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Mischief Night
1876. Faeview, Dumnos
DONALL BAUSINEY SAT UPRIGHT in his bed. He held his breath and listened. In the dying fire an ember crackled, punctuating the stillness. A woman’s faint laugh echoed off the wall then faded beneath the mantle clock’s chime. A quarter hour before midnight.
Was the laugh real? Or a remnant of his jumbled nightmare, the recurrent dream where Lydia Pengrith said no.
Why did she torture him? When Lydia and her parents came to Faeview next week, it would be the perfect time to announce their engagement, but she’d made him promise to wait until the Varsity Match for her answer to his proposal.
In a world that made sense, Miss Lydia Pengrith, daughter of a clergyman, would accept him without delay. But the world didn’t make sense. Miss Pengrith—who should be poor and eager for any suitor and therefore amenable—had recently inherited a fortune from her grandfather who, late in life, had married the childless widow of a Manchester manufacturer.
Donall had discovered, to his shock, that a woman with money of her own more often than not did only what she liked and only when she liked to do it.
Still. He was Donall James Utros Cade Bausiney, Lord Tintagos, the future Earl of Dumnos. As his wife, she would be a countess one day. That had to count for something.
If Donall was entirely honest with himself, Miss Pengrith did seem to prefer the company of Mr.
Charles Sarumen. The thought soured Donall’s stomach. Lydia had expressed a casual wish to see Charles again, and to please her Donall had invited his friend to Faeview during the Pengriths’ visit.
Bollocks.
The Varsity Match was a million years away. Well, not until December. Tomorrow was but the first of November.
Again the noise. Donall held perfectly still and listened—for what? A rustling of wings. An echo of fairy song. An ember in the fireplace snapped, and he jumped with a self-conscious laugh. Tonight was Mischief Night, after all. The night when, according to local legend, the Dumnos fae trooped en
masse from their woodland homes to play in the human world.
Ridiculous, of course. Donall was a man of the world. He’d been to Shrewsbury and Cambridge.
Magic had no place in this age of progress and invention, of telegraphs and telephones and trains that crossed continents in fewer than four days. Donall was no mystic and certainly no ghost romancer. His education had cured him of childhood beliefs in wyrding spells and fairy curses.
There. Definitely laughter. Faint drumming, perhaps.
He crossed to the window, the floor cold on his feet even through the new Turkey carpet. Moonlight streamed in through the curtains, and for a moment he really expected to see a wyrding woman outside on the garden path. Or perhaps the famous Dumnos ghosts, waiting to pounce on any pair of lovers foolish enough to walk out together tonight.
Tonight the villagers would be safely indoors, afraid of what they might meet on the road, whether ghost or fairy. No surprise there. In Tintagos Village, the vicar’s Sunday sermons were well-attended, but on every other day of the week the people still talked to Brother Sun and Sister Moon.
Everyone knew somebody
who’d heard of someone who’d once danced with a fairy or conversed with the ghosts, whose little cousin had chased a sparkle into the woods and returned a few weeks later all grown up, or whose grandfather or great-great aunt had received some service from a wyrder.
On Mischief Night such stories were told in every Dumnos
household.
“You choker,” Donall said aloud.
“Nanny’s got you boggled.”
In the Bausiney tradition, he’d visited the nursery earlier to eat holy cakes with Sophia and Caroline and hear Nanny’s Mischief Night story, told exactly the same year after year since he was Caroline’s age. Like his little sisters, and himself when he was young, someday his—and hopefully Lydia’s—children would delight to the annual recital of the tale of the Dumnos war between wyrd and fae.
His pulse quickened. There it was again, and no doubts. Faint music. Laughter and pipes with the drums. He ran to get his slippers tucked under the bed. As he reached the fireplace, he heard unmistakable voices.
“Admit it, Aubrey. I’ve done it!”
Donall half leapt and half stumbled away backwards. He sat on his bed, his heart pounding. The man’s disembodied voice had sounded like it was coming from the embers.
“Not so fast,” said another. “You didn’t drink the full measure.”
Donall pulled his coverlet close and stared at the glowing embers, trying to make sense of it. They couldn’t be the Dumnos ghosts, male and female, a pair of doomed and desperate lovers. These voices were both male and robust. Vital. Hardly ghost-like.
“And you must spin three times,”
said a woman. Her voice tinkled like those shards of colored glass his sisters had strung on a line at the gazebo and left to dance in the breeze.
Donall slapped his forehead and laughed. The voices weren’t coming from anything mystical. They had funneled down the chimney and amplified in the fireplace. The servants were on the roof, trying to catch their good luck for the coming winter.
“And you haven’t said the
words!” The female’s pout was evident in her tone. Donall couldn’t think who she might be.
Recklessly loud. And drinking.
On clear nights this time of year, the Faeview servants went up on the roof to catch sight of the aurora borealis. Everyone knew a glimpse of the northern lights had before All Souls Day brings good luck through the winter.
Donall sighed and put on his robe. He wouldn’t spoil their fun, but he’d better go up and warn them to take care. If the mater and the governor were disturbed, this would not end well.
It was colder in the hallway. He stuffed his hands in his pockets and automatically looked over his shoulder, as if he were still a child expecting a sharp word from Nanny for his bad manners or a
disappointed frown from the mater.
His hand brushed against
Nanny’s last holy cake, a dry lump of flour and water crossed on top with salt—guaranteed to thwart the very devil and his disciples on this most dangerous of nights. So armed, he made way up the back stairs.
The music came through clearly in the stairwell, and the raucous laughter bounced off the walls in the confined space. They were drunk.
Donall once asked his father why he tolerated such behavior among his servants.
“Let them be, so long as they’re quiet,” the governor had grumbled.
“It does no harm and feeds their souls.”
Feeds their souls.  The phrase turned a lock and opened a door in Donall’s mind. He’d thought souls were for feeding on Sundays, but submission to the vicar’s weekly sermons generally left his more depleted than fed. He’d always considered himself a failure in the reverence department.
The romance of servants
creeping up Faeview’s back stairs to glimpse the heavens’ display enchanted him. From that moment their superstition secured a fond corner in his heart, and he felt bound to protect them in it.
He opened the rooftop door to the clear night, the moon a bright flat disk and the stars blazing. Cold air nipped at his ears and filled his lungs, and he again jammed his hands into his pockets for warmth.
The revelers at the north corner didn’t notice him—and they weren’t who he was expecting. Heart in throat, he dove behind a half wall at the parapet, clenching his fists and crushing the poor little holy cake.
Half hoping, half hoping not, he peeked around the wall.
Fairies! 
More than a dozen sat cross-legged in a circle playing flutes and pennywhistles and drums. In the air above them, two females held hands and spun around each other. Their wings glittered in the moonlight, and their bodies shimmered under skin-tight gauzy material that made no mystery of their female features.
“Aubrey, dance with us!” one of the fairy ladies cried.
Donall recognized her voice from the fireplace. Her bright red hair was short and ragged, and she wore a collar-like necklace of red cord and sparkling beads.
“My pleasure, princess.” A lean, bare-chested fairy stood at the edge of the circle. His straw-yellow hair stuck out at all angles. He was delicate and manly all at once and reeked of sexual energy. He spread his arms and flexed his chest muscles. Glittering golden wings sprouted from his back. He wore a similar choker but more ornate, the color of ship’s rope.
He flew up to the redhead and offered a gentlemanly hand to the other female fairy. “Morning Glory?”
Morning Glory’s long white-blond hair fell gently over her shoulders. Her breasts were clearly visible through the filmy material she wore—as was the dark patch between her legs. She had large eyes and thick lips painted garish red.
Anxious desire shot through Donall, through his chest to his loins. She was the most captivating, the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen.
Sod it, man. How could you be
disloyal to Miss Pengrith? 
Morning Glory smiled at
Aubrey. Donall’s guilt evaporated, replaced by raging jealousy.
“Take care.”
Merely two words, but they commanded the attention of all.
Manly, strong, confident, they came from the first voice in the fireplace, the one who’d claimed some sort of victory.
The speaker rose within the circle. He was like a king, tall and muscular, of aristocratic bearing.
His sleek dark hair was pulled off his face like a romantic warrior of the Highlands, secured in a topknot by two silver sticks that glittered when he moved and falling down his back like a river of hair.
“We’ll not disturb Lord
Dumnos,” he said.
He wore a skin-tight leather waistcoat and no shirt. Like the others, he wore a necklace, but his was different. A simple black woven collar at his Adam’s apple. The bright-cut stone at its center caught and reflected moonlight like a diamond.
Donall surveyed the others, some dancing, some sitting and playing instruments. All were beautiful, some exquisite. All wore the collar-like necklaces with bright-cut center stones. Straw-haired Aubrey’s was the most elaborate, extending over his bare chest and loaded with beads of glass or jewels and stone.
That fairy has a healthy self-opinion,  Donall thought.
“You’re not yet our king,
Dandelion,” Aubrey said to the regal, dark-haired fairy. “You haven’t completed the ritual.” He sighed with fake sincerity. “Perhaps it’s as I feared. You don’t have what it takes.”
Dandelion glared at Aubrey and held up a leather pouch for all to see. The others stopped dancing, stopped piping, stopped drumming.
The red-haired princess and blonde Morning Glory hovered, their bright eyes on Dandelion as he emptied a pale golden liquid from the pouch into a magnificent glass cup.
“Say the words.” The princess fairy circled Dandelion and kissed his cheek fondly then flew back up to join Morning Glory. The ladies linked arms, a delightful floating picture silhouetted against the moon.
“Say the words.”
“Say the words.”
The chant dimmed as Dandelion made eye contact with the fairies one by one. When he’d silenced them, he tossed the bag aside and raised the cup.
Moonlight shone on its
embedded jewels of blue, green and red. Morning Glory tossed
something from her hand—fairy dust? A shower of light illuminated Dandelion and his long hair—which wasn’t brown or black at all but a rich dark chestnut. He chanted: “By the fae cup I swear,
And by dandelion wine, 
To claim the fae crown
Ever meant to be mine.” 
He drank. The stillness was like a sacred silence. Aubrey watched intently. As his lips curled with satisfaction, a bad feeling crept over Donall.
Dandelion finished the draught.
With the last swallow the princess cried, “Hurray!” She and Morning Glory flew over Dandelion’s head, throwing out showers of sparkling dust.
The music started up again.
“Come, dance!” The princess and Morning Glory separated, enlarging the circle they made in the air. They spun around and tossed more fairy dust that exploded like tiny fireworks over the players. “Spin three times!”
Donall nearly betrayed his presence with a gasp as Dandelion’s wings sprouted, huge, dark, the color of his hair. They unfolded with masculine vigor to at least twice the length of his body, and he lifted off the roof.
The fairy began a grand sweep over the heads of the others, a victory lap. A few seconds into it, he lurched to the right and bumped against Morning Glory’s wings.
“Ow!”
“Slurry, Gloweye—I mean I’m sorry, Glory.” Dandelion’s strong face paled. He teetered in the air and shot an accusing glance at Aubrey.
The smirking fairy didn’t seem surprised one jot by this turn of events. In fact, his smirk looked like jubilation. Donall leaned out for a better view and lost his balance. He smashed his knee against the wall’s edge and cried out in pain.
The fairies froze in place.
“Someone’s here,” Morning
Glory said. Her gaze darted over the roof, and she quickly found Donall.
An electrical jolt of desire whipped through him as her green eyes sparkled and she looked into his very heart. Somewhere in the back of his consciousness he remembered someone named Lydia, but he couldn’t help himself.
Morning Glory was the most delightful, the most fascinating woman in all existence.
“Fly away!” Morning Glory
said.
“No!” Donall couldn’t bear the thought. She was so beautiful. He had to know her. Touch her. Kiss her.
She smiled right at him then.
Generous. Kind. So full of promise.
Her lips red and luscious. She gave him a sweet, sad smile, and he thought she was coming to him. But she touched her throat and was gone.
Donall ran to the center of the fairy circle. He nearly touched a fairy, but it vanished. He shook his head as they all began to pop and flash away. He wasn’t imagining this. He wasn’t!
“Everyone fly!” Aubrey gave Donall a wicked leer, touched his throat, and disappeared.
Donall spun around at the roof’s edge amid the flutter of wings and unintended musical notes and strange pops and flashes.
Then silence. A few seconds later, a screetch owl’s cry was the only sound in the night. The only shimmer was from stars sparkling in taunting silence. So mundane compared to the glimmering glittering living sparkles that were here only moments ago.
They were here! 
And they were gone. Donall felt as if a cavern had been dug out of his heart and left empty. Something gleamed at his feet. The glass cup.
He picked it up, stunning in the moonlight.
“Ach!” The baleful scream came from behind him just beyond the roof’s edge. Dandelion hovered there at a listing angle, his eyes wide with rage. His wings beat angrily, impotently, against the air.
Donall desperately hugged the beautiful prize to his chest. It was the thing that could keep him sane.
Proof this wasn’t a dream.
Dandelion lurched closer.
Frantically, Donall dug into his robe pocket with his free hand and grasped a handful of holy cake crumbs. He threw the crumbs at the angry drugged fairy.
Simultaneously, an eerie green and blue light streaked through the night sky. Donall let loose a wild whoop. The northern lights! He was in luck.
“It’s a sign!” he cried. “Brother Sun and Sister Moon mean me to have it!” He tossed another handful of holy cake crumbs.
The fairy backed off and
shrieked again, an animal cry of despair. He spun three times at blinding speed and stopped. His eyes blazing, he pointed an accusing finger. Ferocious, crazed. He oozed both mystical and physical power.
Donall took a step back, but that was all. He wanted to run, but his legs wouldn’t oblige. He said a silent prayer of gratitude for Nanny’s holy cakes.
The would-be fairy king locked gazes with Donall and chanted: “If this cup does shatter or
crack, 
Bausiney’s line will meet its
lack.” 
With a pop and flash, the fairy was gone.






 
The Yew on the Ring
1972. Tintagos Village

THE ENGINE WAS running, and Beverly was last to the car. She tossed her handbag onto the back seat next to her little sister Marion and jumped in. Her dad put the ancient Rambler in gear and backed away from the tiny two-story cottage.
The wisteria over the front porch was a jumble of bare woody sticks.
Knowing she’d miss its sprouting new green growth in a few months gave Beverly a twinge of nostalgia, but she was more than ready to get back to London. Tintagos Village was great—if you were over forty or under ten. Castle ruins and legends of ghosts and wyrding women hadn’t been interesting since she was Marion’s age.
She’d miss Mum’s flowers. Even in winter her roses thrived. She said they loved the Dumnos mist. The garden was a riot of red and white climbers and pink and yellow hybrid teas. On January 15th Mum would take out her shears and prune without mercy, crying all the while and mumbling that it had to be done for a healthy bloom in the new season.
Beverly wouldn’t be there. She hadn’t yet told her parents, but she wouldn’t be coming home again.
“We’re off to the circus!”
Marion said in her nine-year-old, sing-song voice.
“For the millionth time,
Piccadilly Circus isn’t a real circus,” Beverly said. Everybody laughed. She eyed her little sister’s unfastened seatbelt. “Buckle up, kid.” They were all in a cheerful mood, looking forward to this trip to take Beverly back to UCL for the second term.
At twenty-one, Beverly was old for a first-year university student.
She’d had to work a few years to save money for school. It seemed she’d waited forever for her life to begin, but it had been worth it.
Her first term was a blast. The theater and music scene in London was beyond fantastic. She’d seen The Who in concert at the Rainbow in November, and she couldn’t wait to get back to the city for more music and plays and fun.
And her coursework, of course.
She smiled at the back of Dad’s head. He sat so straight and proper, but in the rearview mirror she’d caught the twinkle in his eye. It would have been easier to take the train from Tintagos Halt to Paddington Station and then the tube to Bloomsbury, but this was better.
The family would stop in London a few days to see some sights.
Piccadilly Circus and the Tower of London were at the top of Marion’s list. She was determined to make a Beefeater crack a smile.
Beverly’s heart squeezed in her her chest. She loved her family. She just didn’t want to live with them anymore.
Her dad turned left onto the road that circled Tintagos Village. If they stayed on the Ring they’d drive by Igdrasil, the ancient oak at the cliffs of the Severn Sea. The world tree was said to be a conduit between the chthonic gods who ruled the underworld and the high gods, Brother Sun and Sister Moon.
Beverly wasn’t religious, but there was something undeniably
mysterious about Igdrasil.
When she was Marion’s age, she climbed the tree and crawled out on a thick branch that extended past the cliff wall out over the rocks and waves. It was thrilling and terrifying. She lost her grip and fell, but a gust of wind blew her back against Igdrasil’s trunk where she grabbed onto a secure hold and scrambled down to the ground.
She never told anybody what happened, but in her heart she knew she’d been saved by something beyond human reason, something even more mysterious than the golden man, her guardian angel.
Perhaps it was Aeolios, the wind god. Or the spirit of the tree—or the high gods themselves.
After that, being near Igdrasil made her feel as if she belonged in the world and a power greater than her took notice and cared for her welfare. She liked to go out to the cliffs and lean against Igdrasil’s trunk and watch the clouds change shapes above the bay. That she would miss.
“Say Marion,” Dad said.
“What’s Beverly’s fruitiest class?”
Beverly and Marion rolled their eyes and groaned. He was about to tell one of his silly jokes.
“What is it, dear?” their mum said indulgently.
“History, of course.” Dad
chuckled wickedly. “Because it’s full of dates!”
“Groan!” Beverly said.
“Yeah,” Marion chimed in.
“Groan, Dad!”
Dad must have told a million stupid jokes like that over the years, but Mum smiled at him adoringly.
After all this time they were still in love. At their age.
“Hello!” Marion waved through her window to a middle-aged man walking through tall grass near the Ring road. The Earl of Dumnos.
They were passing through Faeview, the earl’s estate.
“Blimey!” Beverly’s dad yelled in surprise at something ahead on the road.
He slammed on the brakes. The tires screeched, and Beverly flew forward and struck her forehead on the driver’s headrest. Marion screamed, “Stop! Stop!” The Rambler careened across the carriageway and off the Ring altogether. The car dipped into a rut and jolted upward toward the trees.
They passed the earl, his face pale with shock. Then bam! 
Beverly’s temple throbbed with pain, pulsating harsher each time her sister screamed. She couldn’t move.
Couldn’t tell if Marion was hurt or just scared. Then the cries stopped, and that was worse.
The car door opened, and a man with golden hair and bronze skin leaned over her with a quizzical expression. Her guardian angel.
She’d never seen him so close. His eyes sparkled green. He was so beautiful.
“You were right.” His voice made her think of wildflowers and morning dew.
What did he mean? Right about what?
“Marion,” she said—or hoped she said. She glanced toward her sister’s motionless body.
The golden man nodded and
reached across the seat, floating over Beverly. Marion’s seatbelt unlatched like magic, and he extracted her from the car. She moaned. She’s alive!  The golden man murmured something reassuring.
A tear of relief rolled out the corner of Beverly’s eye.
The golden man returned and lifted Beverly as if she weighed nothing. He was real. All through her childhood, she’d occasionally caught him watching her. It should have felt creepy, and she should have told her mother. But it never did, and she never did.
She always felt as though she were an actress in a film he was watching.
Once she’d tried to speak to him, and he disappeared. She never saw him after that, and over the years she convinced herself he’d been a creature of her imagination. And now this. He must be her guardian angel.
As he laid her on the damp grass, he avoided her gaze. His coldness made her sad. Wouldn’t a guardian angel at least smile? He passed his hand over her face, and her headache vanished.
“The girls are unharmed,” the golden man said to the earl. His voice was as beautiful as his face.
More tears slid out of Beverly’s eyes and down her cheeks. So beautiful.
The earl answered. “But poor Mr. Bratton and his wife.” His voice shook, barely above a whisper, and Beverly understood his meaning.
Her parents were gone.




