I get you, my queen?” said her sergeant-at-arms. He was a brownie. Always super solicitous. It was enough to drive her batty. She was about to tell him to go jump in the lake when a disturbance broke out at the back of the throne room.
Cissa sat up straight, hardly believing her eyes. “And to what do we owe this great honor?” As if on a mission, Beverly, Dandelion, Cade, Lily, Goldy, Violet, and Morning Glory all marched through the courtiers toward her, all talking at once until Dandelion broke out of the pack.
“Cissa, have you seen Lexi?” he said. “Is she here?”
Her sergeant-at-arms stepped forward. “That’s your majesty, or Queen Narcissus to you.”
Dandelion extended his wings to full span, puffed up his chest, and glared. “Are you new here?”
“Eep!” The brownie backed away so fast he tripped over his own shoes.
“Don’t mind him. He is new.” Cissa stood up and clapped her hands. “That’s it, everybody. We’re done for today. Go play!”
She set the moonstick crown on the throne and finger-combed her hair. “So what’s going on? How did you lose my grandniece?”
“I think she’s run away,” Lily said. “Beverly said she had been reading Lydia Pengrith’s journal, and I found a glimmer glass in Lexi’s room when Cade and I were searching Faeview for her. She’s obviously been practicing without any of us knowing about it.”
The pixies were leaving the defense docket, but the way they hesitated and looked back over their shoulders made Cissa suspicious. She pointed at them. “You pixies, wait. Come here for a moment.”
They floated over to join the group, all smiles and eagerness.
“Yes, my liege.”
“We’re here to please.”
“Ugh, don’t say that.” Cissa had once loved to hear it—the first five thousand times. Now it drove her up the wall. “You both had looks on your faces.”
“Looks on our faces?”
“They’re in the right places!”
“What do you know?” Cissa huffed. “Where is my grandniece?”
“Last night in the dancing”
“With you and Max prancing.”
“We both saw your heir.”
“With the gobs, she was there.”
Cissa frowned. “It’s true, I was there. But I didn’t see Lexi. Max hadn’t seen her either, I’m sure, or he would have told me.”
“You weren’t her thang.”
“She wanted Drang.”
“Sun and moon, that’s a horrible rhyme,” Cissa said. “It hurt my brain. Be gone!”
The pixies popped out.
“Oops,” Cissa said. “Maybe I sent them away too soon.”
“You think?” Beverly said.
“There’s only one thing for it,” Dandelion said. “I’m going to the Blue Vale to talk to Drang.”
II. Max
Max and Morander were working at Vulsier’s cottage, using the forge in his back workshop to heat a sheet of copper Morander wanted to turn into a stock pot.
“Practical objects are good,” Max said. “Very good. And any respectable gob wants a plentiful store for the wedding trunk. But I get the impression, Morander, that you’re of a mind to impress a lady. Am I mistaken there?”
The young gob flushed, but didn’t deny it. Max grunted. He could always tell. Well, more power to the lad. At least someone was making progress in the business of living. With all the betrothals happening in the Blue Vale of late, Max would soon be the only gob left without a mate.
“Look Morander, I don’t mean to tell you your business, but a lady likes a dainty present now and then. Something the opposite of practical.”
“But… that makes no sense.”
“Well, there you go,” Drang said.
“Since when do the ladies make sense?” Sturm finished his brother’s idea. The two were sitting at opposite ends of the low stone wall that surrounded Vulsier’s workspace, tossing a head of cabbage back and forth.
“My lady makes a lot of sense,” Morander said. But his brow wrinkled and he rubbed his jaw. “Except when she doesn’t.”
“There you go!” Sturm and Drang said together, laughing.
“I thought as much,” Max said. As a matter of interest, it would be nice to know who the lad had fixed on for a bride. He’d like to do what he could to help move the courtship along. But he wasn’t about to pry. It would be the height of bad manners to ask.
“What’s that, then?” Drang said.
From the other side of the cottage came the chatter of several people all talking at once. Then, behind Max, a single voice much easier to identify said, “Oh. My. Gods.” A familiar, irritated fairy. “In the name of the highest heaven, what is that caterwauling?”
“Aubrey?” Max said.
The prodigal fairy’s hair appeared behind the patio’s low stone wall, then his body seemed to push the straw-colored mess up… up… up until he stood at full height.
“Yes, campers, it is I.” He yawned and stretched. “A fairy can’t catch a nap in peace anywhere these days.”
Practically a troop of fairies spilled into their workspace, including the queen. Max caught Cissa as she stumbled and almost fell against the hot forge.
“Beware of the heat, majesty.”
“Thank you, Max,” Cissa said. She looked up at him with those sparkling green eyes, and he felt a burning need to keep her trapped there, enveloped in his arms, and kiss her. But he let her go and instead picked up the hammer and gave Morander’s sheet of copper a few hard whacks.
Cissa, Dandelion, Beverly, Lily and Cade, Morning Glory, Goldy, and Violet—this could only be about Lexi.
“Er… was there something in particular that brings you all to the Blue Vale?” Max said.
“Drang’s uncle said he was back here at the forge,” Dandelion said.
“Hi, Dandelion.” Drang jumped down from the wall. “Is this about Lexi?”
“It is,” Cade jumped in. “Have you seen my daughter?”
“Yeah,” Drang said. “Morander and I spoke with her at the dancing last night.”
Max grunted. He knew Morander wasn’t much of a talker, but it was ridiculous to keep that piece of information so close to the chest. “You’re forgetting something,” he said. “Anzlyn’s time tether. Even if Lexi had been in the fae realm, she would have returned to the human realm seven seconds after she left.”
“Maybe the time tether didn’t work,” Lily said.
“Or maybe it did,” Max said. “But it’s a time tether only. She might return to the same time, but not necessarily to the same place.”
“I have to find her, wherever she is.” Lily woman looked terrified, on the verge of a breakdown.
“What is it, Lily?” Beverly said. “Is there something you haven’t told us?”
“I… oh, gods. Yes, there is.” Lily leaned against Cade for support. “When I was searching for her at the house, I found more than the glimmer glass. In my room, the secretary was unlocked and the compartment”—she looked at Beverly pointedly—“the compartment was open. The oracle ring was gone.”
“Great gods.” Beverly paled. “No.”
“Where did she go?” Cade said to Drang. “Did she tell you?”
“Some place I’ve never heard of,” Drang said. “She said she was going to find the island.”
“Avalos?” Max said.
“That’s it.” Drang brightened. “She said she had to speak to the abbess of Avalos.”
“That’s not a problem then,” Cissa said. “It’s impossible to get to Avalos unless the high gods allow it. She’s probably at the cliffs even now, standing beside Igdrasil and frustrated as hell.”
It felt as if Cissa had been there and done that herself. Max had the urge to touch her, somehow reassure her… of what?
“But what if they do allow it?” Lily said.
“I have a feeling they will,” Max said. Everyone looked at him with varying expressions of horror and accusation. “What? If she has the oracle ring, I believe she’ll be allowed to see the abbess.”
Lily held on to Cade’s arms. “I don’t know how to get back,” she said. “I’ve tried. I’ve called for the Redux, but Velyn never comes.”
“I can go,” Max said.
“That’s right. I remember,” Lily said. “You and Mavis took me and Kaelyn to Avalos in the wagon when I was Igraine. We can all go in the wagon!”
“We can try,” Max said. “But I can never be sure who the island will allow in, even through my portal. We’d better limit it to Lily and Cade.”
“Sturm, Drang,” Morander said. “Help me unload the wagon and hitch Mavis up.”
“No, me. Me. I have to go.” Cissa’s eyes were wild. She stomped her foot and clasped Max’s arm, her fingernails digging into his rough skin. “I have to!”
The poor fairy was distracted beyond belief; it tore at his heart to see her so upset. “What is it, Cissa?”
“I… I can’t tell you,” she said. “I’m sorry. But I have to go.”
Max took her elbow and gently guided her to the wagon. “Then you’d better get in.” He handed her into the back where she joined Cade and Lily. Fleetingly, he thought how nice it would be if she sat up on the bench with him. But no matter.
After whispering in Mavis’s ear and promising her a treat of Avalos apples when they reached their destination, they were off. Cade and Cissa would likely not be accepted, but if rejected, they’d find themselves blown back to their homes, no harm done.
Lily, on the other hand, had been to Avalos once before in this life, and had lived there as Igraine. He was confident she’d make it through. If Lexi was on Avalos, at least one of her parents would be able to bring her home.
He guided Mavis to the closest goblin tunnel, and when the air was cool and smelled of the clean dirt and they were far beyond all sound or sign of above-ground activity, he gave the pony rein, and the world began to spin.
Soon he smelled the warm, apple-scented breezes that marked the island. Mavis brought them to a stop on the dirt road between Avalos’s freshwater lake and the main abbey, and Max turned around to check on his passengers.
“Are we here? Did we make it?”
The only one in the wagon bed was the red-haired queen of the Dumnos fae.




« Chapter 14 »
The Island
I. Lexi
“You are the Oracle now, my dear girl.” The abbess indicated the ring on Lexi’s hand. “And you will be the Oracle for the rest of your days.”
“It seems right, and what I was born to be,” Lexi said. “But why must the Oracle die when the ring comes off?”
“No one knows,” the abbess said. “In the time of the Pendragons, Merlyn created that ring to enhance his powers. He was self-important and delusional. He must have had his reasons, but as far as we know he never told anyone.” Then she laughed. “I do have a theory, however.”
“Tell me!”
“I think he meant to enchant the ring to die if ever it was stolen from his hand, but he got the wyrd backwards, the nincompoop.”
“That actually makes sense to me.” Lexi sat in a sort of hanging couch, her feet dangling. She faced the abbess who lay on her side in a duplicate contraption, propped up by pillows.
The chairs hung from the ceiling of a veranda that looked out on lush green lawns that rolled down to a small freshwater lake. The air was fresh, warm, and scented with flowers. Lexi was pretty sure this wasn’t heaven, but how could heaven possibly be any better?
The abbess, Fraelyn, bit into a slice of apple from a plate of fruits and scones on the cushion before her. Her long hair, a salt-and-pepper mix of coal-black and steel gray, was kept in place by a circlet of a silver and gold apple blossoms. She wore a pale green silk tunic. Her arms were bare, and though her skin was firm enough and her biceps were well defined, it was clear she was on the older side of age.
“There is no king in Dumnos for the Oracle to serve anymore,” Fraelyn said, “and the mundane world can’t see the mystic as well as it once did. You may find it hard to live there. But there will always be Avalos. You’ll have a home on the island whenever you want it. It’s my great hope that one day you’ll take your place here as abbess.”
“Do I have any special powers?” Lexi asked. “Now that I’m the Oracle?”
“Quite a few, I’m sure.” Fraelyn shrugged. “Can you turn yourself into a goose?”
“I never thought about it. But not likely.”
The abbess smiled indulgently, and Lexi knew she’d sounded childish. Not what she’d intended—though what had she meant by coming here? Nothing in particular, she realized now. She hadn’t been drawn to Avalos by a question but by raw need. She had read the word in Lydia Pengrith’s journal, and the very idea of the island had hooked her imagination and sparked a frisson of desire.
Avalos… A secret island, a safe haven to the persecuted wyrd in medieval times, yet forbidden to most—irresistible.
After leaving the love potion with Morander, Drang had taken her to a portal which led to a place near Mudcastle. There she’d used the lilac portal to get to Igdrasil and Tintagos Bay. She’d absently leaned against the world tree, and—independent of her intention or will—a bolt of pure energy had surged through the tree, coming from both heaven above and hell below, and infused her, body and soul, with… power? The life force? The energy that informs all things? She didn’t know.
She’d called for Velyn and the Redux. And he came. The boat had emerged from the mist, the beautiful man with tattooed crosses on his arms at its helm and six strong women at the oars. She’d transported instantly from Igdrasil down to the rocky shore and taken Velyn’s outstretched hand.
It had all felt so natural. It had never occurred to her that Avalos might reject her.
“In the usual things, your power will be enhanced,” Fraelyn said now. “Spells such those as I’m sure you read of in Lydia Pengrith’s journal—which, it must be said, the countess took much of her material from Kaelyn’s writings and all the credit too. Anyway, in addition to trifles like spells—”
“Do you call the Great Wyrding a trifle?” Lexi said.
“Great Wyrding!” The abbess scoffed. “My stinky right foot. For all the bother it brought to Dumnos, and might bring to the world, you may call it great. But yes, I do call it a bothersome trifle.”
“My dad is having a bear of a time with the Clad,” Lexi said. “I don’t understand much about it, but it’s to do with the wyrded iron.”
“Exactly,” the abbess said. “The Sarumen want to exploit that iron for the profit they can get out of it, no matter the harm they may do others. It was a sad day when the Bausineys lost control of the Clad.”
“I wish I could help,” Lexi said.
“Perhaps one day you might. But let me suggest a more contemplative way of life. For millennia, wyrding women, and men, have lived quiet, meditative lives here, away from the world. I see you wrinkle your nose. You’re young. You need to live first. Perhaps life on Avalos will better appeal in fifty years’ time.”