Open to Persuasion
Four years later. Tintagos Village. 
IN THE KITCHEN AT the Tragic Fall Inn, Beverly wrapped an order of fish and chips to take away. She grabbed her handbag from behind the front desk and stopped by the pub to tell Ian she was leaving.
Van Morrison’s Into the Mystic faded out and Joan Armatrading’s new hit, Love and Affection,  came on the sound system.
Beverly sang along about being open to persuasion. So very open.
Sadly, in her twenty-five years no man had been all that persuasive.
“Promises, promises.” The
bartender gave her his usual wistful smile. Ian was one of the few single men in Tintagos Village under thirty-five, and he was a great guy, but he set off no spark in her. No magic.
“You’re too young for me, Ian.”
“And I thought you were a
liberated woman,” he said. “Four years is nothing.”
“Not that liberated.” Beverly agreed with women’s lib, but she couldn’t shake the drilled-in principle that the man should be older than the woman. “You’re a mere babe.”
Ian lowered his voice
suggestively. “I’m wiser than my years, love.”
She laughed and kissed him lightly on the cheek. “I’ll see you at eight.” Ian was never going to be her lover, but he was a great pal. “Or earlier. They’re collecting Marion at five.”
Her sister was spending the holiday weekend with a school chum. Beverly didn’t usually work Friday evenings, but the Inn would be packed tonight, the beginning of Mischief Night weekend, and she had nothing better to do. Now that was pitiful.
Ian poured out four pints for the tourists in the center of the pub. The only other customers were two regulars, Clyde and Jasper at their usual spot by the window. Every day they drank tea and played checkers and watched the people go by in the village square. After “beer o’clock,”
as Jasper put it, they moved to bar stools and drank pints.
“Tell your sister I said to have fun.” Ian set the pints on a tray. “But not to make too much mischief.”
“Ha-ha, very clever.” Beverly dropped a bottle of beer into her handbag with the fish and chips.
“I’ll amend that to: No more than a fourteen-year-old girl should.”
Halloween was called Mischief Night in Dumnos where it was a big deal. Monday was a school holiday, and Marion would be gone the entire three days. They hadn’t been apart that long since their parents died.
“You okay here, Ian?”
“Sure. It’s just the one table and Clyde and Jasper with their game.”
“Clyde must be keen for
Sunday,” Beverly said.
Clyde told the best Mischief Night story in the village. The Tragic Fall pub would be packed with locals and tourists, all primed to hear about that terrible night years ago when he walked home alone from this very pub.
I was young then and full of
beans, Clyde would say. Cutting
through the woods shaves twenty
minutes off the journey home, so I
left the Ring road.
At this point, those who knew the story—or knew about the fae— would laugh at Clyde’s folly, the irony of wanting to save twenty minutes.
The vicar’s first bell rang
through the black night, and I knew
midnight had caught me. A chill
raced up my spine, and terror
gripped my heart. 
The chill racing and the terror gripping Clyde’s heart entered his story last year. It was a big hit, and Beverly expected he’d keep that detail.
But then my fear faded away as
strange and beautiful music floated
out from somewhere deep in the
trees. Tears of joy streamed down
my face, and I followed the
enchanting song deep into the
woods and deeper still. 
Dawn was breaking when I
reached my cottage. I know not
where the time went. My soul was
filled with happiness a man like me
has no expectation of in this life. 
But my wife was not at my door to
greet me. Strangers were living in
my house, and quite comfortably. I
could see their furniture past the
threshold. 
I’d been gone but a few hours,
but they said it was seven years. 
Poor Clyde. While he was
missing his wife sold their cottage and moved to Manchester to live with her sister. It must not have been true love. She didn’t want him back.
Clyde’s old friend Jasper helped get him rehired at the sweater factory, and he settled into a routine of checkers and storytelling.
Beverly had decided to believe Clyde’s story. One had to believe something. Why not the romantic version? Strange things happened all the time in Dumnos. As she well knew.
“Did you see?” Ian nodded
toward the cash register. “There’s a letter for you. His lordship’s driver left it while you were in the kitchen.”
A square linen envelope leaned against the register. Lord Dumnos’s stationery, pale blue bordered with embossed gold stars and a silver crescent moon in the upper corner. It was addressed simply Miss Beverly
Bratton. 
“Looks like an invitation,” Ian said, failing to sound nonchalant.
“Very well, Mr. Curious.”
Beverly broke the seal and scanned the note. “Goodness. You’re right.”
She read aloud:
My Dear Miss Bratton, 
Would you do me the honor of
paying a call this evening at
Bausiney’s End? There is an
important matter I wish to
discuss with you about your
future. 
I’ve arranged coverage for
your duties tonight at the
Tragic Fall. Unless I receive
your regrets, my driver will
arrive at your home at seven
o’clock. 
Yours &tc. 
Dumnos
“Blimey, aren’t you his
lordship’s pet,” Ian said. “I wonder what he means about your future.”
“Lord Dumnos has been kind to us,” Beverly said, but she had no idea what the letter could mean. “I think the accident traumatized him.”
She’d left school after the crash.
It was impossible to think of shipping Marion off to relatives in Scotland they’d never met. The earl intervened on their behalf to ensure Beverly was named Marion’s guardian, and he’d arranged for this job at the Inn.
By all reports Lord Dumnos was the only witness on the scene. Dad had run the car off the Ring and driven head-on into a yew tree. He and Mum were killed on impact.
According to the accident report, his lordship pulled Beverly and Marion from the wreckage.
According to the therapist, the Beverly’s golden man was a hallucination, a childhood imaginary friend brought back by the shock.
But why did he seem so real, even in her memory now four years later?
“He’s a man,” Ian said.
“The golden man?” Beverly
looked up from the note, confused.
“What? I wouldn’t go that far.
His lordship takes an interest in you girls to compensate for not saving your parents.”
“So now you’re a psychiatrist,”
Beverly said.
“It’s all part of the service.” Ian picked up the tray. “I’d better get these over there.”
At the table of tourists, a girl held up her empty glass for Ian’s benefit.
“That one fancies herself an expert on all things Tintagos,” he said. “She’s been going on about Igdrasil and the ghosts like she was a don. Except she’s got every bit wrong.”
“Oh, bugger. I know that girl,”
Beverly said. “She was in my dorm at university. What’s she doing here?”
“Bevs!”
Bugger, bugger. 
“Beverly! Ooh-hoo! Over here, love. It’s me, Felicia!”
Beverly relieved Ian of the tray.
“Might as well let me.”
As she set a pint down on the table, one of the customers brushed his fingers over her wrist. “Thanks, Bevs. Long time, no see.”
Triple bugger. George Sarumen.
He was an Oxford man, a friend of Felicia’s. When she and Beverly were in the dorm together at UCL, Felicia was always going on that he looked like George Harrison. Now he’d grown a mustache and wore his hair long like the former Beatle. He looked silly.
“Beverly Bratton.” Felicia rested her hand possessively on George’s forearm. “I never thought I’d find you working as a barmaid in the middle of nowhere—oh.” She wrinkled her nose at the handbag hanging from Beverly’s shoulder.
“Hello, Felicia.” Beverly felt her face redden, acutely aware of the smell of fish emanating from the bag and the bottle poking out of the top.
She wasn’t a barmaid. She was the concierge. She was being groomed to manage the entire Tragic Fall Inn, but she wasn’t about to explain herself. She finished handing out the round. “Hello, George.”
His eyes were as blue as she remembered, but were they always so cold? Not when they saw each other last. He’d chased her—to Felicia’s displeasure—the entire first term. His clever words and endearing attentions wore Beverly down, and she was in his bed by Christmas.
It all came back in a rush. His lips hard on hers, his tongue pushing greedily into her mouth. The way he groped and pinched and sucked.
Sucked everything out of her and gave nothing back. A gorgeous man and an ugly bonk.
He promised to call, but he never did. When she didn’t return to school after the accident, her London friends sent flowers and condolence cards, but there was nothing from George. Weeks passed, months. She found she didn’t mind. She felt well away from him.
“You’re local then.” The other girl at the table shared a mean grin with Felicia. “Tell me. Is it true the fairies can’t get you if you stand in a circle of salt?”
Felicia said, “Mona’s making a study of Dumnos folklore.”
“Dumnos is a land of mist and
rain,” George sneered, quoting the flyer on the wall. “That much is obvious.”
“How about if you eat an apple and light a candle on Halloween then look in a mirror,” Mona said. “You see your true love over your left shoulder, right?”
“I’m sure that’s right.” Beverly groaned inside. “Mischief Night is Sunday. You should try it.”
“Don’t forget the oak tree at the cliffs,” Felicia said. “They say when the wind blows you can hear a woman crying inside the trunk.”
“It’s the sea breezes in the branches,” George said with a sneer.
“But tourists love the story, I’m sure.”
“Actually, it’s the wind god Aeolios blowing,” Beverly said. “A woman’s spirit is captured inside Igdrasil, and he wants to set her free.”
“Igdrasil?” Mona said.
“The name of the tree,” Beverly said. “The woman’s spirit inside cries when the wind blows.”
“I hadn’t heard that one.” The guy who wasn’t George nodded kindly. “It’s lovely, and sad.”
“If the spirit of the tree likes you, she’ll grant your wish,” Beverly said. “But there’s a risk. Aeolios is in love with the spirit, jealous of anyone who speaks to her.” She looked directly at George. “He might blow you over the cliff.”
“What about the bleeding
ballerinas?” Mona said. “I’ve heard fairies will enthrall people with music and force them to dance until stumps are left where their feet used to be.”
“I’m sure I don’t know,” Beverly said. “I really must go. I’m having dinner with Lord Dumnos tonight, and I have so much to do.”
George’s eyes widened in
surprise, and Beverly grinned listening to their conversation as she walked away.
“The earl?” Mona hissed. “I thought you said she was nobody.”
“Silly girl,” George said. “It’s a fantasy. As real as your bloody dancer story.”

Into the Mystic
ON FINE DAYS, BEVERLY walked to work. This wasn’t one of them. Her four-year-old white Volkswagen Beetle was in the Tragic Fall’s car park beside a red Aston Martin Lagonda convertible with its top down. The posh car had to belong to George.
Beverly eyed the clouds.
Wouldn’t it just be fine if rain drenched those soft leather seats?
She tossed her handbag inside the VW as thunder rumbled in the distance.
The cottage was less than half a mile from the Tragic Fall. With only her and Marion there now, it no longer felt too small. Two bedrooms were plenty, and the garden was almost too much to take care of.
She passed the house and turned west onto the Ring. She’d eat at the cliffs and be back before her sister was home from school. Seeing George Sarumen had set her off. She wanted to see Igdrasil, touch the trunk and listen to the sound of the wind in its branches and for the spirit crying inside.
To feel the eternal something she often sensed near the tree.
The Ring circled Tintagos, barely wide enough for two. Out of habit she pulled over to make way for a line of vehicles heading to the village, five cars backed up by a slow-moving old panel truck.
Mischief Night falling on a weekend was always great for business.
There’d be no vacancies left when she got back to the Tragic Fall.
This is it.  The parade passed her by. My life. Endlessly watching
everyone else live theirs.  Her problem was she didn’t know what she wanted from life. True love would be nice, but it was highly unlikely she’d find it in Dumnos. She put the Beetle back in gear.
Something moved in the trees across the carriageway, a deer with two fawns running through the wild grass. They disappeared behind a yew tree, and Beverly caught her breath. The tree had a scarred gash in its trunk.
This was the place. That was the tree.
“Sun and moon, bless them and keep them,” she whispered. She wasn’t religious, she told herself.
She was spiritual.
Back on the Ring she drove to the cliffs and the small car park Lord Dumnos had put in for tourists, rarely used. Most skipped the old tree in favor of the more glamorous ruins of Tintagos Castle a jog further along the Ring.
Surprisingly, it hadn’t bothered her to leave university and come home. In the last few years a sense of the rhythms of nature had crept into her awareness, and being near Igdrasil was a comfort. She didn’t care if the legends weren’t true; she pretended to believe them. Maybe, as her psychology professor would say, it was in compensation for tragedy. But comfort was comfort, and she took it where it was on offer.
The tide was in, and the waves crashed loudly below. She looked up into Igdrasil’s branches. Great gods, what was she thinking when she climbed out over the rocks? Had she ever been that brave? She spread her jacket on the ground in the dip between Igdrasil’s two largest roots.
A bank of dark clouds was blowing in from the Severn Sea, and cool breeze promising rain played through her hair.
I have to remind Marion to take
an umbrella.
She leaned against Igdrasil and opened her lunch. Her mind wandered, and she pictured Aeolios emerging from the dark clouds, trying to blow the spirit out of the tree. The wind played through the branches overhead as if the petulant god was shaking them, crying for his love.
Bleah.  The chips were barely warm, and the fish was soggy. After a second bite, she rewrapped the food and opened the beer, tossing the cap and the opener into her bag.
Those clouds were moving in faster than she’d realized. She might as well go home and pop the fish into the oven and have it warm. And make sure Marion packed that umbrella.
How pathetic. It was her first free weekend in ages, and she’d volunteered to work. Free.  Horrible way to put it. If she felt bound to her sister, it was only by love. At least she’d have tonight to herself, rescued by Lord Dumnos. When she got home from Bausiney’s End, she’d crack open the new novel she was reading, A Woman on the Edge
of Time.
Or maybe she’d just listen to the storm and dream of true love.
“Igdrasil.” She ran her hands over the smooth root. “Is true love possible in an age of free love?”
The pill had set them all free.
She wouldn’t want to live like her mother’s generation, without it.
Scary. But so far the connections she’d made with men had only left her lonely. George Sarumen being a prime example. There was
something to be said for a time when a guy didn’t expect a girl to leap into his bed after drinks and dinner then disappear forever when she did.
“Oh, bollocks!” The red
Lagonda pulled off the Ring and into the car park beside her Beetle.
While George and not-George put up the top, Felicia and Mona started toward Igdrasil. Beverly got to her feet.
“Bevs!” Felicia called.
Oh, groan.  She should have known they’d come out here. She again looked up at the branches bending with the winds. If only she were younger and braver, she’d climb up there right now and hide.
“Igdrasil. I wish I were
somewhere else,” she said. A tingle of superstitious fear flashed up her spine. Not that she believed in magic, but just in case, she made the wish more specific. “With my one true love, where or when he may be.”
A hint of nausea washed over her, and she closed her eyes and swayed. She shouldn’t have eaten the fish after it went cold. She reached out to Igdrasil for balance, but the tree was as insubstantial as a ghost. She fell through the trunk and stumbled over the cliff.
She screamed as the rocks and waves flew up toward her, but then she felt caught and held by…
something. She was surrounded by something like a force field in a science fiction movie. Carried. Was this what dying was like?
Strange vibrations pummeled her, irritating but not painful. There were sounds like a record played backwards, muffled and warped. A massive headache seared through her brain.
The vibrations stopped, and the force field dropped her face down on dry wild grass.
“Unh!” The sound of her breath anchored her, and she grabbed onto the world with her senses. The sweet air she breathed bore no hint of the sea. A sparrow sang nearby, answered by another. Wobbly, she got to her knees, then to her feet, her head still pounding.
She was beside a stand of
leafless wild lilac covered with woody buds. Nothing felt familiar.
She leaned against an ash tree and picked straw-like grass out of her miniskirt and her ruined pantyhose.
This was a nature preserve-ish area, and the stand of lilac bordered a walking path. Wherever she was, it was a lovely day, the sky cloudless and warm. If only her head wasn’t killing her.
A man’s voice sounded too far distant to make out the words but the tone was pleasant. Sane. Happy. Not likely an axe murderer. Even better, he was answered by a woman’s easy flirtatious laugh.
The path toward the voices led to a marvelous expansive park. Four people dressed in Victorian costume were having a picnic beside a small lake. One of the guys wore a straw hat with a blue band and a blue and mustard scarf draped loosely over his shoulders. His short black hair was cut to the nape of his neck, and he had a thin dark mustache. He was familiar, but Beverly couldn’t place him.
The other guy’s head was bare, his loose brown hair parted in the center. Of the two men, he appeared less uptight, but his outfit was rather formal for a picnic. A black top hat lay on the ground beside him.
The girls’ hair, piled on their heads, cascaded down their backs in complicated designs. Peacock feathers were worked into the blonde’s tresses. The thought of all that hair piled on her head made Beverly’s headache worse. Peacock girl drew a bottle of wine from a wicker basket and handed it to straw hat guy.
They must be actors rehearsing a scene. Beverly kept herself hidden in the foliage.
“Fae magic and wyrding magic are not the same,” the blonde said.
She was pretty, with large round eyes and pink cheeks. There was something odd about her. “Wyrders do magic. Fairies are magic.”
“How droll.” The straw hatter poured wine into the brunette girl’s glass. She was drug-addict thin, but she had a healthy complexion. Her dark hair was a mass of braids.
“Ignore Sarumen,” the sitting top hat guy said to peacock girl. “You’re a veritable Encyclopedia Britannica of fairies, Miss Pengrith. Do go on.”
Sarumen!  Beverly examined the standing straw hat guy more closely.
That was it. He looked like George.
He had the same self-satisfaction, at all events. An actor! A cousin who couldn’t pass muster at law school.
“Thank you, Lord Tintagos,”
Miss Pengrith said to the top hat guy.
“Fairies cast spells in a thoughtless and natural way. They want something to happen, and it happens.
Ask a fairy but how did you do it? 
Even if she wanted to tell you, she couldn’t.”
Lord Tintagos. One of Lord Dumnos’s titles. The earl’s son would be called Lord Tintagos, if he had one, but he’d never married.
They must be making a historical film. Beverly looked around for any cameras and crew.
The Lord Tintagos actor said, “Please, Miss Pengrith. I do wish you’d call me Donall.”
“Bausiney is right, Lydia,”
Sarumen said. “The usual formalities are entirely out of place here in this alfresco  idyll.” He pointed his glass at each in turn. “Lydia. Gwen.
Donall. And your humble servant, Charles.” He bowed.
“But what about the wyrders?”
Gwen, the thin girl, said. “How could the fae wipe them out? Can’t anyone learn to be a wyrder?”
Beverly noticed something odd about the girls. For all their elaborate costumes, they wore no makeup.
“The fae didn’t end the wyrding folk,” Lydia said. “The monks did.
The church went after the wyrders when they refused to give up their pagan practices.”
“The competition.” Charles nodded. “Priests with their bread and wine versus the wyrding women with their hawthorn and glamour dust.”
“You must know, Lydia,” Donall said. “What’s the difference between fairy dust and glamour dust?
The Donall actor was pouring it on a bit thick. Were men ever that slavish, even in Victorian times?
“Glamour dust is made from the ash of a yew tree,” she said. “It takes a powerful wyrder to spell the dust and turn it into something magical.
Fairy dust isn’t made by a spell. It’s magical in its own right. Fairies carry it in their small pouches.”
“Small pouches?” Charles said.
“Do they have large pouches too?”
“Fairies wear two pouches on their belts for carrying things. The small pouch is for everyday things like jewels and fairy dust. Hidey pouches are for big things, heavy things. A fairy could tuck a longbow and quiver into his hidey pouch along with the portrait of the first Lord Dumnos. It would be as if they’d turned to air until he pulled them out again.”
“I could have used a hidey pouch for the picnic basket,” Donall said.
“But the fairy dust,” Gwen said.
“Where does it come from?”
“The fae burn branches of the moonstick tree until they turn to ash, and that’s your fairy dust. Fairies use it for all sorts of spells.”
“Moonstick tree?”
“A magical tree that grows in the faewood. Only the goblins know how to find it.”
“Goblins now!” Charles said.
“Do go on, Lydia,” said Donall.
“I think it’s a marvelous story.”
He was a very good actor or he was truly in love with the actress playing Lydia Pengrith. It wasn’t so clear how she felt about him.
“The goblins are master
craftsmen,” Lydia said. “They prefer to work with metals—gold, silver, bronze, copper—but they will build with wood of high quality. They use moonstick wood for decoration. The trees capture light from the moon and stars, and the wood reflects that light for a thousand years before it fades.
The queen of the fairies wears a crown made of moonstick. Her throne is embedded with moonstick and dazzles all who gaze upon it.”
“How do you know all this?”
Gwen asked.
“Gwen, don’t you know?”
Charles said. “Lydia is a secret wyrding woman.”
Gwen and the men laughed.
“I wish it were true.” Gwen sighed. “I wish fairies were real.”
“They are!” Lydia and Donall said at the same time.
“You sound quite convinced, my lord.” Lydia smiled indulgently at Donall. “So you believe in fairies?
Were you enchanted on Mischief Night?”
“I don’t believe, Lydia. I know.”
Donall stared into his glass, quiet for a few moments, as if debating whether to go on. “I’ve seen them.”
Charles and Gwen laughed at the joke, but not Lydia. She eagerly reached for Donall’s hand, then caught herself and pulled back. She was a good actress too. She had the Victorian manner just right. The propriety. The taboo against touching a member of the opposite sex.
“Everyone says they’ve seen fairies.” Charles groaned. “But no one can ever prove it.”
“I can,” Donall said. “Last week on Mischief Night I encountered a party of fairies dancing on the roof at Faeview.”
“How romantic,” Gwen said.
“And your proof?”
“One left something behind,”
Donall said. “It would amaze you. A cup made of hand-blown glass, embedded with jewels. I have it still.”
That’s it!  Beverly thought. She was right—these were actors, but not for a film. They must be rehearsing a play for the hundred year anniversary of the cup. With so much dialogue about fairies, she should have guessed it straight away.
She knew about the cup, though she’d never seen it. It was so famous it had a name, Bausiney’s
Abundance. In a hundred years, it had never left Bausiney’s End.
The ancient cup’s true
provenance was a mystery, but by the official story it was left on Faeview’s rooftop by drunken fairies one Mischief Night. It had been named Bausiney’s Abundance well before Faeview was nicknamed Bausiney’s End.
“Clever man.” Lydia touched Lord Tintagos’s hand. “I’d love to see it…Donall.”
There was a glint of movement behind the actors, and Beverly almost gasped aloud. A man hidden in the vegetation was watching them.
Perhaps the director, but Beverly thought not. He was focused on Donall, and his eyes burned with hatred.
“When we go to Faeview I’ll show you,” Donall said. “I have it locked in a glass case with a steel frame of non-Dumnos iron and salt lining the border.”
“Impressive method,” Lydia said.
“Prescribed by my little sisters’
nanny,” Donall said. “I wanted to add a perimeter of holy cake crumbs, but she said that would be overkill.
And would draw mice.”
The more the picnickers went on about fairies and wyrders, the less their chit-chat sounded like dialogue from a script. If the man in the brush was the director, he should call cut.
But he wasn’t paying attention to the actors any longer. He was staring at Beverly.
Blimey!  He was gorgeous. Dark chestnut hair covered his shoulders, and his muscular arms were bare.
Beautiful. But intense and a little terrifying. She had to get out of here.
Now.
She backed away from the tree and turned—and ran into the director’s broad chest. “Oh!”
escaped her mouth just as he clapped his hand over it. This was all too fantastical. She had to be dreaming —or she’d fallen into Wonderland.
“What are you doing here?” he demanded in a quiet hiss. He had dazzling—glittering—green eyes.
Excitement ripped through her gut.
She’d seen eyes like that before.
“Are you spying on me?” His voice’s low rumble calmed her despite the intensity and obvious fury on his face. He was vibrant and masculine. His skin was perfect. He looked young, but he felt eternal.
An angel.  The word flitted through Beverly’s mind. He was like her guardian angel from the wreck, only this one was undeniably sexually hot. Great gods. Her heart pounded, and she had to fight to breathe. She was dead. She’d fallen from the cliff and hit the rocks. Did hearts pound and lungs breathe in death?
“Did Idris send you?” The dark angel pulled her close.
What kind of heaven—or hell— was this? She scrunched her eyebrows. He couldn’t expect her to answer with his hand on her mouth.
“Did you hear that?” Lydia Pengrith’s earthly, human voice broke in from the clearing.
“Someone’s there in the trees.”
Beverly strained against the angel’s grip and grunted, making what noise she could. The actors would save her!
In the air over the angel’s shoulders, glittering ginger-brown curtains appeared and spread out.
They enveloped Beverly and the angel.
No. Not curtains. Wings? The same sick feeling crept over her as when she’d fallen through Igdrasil.
The angel removed his hand from her mouth and held her to his chest.
“I have you,” he said.
Not a whisper or a threat. A promise. A vow. A pledge that in his arms she was utterly safe. She’d cry with relief if she weren’t dead.
And then she was somewhere else. Again.
They were indoors. In a room.
Or in a cave? A mud hut—there were windows. The floor was dirt ground, albeit swept clean and with throw rugs covering most of it. A cheerful fire crackled in the fireplace. A wooden rocking chair by the fire glimmered with more radiance than the firelight could produce.
What had Lydia said? Their
thrones are embedded with
moonstick and dazzle all who gaze
upon them. 
“You can return to Idris at once,”
her captor said. “Tell him I’m no threat. I’ve turned solitary.” He ran a finger over her cheek and looked into her eyes. He raised one eyebrow and squinted. “Hmm.” He blew a puff of air in her face.
She started to feel insulted but then realized her headache was gone.
“Who are you?” What was he? 
She could fall into his gaze and never come out again. All of a sudden, free love didn’t seem such a bad idea. She wanted to do all sorts of things to this guy, angel or not, and she wanted him to do all sorts of things to her.
“Wait a minute,” he said. He stepped away and examined her from head to toe then squatted down and grabbed her knees.
“Hey, what are you doing?”
“Has Cissa seen this?” He
picked at her pantyhose, pulled the nylon away from her thigh and let it snap back against the skin. “This isn’t glimmermist.”
He sniffed at her legs—or the stockings; she wasn’t sure which.
Her body responded with instant heat. This was quickly becoming a very sexy death—or dream, but it felt so real.
She twisted out of his grip. “I don’t know any Cissa.”
He let her go and stood up. He towered over her by at least a foot, and he was truly gorgeous.
Beautiful. The word kept popping into her mind. His manners, on the other hand, were appalling.
He touched the hollow in her throat. Her skin tingled under the pressure, and warmth spread through her body. He said, “Where is your tether?”
“What are you talking about?”
Without thinking, she touched his bare arm. She wanted to kiss him.
She couldn’t be dead. A dream then, but so real. Surreal. He’d eaten some funny brownies. Or she had.
She took in the room’s rounded walls, the rugs on the dirt floor, the perfect fire and the two round windows. Both had window boxes on the inside jammed with flowers in full bloom. Primroses,
snowdrops, Dutch iris. All out of season. The door was made of wood, also rounded. Something smelled wonderful, like spiced cookies baking. His biceps was rock hard with muscle.
Not a dream.
“Wait.” He lifted her chin and examined her face then brushed her hair back over one ear. He tilted his head like a bemused puppy and said, “You’re human.”