“Perhaps.” Lexi hadn’t lived one year. She couldn’t imagine fifty.
“I will admit being the abbess is mostly administrative. Not a lot of glory in it but necessary for the greater good. But the island is lovely, the weather always perfect, with fresh fruits and vegetables produced year round.”
True, it was lovely here. Lexi looked out at the grounds and the lake beyond. On the bridge to the lake, a hunched figure shuffled toward the center island, and she could swear it was Max. Without thinking, she pulled the scoping glass from her hidey pouch for a better look. It was him. But why?
“I see you have Igraine’s scoping glass,” the abbess said. “It was given to her by her teacher and guardian, Kaelyn, right here in this room. Another sign you belong on Avalos, perhaps.”
Lexi slipped the glass back into her hidey pouch, not wanting to explain that she’d pretty much stolen it. The ring was different. She knew it belonged on her hand. But just as surely, she knew the glass belonged to her mother, and she was ashamed for having taken it.
She changed the subject. “Tell me something about being abbess that’s fun.”
“Fun. Hm. Let me think. The abbess can communicate with the high gods.”
“You mean I could talk to Brother Sun and Sister Moon?”
“Exactly. You could intercede on behalf of all humanity, high and low, the important and powerful and, more importantly, the obscure and powerless.”
“Can you? Can you talk with Brother Son and Sister Moon? Could you ask them for a favor now?”
“I could,” said the abbess. “What do you have in mind? Don’t you already have everything your heart could desire?”
“Far from it,” Lexi said. “But this isn’t for me. This is for Max, the goblin. You know him. He’s the one who made the sword that’s held in the stone on the little island in the middle of the lake here.”
“Yes, I know the one.”
“He always does everything for everybody, and he never asks anything for himself. But inside Max is very sad. Even a goblin, and especially a goblin who is so good, deserves a little happiness.”
“And what is it that you want to ask of the high gods?”
“Only this. I want them to lift the goblin curse. I want them to make Max—and all the goblins—beautiful again.”
“You don’t ask much, do you, my dear?”
II. Cissa
Cissa followed an acolyte into the main abbey at Avalos and down the corridor. The judgment rolled off the acolyte in waves, but Cissa just lifted her chin high and said hmph. The last time she was here she’d met with the same prejudice against the fae. She hadn’t let it get in the way of her goal then, to find the fairy cup, and she wouldn’t let it now.
“It is a great pleasure to see you again, my dear Cissa.” The abbess was so kind, her smile so genuine, that Cissa believed her.
But seeing Fraelyn again was shocking. Cissa had forgotten how short-lived humans were, even abbesses of Avalos.
“I’m… very happy to see you, Abbess.” She jumped up onto the hanging couch opposite Fraelyn’s.
“Then why are you crying, dear one?”
“Because I never thought I would—see you again—and now that I do, you look so old and frail. I wish…”
“Now, now. There is nothing to wish for. Not for me. I have everything I could want, and the world is just as it should be.”
“But you’re going to die.”
“Yes,” the abbess said. “Which is also as it should be.”
Cissa looked away, out at the grounds, and saw Lexi walking toward the lake. “So she is here. That’s good.”
“I remember the first time I saw you,” the abbess said. “You were such a spitfire then, full of righteous indignation and determined to right the wrong you felt had been done to your brother. We let you stand beside Igdrasil and yell and scream for hours and hours.”
“It felt like days.”
“Perhaps it was.” Fraelyn sipped her tea and chuckled. “But you would not give it up. You would not let it go. I said to let you scream to the highest heaven for seven years if you wanted to come, but Velyn wouldn’t have it. It was Velyn you have to thank for pleading your cause. He said if we didn’t want fae on the island we should never have allowed the fairy cup to stay when Kaelyn first brought it to us for safekeeping.”
“Ha! So technically, you allowed me on the island the moment you agreed to shelter the cup,” Cissa said.
“You’ll make a wise queen yet, my dear.”
“I don’t know, Abbess. I do want to be a wise queen, but it’s so hard.”
“You’re too much alone,” Fraelyn said. “You must take a husband.”
“I suppose so. Eventually.” She thought of her prince and his wonderful kisses. “My mother had a consort.”
“I don’t think that will do for you, my dear. You need more than Sifae did. Not a consort, but a true husband and partner. There is someone, isn’t there?”
Cissa looked up sharply. “How… how did you know?” For some reason, her breath caught, and her emotions burst as if they’d found a secret way out.
“I know nothing,” the abbess said. “Why don’t you tell me about it?”
“It’s… it’s m…my prince charming…” The tears started falling again. Maybe it was being on the island, but her feelings were intensified, over the top. All the longing and frustration she’d pent up since her eyes turned green came flooding out. “I know I…I sh…shouldn’t. I think it runs in my f…f…family.”
“What does, dear one?”
Dear one. No one had called her by such sweet names since her mother died. She hadn’t realized how much she missed it.
“L…lo…love!” There. she’d said it. “I love him! I’ve loved him for a thousand years, and more, and there’s n…n…nothing I can do a…ab…about it! And I don’t know where he is.”
A handkerchief appeared in front of her face. She snatched it out of the air and blew her nose.
“There, there,” Fraelyn said. “Go ahead, blow.”
“I’m sorry, Abbess,” Cissa said. “I don’t know what’s got into me. I’m s…so un…happy.”
“Of course you are, darling. One of the greatest sorrows of life is loving on the inside and not being able to show it on the outside.”
“It hurts,” Cissa admitted. “But what can I do? I’ve tried to bring him back to me, but none of my spells have worked. He m…mu…must not lo…love me.”
“Maybe he doesn’t. Maybe he does,” Fraelyn said. “Soon you will know.”
“What do you mean? Do you know who he is? Where he is?”
“I know that you will see him again, this year, at Faeview, on Mischief Night.”
“Huh?” Cissa blew her nose one last time and tried to absorb what she’d just heard.
“Lord and Lady Dumnos must give a ball in Lexi’s honor, to introduce her to the people. Tell her parents they must say that Lexi was away with the Tuatha Dé Danaan, trapped in their realm until she turned seventeen, and that her time tether brought her back to seven seconds after she’d disappeared from Tintagos.”
“That’s a good story,” Cissa said. “Morning Glory knows a woman with a shop in Tintagos Village who loves the lore. She’ll spread the word among the humans, and enough will believe her—or pretend to.”
She blew out her breath. She couldn’t believe how much better she felt, just getting it all out.
And what news! She was going to see her prince charming again, and so soon.
“At the ball you will dance with your true love,” Fraelyn said, as if she’d read Cissa’s mind. “I have seen it. Moreover, the Dumnos fae will be healed through the marriage of its queen, and on the day you’re wed, the dark will be banished forever.”
“Golly.”
III. Max
“Max, hello!” Lady Lexi waved from the bridge and broke out in a run. She seemed to have grown another few years older since he’d last seen her. But wasn’t that only a day or two ago?
He had come to look at Mistcutter and do his usual penance. Once, he’d nurtured hopes of breaking the curse and restoring the goblins’ physical beauty. But that was long ago. At last, he’d come to accept the way things were. Wasn’t that the lesson of the curse, after all? The will of the high gods must always supersede his own.
“I have news,” Lexi said with youth’s dramatic flair. “Prepare yourself. It’s exciting.”
The girl sat down beside him on the bench. Out of her hidey pouch, she pulled the scoping glass he’d once decorated for Igraine. As she turned it absently in her hands, a sense of déjà vu came over him.
“I’m ready. What’s your exciting news?”
“The high gods have relented,” she said. “Brother Sun and Sister Moon have agreed to revoke the goblin curse.”
He realized then it had been a mistake to think of this creature as a child, or even as a young woman. She was more than child, woman, human, or fae. She was an old soul, spiritual granddaughter of one of the fallen. Had the high gods sent her to save them all?
“There’s a catch, of course,” she said with a wink, and her violet eyes flashed in the Avalos sun. “There’s always a catch.”
“Tell me.”
“My parents will give me a ball on Mischief Night to introduce me to the people of Dumnos. The abbess and I have it all worked out how we’ll explain my… age.”
“That’s gratifying to hear.”
“At midnight, all Dumnos goblinkind will be released from the curse.”







“That sounds too simple.”







“I haven’t told you the catch yet.”







“Of course.”







“You must dance with Cissa in your true form, but you’re not allowed to tell her your name. If she declares her love for you—and she does love you, Max. I know she does. If she declares it before she sees the morning star, the curse will be revoked forever.”
It was suddenly hard to breathe. He wanted to believe Cissa loved him. He wanted it so much that he wouldn’t allow himself to think it possible. The pain would be too great if it was all just a mistake.
“And if she doesn’t… declare her love?”
“Then it won’t stick.” Lexi grimaced and made her eyes big. “Every goblin will revert to ugly again as soon as they see the morning star.”
Max nodded, but he felt sick to his stomach.
“Bring your friends to the ball,” Lexi said. “Drang, in particular.”
“Is that part of Brother Sun and Sister Moon’s conditions?”
“No, just my invitation,” she said. “I would especially like to see him at my ball. I think Morander and Boadicea should be there also.”
Great gods, could it be true? A huge lump rose in Max’s throat. He looked up at Mistcutter, gleaming in the sun, and the dragon design he’d once been so proud of etched near the guard. After all these years… To have the curse lifted, and Cissa’s love too—could he bear so much happiness?
“And Max, here’s the thing,” Lexi said. “Cissa has to declare her love freely, without expectation of any gain, so no one can tell her about it.”
“Of course,” Max said drily.
“The gods won’t accept a declaration made out of pity. No offense.”
“None taken.” Max grunted.
The last thing he wanted was Cissa’s pity love.
 




« Chapter 15 »
Goblin Ball
The Blue Vale
I. Max
“Sun and moon, Boadicea. Just do what I say!”
Max had never been so frustrated in his life. Sturm and Drang, and even Morander, had no problem with the prospect of attending a ball at Faeview. They were fully on board, dressed to the nines in new suits and shoes.
Shoes, not boots. Max had made his own—loafers, Horace called them—to ensure a perfect fit. The leprechaun had assured him the style was infinitely better suited to the refined nature of an indoor human ball, but he hated the feel of them. He missed the security of buckled and grommeted, knee-high, low-heeled leather. 
His sister, on the other hand, was not on board, fully or otherwise. “Boadicea, you’re acting like the most stubborn, obstinate, bullheaded gob I’ve ever dealt with.”
“Don’t bully me!” she said.
“I don’t think you realize how important this is.” He tried diplomacy. “Lady Lexi is heir to the Moonstick Throne, and she’s the future countess of Dumnos. She wants you there for her special night.”
“She doesn’t even know me,” Boadicea said.
“The JimmyRoos are playing,” Drang said.
“The band from the Glimmer Cottage Pub?” Morander said. “Awesome.”
“You go to Glimmer Cottage Pub?” Max said. “In the human realm?”
“Why not?” Sturm said.
“It’s on the border, at the edge of the faewood,” Drang said. “The back door is practically in fae.”
“Yeah,” Sturm said. “Jimmy doesn’t know it, but his rhythm section and two backup singers are faelings.”
“No wonder they kick,” Morander said.
“You know something?” Drang said, “this could be the start of a new phase in human-fae relations. Maybe we could get the ’Roos to come play in the Vale one week.”
“There now, Boadicea,” Max said. “Doesn’t that sound like a grand evening? The JimmyRoos.” Ack. He should never, ever try to sound cool.
“And there’s that fabulous gown Horace made for you,” Morander said. “Those gorgeous satin dancing slippers. Don’t you want to wear your new fine clothes?”
“You can’t bribe me; I’m no fairy.” Boadicea grunted a grunt worthy of Max’s most curmudgeonly utterance. “And besides, the finest gown in the history of gowns won’t change the fact that I’m ugly as sin. I’m not going, and you can’t make me.”
With that she stomped out of the room and down the hall. Her bedroom door slammed.
 “My friend, I believe it’s time.” Drang slapped a hand on Morander’s shoulder. “Time to break out the secret weapon.”
“For the greater good?” Morander said.
“The greater good,” Sturm said.
“What are you talking about?” Max said. “What secret weapon?”
“Have you got some wine hereabouts?” Morander withdrew a small crystal bottle from his jacket pocket.
“Love potion, are you kidding?” Max said. “I hate that stuff.”
“The greater good,” Drang said. “Either that, or Boadicea stays home.”
“No, she has to go,” Max said. He brought goblets from the hutch and poured out red wine for them all. He had to comply with everything Lexi had requested for tonight. He couldn’t know which detail, if missed, might ruin the chance to break the curse.
Morander tipped a few drops of the potion into a goblet and swirled the liquids together. “Here goes nothing.” He took the cup to Boadicea’s room, only to return a few minutes later, red-faced.
“She’ll be out in a minute.
“Morander! I’m coming!” Boadicea came back to the lounge, dressed in her finery. Smiling in a very weird way, she linked her arm with Morander’s. 
“Shall we go then?” Morander said.