Troop Night
October 1876. In the Faewood
PRINCE DANDELION EXTENDED HIS wings and lifted above the fae assembled in the throne room. Since before the reign of the human King Utros, on one night of the year the Dumnos fae gathered from all parts for a great collective troop into the human realm.
The troop wasn’t limited to fairies proper. Sprites came, and wisps, and brownies. A smattering of leprechauns was bound to join in.
Before the regency of Idris when Queen Sifae sat on the moonstick throne, leprechauns were all for troop night.
Never Goblins, but when did goblins ever play? Work was a goblin’s only pleasure.
Dandelion inhaled the cold night air deep into his lungs and stretched his arms and legs. He was aware of the admiring glances he drew from all quarters. His sister Cissa laughed and clapped her hands, and they shared a knowing look. As fae royalty, they both drew attention from courtiers and would-be lovers, and troop night was always pretty wild.
As royalty, one day they’d make political marriages to bolster alliances and ensure peace among the fairy courts, but that day was far away. Besides, marriage never got in the way of a fairy’s fun.
Aubrey lifted a glass and saluted Dandelion with a smirk. Not unusual. Poor Aubrey, a fairy who’d fallen in love. And with a human, no less! Tragic. It had made him sad.
Under Idris’s influence he’d turned bitter and dried up inside.
Goldenrod blew a kiss, and Dandelion rolled his eyes and shook his head. He mouthed the words, not
tonight. He occasionally took a male lover for the variety, but he wasn’t interested in sex these days—with anyone. He wasn’t much interested in anything.
He beat his wings, two slow powerful strokes that shot him well above the trees. Legend had it that a fairy’s wings expressed his inner being. Maybe. Dandelion’s were like dark velvet burnout on gauze mesh, strong and large, half again his body length and width. The same chestnut as his long hair, both so dark they sometimes appeared black.
He liked the way he looked. He made a dramatic appearance, and until recently he hadn’t minded. It made it easier to play with humans who were as susceptible to beauty as the fae.
But he was tired of all that. Tired of games and intrigues, of playing with humans like they were pets.
Tired of fae politics. Lately he felt trapped. He fingered the cords of the tether around his neck, avoiding the cut stone just below his Adam’s apple.
His body cried out for
movement. He wanted to run. To dance. To get away from Dumnos and skip troop night altogether.
Maybe fly up to the borealis and sky-surf in the northern lights.
Become a solitary.
But he couldn’t leave the court.
He wouldn’t abandon Cissa.
He floated down to the throne room floor and retracted his wings as his feet touched earth. The select few invited to promenade with Idris were already there. Why were they waiting? The trooping fae must be gathered at the circle by now, dancing and singing and ready to go.
Idris insisted on all this pomp and ceremony to make everyone forget he had no right to sit on the moonstick throne. Forget he had no right to be called king or to lead the fae on troop night.
As Queen Sifae’s firstborn, Dandelion was the rightful monarch.
But things weren’t that simple. When he and Cissa were children, Sifae had been killed by wyrders—on a troop night, no less. Their father, the queen’s consort, died trying to save her, and Dandelion and Cissa were left orphans. Idris was made regent, the fae bound to obey him until the prince came of age.
When the time came, no one could find the fairy cup, the enchanted glass tankard required for coronation. Without it, there could be no ritual to bind the fae to their new king. Idris offered a generous reward for the cup’s return: any favor in his power to grant. The reward stood on offer to this day.
The fairy cup remained missing.
After a thousand human years— even in fae, more than an eyeblink— Idris was fixed in his position. He wore the moonstick crown and let fairies call him my liege. 
Dandelion should have objected, but he found he didn’t care. He wouldn’t mind if the fairy cup was never recovered. Almost.
If only the darkness in Idris hadn’t infected the whole of the court. Dandelion had given in to it more times than he wanted to admit.
He felt it now with so many gathered together: the Dumnos fae were on the verge of a communal shift from light to dark.
At least Cissa was enjoying herself tonight. His sister, Princess Narcissus, looked spectacular beside the moonstick throne, like a perpetual firework. She’d chopped off her apple-red hair again so it stuck out in wild spikes. Her eyes sparkled green with mischief, and as she talked she waved her arms wildly through the slits in her cloak.
The garment’s pastel colors shimmered when she moved.
When Cissa laughed,
conversations paused and heads turned her way. Fairy, sprite, pixie, or leprechaun—it didn’t matter.
Cissa’s wicked delight bedazzled them all. Even Idris responded to her. A layer of hardness lifted from his face. The light in his eyes burned a little less cruel.
“Let’s go now!” Cissa rolled her eyes and stamped her foot with a playful pout. “Max is probably still cleaning the dirt from his toenails.”
“Max?” Dandelion raised a
questioning eyebrow to Aubrey, the closest Idris had to a confidant. “A goblin in the promenade?”
Goblins were necessary, of course. They made all the good stuff.
But they were so ugly. Idris had banned them from court for that reason. Harsh, but not completely unreasonable, and the goblins didn’t care. They weren’t interested in politics.
Aubrey shrugged his shoulders.
Cissa extended her wings and flitted about the room. She settled just above the ground in front of Idris, careful to keep her cloak drawn close. Dandelion chuckled.
No doubt his sister planned to scandalize them all at the troop circle when she revealed her outfit —or lack of one.
“Why should the ruler of the Dumnos fae wait for a goblin?” she said. She never called Idris king.
On the throne Idris shifted his weight gracefully. One corner of his mouth turned up, if only the slightest bit. He did look marvelous there.
Regal. On the moonstick throne he appeared surrounded by moonlight glowing on fresh snow.
As usual, Idris wore almost nothing. His crown of leaves and moonsticks sparkled, silver blue against his wild flame-orange hair.
His ornate tether cascaded from his throat over his bare chest, woven with diamonds and sapphires and a large center bead of bright-cut Dumnos steel. A length of cloth about his loins completed his ensemble. He was wiry but
muscular, with the fine build of a dancer.
“Princess Narcissus makes a good point.” Idris stood and air-kissed Cissa. His voice was mellow and sensuous and made Dandelion think of sunlight on honey. “Max is late. He can catch us up.” He exuded self-assurance, power, and elegance.
Dandelion couldn’t deny that fairy had style.
Idris led the way with Cissa on his arm, followed by Dandelion and Aubrey. Assorted court fairies and pixies and a few leprechauns fell in behind. Idris loved to make a splash.
He was in his glory.
They were nearly at the circle when he paused at the Bower of Elyse. The parade halted, and there was an angry shriek at the back when someone trod on a sprite. “Ooh.
Pardon me.” The gravelly voice belonged to Max. The goblin had made it after all. “Oh. Oh.” He pushed closer. “Sorry.”
Cissa’s mouth twitched. She looked furtively over her shoulder then quickly faced forward, clutching at her cloak.
Oh, Cissa!  Dandelion suppressed a laugh as it dawned on him what was going on. Cissa’s cloak wasn’t merely beautiful. It was magical. Goblin-made, and Max was probably the goblin who made it.
The odds were good she’d stolen that cloak. She wore her classic guilty look: the knitted eyebrows, the shifting glances. Dandelion sighed and cast a spell to make her invisible to Max. Cissa was his sister, and he’d protect her—at least until he found out what was going on.
Music filtered through the trees from the circle, and Dandelion had to fight the urge to fly to the dancing.
He could sense the others doing the same as they all waited for Idris to make a show of mourning.
The regent inclined his head tragically and closed his eyes in reverence and pain. This was the place where the faeling Elyse slept eight hundred years ago. The Bower of Elyse had been sealed after she rejected both Idris and her fae heritage. Idris had forbidden entry to all but himself.
Dandelion wanted to stamp his foot and soar away into the sky.
Idris’s grief had never rung true. He tended more toward revenge than sorrow. Long ago Aubrey had begged to bring Elyse back to the faewood, but Idris refused and forbade Aubrey to see his daughter again.
Everyone knew Aubrey was still desperate to save Elyse. She was half human. If she remained in the human realm she would eventually die.
Idris sighed, his brow furrowed with sorrow. Then he smoothed his features and smiled wistfully. He offered Cissa his arm. “Shall we?”
So charming when he cared to be.
Dandelion wanted to throw up.
Cissa’s smile for Idris was too kind. A chilling thought struck. What if Idris were to marry Cissa? As his bride she’d give him a permanent and rightful claim to the moonstick throne.
The instant they reached the circle Dandelion broke out of line and away from the crowd. He leaned against a tree and watched Idris. The fairy circulated, accepted greetings, and dispensed his charm like the politician he was. Irritation flickered across his face when Cissa hurried away to greet her best friend Morning Glory.
The music was intoxicating, mostly pipes and drums and an ancient lute. Near the lute player, a human woman spun around and around and around. Her skirt clung to her her legs, damp with sweat.
Someone threw dust on her, and she levitated, still spinning in the air.
Dandelion winced at the sight of her bloody bare feet.
“Prince Dandelion.” Max
climbed onto a tree stump nearby.
Dandelion grinned at the goblin’s boots, the soles and heels stacked five inches. Standing on the stump even in stacked heels, the top of the goblin’s head only reached Dandelion’s shoulder. Max scanned the gathered fae. Still searching for Cissa, no doubt.
The princess was in animated conversation with Morning Glory, but Max’s gaze passed over them.
Dandelion wasn’t yet ready to break the spell.
Idris and Aubrey had stopped to watch the dancing human. “How long has this one been with us?”
Idris asked of no one in particular but loud enough to draw attention.
“So long she’s been forgotten,” a sprite said. “The twirly pappus stopped blowing in with wishes for her return.”
“Poor treesap,” Max muttered to Dandelion. “Caught out alone one night on the troopers’ path, I’ll warrant. Last year or twenty years ago.”
“I wish they’d leave off,”
Dandelion said. “Her feet are bloody enough.”
“This is Idris’s influence,” Max said. “I remember a time the Dumnos fae spent troop night granting favors and doing secret good deeds. Not this dark mischief. The world was a better place then.”
“No,” Dandelion said. “The world wasn’t better or worse. But we were a lighter fae.”
The goblin nodded. “I’ll grant you that, Prince Dandelion.”
“I once gave a fellow a love potion on troop night.” Dandelion smiled at the memory. “He was hopeless. Besotted by a local farmer’s daughter.”
“Did it backfire on the treesap?”
“Not at all. He and his wife grew fat and happy at Glimmer Cottage—that is until Elyse returned to the human realm and drove them off. Even so, they lived together in bliss to a good old human age.”
“Hmph. You’re not the
misanthrope I’ve heard tell about,”
Max said. “If only the damn cup weren’t lost. You’d make a better king than that one.”
“I’m not cut out to be king, Max,” Dandelion said. “I’d turn solitary if I thought my sister would be safe here without me.”
“Damn fairy.” Max craned his neck, again looking for Cissa. “No sense of obligation.”
Dandelion wasn’t sure who Max was damning, him or Idris. The gob fairly glowered at Idris, though, and with more than dislike. There was pure hatred in his beady stare.
“The goblin!” A sprite appeared in front of Max, blocking his view of Idris. The sprite burst into drunken sing-song.
Goblins, goblins everywhere
Goblins every hour. 
Going here and going there—
Especially to the bower! 
Max’s arm shot out, but the sprite disappeared and the goblin grasped air.
“What was that about?”
Dandelion said.
Max’s face turned purple.
“Um…gotta go.” Max spun on his stacked heels and jumped off the stump. “I have to find someone.”
“You don’t have to find anyone.”
Dandelion grabbed the goblin from behind, catching a wad of shirt instead of the leather coverlet.
“What’s this?”
The soft fabric beneath his coverlet felt cold to the touch, not like something worn against a goblin’s hot skin. It shimmered as brilliantly as Cissa’s cloak.
“Glimmermist!” Dandelion said.
Everything was clear now. “That’s why you’re after my sister. Her cloak is made of your glimmermist.”
Max turned around. “You ask too many questions. But yes, I need to find the princess.”
“You won’t,” Dandelion said.
“You won’t see Cissa again until I let you.”
“Dream on, Prince.” Max
clutched his shirt collar and grinned.
“You can’t spell me when I’m wearing this.”
Cissa and Morning Glory
shrieked with laughter as two sprites played catch with a leprechaun’s hat.
“Apparently I can,” Dandelion said. “At this moment, Cissa isn’t ten feet away.”
“She never.” Max’s eyes
widened. He took a step back and searched the area.
“She is.” Dandelion said. “I spelled you on line when you were making so much noise.”
“That should be…impossible.”
The goblin scowled.
“Tell me. What scheme has Idris got you up to?”
“I can’t say.” The gnarly voice dropped to a whisper. “But Elyse’s Bower isn’t what you think.”
“You can say, Max. What has Idris got going in there?”
Max hesitated, glancing over his shoulder at Idris. Then he heaved a sigh and motioned Dandelion to bend down. Nose-to-nose, he said, “The regent’s amassed a stockpile of cold iron.”
Dandelion’s head jerked up in shock. Idris was with Cissa and Morning Glory, laughing at the hatless leprechaun as if all was well with the world. Max grabbed his neck and pulled him back down.
“He’s storing it in the bower.”
Great gods.  “I knew his so-called grief was a show.”
Only Dumnos iron was benign to fairies. All other iron was toxic. The Dumnos fae called non-Dumnos iron cold iron and the steel made from it cold steel. Coming close to cold iron caused excruciating headaches.
Prolonged exposure nullified fairy magic. In rare cases it was lethal, as Dandelion well knew.
“And the goblins are involved in this scheme?” He didn’t try to hide his loathing.
“Don’t press me,” Max said.
“He’s coming.”