“Anything you say, sweetheart.” Her eyes were as big as the moon and overflowing with love.
It was creepy.
“The greater good,” the four male gobs said simultaneously.
They rode together in Mavis’s wagon, and when they reached the grounds behind Faeview, Max stopped and unhitched his pony to let her graze under the stars.
“We walk from here,” he told his friends, missing his boots. 
It was almost midnight. If what Lexi had told him proved correct, in the next few moments they should all be released from their ugly forms. 
“There’s something I need to tell you before we go in.”
The Faewood
II. Cissa
Cissa was just putting on her emerald necklace when Morning Glory popped in to her bower.
“Hello, hello!” Glory said. “Everybody’s ready. Goldy and Violet and Fen are waiting for us in the throne room, and the leprechauns and brownies are going together. The pixies are so mad!”
“Too bad. It’s their own fault.” Cissa examined herself in the full-length mirror. The emeralds enhanced the glitter of her green eyes and looked fantastic with her red hair and curve-hugging dress of sparkling claret-colored sequins that matched her wings. “I told them if they kept stealing the leprechauns’ hats they couldn’t go to the ball, and what did they do?”
“They kept stealing the leprechauns’ hats,” Glory said.
“I am a hard queen, but a just one.”
Morning Glory burst out laughing. “Let’s go!” She popped out.
Cissa nearly followed but stopped. She turned back to her puzzle box and opened the top drawer. This was the most important night of her life. She was going to see her prince! The abbess had said that he loved her… didn’t she?
But Max would be there too. Maybe it was silly, but a nagging feeling told her he wasn’t going to like watching her dance with the man she loved. Max had no claim on her, of course, and they were just friends.
Good friends.
She slipped the diamond bracelet into her hidey pouch—with no clear idea why; maybe as a good-luck charm—and popped out to join the others.
Faeview
II. Lily
Lilith Evergreen Bausiney. Countess of Dumnos. Lady Dumnos. Lily. Igraine.
Who am I? Lilith thought, watching Cade dance with their daughter. Her heart was full to bursting with love. Love for Cade, for Lexi. Even for her mother, silly Morning Glory, who was dancing with Goldy, both making a halfhearted attempt to keep their feet on the ground.
The love in Lilith’s heart was bittersweet. Lexi hadn’t been alive on the planet a year, and yet she had the appearance and intellect of a woman nearly full grown. It felt like Lilith and Cade had been cheated—and they had. But they’d also been given an amazing gift. Lexi was unique.
And more than anyone, Lilith knew that life was just weird. A person did well to accept what wonders came her way.
Speaking of wonders, look at Dandelion and Beverly dancing to the band’s cover of Joan Armatrading’s Love and Affection. Fae and human, they symbolized the unity Lilith and Cade hoped to foster among the citizens of Dumnos, in both realms. 
It seemed to be working. A cacophony of humans, fae, and faelings filled the ballroom, drinking, dancing, laughing. Having fun. Enjoying each other’s company.
And who would have believed Duncan Edan and Cammy French—together, so obviously in love. Good for Cammy. But poor Bella. If Bella would just catch a little of Cammy’s fever for the mystic, surely she’d be much happier.
The song ended the set, and the musicians left the stage for a break while guests broke off into groups. Lilith saw Dandelion and Beverly slip outside through the French doors to the veranda. She was glad Beverly had come, for Lexi’s sake, but it wouldn’t surprise her if the two left early, even if Beverly was wearing glimmermist under her gown. 
Lexi had two quite opposite grandmothers, that was for sure. There was the elegant, powerful, human, perhaps a bit dangerous, wyrding woman Beverly. Then there was the silly, joyous, impetuous, immortal fae Morning Glory. 
“Isn’t Jimmy’s band fabulous?” Lexi said as she and her dad joined Lilith. The girl leaned in and lowered her voice. “I have it on good authority, four of them are faeling.”
“Sun and moon.” Cade’s head whipped around, and he gave the band a once-over. But then he laughed. “What am I thinking? We’re faeling too, after all. When am I going to get it that faeling doesn’t mean two-headed circus attraction?”
“It’s working, isn’t it, Daddy?” Lexi said. “The humans and fae of Dumnos here tonight are getting along just fine.”
“After all, it is Mischief Night,” Lilith said. “If we hadn’t had the fae in our ballroom, we would have had them on our roof.”
“They keep asking about Bausiney’s Abundance,” Cade said. “A lot of the fae expected to see the cup tonight.”
“Yikes, I didn’t think of that,” Lilith said. On the day Lexi was born, they’d loaned the Dumnos fairy cup to the Victoria & Albert in London for an ongoing exhibit. “Next year, we’ll have to bring it home, if only for the night.”
Duncan and Cammy stopped on their way to the punch bowl. “Lady Dumnos,” Duncan said, “I wanted to thank you for inviting me. It’s a pleasure to be at Faeview for… for pleasure.”
“I’m glad you could be here,” Lilith said. “You’re so diligent in protecting the family interests. It’s good to see you enjoy yourself for an evening.”
“You’re talking about the Clad,” Lexi said. “I think I have an idea for that, but this isn’t the time.”
The minute she said time the deep gong on the grandfather clock began to chime the hour.
“Ooh!” Lexi bounced on her toes, and Lilith thought she might spin up into the air like her less-elegant grandmother. “It’s midnight!”
IV. Cissa
Cissa had left the dancing and gone out onto the veranda. The music had stopped and the band was on a break, but in a far corner Dandelion was still dancing with Beverly, his wings extended around her, their feet not touching the slate surface. Cissa wasn’t disturbing them; though she was close enough to hear their conversation, they were oblivious to everyone and everything but themselves.
“I thought I loved you when I first saw you,” Dandelion said to his mate. “And then I loved you so much more when we married. But even then I didn't know what love was. My feelings now are so much more, a hundredfold more intense and wonderful than I ever thought possible.”
“I love you, Dandelion,” Beverly murmured. “It just keeps getting better.”
Cissa moved away from the couple to the edge of the veranda. For the first time, she found that she didn’t mind their love. She was happy for her brother. And to her surprise, she was happy for Beverly too. How could she deny anyone else happiness when she was about to realize her own?
But where was he? It was midnight—she could hear the final chimes of the hour through the open doors—and he wasn’t yet here.
Why did he not come? Was this forever to be her plea?
The full moon shone brilliant against the black night and seemed to stare down at her. Moonbeams—invisible vibrating magic coursing through pulsating white light—drenched the world in the mystic, and she heard a faint thrumming that quickened her heartbeats.
It was like the sound of blood rushing in her ears, but it was out there. And getting closer. Calling to her. Singing to her heart… to her soul. She stood at the edge of the veranda, her hands on the cool stone of the half wall. Something was coming… someone was coming.
But wait. She’d heard that sound before… a song. She laughed and clapped her hands. He was coming! It was his song.
Bathed in the mystic moonlight
On the night of a goblin ball
Look to the moon at midnight 
When true love will free us all.










Her prince. It was really and truly him. He burst into the garden, as handsome as she remembered, and so tall, more than six feet… and he was coming for her.
His dark gaze found her, and she couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe. There were four others with him, his courtiers, perhaps. Three men and a woman, all almost as tall, almost as beautiful. 
But Cissa only had eyes for her prince.
He came to her, bounding up the veranda’s stone steps two at a time. With an amused look at her necklace, he held out his hand.
“Shall we dance?”
She melted inside. His voice was smooth and rumbled through her, like velvet and fire all at once. Her hand was so small in his, and she felt instantly whole and safe in his ambient strength. She remembered him pushing her against the wall in his bedroom, his lips, his tongue, his shoulders, his arms…
He led her inside to the ballroom just as the JimmyRoos launched into their version of “Into the Mystic.”
How wonderful it felt to be here in his arms at last! She laid her head against his chest and listened to his heart beating, let him guide her, let the world fall away. There was only here. There was only now.
The song ended, and another began. They danced for an hour and more without speaking. “Who are you?” she said at last.
He smiled and said, “Guess.”
“What are
you?” He obviously wasn’t human, but he wasn’t fairy either—no fairy from Dumnos, anyway. “Where are you from?”
She received the same answer. “Guess.”
His name didn’t matter, nor did she care what species of fae he was. He was her love, and he was here with her, just as the abbess had said he would be. Cissa desperately wanted to tell him how much she loved him.
But she was afraid. What if he didn’t return her love?
He desired her. That was in no doubt. But love? All indications were that he did not. Not true love, like Dandelion and Beverly shared. Otherwise, how could he have left her alone for over a thousand years?
She kept silent and waited. If he truly loved her, then he would say it first.
The night passed in a blur of happiness. Though the dancing was lovely, when the novelty of it faded Max’s absence began to niggle at her. It wasn’t right that he should miss out on the party.
“Happy?” her prince said.
She looked up into his gorgeous dark eyes. “Of course.” Her body screamed at her. Kiss him! Kiss him now, while he’s here!
But she couldn’t stop thinking about Max. They’d had so much fun the past several months, dancing in the Blue Vale, drinking stout, and watching the sun come up. It would have been nice to dance at least one song with him tonight at Lexi’s ball.
“Excuse me,” she said. “I have to… I have to find the powder room.”
She moved through the crowded dance floor. So many happy couples—Lily and Cade, Dandelion and Beverly, several human couples. Several mixed couples. She found Lexi at the punchbowl, watching her guests.
“Are you sure Max is coming?” Cissa said. “Have you seen him yet?”
“I haven’t,” Lexi said. “But he said he’d be here. You know Max always keeps his word.”
“He does, doesn’t he.” Cissa said.
“You’ve been busy,” Lexi nodded toward Cissa’s prince charming. “Is there something you wanted to tell us all?
This was all wrong! Cissa should be gushing with happiness, like Beverly or Lily. Instead, she felt guilty and disappointed. This wasn’t at all what she’d envisioned. She was so confused.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I have to… do something.”
There was no one in the powder room but her own reflection in the mirror. She fingered the glittering emeralds and thought of Dandelion and Beverly… of Lily and Cade. She’d been wrong to think Lily would be better off when she turned fae and didn’t care about other people so much.
So wrong. The kind of love Lily and Cade shared was far, far better than a flash of desire for a shiny object.
Cissa tore off the necklace and exchanged it for the bracelet in her hidey pouch. When Max showed up, he had to know she cared. She wanted him to ask for a favor. She wanted him to want anything from her… she wanted him to want everything.
She returned to the ballroom, feeling so much lighter. Had the necklace been that heavy? She needed to find her prince and ask him to wait while she looked for her friend, but though she looked everywhere, she couldn’t find him.
And to her shock, she discovered that she didn’t mind. The band started playing “Save the Last Dance For Me,” and as she looked again at all the dancing couples in love, she knew there was only one man she wanted to save the last dance for.
Max!
It didn’t matter that he was ugly or short. He was Max. Her Max. And now that she knew what she knew, she couldn’t stand the thought that another hour—or another minute—would pass without him knowing she knew it.
She flew through the French doors, out onto the veranda. She had to find him, but it was nearly morning. If he wasn’t here by now, he wasn’t coming. He must have stayed home. He must be at the Blue Vale.
II. Max
Max had never understood the dark fae’s attraction to sadomasochism.
Until now.
Dancing with Cissa tonight had been sheer pleasure and raw pain wrapped into one throbbing, relentless sensation. It was killing him, but now he couldn’t imagine his life without it.
Morander was having a time of it with Boadicea. He felt sorry for the treesap, having to endure such sticky, grabby, enchanted love. 
He had the feeling they might get past this to something real, now that the gob’s shyness and the goblady’s bitterness had lifted. But would Boadicea continue to love when their ugly bodies returned? 
For Max knew now that the curse would not be permanently lifted. Cissa had strong feelings for him in his natural, beautiful state—that he believed—but she didn’t love him.
“Hey, Ma… mate!” Drang stopped himself before saying Max’s name. He was dancing with a human woman, and he had a huge grin on his face. They each seemed eager to find out the other’s finer qualities. Good.
That’s what he wanted from Cissa. True love. Love that depended on the truth.
And the truth was, he might go insane if he heard her say she loved him while he was in this fine form. He didn’t know which was his true form anymore, but so many years knowing Cissa as an ugly man counted for something.
Counted for almost everything.
The ugly man was the man she knew. The ugly man wanted her love. Max couldn’t remain at the ball, not like this, even if it meant being forever cursed. If they were doomed to be forever just friends, he could live with that. At least then their relationship would be real.
He fairly ran out of the ballroom and crossed the veranda. Going down the stairs, he lost one of his stupid loafers—perfect name—but he didn’t stop. He cut through the gardens of Faeview, left the wagon for the others, and headed toward Mudcastle’s portal.
Cissa didn’t love him in his ugly form; that he already knew. But she didn’t love him in his handsome form either. What had he been thinking? She was a fairy! She didn’t—or couldn’t—love. He would love her for eternity, but he’d never break his heart over her again.
He was free.
Passing the lake, the screech of an owl made him glance up, and above the Temple of Joy and Wonder he saw the morning star. How stoically it gleamed against the black night, relentless, enduring, in dispassionate judgment.