The Fairy Cup
“IDRIS. AUBREY." DANDELION
ACKNOWLEDGED the two fairies. It was impossible to know if they’d overheard his and Max’s
conversation.
“My favorite goblin.” Idris slapped a hand on Max’s shoulder.
“Not before time the gobs sent someone to troop night. I was on the verge of hurt feelings.”
Max shrugged Idris’s hand off, his grumble nearly a growl. He was obviously miserable. Dandelion believed the gob was a reluctant participant in the iron scheme, but what hold could Idris have on Max?
Idris smiled indulgently and snapped his fingers. With a pop and a flash, a serving pixie appeared with a tray of four glasses of sparkling pink liquid.
Max sniffed at the wine and wrinkled his nose, which offended the pixie. “Cretin!” She disappeared in a huff. Dandelion felt sorry for the gob and lifted the spell as he drank.
Max instantly spotted Cissa, his eyes widening eagerly above the glass.
Idris followed Max’s gaze to the princess and back. “There is nothing more pathetic than a fae in love,”
Idris said. “It’s why I forbid Aubrey to visit his wretched faeling. It’s for his own good. She reminds him of his lost love, and I can’t bear to see him so unhappy. Now it seems poor Max is smitten.”
Max shifted his weight from foot to foot.
“What is your problem, gob?
Can’t take a little joke?” Idris feigned a pout. “I’ve had to suffer your guttural grumbles since we left the throne room. You’re spoiling my mood.”
“I do have a problem, my liege.
A grievance.” Max raised his voice and waved his empty glass at Cissa.
“A grievance against Princess Narcissus!”
Cissa and Morning Glory and everyone else nearby turned toward the noise.
“Oh!” Cissa turned bright red.
Giggles rippled through the fae.
None doubted their princess was guilty—of whatever Max would claim she’d done. The interesting question was what would Idris do about it?
More fae gathered to watch.
Cissa glared at Max, but she didn’t deny her crime. She stamped her foot. “It’s not my fault!” She twirled around and the glimmermist cloak shimmered gloriously. “I couldn’t resist. It’s too beautiful.”
No one could blame her. If there is one thing a fairy can never resist, it’s a sparkly object. That cloak was the sparkliest object Dandelion had seen in a very long time.
“A confession! The princess has confessed!” Max practically salivated. It wasn’t pretty. “I demand satisfaction.”
“Indeed, she has confessed.”
Idris glanced from Max to Cissa and back to Max. “Satisfaction, you say.
You demand it.”
“Not demand. I spoke in haste.”
The goblin dropped his accusing finger and made an effort to control his emotions. “I beg satisfaction.
Humbly.”
Idris narrowed his eyes at Max.
The regent’s orange-red hair flared beneath the moonstick crown.
“My liege.” Max added.
“Satisfaction, then.” Idris’s eyes glittered. “Yes, you shall have it. I think a kiss should do.” The fae murmured their approval, and Idris addressed Cissa. “A good one, mind you, full on the lips.”
Max’s outrage evaporated. His scowl faded and a humorous gleam lit his eye. The lusty gob was going to enjoy this, and Dandelion didn’t begrudge him one bit. His sister could be exasperating.
Cissa caught Dandelion’s eye, mortified. She shook her head, so slightly only he noticed. No, Cissa. 
He stared back at her and willed her to obey Idris’s command, no matter how distasteful. He can’t know
we’re not bound to him. 
“One kiss,” Idris said. “How hard can that be, Princess Narcissus?”
“Judging by the goblin’s
trousers, it can be very hard!”
Morning Glory said. Cissa flashed her eyes in fury, and all the fae burst out laughing.
Beneath the laughter was another sound, not so joyous. The human woman moaned in pain. The
musicians had stopped playing, and she’d fallen to the ground in a lump.
None moved to help or offer a word of kindness. The fae had moved on to the next new shiny object: the drama of beauty and beast. Would the goblin get his kiss?
Dandelion sighed. He almost sympathized with Idris. Ruling this self-centered lot would make anybody cynical. He strode over to the woman and pulled a handful of dust from the small pouch tied to his belt.
He sprinkled fairy dust over the human’s feet. She looked at him with gratitude and relief, but the light in her eyes had dimmed. Something tugged at his heart. Sympathy?
Surely not. He squatted beside her.
“Tell me you forgive me,” he said softly. “Say it three times.”
Confusion clouded her
expression. She raised a feeble hand and touched his cheek then his lips.
“You’re so beautiful,” she said.
“Say it.”
She passed out. Dandelion felt for her pulse, still there but very faint.
“This is my judgment.” Idris’s voice rang out. Dandelion stood up to watch.
Always the master showman, Idris waited a few beats to build anticipation. The moonstick crown glittered, and the jewels of his ornate tether sparkled over his sinuous bare chest. He was a living, breathing work of art, and he knew it. He loved being looked at.
Perhaps Idris was the very king the Dumnos fae deserved.
“Princess Narcissus owes
Goblin Max: One. Long. Juicy.
Kiss!”
The fae whistled and clapped.
Some spun in the air, and some tossed dust. The musicians played a fanfare.
Cissa grimaced. Of course she loathed the prospect of kissing a goblin. Dandelion held her gaze and prayed to the high gods she would understand what was at stake. Don’t
refuse, sister. Don’t let anyone
know. 
The Dumnos fae were bound to obey the regent by the high gods’
decree, just as they would be bound to Dandelion when—if—he became king. But unbeknownst to the world, Dandelion and Cissa had never been bound to Idris.
They didn’t know why Brother Sun and Sister Moon spared them. It was said that human royalty were immune to wyrds; perhaps fae royalty weren’t subject to the fae binding spell. Dandelion and Cissa had no parents to consult for that information. They only had Idris.
At all events, Dandelion and Cissa never trusted Idris, so for their own safety they pretended to be under his control. If Cissa refused his command now, they’d be exposed. This might even be his way of testing her. Ever so slightly, she nodded understanding to Dandelion.
Cissa towered over Max. If they were to dance together, his head would fit nicely just below her bosom. She ran her fingernail down his rough cheek and lifted his chin.
The goblin trembled. It was quite sweet, actually.
“If I kiss you,” she said, “will you forgive me utterly?”
“Utterly,” Max said. The gleam in his eye burned bright. There was something else there, something more than lust. Could Max truly care for Cissa?
“And completely?”
“And completely.”
Cissa put her hands on Max’s shoulders and fluffed herself out, radiating beauty and sexual power.
She bent forward, and the fairies and brownies drew closer. A few sprites flitted above, tossing sparklies over the couple. Cissa placed her lovely lips on Max’s hungry fat ones and mashed her perfect smooth skin against his rough face. It seemed all of the faewood was dead quiet.
There was no mistaking Cissa’s small involuntary groan of pleasure.
There was no missing that she melted, if only slightly, into Max’s embrace. When the princess stepped away from the goblin, she swayed and shook her head as if shaking off a trance. The wild applause revived her, and she grinned broadly.
“Good.”
Max glared at the laughing fae and retreated to his tree stump.
“Remember your promise!”
Cissa called after him. Catching Dandelion’s eye, she wiggled her eyebrows. Her triumphant grin gave him a sinking feeling, and he groaned inside.
What next? 
She whirled around to face the crowd and let her cloak slide to the ground. Dandelion was right. She wore a skin tight body suit of the same magical glimmermist. She appeared nude until she moved and the fabric shimmered. A roar of approval went up all around.
Then silence. Utter, absolute, unequivocal, eerie silence.
Idris’s face went white.
“She didn’t,” Aubrey said under his breath with rare admiration.
Dandelion staggered backwards against the tree, gobsmacked. Not by Cissa’s appearance, but what she held above her head, its jewels gleaming in the firelight.
The fairy cup.

Cissa Steals the
Show
CISSA ROTATED IN A CIRCLE with her prize held aloft. The cup caught and reflected light off its fairy-blown glass body and embedded emeralds, rubies, and sapphires. Every fae face glowed with desire for the fabulous object.
Dandelion tingled with
anticipation. He could feel the cup between his hands. He wanted to fly up and rip the thing away from Cissa. The goblin kiss drama was nothing to this.
“Hey, watch it!” he said as Max absently trod on his toes.
The goblin grumbled something that might have been sorry and plopped down on the tree stump. He crossed his arms over his chest and watched Cissa with something like exasperated admiration. Yes, Dandelion decided. Max was in love.
Poor treesap.
Dandelion watched Cissa preen and considered how this affected his future. Possible outcomes shifted like patterns in a kaleidoscope. The
fairy cup.  He would have to claim his rightful place now.
Worth it if he could pull the Dumnos fae back from the dark. As king he could deal more easily with Idris’s cold iron project. All he needed to do was complete the ritual on Faeview’s rooftop. Chant the words, dance the dance, and drink the special wine from the special cup.
Dandelion wine was necessary for the ritual. Sifae named him for the flower to make clear her desire he succeed her on the moonstick throne. But how long did dandelion wine take to ferment?
And what about Idris? This would mean the end of the regency, and Idris would not give up power lightly. That thought seemed to race through the circle. Every fairy, pixie, sprite, brownie, and leprechaun stopped talking and turned toward the regent expectantly. The only sound was the fire pit’s crackling and the cry of a distant screetch owl, a call that should remind everyone why they were there and make them anxious to get going on the troop.
No one moved.
Idris smiled. “Princess
Narcissus, you amaze me.”
The circle erupted with applause and whistles. Dandelion didn’t believe Idris’s sincerity for one second.
Cissa seemed oblivious to how hard Idris was working to control his emotions. Flush with victory, she extended her translucent red wings through slits in her bodysuit and lifted into the air.
Morning Glory picked up the cloak and ran the fabric sensuously over her cheek. Her see-through bodysuit was exquisite, made by leprechauns, but beside the glimmermist it looked ordinary, like something human-made.
“That’s what it is,” Max said. He watched Cissa fly over the fae’s heads to show off the cup. “She expects the glimmermist to protect her from Idris.”
“Won’t it?” Dandelion said, alarmed. He’d been counting on the same thing. “Nothing can get through Glimmermist, not even a dart of cold iron.”
“Ordinarily, I’d say yes,” Max said. “Glimmermist protects against all wyrds and spells. Pixie, sprite, fairy. Goblin spells too, more’s the pity. But your magic worked on me despite my shirt. It came from the same batch of glimmermist as the things Cissa stole—took. Let me check something.”
Max tossed a spell at Cissa, flicking his fingers. A brownie on the ground below her shrieked as her braids flew up in the air and came undone.
“So it’s not the glimmermist.
Cissa’s is working,” Max said. “The spell ricocheted off her.” He narrowed his already beady eyes.
“What’s going on with you, my prince? Why does your magic confound the glimmermist?”
“I don’t know,” Dandelion said.
“Honestly. If I’d known you were wearing it, I wouldn’t have bothered trying to spell you.”
“So we have two mysteries,”
Max said.
“Why can I penetrate the
glimmermist,” Dandelion said.
“And where did the princess find that cup?”
“I take it the cup wasn’t with the goblins then,” Dandelion said.
“Cissa didn’t take it when she took the glimmermist.”
“Don’t be daft. Why would we hide it? Where would we hide it?”
“Elyse’s Bower isn’t what you
think it is.”  Dandelion quoted Max’s words back to him. “Idris sealed it.
And it’s full of cold steel. Even if there was a way to break the seal, no one could stand to go inside.”
“It’s possible the cup was in the bower if Idris hid it himself,” Max said. “But I tell you this: If any goblin in Dumnos had known the cup’s whereabouts, you’d have been king long before this day.”
“It’s a miracle!” Idris leapt onto a fallen tree and tore the moonstick crown from his head. He sat down cross-legged with the crown beside him as the fae gathered around, sitting on the ground or low tree branches. He snapped his fingers.
With a pop and flash the serving pixie reappeared bearing a leather winesack.
“Since the high gods made me regent, I have longed for this day.”
He took the winesack from the pixie. Graceful. No hint of regret that his rule was about to end.
“I still remember the horrible night when events left us without our queen, and our crown prince was not yet of age. The fae of Dumnos honored me, asking me to serve as regent—a sacrifice I was glad to make. But from that day, I don’t mind telling you now, I have prepared for this one.”
He held the winesack up by its strap. It was decorated with a golden dandelion carved into the leather.
“The hearth pixies have had a standing order to keep a cask of fresh dandelion wine ever at the ready.”
“To Idris!” a leprechaun cried.
“To Idris!”
If it vexed him that they didn’t shout King Idris, he didn’t show it.
He said, “At long last, thanks to Princess Narcissus, we will have our true king.”
Cissa floated down near
Dandelion and Max. As her feet touched ground and her wings retracted, she stole a quick glance at the goblin and blushed. Dandelion was pretty sure Max saw the blush but pretended not to notice. That goblin had class.
“Come, princess.” Idris patted the space next to him on the fallen tree, eyeing the cup eagerly. “Tell us all how you did it.”
Cissa turned to Dandelion. He ignored the cup and squeezed her in a bear hug. “You’re the craziest fairy I ever knew,” he said quietly in her ear. “Brave. But crazy. Don’t you ever put yourself in danger like that again.”
“I don’t know what you’re
talking about, brother.” She pulled the glimmermist away from her thigh and let it snap back. “I was perfectly safe.” She placed the cup in his hands.
Waves of well-being washed over him. At the same time, he felt more powerful, alert. And he felt something else, a new awareness.
He felt as if he had a purpose.
“That’s some cup,” Max said, staring at him strangely. “It must hold powerful magic.”
Cissa flew over to Idris. Beside him on the fallen tree, she began her story. “Queen Sifae and our father were killed in the human realm,” she began. “So I searched there for the cup. I went to Igdrasil.”
Her listeners gasped. Igdrasil, the world tree, was sacred to wyrders and bad luck to fairies.
“Weren’t you afraid?” Glory said. “What if the wyrding woman saw you?”
More than a few furtive glances were cast in Aubrey’s reaction. The wyrding woman Glory spoke of was his daughter Elyse.
“I was afraid,” Cissa said. “But I had my tether.” She touched her choker, woven of red cord with a jewel of bright-cut Dumnos steel at her throat. “I could get home without a portal if I needed to.” She beamed gratitude at Idris. “Thanks to our regent.”
Laying it on a bit thick, Dandelion thought.
All Dumnos fairies had the special chokers that tethered them to fae when in the human realm. Idris had asked the goblins to cut the jewels from steel forged of Dumnos iron, and he’d ordered the wisps to weave the cords. But he wasn’t the only one who deserved credit.
“And thanks to Goldenrod too!”
Cissa added.
Goldenrod took a bow. He’d discovered the jewels’ transporting power by accident one day when he was stuck in the human realm far from a portal. He stumbled into a coven of wyrders practicing with salt and bread. His hand had instinctively gone to his throat and he’d nervously pressed the jewel he wore there against his pulse. Within seconds, he was back in the faewood.
From then, it was a new day in fairy freedom. Sadly, the jewels didn’t work on brownies or sprites or pixies or goblins. It gave fairies another justification for thinking themselves a better class of fae.
“The spirit in the tree spoke to me,” Cissa continued. “She answered my plea.”
“What did she say?” two sprites asked at the same time.
“What did she want in return?” a leprechaun said.
“I’m sorry.” Cissa demurely lowered her eyelashes. Now Dandelion knew for sure she was putting on a show. “The spirit of Igdrasil swore me to secrecy.”
No one argued. Magical gifts usually came with conditions.
“Again, Princess Narcissus, you amaze us all,” Idris said. “Prince Dandelion, how fortunate you are to have such a brave sister.”
“My brother belongs on the moonstick throne,” Cissa said. “I’ll do what I can to make it happen.”
Brave, yes. Foolish, definitely.
And on the verge of gloating.
“Indeed,” Dandelion said. He blew Cissa a kiss and a look of warning to go with it.
“Claim your reward, princess,”
Idris said. “A wish granted.
Anything in my power.”
“Thank you, my liege.” Cissa said my liege with no trace of irony.
“But another time. This is Dandelion’s night.”
“Quite right.” Idris hopped off the tree, leaving the crown behind as if already forgotten. “Prince Dandelion, as the princess says, this is your night. You must lead the trooping fae. Dance atop Faeview, drink the wine, and say the words.
When you return, the moonstick crown will rest on your head, and all of Dumnos will be gratified to call you king.” He handed the winesack to Aubrey. “As will I.”
“To King Dandelion!” Max
punched his fist into the air. The fae began to form the troop line, and the musicians struck up a festive marching tune.
Aubrey slung the winesack over his shoulder. With a questioning look, he barely inclined his head toward the goblin. Idris shook his head. The exchange again piqued Dandelion’s curiosity. Idris seemed to believe Max was his creature, but Dandelion was convinced the goblin hated the regent.
“Max, come along,” Dandelion said, though he knew what the response would be. “You can make sure Cissa behaves.”
“Not possible, my prince,” Max said as Aubrey joined them. “But I’ll be with you in spirit. In the meantime, I’ll see what I can do for our guest.” He indicated the human woman who hadn’t moved since she passed out.
“Idris will take care of that,”
Aubrey said. “Shall we go?”
“That?”  Dandelion said. “Such contempt for humans, and yet you loved one.”
“Not really your business, is it?”
Aubrey glanced at the fairy cup in Dandelion’s hands. “My prince.”
Over by the fire pit, Cissa held out her hand to Morning Glory.
“Give it back, sweetie.” Reluctantly Glory handed over the cloak. Cissa flitted over to Max and draped the glimmermist over his shoulders. She gave his rough hands a squeeze, then kissed her finger and touched it to his lips. “I’ll keep the bodysuit, if you don’t mind.”
Poor Max. The guy was
besotted.
“Well?” Cissa lifted off, flashing a smile at Dandelion. “Are you ready?”
Dandelion slipped the cup into his hidey pouch and extended his wings. The cup became formless in the pouch and as light as air, yet he could feel it calling to him to perform the ritual.
“Let’s go.”

Disaster
THE RIGHTFUL KING AND his
exasperating sister flew to the head of the troop line with Morning Glory and that sod Aubrey following behind. The trooping fae streamed out of the faewood, and a part of Max wanted to go too.
Odd. He was no trooping fae, but a word from Cissa and he would have joined them tonight. The way she’d responded to his kiss, he could almost believe she had real feelings for him. But that was Cissa. She was just playing with him.
“Never mind them, gob,” Idris said. He jabbed at the human woman a few times with his foot, but she didn’t move. “This one’s finished, I’m afraid.” He lifted her arm and let it fall. With a dismissive wave he said, “Back where you came from.”
The lump of human disappeared.
It was fifty-fifty whether anyone who knew her still lived. At all events, those who found her on their threshold would discover either an exhausted woman with swollen bloody stumps where feet had been or a dead body.
“That’s better.” Idris put the moonstick crown back on his head and snapped his fingers. Two serving pixies appeared holding the abomination. Idris’s glimmer glass.
Max’s stomach turned over.
Glimmer glasses were objects of the wyrd, not the fae. He valued privacy as much as the next goblin, and all forms of eavesdropping disgusted him, but his abhorrence of Idris’s glimmer glass was about something far deeper, far darker.
Idris had made it almost nine hundred years ago during the war between the wyrd and fae, and he’d made sure then Max knew exactly what animated the glass.
Idris waved the serving pixies away and suspended the glass in air.
“Now it’s only us chickens,” he said.
Careless, nonchalant. Pretending neither of them knew what both of them knew.
Max seethed inside. The old pain brought him low. His bones screamed, and he felt the lines in his face deepen.
Idris smiled slightly, just enough to indicate he appreciated Max’s pain. And to show that enjoyed it.
“Let’s watch, eh? See how Cissa’s fantasy of a brother king turns out.”
“You still haven’t told anyone about this…thing,” Max said. “Not even your puppet, Aubrey?”
“Careful, Max. The day may come when I don’t need you anymore.”
Max grunted. He tried to not think of the glass. Instead he concentrated on what it displayed.
Fairies were invisible to glimmer glass, but not—Idris had discovered —when wearing a tether jewel.
They had no idea their noble regent spied on them.
A scene came into focus, a stream of fairy lights winding up a dark hill. The troop had passed Tintagos Village and entered the gardens at Faeview.
“Nearly there,” Max said.
Idris snorted. “He feigns
disinterest, but he’s quick enough to claim my crown.”
“Prince Dandelion has charisma, I’ll give him that.” It felt good to pour a little salt on Idris’s wounded ego.
“What do you mean? He barely speaks.”
“And when he does, they hang on his every word.”
“He’s not the king yet, Max.”
Now that Max thought about it, Idris didn’t seem worried about this turn of events. “True enough.”
“What were you two talking about earlier so earnestly?” Idris said. “And so secretively. Not the bower, surely.”
“I don’t talk about that job,” Max said. “I try not to think about it.”
“But you should be proud of it, Max. You’re helping to bring order to the chaos that is the Dumnos fae.
Goblins like order, don’t they?”
“In its place,” Max said. Order and rules were very fine. Goblins admired them. But with fairies…
Max smiled at the thought of Cissa flaunting every rule she ever met.
With fairies, a small serving of order went a long way. That was natural.
How it should be.
“There they are,” Idris said.
The scene in the glass shifted to the roof of Faeview, the estate of the earl of Dumnos. When King Stephen affirmed the first Bausiney’s earldom at the close of the war of the wyrd and fae, the earl built a grand manor to show his importance.
He located it on the direct line of the troop trail, over the most sacred fairy circle in the Dumnos realm, where Dumnos fae monarchs had been sanctified by the high gods since time was time.
Legend had it that when the wyrding woman Elyse advised on Faeview’s placement she insisted all windows and doors be framed in cold iron. Her version of an obscene gesture in the faewood’s direction.
In the glimmer glass, Cissa and Morning Glory spun in the air over the Faeview rooftop like sparkling ornaments. Cissa was a brat and reckless, not to mention a thief. Max couldn’t stop thinking about her.
She’d never look at him with romantic love. He knew that. The kiss was a pity kiss. Fairies couldn’t abide anything ugly.
And he was a goblin, the ugliest form of fae.
“I think she likes you, Max,”
Idris said. “I should marry her off to you. You’d keep her out of trouble.”
Sod him. Max didn’t rise to the bait.
“Wait a minute. Wait a minute.
That gives me an idea.” A slow smile spread over Idris’s face. “It’s brilliant! If Dandelion doesn’t pull this off—and between you and me, he isn’t going to—I’ll marry the princess myself.”
Bile rose in Max’s throat. Cissa —that free spirit—tied to Idris through eternity? Never!
“If you touch…”
“Hold everything.” Idris
adjusted the image in the glimmer glass. “What’s this?” Agitated fairies were jumping up, flying in all directions, and bumping into each other. Morning Glory popped out of the scene followed by the musicians, one after the other.
“There.” Idris pointed. The spot expanded to show Dandelion hovering at a strange angle, talking to a human.
“I believe that’s Donall
Bausiney,” Idris said. “Lord Tintagos himself, the future earl.”
Goldenrod and Morning Glory popped in, disoriented, near the fire.
Idris snapped his fingers, and the glimmer glass disappeared. Glory fell to her knees, her face pale and her eyes huge. “Someone came.” She fluttered her wings and shook her hands and shoulders. “Ugh! He threw holy cakes at us.”
“Salted,” Goldenrod said.
Max rolled his eyes. Fairies would go on about holy cakes.
“Thank the high gods, I think he missed.” Glory calmed down a little and tilted her head. “The human was a bit lovely, actually.”
“Sincere,” Goldenrod sniffed.
“But bearable. He liked you, Glory.”
The musicians started popping in. Finally Cissa. She looked scared.
Was she hurt? Did she think the human was a bit lovely?
“Where’s Dandelion?” she said.
“Something was wrong.”
“He knocked into my wings,”
Glory said. “It hurt.”
“Oh, Glory, that’s not important,”
Cissa said. “Is he here yet?”
She was more than scared. She was terrified, and there was nothing Max could do about it. Not at the moment, at all events.
“It’s gone.” Aubrey popped in.
“The cup is gone. Prince Dandelion lost the fairy cup.”
“That’s not fair!” Cissa said. She lost her balance as she retracted her wings, and Max offered his shoulder for support. “Thank you, Max,” she said softly. The kindness in her voice gave him a thrill, but she wasn’t thinking of him. Dandelion popped in, and all her care flowed in that direction.
The prince was on his hands and knees, his head hung low. It was terrible seeing him like that. Weak. It was wrong, unnatural. The treesap retracted his wings in slow jerks with a painful moan at each move. It took forever to get them all the way in, then he crashed to the ground unconscious.