He inhaled the mist-laden air deep into his lungs, and the cold bit at his insides with welcome pain. He stared at the star which delivered his fate. The familiar aches and hot twinges returned, his shoulders hunched, his back bent, and his legs shortened. 
Unblinking, he said, “It is come. So be it.”
His muscles settled, and the hot pain in his sinews receded as the lines in his face set. He wiped away the tear that rolled down his cheek.
It was over.
II. Cissa
Cissa raced down across the veranda, down the stone stairs, and tripped. She fell to the bottom of the steps. “What the…?” 
She’d stumbled over something… one of her prince’s shoes. How weird. Absently, she stuffed it into her hidey pouch to give to him later. But she had no time to go back now. She had to find Max.
She flew across the garden, into the fading night. She would take the portal at Mudcastle and be in the Blue Vale with the sunrise.
She only knew one thing: she had to find Max and tell him… tell him how she felt.
And then there he was, standing before the Temple of Joy and Wonder, looking a bit stunned, a bit sadder than usual.
“Max!” she cried. “Max, wait! It’s me!”
He looked at her as if she was crazy, and maybe she was. He came toward her, and she flew to him and flung her arms around his neck and kissed his rough, wrinkled forehead. She hugged him so close he had to push her away lest she suffocate him.
“I’m sorry.”
She felt her face go red, but in the moonlight who could tell?
“Why didn’t you come to Lexi’s ball, Max? Look.” She showed him the bracelet. “I wore it for you.”
He smiled, but his smile was still sad. What was wrong? He was breaking her heart.
“Did you think of what you wanted for a favor yet?”
“It’s too late,” he said. “Too late.”
“Of course it’s not too late?” She took his hand. “We’re immortal. There’s no such thing as too late.”
“The ball is over, Cissa. The morning star has risen.” He turned away. “I’ll always be ugly.”
“Max, you’re not…” She refused to let go of his hand, jerked him around and made him look at her. “The truth is you haven’t been ugly for a long, long, long, long time. Not to me.”
By his squint, she knew he didn’t believe her.
“Not inside, Max. Not where it counts.”
His doubting squint intensified.
She stomped her foot. “All right. What can I say? I’m a fairy. Hell, I’m the queen of the fairies! I love beauty as I love life. But Max.” She moved closer and touched his cheek. “Tonight I discovered I—” 
“But it’s too late, I tell you.” Max broke away. “The morning star, it’s already up.”
“What does that matter?” 
But she wasn’t looking at the sky. She was looking at Max’s feet. The feet that had one shoe on and one shoe missing. And by shoe she didn't mean boot. 
“Max,” she said. “What are you wearing on your foot?”
“Oh, I… um.”
“And where is the other one?”
“I guess I lost it.”
“And I found it, I do believe.” She produced the shoe from her hidey pouch. “This one matches the one you’re wearing.”
“What a coincidence.”
“Isn’t it just?” Cissa said. “Try it on.” She pushed the shoe against his chest. What was going on here? She knew it was going to fit.
And it did.
“Are you my prince, Max?” Again she touched his cheek. “Was it you all along?”
“It’s too late,” he repeated. “The morning star is up.”
“What are you talking about?” She looked up at the sky. “Besides, how can you tell?”
Moments ago, all had been clear, stars blazing. But now the mist came rushing in, unusually early, and unusually far inland. All was obscured, as if someone purposely did not want her to see the morning star.
“I think Brother Sun and Sister Moon are watching us,” Max said.
“Let them,” Cissa said. “Let them be my witnesses. Max I started to tell you something. I do love pretty things. I can’t help who I am. I love beauty, but Max… I love you more.”
And then she kissed him, and it was wonderful. He was her Max, and she loved him.
“Cissa—”
“I love you, Max.” She didn’t mind his rough skin one bit. In fact, she loved it—because it was his. His heat and power and… his love surged into her.
It wasn’t like the time she’d been forced to kiss him in payment of some silly prank—though secretly she’d always carried the memory of that kiss fondly in her heart. This kiss was a combination of her first kiss from Max the goblin and the kiss from Max her prince so long ago.
Again a thousand tingling prickles danced on her lips, and the shock of desire flooded her senses, wave over wave. When he pushed his tongue between her lips, her knees went weak and her body warmed to his with needful urgency, and she returned his passion in equal measure.
And when she pulled away, she was looking into the eyes of Max, her prince. Tall, handsome, wonderful Max. He whisked her into his arms and carried her up the marble stairs into the temple.
“My love,” he murmured, and his honeyed baritone voice was as smooth as velvet. “My love, my love, my love.”
“What is this?” she said. “What happened?”
“Your love has revoked the curse,” Max said. “This is my true form.”
“Then you didn’t leave me all those years ago,” she said.
“Never.”
“You were with me the whole time.”
“Always,” he said. “Now kiss me and tell me you love me.”
Cissa just laughed and laughed. “Haven’t I already said so?”
And then she told him again, and she showed him again.




« Chapter 16 » 
The Mystic
London. The Dorchester
As he entered the half-empty Promenade, Cade saw Lily’s old boyfriend sitting alone at the curved bar, brooding over a scotch rocks. The poor bloke looked pretty miserable. Cade walked on, past the pianist, and a few tables in found Duncan Edan seated with the Sarumens. They fixed on Cade in one movement as he joined the group.
Lord Sarumen, Jenna, her father, and Quinn—they were as intent as a nest of pit vipers. Cade didn’t blame Lily for begging off.
Lily. She’d finally decided to reclaim her true name. He was glad; it fit her. She waved to him from a table further in where she and Cammy waited for him and Duncan. He gave her a wink before he sat down beside Jenna Sarumen.
“So you’ve won,” Lord Sarumen said. “You’ve come to gloat.”
“You called the meeting, Sarumen. And as to who won, I don’t feel like that guy.”
Not yet.
“The Clad,” Quinn said. “What did you do to it? It’s… normal.”
“I don’t know what you mean,” Cade said.
Ha. So Lexi’s spell worked.
“You know exactly what he means,” Jenna said. “You changed it. You ruined it.”
“I didn’t do a thing to it,” Cade said. “But…”
“What?” Lord Sarumen clenched his cocktail with so much force Cade thought the glass would break. “Tell me.”
“There is an Oracle in Dumnos once again. It might be that I heard down the pub that she intended to reverse the Great Wyrding.”
“And you conveniently sold out your shares at top price. I should haul you before the court on charges of insider trading.”
“With what proof? That I acted on the foreknowledge of witchcraft? Won’t the red tops find that delicious fun.”
“But why did you do it?” Jenna said. “We’ll lose our military contracts, and the shares will plummet as soon as word gets out.”