Mudcastle
IT WAS A SMALL FIRE, but the one-room hut had overheated. Dandelion was still adjusting to a human realm subject to human laws. His new home was an hour and a half from the faewood by goblin tunnel. By fairy flight it was an hour from the nearest portal—if any fairy ever flew straight.
While Cissa fussed about the burl oak bed, he opened the door to let in the cold December air and then put the kettle on the hook He absent-mindedly pushed against the fireplace grate with one foot. “You don’t have to do that,” he said. “I’m fine.”
“You’re not fine. You’re
banished,” Cissa said. “But I’m not going to let you be miserable.” She tossed fairy dust over the blankets and pillows. “There. For sweet dreams.”
Cissa—and Max and Glory and Goldenrod too—had made a project of improving the hovel. The kettle and grate and a rocking chair were Max’s contribution. Goldy brought the full wineskins. Today Cissa had blankets and pillows in her hidey pouch.
Dandelion smiled. Who knew where she pinched the stuff—or who from. “I should be miserable,” he said. But he wasn’t.
“It wasn’t your fault.” Cissa’s eyes flashed in anger. “I’m sure Idris drugged the dandelion wine. I should have suspected he was up to something when he acted so pleased I found the cup.”
“There’s no proof Idris had anything to do with it,” Dandelion said. Idris had everything to do with it, but Cissa was wearing her tether and this needed to be a safe conversation. “Besides, I welcome banishment. I heard them jeer. The fae think I’m a daft failure they’re well rid of. Well, ta! I feel the same about my fair-weather people.”
“Not fair for long. Idris is taking the Dumnos fae dark.”
“Let them go. They’re already dark as far as I can tell. Sod it.
Forget the tea.” Dandelion took the kettle off the chimney crane. There was a winesack with a bit left in it and goblets in the hutch.
“Not all welcomed the
banishment decree, Dandelion.
Those who think for themselves know it wasn’t your fault the cup was lost.”
“And how many still think for themselves?” He handed her a goblet of wine. “I was already going solitary, Cissa. Idris just made it easier, that’s all.”
If she’d ever visit without that damn tether at her throat, Dandelion would say more. He knew about Idris’s glimmer glass. Max told him about it on his last visit and explained its ability to monitor anyone wearing the jeweled chokers.
“He mocks you.” Cissa sipped the wine, a mischievous glint in her eye. “He calls this place
Mudcastle.”
“So it is.” Dandelion laughed bitterly. She’d hit a sore spot, the thing he couldn’t stand about this whole fiasco: Idris triumphant.
Mudcastle. The abandoned
earthen mound lay at the far edge of Faeview land. Judging by the cobbler’s tools strewn about when he arrived, the place was once occupied by a solitary leprechaun. It had been sadly neglected.
“Never mind,” Cissa said.
“You’ll be living like a prince in no time. And we’ll think of a way to bring you back—oh. I almost forgot.” She put her goblet down next to his tether box on a side table and pulled a Turkey carpet out of her hidey pouch. “Voilà!”
"How much more do you have in that thing?” He laughed and helped her spread the rug over the dirt floor in front of the fireplace.
“Mudcastle could be nice,” she said. “The windows are round. The door is round. No sharp angles.
There’s a big stand of lilac not far from your door, did you see? It will smell heavenly this spring.”
“If you enjoy that sort of thing.”
“Which you do,” Cissa said. “If you're going solitary, you’re going to be a comfortable solitary.” As she smoothed the rug, her attention fixed on the fire grate, polished Dumnos steel with a bright-cut design of crickets and fireflies. “That’s lovely.
Did Max make it?”
Dandelion nodded. “He brought it through the tunnel. The chair too.”
“Poor Max.” Cissa’s hand went to her red choker. “I wish he could use a tether. I’ve heard the goblin tunnels are cold and dark and creepy.”
“Max can handle himself,”
Dandelion said.
Cissa glanced from Dandelion’s bare throat to the blackthorn box beside her wine goblet. “Don’t you wear yours anymore?”
“What would be the point?” he said. “I’m not going anywhere.”
“I’d feel naked without mine now.” Cissa picked up the box and absently ran her fingers over its carved dandelions. Her voice grew soft, serious. “Idris said something yesterday.” She put the box down.
“He said he should marry me to Max.”
“An alliance,” Dandelion said.
“So many goblins have left the faewood, have you noticed? He’s always thinking.”
“He was joking, I think.”
“Idris can joke all he likes,”
Dandelion said. “He can’t force you.” Let Idris eavesdrop on that.
“Max is a good friend,” Cissa said. “I wish he wasn’t…”
“So ugly?”
“It’s not that,” Cissa said. “I guess I’ve gotten used to him. He doesn’t look horrible to me now, anyway.”
“He’s a good guy.”
“I just wish he wasn’t a goblin,”
she said. “But if he wasn’t a goblin, then he wouldn’t be Max.”
“I think you like him.”
“Of course I like him. He’s helped us so much.”
“I think you might love him a little.” He’d never understand anyone who fell in love. It never ended well. Look at Aubrey. The treesap, as Max would say.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Cissa said.
“Hello in there!” Max was
silhouetted at the threshold of the open door.
Cissa’s cheeks turned pink. She snatched up her wine and finished it off as Max walked by with another rocker. He grunted something that might have been ridiculous,  and set the chair down in front of the fireplace.
“My friends make it difficult to turn solitary,” Dandelion said. “I see more of you now than when I lived in the faewood.”
Max started to speak, but at the sight of Cissa’s tether he just grumbled something indistinct.
Her eyes lit up. “How beautiful.”
She caressed the moonstick dandelions inlaid along the rocker’s back and arms.
“Hmph.” Max looked at
Dandelion. “Your many visitors should have decent places to sit.”
Cissa tried the chair and
beamed. “Such craftsmanship— you’re an artist, Max!”
Craftsmanship. Artist. Words to feed a goblin’s pride. Cissa poured it on to make up for saying it would be ridiculous to love him, but from the way Max grumbled Dandelion knew Max hadn’t heard. If he had, he’d now be silent as a rock.
“I’ve brought something for you too, princess,” Max said.
“A present?” Indecision played over Cissa’s face. Good manners required she reciprocate; she’d be under obligation to give a present in return.
Merciless, Max withdrew
something wonderful from his hidey pouch, a rosewood box decorated with cloisonné dragonflies.
“Ooh!” She pressed the box against her cheek then opened it.
“Oh, Max.” She held up the emerald necklace inside. It sparkled in the firelight, and her eyes widened and glittered like the stones.
The more Dandelion knew the goblin, the more he admired the guy.
No surprise, Cissa stripped off her tether—as Max must have intended —and dropped it over the rosewood box.
“Good.” Dandelion stuffed the tether inside the box. He snapped the lid shut and tucked the box in his sister’s hidey pouch. “Now we can talk.”
Cissa handed the jeweled
necklace to Max. “Help me?” She turned around and squatted down a bit. It was Max’s turn to blush as he draped the jewels around Cissa’s neck and closed the clasp at the back.
Odd. Dandelion could swear Max had grown taller. The top of his head reached Cissa’s shoulders— even before she stooped. On troop night he’d barely reached her bosom.
And today his boots were flat-soled.
Cissa gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, and the lines on the gob’s face smoothed. Poor treesap.  A goblin and a fairy princess.
Impossible. As Cissa said, ridiculous. No doubt, Max had real feelings for Cissa, but she’d never see him as more than a friend—or a curiosity.
With a start Dandelion realized Cissa was staring at him over her shoulder, one eyebrow lifted. “What did you mean, now we can talk?”
“Max,” he said. “You want to explain?”
“Just a minute.” Max went to the door and called out, “It’s safe. Are you there?”
Morning Glory appeared in the doorway with Goldy behind her. She was flush with excitement. “It worked!” She twirled in a circle in the air. “We did it!”
“Fantastic,” Max said.
“Speak for yourself, girl,” Goldy said. “There was no we  about it. I only came along for the ride.”
“What worked?” Cissa said.
“Wait. Where are your tethers?”
“Mine’s in my small pouch,”
Glory said.
“Same here,” Goldy said.
“That’s the point, isn’t it? We didn’t need them.”
“I made a portal to Mudcastle!”
Morning Glory said. “Max said he didn’t think I could, and I did! I’ll bet no one ever finds the other end.”
“It’s the last place any of those faewood fraidy fairies would look,”
Goldy said.
“We had to get out without making Idris suspicious, so Goldy pretended he wanted to get kinky.”
“Pretended, huh,” Dandelion said.
“I merely told the truth.” Goldy crossed his eyes. “I said I was bored.”
“He said he hadn’t done it with a woman in forever, and would I like to meet him for a dangerous liaison.”
“I doubt I said done it. ”
Goldenrod sniffed.
“But why?” Cissa scrunched her face at Glory.
“In case Idris was listening,”
Glory said matter-of-factly.
“Still not getting it,” Cissa said.
“We needed an excuse to take off our tethers. It seemed the most obvious.”
“Sure,” Dandelion said drily.
“Obvious.”
“Anyway,” Glory said, “guess where I put it? The other end of the portal. You never will so I’ll tell you. At Igdrasil!”
“Hidden in plain sight,”
Goldenrod said. “No fae will go near it.”
“Clever, Glory,” Dandelion said.
“I’m impressed.”
“We won the dare, Max.” Glory spun around and bowed in the air.
“Here we are, untethered.”
“But why bother?” Cissa
repeated. “With our tethers we don’t need a portal.”
“Max dared her.” Goldy
shrugged his shoulders. “Have you ever known Morning Glory to resist a dare?”
“He couldn’t tell you the real reason while you were still wearing them,” Dandelion said. “It was too dangerous.”
Max said, “Idris uses the tethers to spy on fairies. He has a special glimmer glass that can follow the jewels.” He practically spat the word special.  “Safe passage between fae and the human realm was his excuse to make sure every fairy wore a tether.”
“No!” Cissa said.
Glory and Goldy instinctively touched their throats.
“That’s why he wasn’t
surprised,” Cissa said. “He knew I’d found the cup, and he was ready with the drugged dandelion wine.”
“When the jewel touches your heart pulse, the glass can find you.”
“Say no more.” Goldy
shuddered. “I’ll never wear mine again.”
“You have to, or he’ll want to know why,” Dandelion said. “In fact, why are you all here? If Idris realizes you’re all gone at the same time, he’s bound to ask questions.”
“We have reasons and schemes of our own,” Goldy said.
“Reasons and schemes.”
Morning Glory repeated the phrase with a grin.
“We’re here to convince you to fight for the moonstick crown.”
“They’re right. You have to take back the cup, Dandelion,” Cissa said. “Idris has ordered everyone else not to try.”
Glory said, “He says if you recover it you’ll recover your honor.”
“How thoughtful of him.”
Dandelion turned away from the others. He ached to go solitary. He didn’t care about the Dumnos fae.
Why couldn’t his friends let it go?
“He thinks you’ll give up,”
Goldy said.
“He thinks you already have,”
Cissa whispered in Dandelion’s ear.
The defiance in her voice shamed him.
“I keep thinking about that nice-looking lord.” A dreamy look came over Morning Glory. “I’m sure I could find out from him how to get the cup.”
“Good luck getting into
Faeview,” Goldy said. “Every window and door is framed in cold steel.”
“What about the chimneys?”
Glory said.
“Cold iron traps.”
“Lord Tintagos will never give up the cup,” Dandelion said. “I laid a curse on it that will fall over his house if anything happens to it.”
“No!” “You didn’t!” Everybody groaned.
“I was angry,” Dandelion said.
The image of Tintagos holding the precious fairy cup never left him.
Cursing it seemed like a good idea at the time. “He’ll never let it go.”
“Then we’ll have to take it.”
Max said.
“Tintagos is down at the lake right now,” Goldy said. “While we were waiting outside, Glory and I saw him with some other humans.”
“Let’s go listen,” Glory said.
“He might brag about the cup.”
“She’s right, Dandelion,” Cissa said. “Lord Tintagos might betray some way for us to get it back.”
“Not us.” Dandelion said. “I’ll find Tintagos. You should go back now. All of you. Morning Glory, show us your portal.”
The portal was at the lilac stand near the hut. It felt good to get out and away from the hot fire. Though December, the sky was clear and it was warm outside. This edge of the Faeview estate was on the other side of a hill that blocked the Dumnos mist.
At the portal, Cissa turned to Max. “Come with us, won’t you?
This will be so much faster than a gob tunnel.”
“The tunnels don’t send my stomach into my throat like portals do,” Max said. “I’ll forego the pleasure.”
“Oh. Um...” Glory stopped
spinning and touched down on the ground. “There’s something you all should know. I put a three wishes charm on the portal.”
“Ack!” Goldy blanched. “You might have said.”
“I slipped it on after you went through.”
“I hate that charm.” Cissa shook her head. “It always goes bad.”
“I couldn’t help myself. I was excited. It’s my first portal.”
“Wasn’t that enough?” Goldy said.
“Humans visit Igdrasil,” Glory said. “They think the tree grants wishes. It will be funny to see what they wish for.”
“Ack! Ack! Ack!” Goldy said.
“Now wishes are running through my brain. I wish—”
“No!” Everyone cried at once.
“You’d better take it off before someone uses one,” Dandelion said.
“Cissa’s right.”
“Quick,” Cissa said. “If you take it off before its first use, it won’t take effect.”
“I didn’t know that,” Max said.
“I wonder if that’s true with other charms.”
“It is,” Goldy said. “Trust me.”
Glory waved her hand at the portal opening. “Three wishes off.”
She frowned and closed her eyes and tried it again. “It won’t come off,” she said.
“Hmph,” Max said. “Someone has made a wish.”
They stared at the portal
opening. The wisher could be on the other side at this moment. Not likely fae.
“What if the wyrding woman is there?” Glory’s eyes grew wide.
“I haven’t seen her in years. But then I haven’t been to Igdrasil in years,” Max said. “I suppose I could risk a stomach ache.”
Dandelion had no doubt Max would do all he could to protect Cissa from what danger lay on the portal’s other end.
“I’ll go first.” Goldy positioned himself beside the bare lilac. “I hope there’s no scary wyrders there performing rituals beneath their sacred tree.”
“Goldy!”
“That wasn’t a wish!” With a horrified look on his face, Goldenrod vanished.
“It’s been a while since I used one of these infernal things,” Max said. “As I remember, I’m supposed to think about where I want to go.”
“Imagine standing beside
Igdrasil,” Cissa said. “And when you want to come back to Mudcastle, do the same with the lilacs. It’s easy.”
“I shouldn’t have put it at Igdrasil,” Glory said as Max disappeared with a grunt.
“No, it was a good choice, Glory.” Cissa gave her a reassuring smile. “The other fae won’t find it there, and the tree and lilac are good anchors, easy to remember.”
After Glory left, Cissa grabbed Dandelion’s arm. “Promise me you’ll try to get the cup.”
“I’ll find Lord Tintagos and see what I can learn,” Dandelion said.
“And be careful, Cissa. Don’t provoke Idris.”
She smiled incorrigibly and blew him a kiss.
“If that was supposed to reassure me, it didn’t.”
“I can handle Idris, Dandelion.
You worry too much.” Cissa grinned and disappeared through the portal.

An Unfamiliar
Fairy
THE HUMANS WERE ON THE
Mudcastle side of Faeview’s small lake, picnicking on the expansive lawn. It was a pretty setting, though too sunny for Dandelion’s taste.
Lilacs grew in random plantings, stands of knobby canes this time of year. Massive hydrangeas and rhododendrons were also without bloom, but their dense foliage made good cover.
Dandelion pulled in his wings and settled behind a hydrangea. He was close enough to hear Lord Tintagos chatting up his guests, trying especially to charm the lady with peacock feathers in her pale gold hair. The peacock feathers made her interesting. More interesting than Tintagos deserved.
“This is manufactured
wilderness,” Lord Tintagos said.
“My great grandmama had the stream dammed to create the lake, and she had the maze put it in to impress the Duchess of Devonos.”
“The Georgiana?” said the dark-haired lady.
The other male sighed and
refilled his glass. Dandelion felt an immediate revulsion. It wasn’t the affected nonchalance or the infuriating smirk on the man’s face.
Dandelion couldn’t explain his visceral disgust. He’d never seen the man before that he was aware of.
“She visited one summer,”
Tintagos said. “My poor great grandmama! After all that expense, the duchess spent the whole month crawling over the ruins of Tintagos Castle with her children looking for the Dumnos ghosts.”
“That’s very sad,” the peacock lady said with a flirtatious smile.
She was obviously aware of Lord Tintagos’s feelings for her, but Dandelion detected no reciprocal eagerness. But then human alliances were often no different than those of the fae.
Never love matches, fae
marriages were made for strategic reasons. If Cissa weren’t his sister, he’d approve a match between her and Max. Especially now. Idris had offended too many gobs. One by one, they were withdrawing from the faewood, extracting themselves from the fabric of the Dumnos fae community.
Idris didn’t understand. You can’t make a goblin do what a goblin won’t do.
The biggest problem in a match between Max and Cissa was that the gob was clearly in love. Disaster.
Everyone Dandelion ever knew who fell in love ended up miserable or dead. Look at Aubrey. Or Queen Sifae.
“Wyrders do magic,” the peacock feather lady said. “Fairies are magic.”
Lord Tintagos leaned back on his elbows, apparently enthralled. The lady explained aspects of fae and wyrd with surprising accuracy.
Wyrders  do  magic; fairies  are magic.  Not bad. Dandelion liked that. Wyrders came close to magical power. They could channel and direct it, but they never embodied the forces they controlled.
Pretenders. Murderers. He was glad the high gods let them be driven into hiding.
“The fae didn’t end the wyrding folk,” the human woman said. “The monks did.”
Well…on that point she wasn’t entirely correct.
First, the wyrd was never ended.
Severely diminished, yes, but wyrding folk continued on in hiding.
Look at Elyse!
Second, the monks didn’t act alone, not in Dumnos. In driving out the wyrd, they had had assistance from the vengeance-thirsty fae.
Dandelion and Cissa had been kept from the fight—Idris said they were too important to risk—but when it was over, they both sang songs of good riddance to all wyrders. Fae and wyrd should have been natural allies against the monks, but the wyrd made it impossible.
“One fairy left something
behind,” Lord Tintagos said.
Dandelion’s attention snapped back to the picnic. “I have it still.”
Glory was right. The human couldn’t resist bragging. He offered to show his friends the cup. Yes,
Tintagos. Do tell us all where it is. 
“I have it locked in a glass case with a steel frame made of non-Dumnos iron and salt lining the border.”
Sod it.  There was no way to retrieve the cup as long as it remained inside the mansion.
“I was right!” said a voice behind him. “I knew he’d tell.”
“Morning Glory.” Dandelion whirled around. “What are you doing here? Idris—”
She made a silly face and
fluttered her wings. “I’m not defying Idris. You know I can’t.”
That much was true. As a
Dumnos fae Morning Glory was bound by Brother Sun and Sister Moon to obey Idris’s orders.
“I'm not here about the cup.” She peered through the hydrangea, searching until her gaze landed on Tintagos. The green of her eyes intensified as if he were a sparkly object.
Good for her. Glory was usually inseparable from Cissa. She should have some fun of her own. “I think your pet is interested in Lydia Pengrith,” he said. “The one with feathers in her hair.”
“It seems he is.” Glory was full of desire for Lord Tintagos—not delight, Dandelion was relieved to see. It wasn’t love. She wanted merely to play. Her nose crinkled at Miss Pengrith. “I don’t think she likes him well enough,” Glory said.
“I’ll have to help him there.”
“I’m sure he would appreciate it, Glory.” She wasn’t wearing her tether. If she discovered something about the cup in the bargain, how was Idris to know?
They both noticed some
movement in the rhododendrons along the walking path. “What’s that?” Glory said.
It moved again. “Not what,”
Dandelion said. “Who.” A fairy he didn’t recognize.
“Her clothes are strange,” Glory said. “And exceeding ugly. Not human. She couldn’t be a gob, could she?”
Doubtful. Goblins were ugly, but their clothing was always sublime, well tailored, and made of the finest fabrics and skins. “She’s not of the Dumnos fae,” Dandelion said.
“She’s….”
She’d seen him. She was staring right at him, into him. A jolt charged through his heart, and he had to catch his breath. What magic had she hit him with?
She averted her gaze, but he sensed she was quite aware of him here across the clearing, more so than the human party they’d both been watching. Her clothes were hideous, but her eyes were…lovely.
“She’s not a goblin,” he said with more hope than certainty.
“She could be a spy,” Glory said. “Maybe Idris sent her to watch you since you don’t wear your tether.”
Bile rose in Dandelion’s throat.
“Stay here.” Banishment he accepted, even welcomed, but this was outrageous. “I’ll give her something to take back to Idris.”
He raced over to the
rhododendrons. She was gone from her hiding place but made a racket trying to escape. He zipped through the trees and caught her easily.
Almost too easily. Her slowness would seem on purpose if her fear didn’t feel so genuine. And she wasn’t just slow, she was weak. She strained against his grip with all the power and fury of an angry kitten.
“What are you doing here? Are you spying on me? Did Idris send you?” Great gods, she smelled awful.
“Did you hear that?” Lydia Pengrith’s voice carried through the vegetation. “Someone’s there in the trees.”
Sod it. The spy couldn’t very well answer with his hand clapped over her mouth. He had to get her away from the humans. He dragged her further into the brush as she struggled against his grip.
“Ack! You kicked me!” His shin burned with pain. Enough of this.
He extended his wings and held her close. He could feel her heart pounding like a frightened bird’s.
What horrific picture had Idris drawn to make her so terrified? He stroked her dark brown hair.
“I have you,” he said, more gently than he’d intended.
He threw fairy dust in the air and wrapped his wings around his captive. The dust settled, rendering them inaudible and invisible to the humans. He flew back to Mudcastle with the girl trembling in his arms.
He was furious with Idris, but he couldn’t stay mad at the spy. She wasn’t even very good a spy. Maybe Idris had blackmailed her into doing this.
“You can go back to Idris right now.” He put her down in the center of the hut. She must be stunned. She didn’t even try to fly away. “Tell him I’m no threat. I’ve turned solitary.”
She seemed distracted, half listening. Her attention had fallen on the moonstick inlay design on the new rocker. “Beautiful,” she whispered, more to herself than to him.
No, you’re beautiful. 
The words popped into
Dandelion’s mind like a surprise, but they were true. Her blue eyes were large enough to get lost in. Her soft-looking lips reminded him he hadn’t kissed anyone in…years? Desire stirred in him, an urgent wanting.
How odd.
But not unwelcome.
She seemed fascinated by the hut’s decorations and comforts—the rocker, the flower boxes. Even the door and windows.
Turnabout fair play, Dandelion couldn’t stop looking at her.
Up close, her clothes were worse than ugly. They were appalling. A length of black cloth wrapped around her lower torso barely covered the top of her thighs.
The white shapeless boots—of some horrific shiny material he didn’t want to contemplate—looked painfully uncomfortable. A plain navy blue tunic ended in a straight line below her hips. Not a ribbon anywhere. No piece of lace. No jewel. Nothing pretty. No self-respecting goblin or leprechaun had made any of it.
How could anyone live like that?
He looked for some sign of joy about her. Nothing. Her eyebrows were all scrunched up. He touched her face and again searched her eyes. She had a headache. No wonder. Who wouldn’t, wearing that stuff?
He blew her pain away, and her eyebrows relaxed. She uttered a little moan of relief and looked at him gratefully.
Unexpected. And satisfying. He should fix her clothes too. He squatted to get a better look at the fabric covering her legs.
“Hey, what are you doing?”
“Has Cissa seen this?” He
pulled the stuff away from her knee and let it snap back against her skin.
“This isn’t glimmermist.” Her scent was repulsive—and yet he was attracted to her. She was from no fae court he recognized.
She twisted away from him. “I don’t know any Cissa.”
He rose to his full height, and she took a step backward, her pupils dilated and her lips parted, a sexual response. Again, unexpected. Again, not unwelcome. The burl oak bed was behind her, and he pictured them in it together—without those horrific clothes between them. He could just pick her up and fly her over there.
He touched her throat. “Where is your tether?” Her pulse fluttered beneath his finger, and the urgency within him intensified.
“What’s a tether?” She hesitantly touched his forearm as if to make sure he was real. A surge of excitement raced through him. Who
was she? 
He tilted her chin and pushed her hair back, exposing her ears. Round.
No hint of green in the eyes. He sensed magic about her, but that could be fairy dust residue. This fae was either very young, or…
“You’re human.”
“Stop the presses!” No missing the sarcasm. She looked around the hut again and asked, almost hopefully, “Am I dreaming?”
“Yes.” How convenient. The fairy dust had muddled her. “You’re dreaming.”
He made her float up from the ground until her face was near his.
Human women liked that. He kissed her softly, tested her reaction. No resistance and a little sigh of pleasure. In fact, she kissed him back.
“Tell me your name.”
“Beverly.”
“Beverly.” He repeated her name like a prayer and kissed her neck and throat. “Let’s make you more comfortable, Beverly.”
“Mm…nice dream.”
The boots were first to go. She wiggled her toes and stretched. He smiled, again thinking of a kitten.
One by one, he removed the other material insults to her form and tossed them on the floor in a pile.
The sad imitation of glimmermist covering her legs had none of its powers. Cissa wouldn’t be
interested. On the pile.
The last two bits were
improvements on instruments of torture which passed for human female undergarments these days, but no fairy would touch them. He unhooked the top piece and freed her breasts then slipped the final garment down over her hips and off, both to the pile.
Where her clothes had been too tight, he kissed the indentations in her skin and watched them smooth out and disappear. He glided his hands over her belly and hips and down her backside to send warmth and relaxation through her body. He kissed the skin between her breasts and breathed in her fragrance, relieved that the off-putting scent had belonged to her wretched clothing.
She wrapped her legs around his waist and gently squeezed his upper arms as she kissed his forehead.
When she ran her fingers over his shoulders, he shivered. He wanted to taste every part of her. He closed his mouth over a nipple which hardened as he teased it with his tongue, and she pressed against him. Encouraged by her moans, he cupped the breast and sucked.
“Hello!” Goldenrod came
through the door bearing two winesacks. “Is Glory—oh, dear. A thousand pardons!”
Dandelion took in several deep breaths to calm himself down and stepped away from Beverly, suspended in the air with her eyes closed.
“Need any help?” Goldy smiled wickedly at Beverly and back to Dandelion. “Either way? No?”
“You have the worst timing, Goldy.”
“Yes, my prince.” Goldenrod clucked his tongue and went to the hutch to put away the winesacks.
Dandelion tossed dust over Beverly and said, “Something comfortable—and lovely.”
Before the sparkly dust settled, she was dressed in a sheath of green and white lace. Her feet were caressed by soft leather sandals, and her toenails and fingernails glittered with green and gold. Her ornaments were simple pearl earrings and two dandelion flowers in her hair.
Dandelion lowered her to the ground, confused. He wanted her— that much was straightforward, ignoring the pun. But something more than desire aroused him. Curiosity.
The sexual contact had been brief— too brief—but it was a revelation.
He’d felt her desire to please him as much as take pleasure from him.
He felt vulnerable—and
strangely happy.
Goldy returned. “Now that’s what I call gorgeous.”
Beverly opened her eyes—then paled. “It’s you!” She looked from Goldy to Dandelion, her lower lip trembling and her eyes huge. “I’m not dreaming, am I?”
“No,” he admitted. “You’re not dreaming.”
“Then I’m dead,” she said—and fainted.

In the Temple of
Joy and Wonder
DONALL LOST CHARLES AND the ladies in the rhododendrons. A few minutes later he heard Lydia’s far off laughter muffled by the hedge maze.
“Lydia!” Charles called out. He was in there with her. “Gwen, have you found one?”
Bugger. They’d all gone into the maze. Gwen and Charles would panic, but not Lydia. Lydia would relish the challenge though it would likely take an hour to find the way out, even for her.
Lovely, clever, sensible Lydia.
Exactly what a man hopes for in his wife. That is, if Donall could win her before Charles Sarumen got there. At this very moment Charles was most likely evading poor Gwen in his scheme to become “lost” in the maze with Lydia.
Bugger it all. Still, Donall wasn’t going to chase after her like a pathetic puppy.
Nearby a twig snapped, and he paused to listen. Something skittered by through the brush. The sound led him back to the abandoned picnic spread out beside the lake. The unhitched horses grazed in the distance while the carriage driver and footman ate their meal on a stone bench beyond the maze.
Donall went down to the shore to search for a good skipping rock to pass the time. While searching through the reeds, a fish leapt out of the water after a bug. He jumped then laughed at himself. He’d forgotten how much he loved this little lake. He hadn’t been here in years.
Damned shame too. The park was his great grandmama’s grand achievement, and the family never used it. Dashed insult to the old girl’s memory, if one thought about it. When his guests had gone, he’d bring the mater and Sophia and Caroline out for a look-see. The governor too, if the old man was home from London and fancied an outing.
He skipped a nice flat piece of gray and white elvan across the lake surface. As he counted the bounces, a woman’s laugh echoed back to him, sending his heart into his throat.
He knew that laugh, and it wasn’t Lydia’s or Gwen’s. He was suddenly as light as the elvan stone dancing over the water.
“Morning Glory?” He half
called, half whispered. He didn’t want the others to know about his special fairy.
For that’s how he thought of her.
It all came back to him. He could see her spinning in the night sky, the flat full moon above her head, her long pale hair flying wild. He remembered the womanly shape she’d purposely flaunted and celebrated with her sheer, skin-tight costume, more daring than anything a circus acrobat ever did wear.
Morning Glory was the
convincing argument—outside the fairy cup—that it was all real. His paltry imagination could never invent someone as wonderful, as marvelous, as fantastical as the sensually delightful Morning Glory.
Fly away!  Her last words played in his mind at least once a day.
There, he saw it. A bubble of light bounced through the reeds on the far shore. The light danced toward the Sacred Temple of Joy and Wonder—his sister Sophia’s name for the Greek-style rotunda.
The temple’s marble was now covered in winter roses, a climbing carpet of red and white that evoked lethal Lamia more than heroic Antigone.
Another glittering movement.
Could he hope…fairy wings? He followed along the shore to the other side of the lake and dashed up the hard marble steps, breathing hard by the time he got to the top.
She was standing at the most interior pillar with her back to him.
Her wings—wings!—were stunning.
Like giant dragonfly wings, pale, shimmering. A pastel rainbow, the colors of a soap bubble. They folded and retracted into openings just below her shoulder blades, an oddly mechanical process for a living being. His stomach went a little queasy.
She wore a sleeveless belted tunic that covered only the top of her thighs. Her bare legs and feet stirred his most ungentlemanly thoughts.
“Were you hurt on Mischief Night?” he asked. “When that angry fairy knocked against you, you cried out in such pain.”
He gave her no greeting, no words of welcome or delight. Seeing her drove all courtesy from his consciousness. She didn't seem to mind. She smiled as if he was the one person she’d waited a lifetime for. It knocked him back a step.
Her green eyes flashed like emeralds under candlelight. “You noticed.” She was suddenly close enough to touch him. “I knew you were a considerate man.”
“Of course I noticed,” he said.
The way she said man made him feel…manly. “I wanted to punch the bounder.”
“You’re sweet.” She laughed again and spun on one toe. So delightful. “It wasn’t Dandelion’s fault.”
“The inebriated fairy? I didn’t think so,” Donall said. “It was that straw-haired fellow with the fancy choker was up to no good. Plots and schemes afoot with that one.”
“Aubrey,” Morning Glory said.
“He’s King Idris’s right-hand man.”
“He was different,” Donall said.
“There was something…unfairylike about him.”
“Aubrey fell in love,” she said, as if that explained everything. “With a human. Worse, with Frona.”
“Frona?”
She frowned and tilted her head.
Darling. “The most famous wyrder ever? The Great Wyrding?”
No idea who or what she was talking about.
“Frona changed Dumnos iron, made it harmless,” she said.
“That sounds…like a good
thing,” Donall said. “Why must Aubrey not love her?”
“Because she was a wyrding woman. The wyrding woman. The king’s oracle, when there was a human king.”
“William IV?” Donall said.
Morning Glory bounced on the marble floor, and Donall sensed her impatience with his ignorance. Her toenails sparkled. Extraordinary.
“Frona and Aubrey’s daughter Elyse is the wyrding woman of Glimmer Cottage.”
“Ah, Glimmer Cottage.” This he knew about. “The governor often speaks of razing the crumbling old place to build a modern cottage there, but he never does anything about it. It’s been abandoned as long as anyone can remember.”
“That’s what she wants people to think,” Morning Glory said. “Elyse is the worst. She’s more powerful than Frona ever was, but she’s bitter.” She touched his face indulgently, as if he couldn’t be expected to understand such things— which was a relief. “It doesn’t matter.”
She was as perfect as porcelain.
He pressed her hand to his cheek, expecting it to feel cold to the touch, her fingers hard like fine china. But she was warm. Soft. He kissed her palm. “I’ve thought of you every day since Mischief Night. Why haven’t you come to see me at Faeview?”
“King Idris has forbidden it,”
she said.
“A fairy king,” he said. “Imagine that.” That Dandelion fairy had chanted something about becoming king. “Fairy politics and intrigue too.”
“Do not mock us, Lord
Tintagos.” She withdrew her hand, and the green of her eyes darkened.
A thrill of fear stabbed his heart. She was so darling he wanted to kiss her pouty lips, but he had sense enough to tread carefully.
“Morning Glory,” he changed the subject. “Can you tell me what this means?” He repeated Dandelion’s last words:
“If this cup does shatter or
crack, 
Bausiney’s line will meet its
lack.” 
“Prince Dandelion was angry when he laid that curse,” Morning Glory said.
“Curse?” Uh-oh. That couldn’t be good.
“The cup is sacred to the
Dumnos fae. You never should have gained its possession, but you did.
Dandelion cursed your line, the house of Bausiney, should the cup ever come to harm while in your care.”
“Bausiney’s line will meet its
lack. You mean there will be no sons, no heirs?”
“Exactly.”
“What if someone else, not a Bausiney, shatters or cracks it?”
“I’m sure you’re safe.”
“That’s not exactly reassuring, Morning Glory.”
“As long as you keep the cup safe, you will be safe.” She looked at him sideways. “Or you could give it back, but I doubt you have the strength.”
Give it back! The very thought was repellant. Impossible. She might as well ask him to stop breathing.
She laughed at his consternation, and he felt his face go hot.
“I’m a bounder, I know, but I…”
He could never let the beautiful object go.
“Don’t trouble yourself. Prince Dandelion will retrieve the cup, no matter how long it takes. You’ll be all right,” she said. “I heard you tell the others it’s locked up in a glass case with a Dumnos steel frame.
Keep it there. Don’t let anyone touch it.”
“But won’t the fae break in and take it?”
“Faeview is a fortress against us.”
“But you danced on the roof.”
“On the roof, yes. But all the mansion’s openings are lined with cold iron. No fairy can enter.”
“Cold iron?”
“Steel made with iron from outside Dumnos. We call it cold iron.”
“Imagine that.” How puffed up Nanny would be to learn her remedies against fairies were effective.
“Cold iron is the only thing that can kill a fairy, if you know how to use it.” Her hand flew to her heart protectively. So beautiful, even when she pouted. Especially when she pouted.
He said, “I’d rather not talk about fairy politics.”
“Good.” She brightened and kissed him, and the world slipped away. He tingled at every place she touched. He couldn’t stop smiling, even as his urgency for her kept building. He had to have her—and oh, the wonder and the joy of it, she wanted him. She loosened his cravat and tossed it aside, kissing his neck and throat and ears. Somehow she removed his waistcoat, his shirt— everything.
She was everywhere with her fingers, her lips, her tongue. His legs, his belly, the back of his neck.
Everything was hers to taste and kiss and caress. This was what it was like to be wanted by a woman.
Worshipped. Adored. Desired. She gave him everything, and she took from him until he had nothing left.
“I have a present for you, Donall.”
He was sitting on the marble floor, leaning against the pillar, fully dressed, his cravat neatly arranged in a fantastic configuration.
Morning Glory withdrew
something from one a leather pouch on her belt, a clear bottle with a crystal stopper. She reached for his hand and placed it on his open palm.
“Give this potion to your lady love.”
He held it up to the light. The liquid inside was pomegranate seed red.
“After she drinks it and gazes upon your face,” Morning Glory said, “she’ll love you utterly and beyond anything.”
Donall considered the prospect.
He tried to imagine Lydia showing the kind of desire for him Morning Glory had. “I…I don’t think I could bear that.” He hated to be ungracious about the gift, but he couldn’t lie, not to Morning Glory.
Her face fell. “I don’t
understand. You liked being with me just now. You can have that passion every day with the woman you marry.”
“I don’t think I could take it,” he said. The very idea was—not appalling. That wasn’t the right word. Overwhelming. “I wouldn’t be able to do anything but adore her.
Like opium, I suppose. Once I had that kind of passion, I’d spend every moment worrying for more. That kind of love…it would ruin me.”
The fairy shook her head slowly, and her brows crunched together.
“You want to marry Lydia though you know she doesn’t love you?”
“She respects me.” He shrugged.
“She likes me well enough. She’ll never bring shame on the Bausiney name. And she’ll never break my heart.”
“She’ll never make your heart soar either!”
“But that’s quite all right, Morning Glory. Don’t you see?”
Donall’s eye caught the fresco painted on the ceiling of the Sacred Temple of Joy and Wonder. It depicted a satyr ravishing a nymph from behind. His hands groped her breasts and his mouth clamped on her neck. It should be repulsive, but it made Donall ironically
philosophical.
“You have made my heart soar.
I’ll carry this feeling to my grave. I know exactly how it will be. This day will live in me all the days of my life. The memory will be a talisman against all sorrow, all pain.
Nothing will violate that memory.
Today is and ever will be perfect.
Nothing can tarnish it.”
Something shifted inside him.
Every word he’d just said was the immutable truth. And like a charm, speaking the words had freed him of Lydia’s power.
Morning Glory touched his cheek and smiled. “And I feared you might not be the romantic I first took you for.” She closed his fingers around the vial. “Keep it anyway. My gift to you. You might find another purpose for it.”
“Will I see you again?” He knew he wouldn’t.
“I don’t know.” She extended her wings and lifted off the floor. She was indeed the most exquisite creature he had ever seen.
“My heart is breaking right now, Morning Glory. I want you to love me forever, and I know it’s impossible.” He stared at the marble floor. He’d never felt more alone.
“I’ll be safe with Lydia. I could never break my heart over a woman who doesn’t love me. She presents no danger.”
When he looked up again
Morning Glory was gone, and Lydia Pengrith was ascending the temple steps with all the self-confidence Donall had admired in her. And still did. Charles and Gwen followed behind, but it was as if they didn’t exist.
Lydia had changed too. The shift was invisible but powerful. Before, she’d fixed on Charles as her object.
Now, Donall held the favored position. Or rather the cup did. The fairy cup had turned her. As Morning Glory might say, it didn’t matter.
Donall let Lydia’s smile wash over him, and he returned one equally sincere. He extended his arm to her, and she took it.
“You’ve redone your cravat, my lord,” she said. “How very clever of you.”