“Pity,” Cade said. “I should have thought the iron was quite valuable, even unwyrded. People will always need plowshares and… cauldrons. Look, why are we here, Sarumen? I’m utterly out of it now.”
“Then get in again. Buy the shares back,” Sarumen said. “All of them, yours and mine. You’ve always cared about the Clad for its own sake more than what its shares are worth. You sold at top, buy back now, and you’ll still have made a tidy profit.”
“True, but there’s a problem. You’re well aware that when I walked through that door the shares were down fifteen percent from last week, and all pressure is downward.” Cade leaned forward. “Someone told. Another leak in your boat?”
Sarumen’s eyes narrowed, confirming Cade’s suspicions. The verbal quarrel had found its mark. In his life as Ross, he’d always suspected Sarumen of drowning the prince that fateful morning in 1120 off the Normandum coast.
“Um…” Jenna broke in. “That might be me. I shorted a block of shares last week. The market may have reacted to that.”
“You little fool—”
“My lord, she had to do it,” Quinn said, and Jenna shot him a look of gratitude. “With respect, we’re in too deep. Jenna saved our asses by hedging our position.”
“Damn it all. They’re worth nothing to me now, Bausiney. And they hold sentimental value for you.”
Cade said nothing, waiting for Sarumen to sweeten the pot.
“I won’t bring charges of insider trading. Never breathe a word of it. I swear.”
“You’re more afraid of the tabloids than we are.” Duncan stepped in. “Swear there’ll be no manipulation once we’ve bought back the shares. Short all you want until then, sweet girl”—he looked pointedly at Jenna—“but thereafter, it will be as if you and yours never heard of the Dumnos Clad.”
“Done,” Lord Sarumen said.
“Swear by sun and moon?” Cade said.
“I swear by sun and moon.”
“Tell your minions hands off—now, while I’m listening,” Duncan said. “I’m not a trusting kind of fellow.”
Cade waited until Sarumen gave the orders. Then he said, “Answer one question.”
Sarumen leaned back and raised an eyebrow. “Well?”
“Before the Anarchy, the night the White Lady sank, did you drown Prince Aethelos?”
Sarumen held his drink close to his face and swirled the amber liquid. His jaw worked, and his eyes were lowered. The dark brown lashes and eyebrows enhanced the beauty Cade remembered from that lifetime so long ago, the skin perfect and unlined. This was an immortal dark fae. Something Cade must never forget, no matter if he’d won this particular match.
“No.” Sarumen looked up.
“Could you have saved him?”
“Had I wished to.” The fairy shrugged. “I did not.”
“Fair enough.” Cade stood up. “Call the solicitors. Draw up the papers. I want it over by close of business today.”


“Can I speak with you a moment?” Jenna Sarumen beat Cade and Duncan to Lily and Cammy’s table. She looked more fragile than Lily would have thought possible. “Please?”
“All right.”
Lily gave Cammy a what-can-you-do shrug and slid out of the booth. She followed Jenna past all the tables, past Greg at the bar, out of the Promenade completely, and to a couple of chairs situated in a private alcove.
“Can you just explain it to me?” Jenna said. “Why Greg? What did you ever see in that guy?”
“I don’t know, really.”
“He isn’t worthy of you,” Jenna said. “So. Not. Worthy.”
“I know that now. But just a few years ago, I couldn’t imagine myself with anyone who treated me well,” Lily said. “I… settled. Maybe I thought any man was better than no man.”
“Great gods.” Jenna scoffed. “You were such a loser.”
“Pretty sad, yeah.” It felt so wrong having a heart-to-heart with a woman who recently wanted to kill her. “Why don’t you divorce him?”
“Can’t.” Jenna produced a handkerchief out of the air and blew her nose. “I wanted him so bad, and Daddy was so against it, I had to swear an oath never to divorce him if they’d let me have him.”
“They?”
“Daddy and the Dark Lord. They’re horrible.”
“But why?” As far as Lily could tell, none of the Sarumens could stand Greg. Why not let him go?
“To punish me for wanting something they didn’t approve of.” Jenna rolled her eyes, and all of a sudden a flood of tears came spilling out. “I had to sw…swear not t…to k…kill him either.” She blew her nose again.
“Well…” Lily patted her ex-nemesis on the thigh. “He’s human. He won’t live long.”
“There’s that, I guess,” Jenna said. “Thanks.”
“Um… not a problem.”
“I suppose you’d best get back to Cade,” Jenna said. “He’s yummy.”
“And he’s mine,” Lilith said with more force than she probably needed to.
Jenna raised both her hands in a surrender gesture. “Not a problem.”


Duncan Edan ended his call and laid the phone on the table, face up, as the waiter set down fresh pints for the men.
“We’ll have that in Tintagos now,” Lily said. “Mobiles at the dinner table. I suppose Moo’s daughter Sharon will be in heaven to have her mobile again.”
“She and Jimmy will also be glad of the increased spending money in her customer’s pockets when the Clad comes back to the shire,” Duncan said. “Also made possible by the availability of wireless.”
“We’ll take it slow,” Cade said. “Some things will be irritating, but many will be better. Easier.”
“But the mystic will be harder to notice,” Lily said. “Harder to hold onto.”
“Not all the changes coming are from the human side,” Cade said. “Now that Cissa and Max are married, the goblins are pushing for all sorts of integration. Jimmy and Sharon said their gob business last week was double their human business.”
“People will see what they see.” Cammy held her Forbidden Fruit cocktail up to the light, the crystal glass made exclusively for the Dorchester. “Exquisite craftsmanship created this beauty, but it doesn’t mean the mystic isn’t in it. The reflected light is magical.”
“I grew up in a desert,” Lily said. “I know what I’m talking about. The more people depend on technology, the less they believe in the mystic.”
“Tosh. It isn’t like Tinker Bell,” Cammy said. “Its existence doesn’t depend on our belief. Nonbelievers can’t or won’t ever see; that doesn’t mean it isn’t there. The mystic is eternal, like the gods, available to the eternal yes.”
“Best word in the language.” Duncan lifted Cammy’s hand to his lips, and her engagement ring sparkled. “Yes.”
“At any moment,” Cammy went on, “any mere mortal can choose. She can look at a lake and call it sacred or at a tree and say I call that divine.
Anyone. Even the plainest, silliest woman who ever lived can give herself over to it, change her life, move house to the place meant to be her home, and open a tea shop—even she can decide one day to say I believe, and to let the mystic in.”
“And then?” Duncan said.
“And then just see.” Cammy French gazed adoringly at the man who utterly loved her. “Just see what happens.”
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