We’re No Angels
BEING DEAD FELT LIKE BEING alive but with elements of the sublime juxtaposed on the mundane.
The yew wood rocking chair was impossibly comfortable, as if the person who made it had Beverly’s frame in mind through every step of its construction. In the fireplace the bright-cut grate and chimney crane reflected the flames like marcasite jewelry. Bare roots hung like stalactites from the ceiling, and there were two crystal candelabra. Luxurious rugs covered the dirt floor. The soothing aroma of peppermint tea permeated the air and made the place homey.
It wasn’t heaven. It was a mud hut. But parts of it were heavenly.
“She’s awake,” her guardian angel said from across the room. He sat on a tall chest of drawers, his bare legs crossed, drinking from a porcelain tea cup.
“Welcome back, Beverly.” The dark-haired angel handed her a cup of tea, the eggshell-thin porcelain a contrast to his powerful bearing. He was thoughtful as well as intriguing and mysterious and sexy. Lovely qualities in a man.
But could she call an angel a man? This steaming mix of
highlander, Celtic warrior, and rock star had retractable wings. His arms were bare. He wore a black leather vest embossed with dandelions and closed by toggles of silver and leather. His dark eyebrows and lashes framed unearthly green eyes.
His straight thick hair, a dark cherry wood color, fell to his mid back, secured from his face by an elaborate silver clasp and picks.
She remembered his hands on her skin, his warm insistent mouth on…everything. I am not in love…. 
The song from the pub came back to her. But I’m open to persuasion. 
There was something very wrong with this picture.
She was drinking tea by a cozy fire in a dirt-floor hut with window boxes on the inside, attended by two virile, decidedly unangelic angels— a scenario described in no guide to the afterlife she knew of. This was far beyond any New Age promise of what-your-mind-can-conceive-you-can-achieve hot tub nirvana.
She liked her afterlife clothes, though. The elegant cloth soothed her skin, unlike the cheap polyester she could usually afford. And the tea!
Peppermint perfection.
The golden angel watched her, detached, as though he didn’t know her. As if he’d never saved her life.
Maybe he was in trouble for not saving her this time. Maybe the cabinet where he perched was some kind of guardian angel penalty box.
“I’m sorry I fell off the cliff,”
she told him. “I don’t know how it happened. But thank you for saving me the other time.”
“What do you mean?” His eyes glimmered quizzically, just as when he’d stared at her in the backseat of her dad’s Rambler.
“When you pulled me from the wreck.”
“Goldenrod?” The dark angel was not amused. “Do you know this human?”
“Not in the least,” Goldenrod said. “But apparently you do.”
Beverly’s cheeks burned.
“Joking!” Goldenrod raised his hands defensively. “Dandelion, I’ve never seen her before in my life.”
Goldenrod? Dandelion? They had to be kidding. “I saw you,” she said. “They said I was hallucinating.
They said Lord Dumnos pulled us from the car. But I knew it was you.
I’ve always known you were real.”
“Car?” Goldenrod shrugged his shoulders helplessly.
“The accident on the Ring road four years ago,” Beverly said. “You rescued me and my little sister.”
No comprehension on his face.
“When I was a child I often saw you at a distance, watching over me.”
“I’m sorry. I’ve never seen you before today.”
She wasn’t crazy. “But you’re my guardian angel.”
Goldenrod turned red-faced, and Dandelion burst out laughing. “I’ve heard Goldy called many things.
Never an angel.”
Beverly glared at Goldenrod.
Why was he lying?
“Beverly,” Dandelion said.
“We’re no angels, and you’re not dead. You’re alive.” His gaze slipped from her eyes to her lips and quickly shifted away to the fire.
“Very much alive.”
Every inch of her body agreed, but her mind couldn’t process the information. “If I’m not dead…if you’re not angels…”
Sun and moon.  Her hand shook, and the teacup clattered against its saucer.
Goldenrod jumped off the chest.
“May I present Prince Dandelion of the Dumnos fae, and I’m
Goldenrod.” He made an
exaggerated bow. “Call me Goldy.”
A picture of the pub popped into Beverly’s head and Clyde telling his Mischief Night story. The best of all
Mischief Night stories.  She’d always joined in with those who claimed to believe him, but it was all for a laugh. A game.
All of Dumnos pretended to believe in fairies and wyrding women and the high gods and the Dumnos ghosts and the spirit of Igdrasil. Many older or eccentric Dumnosians really did believe, but no one with any sense. Right?
And yet…
And yet she had experienced the mystery of Igdrasil. It was no less real just because she couldn’t explain it. She couldn’t explain her guardian angel, and here he was— claiming to be a fairy. Was a fairy any less comprehensible than an angel?
“Prince.” She raised a doubtful eyebrow. “And is this the royal palace?” A shadow passed over Dandelion’s face. She didn’t know why, but she regretted the tactless comment.
“He’s banished from the
faewood,” Goldy said. “We’re still fixing up the place.”
The hut’s floor was dirt but the rugs were fabulous. The walls looked like dried mud, and she didn’t even want to think about the roots dangling from the ceiling, but the furnishings and embellishments were lovely without exception, made with first-rate craftsmanship from the best materials. Even little things like the teacup, or the small carved box on the table beside the fire.
“Fairies. But you’re both so large and…manly.”
“Yes.” Goldy’s chest swelled.
“And your point?”
“Aren’t fairies tiny and
sparkly?”
“That’s sprites and pixies.”
“Sprites and pixies, of course.
What was I thinking?” Beverly smiled inwardly. Marion would love this. “Why am I here? I mean how did I get here?”
Dandelion said, “I thought Idris sent you to spy on Mudcastle, but I couldn’t figure out what kind of fae you were. You’re too pretty to be a goblin.”
Too pretty to be a goblin. Not necessarily a compliment.
“Not any kind of fae.” Goldy lifted her bra off the pile of her clothes and crossed his eyes. “No fae would endure this self-torture.”
He dropped the bra on the pile.
“Your clothes are made of
material unknown to us, so at first I thought you might be from a different fae court,” Dandelion said. “But Goldy is right. No fae could endure those—”
“I get it,” Beverly said.
“Polyester is bad. Do you think anyone actually prefers that rubbish?” How great it must be to be a fairy and never have to think about what things cost.
“Gone,” Goldy said, and the pile of clothes disappeared.
“I'm back!” Another fairy flew in through the open door, of human height but quite delicate. She flitted and spun around the room and came so close to Beverly they almost touched noses. Her eyes were fairy green—as Beverly now thought of the color. A sense of joy radiated from her.
“Whose new pet is this?” She settled and retracted her wings.
“She’s lovely.” Without thinking, Beverly reached out to touch the fairy’s fine pale hair, but in a flash she’d moved on.
“Morning Glory,” Goldenrod said. “Did you find Lord Tintagos to your liking?”
“He gave me a present,”
Morning Glory said nonchalantly, admired her fingernails.
“What kind of present? You’re awfully pleased with yourself.”
Goldy was at her side with his hand over her stomach. “A little faeling from his lordship?”
“Don’t make fun of me.”
Morning Glory spun away as quickly as a finger snap. “I’ve never had a child. I want one. Someone who’s all mine to love.”
“What did you give him?” Goldy said. “Give a present, receive a present.”
“A love potion,” Morning Glory said. “But I don’t think he’ll use it.”
“Well done, Glory!” Goldy said.
“No.” Prince Dandelion sighed.
“Badly done, Glory.”
“Why?” Goldy and Morning
Glory said at once. Both seemed baffled.
Morning Glory added, “You love children as much as anybody, Dandelion. Cissa will be thrilled.”
Cissa?  Beverly didn’t like the implication. Cissa was someone close to Dandelion. His girlfriend?
Wife?
“She will not be thrilled,”
Dandelion said.
There was love in his voice, love and affection. Beverly felt—not jealous. Terribly sad. Knowing his heart belonged to someone else made her own heart heavy.
“I don’t like it,” he said. “When Idris finds out, he’ll take the child.”
“Dandelion’s right,” Goldenrod said. “You never should have chosen Lord Tintagos.”
“I like him.”
“The future Earl of Dumnos.”
Dandelion shook his head. “A faeling and a Bausiney. Idris won’t stop until he has the child in his possession. He’ll want to barter for the cup.”
“Wait,” Beverly stood up from the rocking chair. This was wrong.
“There is no Lord Tintagos. Lord Dumnos doesn’t have a son. He has no children at all.”
“Dumnos has a son and two
young daughters as well,” Dandelion said. “Donall. You saw him. When I first saw you, you were watching Lord Tintagos and his party at the lake.”
“The actors?” Beverly lost her grip on the cup and saucer. They slipped from her hands, and Dandelion caught them as they fell.
She thought of Clyde who’d been lost seven years. He always swore he’d been but a few hours in the fairylands. Panic clamped down on her chest. Marion.  She sank into the chair, and her eyes met Dandelion’s.
“Am I in the fairylands?”
“No.” He touched her arm
reassuringly. “We’re near a rift at the threshold between the fae and human realms. Under the terms of my banishment, when I’m at Mudcastle it phases into the human realm.”
On the threshold.  Thresholds were tricky, netherplaces where different realities had intercourse and things crossed over…but that only happened in English lit classes.
“When are we?” Her rushing blood pounded in her ears. “I mean what year is this?”
“All is well.” Dandelion spoke gently. “You’re in Dumnos County on Faeview lands in what you humans call the year of your lord 1876.”
Eighteen…
“No. No, no, no.” She pulled her hands away.
“In the human realm,” Dandelion rose, his voice steady, “Victoria is on the throne and Disreali is at Downing Street. In the fae realm, Graewolf is king in Edmos, Brienne is Queen in Sarumos, Idris is regent in Dumnos, and with the Tuatha Dé Danaan one never knows.”
“Not possible.” Beverly backed away. “This is 1976. Nineteen. 
Elizabeth is on the throne and Harold Wilson is at Downing Street.” She pointed at Goldy.
“Angel, fairy, or man from mars, you were there. In 1972. Four years
ago.  You saved me. You spoke to Lord Dumnos.”
“I don’t know the current earl,”
Goldenrod said. “I saw his son Lord Tintagos one disastrous night quite recently.” He glanced at Dandelion.
“In 1876.”
“I have it. I know the answer. I know what happened.” A smug smile spread over Morning Glory’s face.
“Beverly, were you near Igdrasil recently—in your time?”
“Igdrasil, yes.” What a relief to hear the familiar name. “That’s where I fell off the cliff.”
“Ta-da!” Morning Glory made an elaborate bow.
“Ta-da what, Glory?” Goldy said. “We’re a little slow here.”
“Beverly didn’t fall off the cliff.
It’s obvious. She fell into my portal.”
“The three wishes charm,”
Dandelion said. “If she made a wish when she was close to the portal…”
“Exactly.” Morning Glory did a little dance. “Beverly, you wished yourself through time.”
“Unlikely,” Goldy said.
“Highly,” Dandelion said.
“But not impossible.” Morning Glory glowed with pride.
The three stared at Beverly. She was aware of the crackling fire. A sparrow’s song lilted in through the open door. Outside, the light was fading. Through her mind flitted the picture of Marion without an umbrella. Beverly’s stomach danced with panic. “This is crazy.”
But she knew Morning Glory was right.
I wish I were somewhere else.
She had wished for that, and more.
She looked at Dandelion. With my
one true love, where or when he
may be. 
Where or when. Her one true love was a fairy prince from a hundred years ago. Typical good
luck, Bevs. 
But that couldn’t be right. Forget that she felt completely comfortable with him, as if they’d known each other forever. Forget that she already trusted him absolutely. Forget the time and species issues. Dandelion wasn’t free.
He was attached to someone named Cissa. Beverly barely knew him. The sadness deepened. Earlier if Goldy hadn’t come in, she and Dandelion would have ended up in bed. But she didn’t have sex with married men. Or married fairies. She scoffed at the thought. Apparently they were as faithful as their human counterparts.
She could love him. But he couldn’t be her true love, not if he was bound to another. Besides, Clyde had said that all fairies love pleasure, and sex is play to them.
And another thing. They don’t fall in
love. That would explain their utter lack of jealousy. And he did say they adore children. These three had already returned to the subject of Morning Glory’s baby.
“Idris wanted Elyse for her wyrding ways, not her humanity,”
Glory said. “Lily and I will be perfectly safe.”
“Lily. A girl,” Goldy said.
“Congratulations, mama.”
“Yes, congratulations,”
Dandelion said. “But be careful.”
Morning Glory tossed her hair.
“He won’t find out. I’ll leave the faewood first.”
“This is too strange,” Beverly said. “I feel like Alice in Wonderland.”
“Ha! That proves it,” Dandelion said. “You’re not from a hundred years in the future. Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland was published ten years ago.”
“People are still reading it now.”
Beverly said. “I mean in 1976. It’s a classic.”
“I’m glad to hear it.” The triumph evaporated from
Dandelion’s face. “But not so glad to hear the other thing.”
“Other thing?” Goldy said.
“The curse,” Morning Glory said quietly. “She said Lord Dumnos of 1976 has no children.”
“Great gods.” Goldy looked at Dandelion. “The cup.”
“How did it happen?” Dandelion said. “Who destroyed the cup?”
“The fairy cup?” Beverly said.
“It’s fine. I mean, I’ve never seen it, but Lord Dumnos keeps it safe, like that actor said—only he wasn’t an actor, was he? He really was Lord Tintagos. The Lord Tintagos who found the fairy cup.”
“Found!” Dandelion spat out the word, and the teacup shattered.
Beverly stepped away from the chards of porcelain. “Bausiney’s Abundance, they call it. Left behind by drunken fairies one Mischief Night.”
“It wasn’t left behind on
purpose,” Morning Glory said. “It was an accident.”
“It was sabotage,” Goldy said.
“Bausiney’s Abundance.”
Dandelion twirled his fingers over the shattered porcelain. The cup and saucer reformed and jumped into his hands. “Why do you call it that?”
“Lord Tintagos’s wife named it,”
Beverly said. “It has to do with a curse the fairy laid on it. If this cup
does shatter or crack…” 
“Bausiney’s line will meet its
lack.”  All three fairies finished.
“I guess as long as the cup is intact Bausiney’s abundance is assured?” Beverly said. “I never thought about it.”
“And you say Lord Dumnos has no children,” Dandelion said. “The Bausiney line is broken.”
“That’s because Lord
Dumnos….” Beverly felt her face flush. “There are rumors. They say the earl doesn’t fancy women.”
Goldy snorted. “That’s never before stopped a lord from getting an heir.”
“I have to get the cup back,”
Dandelion said. “Something is going to happen to it in Beverly’s time, I feel it. Brother Sun and Sister Moon must have sent her through the portal to warn me how little time I have to secure the cup.”
“Little time?” Beverly said. “It’s a hundred years from now.”
Everything hit her at once. She was a hundred years in the past. To her bones, she knew it was true.
Everything inside screamed make it
not be so! 
“I have to go. I need to go home.” She ran through the door, away from the hut, into the woods, stumbling on the undergrowth. She should be freezing cold, but her clothes kept her warm. Like magic.
“Oh, ack!” She slammed into a tree. When did it get so dark? Great.
Lost in these strange woods at night —and not alone. Something crept through the brush behind her. Maybe the fairy dress would protect her from wild animals as well as it kept her warm. Ha. A girl could hope.
What had she done? She could only blame herself. She never should have run from Felicia and George like a coward. She should have faced them. Who cared what they thought of her life? There was nothing wrong with it. It was a great life managing a lovely inn in a nice coastal village and caring for her fantastic little sister. A life she’d resume as soon as she figured out how to get home.
“I wish—”
“Don’t do that.” Prince
Dandelion grabbed her from behind and clamped his hand over her mouth. Again.
He’d followed her from the hut.
She tried to twist and pull out of his grasp, but he was so strong. “Ah nin noo nunning.”
“You almost made a wish.” He let her go. “Not a good idea.”
“I did no such thing.” She glared at him, but he didn’t seem at all bothered that she was bothered.
He searched her expression.
“We’re close to the portal, and I don’t know how far the wishing charm extends. There are some dangerous places in the world, Beverly. Places where magic is real and wishes are granted.”
“Isn’t that a good thing?”
“Says she whose thoughtless wish sent her a hundred years into the past.”
She had to get back to Marion, but… “When you put it like that…”
“Exactly,” he said. “Wishes never go the way humans expect.”
He lifted her chin and looked into her eyes, into the center of her being.
“You can let that wish go now.
Everything is going to be all right.”
“Wish?” For the life of her, Beverly couldn’t remember what the wish was anyway. It was important, she knew that, but what was it?
Dandelion touched her cheek. It didn’t matter. Everything was going to be all right.
Fairies are real.  The world seemed to tip sideways. Clyde was
telling the truth.  Beverly’s knees buckled.
“I have you.” Dandelion slipped his arms around her waist and wrapped his wings around them both. “Everything is going to be all right,” he repeated like a mantra. He gave her a friendly, quick smack of a kiss on the back of her neck.
Brother Sun and Sister Moon,
I’m in your hands. The fairy prince extended his wings to their full span.
It was terrifying but also reassuring.
To her soul, she believed he was on her side. She relaxed into his strength. They soared up into the night, above the trees.
“I want to show you something.”
He climbed higher. His arms were strong and comforting. His self-confidence was more powerful than his magic.
Let go, Bevs. Everything is
going to be all right.  “Where are we going?” Don’t try to make it
make sense. 
“North.” He sounded different.
Lighter. Happy. “I'm taking you sky surfing in the northern lights.”

And Laughter
Holding Both
His Sides
DANDELION HELD BEVERLY TO his chest and readied for another run. He flew to the top of the aurora and dove headlong into a swirling streak of green light, his wings wrapped around himself and the wingless human in his arms.
Freefall was silent. Red and green and blue light shimmered all around, a churning, living waterfall of light. Then the unearthly vibrations began. Something between a bubble and a buzz pulsated, grew, and wafted over and through his body and mind. From somewhere in the universe
angelsong—sung by real angels— rang out and found his soul.
Holy! Holy! Holy! 
Then silence and clear night as he fell out of the lights.
“Your heart is racing,” Beverly said. Her wide and blue and shinning eyes reflected the moon and stars as well as any moonstick.
“When do we start?”
Unbelievable. She was still blocked. He’d taken away whatever her urgent wish was, and her stress levels had plummeted. Apparently that wasn’t enough.
“This should be sublime,” he said into her ear, his arms around her waist. He nuzzled her hair. He couldn’t help noticing how good her breasts felt against his chest. “I want you to carry this experience in your heart to your last hour. To tell stories to your grandchildren they won’t believe.”
He’d forgotten how much fun it was to play with a human. They were so easily awestruck. This one’s delight was so genuine, so full of wonder. He found himself smiling, even laughing, watching Beverly caught up in the surprise of fairy magic.
But she couldn’t see the aurora, though it was dancing all around her.
“Turn around and face forward,”
he said. “We’ll try it that way.”
Great gods, it was just as exciting rubbing up against her backside.
Once again they dove into a streak of red light. “I don’t see it,”
she said. “You’re having a laugh on me.”
“You’re the one laughing. I’m bloody bitter.” But he wasn’t. He was having a ball.
“I see the lights when we’re far off, but when you say they’re all around us, I see nothing. Like a mirage.”
She didn't see it. She didn't feel it. Human existence was as bleak as it was brief.
“But the stars are wondrous,”
she said.
“Now who’s having a laugh?” he said. “You’re just trying to make me feel better.”
“Truly. No wonder the astronauts are always so keen to go back into space.”
“Right.” He rolled his eyes.
“Next you’ll tell me in the future humans fly to the moon.”
“Well, they do,” she said. “Some do.”
“You believe that, but you don’t believe in fairies.”
“I do now.” She twisted around to face him. “Fairies must be real, or this is the longest and most complicated dream in the history of dreams.”
Her eyes shone and her cheeks were flushed. The dandelion flowers were still in her hair. “Let’s go back,” he said. The closer he held her, the closer he wanted to hold her.
And do other things. “Goldy and Glory will wonder what’s happened to us.”
“Right.” The mischievous
twinkle in her eye was downright fairylike. “You’re worried about Goldy and Glory.”
Dandelion threw his head back and laughed. Sun and moon, she wasn’t bad for a human. It felt good to be with someone who enjoyed him for himself. Who didn’t either defer to him or plot against him because he was the prince.
And her eyes were so…
intriguing. He could gaze into those blue eyes all day. She trembled, and the urge to kiss her was
overpowering—so he kissed her.
Or tried to. Her teeth were locked together. Her shoulders shook with cold, not desire. She wasn’t feeling amorous. She was freezing.
He spelled warmth into her and into the air all around her. She melted against him, her legs entwined with his. His lips found hers again, and he pushed his tongue into her mouth.
She accepted him, fearless. She welcomed him and returned his kiss with equal urgency, mingling her tongue with his. Her hands found his skin beneath his vest, sending a thrill through him when her fingers played over his hard nipples. He held her tighter and spun in a circle, his wings surrounding them both as he made their clothes disappear.
“I feel it!” She vibrated against him, with him, in tune with the northern lights. A flicker of green blazed in her blue eyes. “I see it! Oh, Dandelion,” she said. “So
beautiful.” She wrapped her legs around his waist.
“So beautiful,” he echoed. He plunged inside her, and they both moaned in equal measure. She drew him further in, riding him down the river of light and vibration as he rode her, took comfort from her, and utterly lost himself to her.

“Dandelion,” Beverly said, “tell me about fairies.”
“What would you like to know?”
They were floating in the silent night, lights streaming all around. He was on his back, and her chin rested on his chest.
“How old are you? Are your parents the king and queen?” Her eyes were blue again. “Why is everyone afraid of Idris?”
“One at a time, one at a time.”
He couldn’t resist kissing her. She rewarded him with a pleased moan that sent shivers to the tip of his wings. He gave them an extra forceful pump. Flying on his back took on a new dimension with Beverly on top.
“I’m twelve hundred and some years old. My parents died long ago.
My mother was Sifae, queen of the Dumnos fae. My father was of the Dumnos fae, not king, but the queen’s consort. When fae royalty marry, it’s to someone of a different court.”
“And Idris?”
“Everyone is afraid of Idris because cruelty is his greatest pleasure. He’s taking the Dumnos fae to the dark.”
“Great gods,” Beverly said.
“Sadly, the gods have no part in it.” Dandelion revered the high gods, but he would never understand them.
Did the fae have souls? Had Brother Sun and Sister Moon received his parents in heaven? He had no idea.
“How did they die?” Beverly said. “I thought fairies were immortal.”
“Didn't we all.” He sighed. “It was a long time ago. Cissa and I were children, out on our first troop night. Everyone gathered at the fairy circle, the one Faeview is built upon. The music was great. I can still see Cissa and Glory spinning in the air, throwing that exploding dust over our heads. We danced for hours.”
Beverly laid her head on his chest, and he absently played with her hair.
“Then the wyrd came. They
ambushed us with crossbows loaded with iron quarrels. In those days Dumnos iron was as toxic to us as any other iron. It made us sick. Too close to it, our magic failed. But until then it had never killed anyone.
“My father shielded the queen and took a quarrel in his heart. He fell, and another quarrel struck my mother.”
Dandelion inhaled the cold deep into his lungs and blew out the pain.
After a thousand years, the desperation of that night was still fresh, the fae scrambling to get Queen Sifae and her consort back to the faewood. They were so
traumatized they missed the portal twice.
“It was chaos. Those quarrels were fashioned for one thing: to kill the immortal fae. Idris risked his life to save me and Cissa. Whatever he’s become, that night he was brave and selfless, calling out to the fae to protect us.
“In the faewood, they laid my parents out on green grass and surrounded them with candles and leaves and flowers. The quarrels’
poison permeated and dissolved their material bodies, and then they were gone.
“In some ways, Idris saved the Dumnos fae. We were all mad for revenge. Who could forgive anyone who used such a weapon? Who could forgive anyone who designed one? Idris stilled our lust for wyrd blood. Said to wait. Revenge is best served cold for a reason, he told us.
It does the most damage that way.
“I never trusted Idris, but in those days he had my respect.”
“How did he lose it?” Beverly said.
“He courted Elyse.” The old disgust welled up inside. “Thank sun and moon she refused him. Faeling or not, no one could abide a wyrding woman in the faewood, let alone so near the moonstick throne. She was born long after the murders, but she’s still one of them.”
He didn’t try to hide his loathing.
Because of Elyse, the first earl built Faeview upon the sacred circle. All wyrders were alike.
“And did you have your
victory?” Beverly said.
“We had our revenge.”
Dandelion rolled over and

increased his speed, spelling Beverly to keep her secure. The war had destroyed the wyrd and sent their survivors into hiding, but he’d never called it a fae victory. Beverly yawned and snuggled against him.
He was glad she didn’t press for more details. With the rhythmic beat of his wings, she soon fell asleep in his arms.
On their descent Dandelion covered Beverly with his wings to protect her from the damp chill of lowlying clouds. Humans were such a contradiction. Their lives were over before they had a chance to live, and yet they could spin stories read hundreds of years after their deaths. So vulnerable and yet so enduring. Many humans were like many fae, selfish and shallow. And some were like Beverly, curious, generous, and kind.
“Wake up, sleepy head.” He kissed her dark curls as they approached Mudcastle. The air smelled of blooming lilacs and clean wet underbrush and other fragrances of spring. Snowdrops and Dutch irises covered the hut in white and purple. Time had passed fairylike while they were at the aurora.
On the road below on his way to Mudcastle from the goblin tunnel, Max drove a wagon pulled by his palomino pony. Talk about a contradiction. Aside from his stooped frame and gnarled face, everything about him was handsome.
Even his horse and cart were pretty.
“That’s our goblin friend, Max,”
Dandelion told Beverly. “He’ll seem ugly at first, but that goes away the better you know him. Goblins are master craftsmen. He made most of the beautiful things at Mudcastle.”
“Fairies and wyrders and
goblins, oh, my!” Beverly said, chuckling. It sounded like a quote, but he didn’t recognize it. No matter.
What mattered was her lightness of heart. Taking away her wish had made her forget her human ties.
She could be happy here. He couldn’t let loose in the human realm in this time. She’d be a danger to herself with her talk of horseless carriages and human astronauts flying to the moon. She’d land in Bedlam post haste. Better she remain at Mudcastle.
They touched down, and before he’d retracted his wings she ran over to greet Max. “Hello.” She offered her hand, then blushed. “I’m Beverly.” She pulled her hand back and curtsied. Max turned purple.
Dandelion burst out laughing.
“No need to show deference, Beverly. Max isn’t the goblin king.”
He’d laughed more since she arrived than he had in years. Hundreds of years. Her lightness of heart was contagious.
Max grunted. “Good to see you too, Dandelion.” He uncovered a cradle in the back of the wagon. “It’s not finished, but Cissa wanted me to bring it to Mudcastle. Glory’s staying here.”
“Good,” Dandelion said. “It will be fun to have a faeling flitting about the place.”
“Do all fairies have children out of wedlock?” Beverly asked.
“Wedlock,” Max said.
“Interesting word.”
“Morning Glory wants a child,”
Dandelion said. “There are no locks involved.”
Beverly laughed again. She was adorable.
“Fairies love children without reserve,” Max said. “It’s not like their desire for sparkly objects. It’s a giving sort of love rather than a taking love.”
“Why?” Beverly said. “Why
children?”
“What a question,” Dandelion said. “I guess I’ve never thought about it.” Delight in children was merely natural, like smelling flowers in spring or building fires in winter.
“Fae or human,” he said, “childhood is the time of endless capacity for love and wonder. It’s when we’re still our very highest and best selves, before our hearts are broken.”
“Ah,” Beverly said. “Like what happened to you.”
He bristled. “What are you talking about?”
“Your heart was broken when your mother was murdered.”
“Hmph.” Max glanced at
Dandelion. “She might have something there.”
Dandelion wasn’t going to argue with a human over the condition of his heart, no matter how adorable she was. He lifted the cradle from the wagon. There was nothing unfinished about the piece that he could see. It was as gorgeous as anything Max made.
“Cissa’s right,” Dandelion said.
“This will be much safer here at Mudcastle.”
“Who is Cissa?” Beverly asked Max. “Dandelion’s wife?”
“Princess Cissa.” Max snorted.
“She’s the prince’s exasperating thief of a sister. Though I’ll admit she’s behaved herself since troop night.”
“You like her then.” Beverly grinned.
Dandelion laughed. “She might have something there, Max.”
Inside Mudcastle, Morning
Glory was taking the kettle off the chimney crane. She was well into her pregnancy—time had passed while they were away at the borealis —but Beverly didn’t seem to notice.
Something bothered her, but it was something else.
As he set the cradle down near the fireplace Beverly said, “Do you have a wife?”
“Yes, Dandelion,” Glory said.
“Inquiring minds want to know. Do you have a wife?”
“If I had a wife…” Dandelion stopped. He was about to say if I
had a wife would I have taken you
to the borealis? 
Where did that come from? If he had a wife, it would be a political alliance, nothing more. No wife would interfere with his fun. “I will be expected to marry one day,” he said instead. “If I’m ever king.”
“Fairies rarely marry at all,”
Max said. “And never for love.
Marriages are political bonds, alliances formed with other domains.”
Beverly said, “That’s why your parents didn’t marry.”
“Queen Sifae had to remain available for a political match,”
Glory said.
“If I do become king,” Dandelion said, “I’ll marry for the good of the Dumnos fae. Otherwise, there is really no need.”
Glory set the kettle on a table that hadn’t been there when Dandelion and Beverly left for the borealis. There was a new trivet too.
She went back to the kitchen and foraged through the cupboard.
“Peppermint, peppermint,
peppermint!” She wrinkled her nose.
“All peppermint. I long for a nice soothing cup of chamomile tea.”
Beverly brightened. “I’ll bring you some. I saw a patch of chamomile…sometime.” a cloud crossed her face then faded. “I don’t remember when. But I know where it grows. Let me fetch it. It won’t take a minute.”
“Wait,” Dandelion said. It was cold and wet outside. He changed her sandals to soft leather boots.
“That’s better.” He followed her to the door and spelled her with warmth as she fairly danced away.
She could definitely be happy here at Mudcastle. When he turned back inside, Max and Glory had grins on their faces.
“What?” he said.
“Did you fall in love?” Glory said. “With a human?”
“That’s ridiculous,” he said.
“Hmph,” Max said. “At least you’ve got her trained to fetch and carry. She already knows where the good biotanicals are, sounds like.”
“No, she’s only been to the lake and…” Dandelion’s heart jumped into his throat. “And the portal.”
He was out the door in an eyeblink. The first drops of cool rain fell as he extended his wings and soared above the treetops. He spotted her just off the walking path near a stand of lilac in full bloom, a clump of chamomile flowers in her hand. She looked up at the sound of his wings and blinked away the raindrops. As he touched ground, he let out a sigh of relief.
She smiled as if he was the most important person in the world and said, “I wish I could tell Marion to remember her umbrella.”
The words echoed in the
emptiness where Beverly had stood.

Bright Cut
THE GOBLIN TUNNELS WERE dark and cool. Here Max could forget what he was, what he’d lost. He could forget what he longed for and lose himself in the comfort of solid rock and yielding metal. Rock was secure and didn’t shift. Metal would always be made beautiful by lap and graver.
Unlike the beauty of a certain thieving fairy, the beauty of bright-cut silver was his to enjoy and revere. Gold never denied him.
Brass never deemed him unworthy.
He urged his pony Mavis through the tunnel past gobs coming and going, tool bags slung over their shoulders and Davy lights dangling from their hands.
“Whoa, girl.” The wagon rolled to a stop at the back entrance to the Bower of Elyse. He jumped down and stroked Mavis’s golden neck while a crew of goblins swarmed over the rods of cold iron stacked in the wagon’s bed. In pairs, they hefted the rods over their shoulders and hauled them inside.
Goblins were immune to iron’s toxicity no matter what ground it came out of. It didn’t hurt them like it did other fae. It wasn’t like working with gold and silver or even copper or brass, but any good job was a satisfying thing.
Max had been proud of the tether jewels he’d cut from Dumnos iron— until he learned about Idris’s glimmer glass.
The bower job was not a good job. Fewer than forty gobs worked it, and they had all become worn out and downright cheerless. Idris claimed that stockpiling cold iron was for the greater good of the Dumnos fae, a lie on its face. The regent must have some cruel power over these gobs to keep them working.
By the high gods and the low, Max wouldn’t be here if he had a choice.
Those unloading the wagon were despondent and slow-moving, their eyes to the ground, the cloud of despair around them so thick it could rain grief. Mavis whinnied and Max petted her affectionately, glad he was just dropping off, not going in.
He had more interesting plans for today. Lily was coming to the faewood so she could embrace her fairy nature, and he intended to make sure no one found out. Terrified Idris would claim the faeling if he learned of her existence, Glory had kept the child at Mudcastle in the human realm for all her three years.
Dandelion didn’t help matters.
He supported Glory in this. The child delighted him and soothed the wound inflicted by the loss of his human. Of course the prince denied any such wound existed. The treesap.
Finally yesterday Cissa
convinced Dandelion and Glory that the longer Lily went unexposed to fae the harder it would be for her fairy nature to settle in. The little girl had to visit the faewood as soon as it was safe.
Cissa was a thief and a trickster, but she was right. If the faeling’s true nature didn’t settle in, she’d never know what she was. It was a nasty way to live. Always the feeling something was missing, never able to quite grasp what it was.
Everything colored by a sense of loss. A nagging underlying sense of injustice.
Every bitter human Max had come across was part fae and didn’t know it.
In the shadows further up tunnel someone cleared his throat and brought up a goodly mass of phlegm.
He hocked it into one of the hammered copper spittoons
distributed throughout the tunnels.
Disgusting. An older gob, evidenced by the old-fashioned candle in his helmet, stepped out to the center of the tunnel and leaned on a pick handle, his beady stare lit by the dim candlelight.
“I’ll be right back, girl.” Max fished the last carrot from his pocket for Mavis and went over to see what the old gob wanted.
“Vulsier.” Max nodded.
“Hmph.” Vulsier grunted. He removed his helmet and set it on the ground, the candle still burning.
“Cool and dry in the tunnels today.” Max gave a standard noncommittal goblin greeting.
“I won’t keep you, Maxim,”
Vulsier said. “This is a courtesy, to let you know I’m done here. I won’t be back.”
“What do you mean?” Vulsier was an older gob, afraid of no one.
He worked hard when he liked a job and not one minute when he didn’t.
“You’ll know soon enough when you see what he’s done. Get your eyes off the ground in there. Look at the ceiling.”
No question, the he  Vulsier spoke of was Idris. Max glanced back at the gobs unloading the iron.
They were all younger goblins. Now that he thought about it, the older gobs had been pulling out for weeks.
“I’m sorry to see you go, Vulsier.
Truly. But I understand.”
“My grandnephews, Sturm and Drang, are staying on,” Vulsier said.
“Sturm and Drang. You’re
kidding.”
“My niece thinks she has a sense of humor.” The old gob chuckled.
“She loves Goethe. At all events, the boys are young. Idealistic. They believe something good can be salvaged from this mess.”
“Salvage.” Max grunted.
“I’ve told them to trust no one but you, Maxim. Should you find yourself in need, they’re your men.”
Sun and moon, he had enough to worry about without taking on two neophytes. “I appreciate that, Vulsier. I’ll do what I can for them.”
The old gob bristled. “That’s not what I meant, Maxim, and don’t insult me or my family by taking it that way.”
“You’re right, Vulsier. Of course.” He’d embarrassed himself.
He hated that. “I’ve been too long mixed up in court intrigues and pandering. I apologize.”
“I don’t know what hold Idris has over you. It’s not my business to know. I don’t want to know.” Vulsier picked up the helmet, the candle still burning. “Sturm and Drang are yours to command, by my command.”
Max grunted and nodded. “The truth is, I’m unworthy, Vulsier. You know that.”
“Yes, Maxim. I know that.” The old gob blew out the candle. “When the time comes and the fairy prince is ready to fight for the moonstick throne, light this. There are many who live quietly in the hollows and vales, eager for that day. The candle’s summoning spell will call me, and I will call them.”
Max felt like a treesap. “I strive to honor your faith, Vulsier.”
“May your tunnels be cool and dry, my lord.”
Max winced at the honorific, but Vulsier disappeared up tunnel into the darkness before Max could protest. He was no one’s lord.
Bugger.  He slipped the candle into his tool bag. Cissa would be leaving soon for Igdrasil, but he had to know. He had to see for himself what Vulsier was talking about. He went back to the wagon and reassured Mavis. Then he hoisted a load of iron rods over his shoulder and headed into the bower.
Sturm and Drang were coming out, and the three exchanged acknowledging nods. The young gobs looked positively sick at heart, and Max’s dread increased with each step deeper into the bower.
And then he saw it.
It was dead center in the
cavernous room, the thing that had repulsed Vulsier. “Great gods.” The rods slipped from Max’s hold, and one landed on his foot. “Dammit!”
The thing had no top and no floor. It was a simple construct: iron poles jammed into the ground about four inches apart in an arc, three-quarters of a circle. When the circle was complete, it would be large enough to hold a fairy or two.
A cold iron cage.
It didn’t need a roof. A fairy surrounded by those bars wouldn’t be able to fly away. Wouldn’t be able to use magic at all.
Look at the ceiling,  Vulsier had said. Max bent his head back and squinted. It made him sick to his stomach. At regular intervals, tether jewels were imbedded high in the rock walls and in the ceiling. Idris was building a damn panopticon.
He’d be able to spy on his prisoners whether they wore tethers or not.
A young gob searched his tool bag and withdrew a 260 diamond lap. He tapped it against his chin absently, studying the bars on the unfinished cage.
“Sun and moon.” Max let out a barely contained growl. He grabbed the gob by the vest and dragged him away from the cage. All work stopped and the bower went dead quiet.
“What the hell are you doing?”
The gob paled. “I—I’m getting ready to do a rough,” he said.
“You’d dignify this…this
atrocity with bright-cut?” Max seethed. “What design did you have in mind? A river of tears?”
The gob paled. “I…I didn’t think.”
“Hear me now!” Max roared into the bower. “Any gob who puts lap and graver to this work will answer to me!” He let the poor treesap go and stormed out of the bower, consoled somewhat by the approving grunts among the goblins he passed.
Sturm and Drang, Max noticed, stood a little taller as he passed by them.
Not surprising, Cissa was
nowhere to be found at court. The courtiers were unusually relaxed, almost giddy. In the throne room a leprechaun was sprawled over the moonstick throne, his head thrown back while two pixies poured wine into his open mouth. When he saw Max, his face turned white. He fell over himself scrambling off the dais.
A serving pixie popped in and crashed against Max’s shoulder.
“Ooh, the gob, the gob!” she said.
“Exqueeze me!” She bowed
dramatically in the air and lurched to the side. Drunk. She fit right in.
“What’s going on?” Max said.
“Have you seen Princess
Narcissus?”
“She’s gone, she’s gone.” The pixie hiccupped. Her eyes widened and she blushed. “Maybe she went to Sarumos with King Idris.”
“Idris is in Sarumos.” That explained why Cissa and Morning Glory chose today to bring Lily.
“For what purpose?”
“Shhh. A secret, a secret,” the pixie said loudly. “He’s going to marry Queen Brienne!”
“Hmph.” Max turned on his heels and walked out of the throne room.
Cissa must already be on her way to Igdrasil to meet Morning Glory and the child.
He was still grumpy when the pony cart reached the edge of the faewood. He never liked coming out on this side. One clean portal between realms was better than a hundred haphazard rifts on a threshold.
Glimmer Cottage lay to the south, far too close for his comfort.
He didn’t hate the wyrd as the fairies did, but it was always good practice to keep clear of that witch Elyse.
He jumped down from the wagon and patted Mavis. “Stay here, girl, until we see what’s what.” The pony nickered and batted her hoof against the ground, but she didn’t follow him.
He kept to the edge of the woods, passing in and out of the fae and human realms, and moved north toward Igdrasil and the cliffs of the Severn Sea. He couldn’t stop thinking about the bower. There had to be a way to confound that cage.
He was lost in an idea when he became aware of shouting up ahead.
“No!” Morning Glory cried out.
She was standing near Igdrasil with Lily in her arms. “You can’t have her!”
Idris’s cold laugh rang out over the fields clearly, as if Aeolios himself carried the sound. The regent’s entourage joined in with clapping and jeers. So much for going to Sarumos to court Brienne.
But Idris hated being in the human realm. He must have discovered Morning Glory’s secret.
Max scanned the clearing and the trees frantically. Cissa had to be here somewhere.  Thank sun and
moon.  He spied the princess but a few yards away, watching the scene from behind an ash tree. Her eyes sparkled with terror and fury. She began to extend her wings.
No!  Max’s heart raced with fear.
If Idris saw her, she’d be in more trouble than poor Morning Glory.
Max ran. He tackled the princess and pinned her to the ground. She started to protest, but he put a finger in her face.
“There’s nothing you can do.”
He half whispered, half mouthed the words. She stopped struggling and nodded understanding. Max felt his cheeks burn as he fully appreciated the position he’d put her in. He pulled her to her feet and focused on Glory.
“Great gods,” Cissa whispered behind him. They both watched in horror, helpless as Morning Glory ran with the little faeling looking over her shoulder, wild-eyed.
“Your magic is nothing to mine, Glory.” Idris didn’t bother moving.
“It’s absurd to think you can run from me. Do you imagine Igdrasil will help you?”
Idris’s entourage erupted with mocking laughter as he stretched forth his hands. “Come to…”
King Idris didn’t finish the spell, for he had nothing to lay it on.
Morning Glory and the child had disappeared.
“Find them!” Idris screamed. His bewildered entourage scattered and pretended to look under flowers and among blades of green grass, all careful to stay away from the dreaded Igdrasil. “Bring them to me!”
“She’s gone,” Cissa said.
“And so should we be, princess.
Now.” Max took Cissa’s hand, and she didn’t pull it away.
He led her through the trees toward the pony wagon. He should be worried about Idris, about Glory and poor vulnerable Lily. Instead he was enraptured by the strong beat of his own heart and the soft exquisite smallness of Cissa’s hand in his.
They reached Mavis and the wagon, and he lifted the princess onto the driver’s bench and jumped up beside her. Idris’s screams carried on the breeze as Max grabbed the reins and urged the palomino onward.
“Let’s take no chances.” He set a goblin spell over them all—pony, wagon, and everything—and said, “Go.” The sunlight faded along with the sound of the wind in the leaves.
For one full second their senses were inoperative. Then they were deep in the bowels of the earth, safe in the goblin tunnel to Mudcastle.
Cissa trembled beside him on the bench, not with fear but with rage.
She put her hand on his thigh. “Glory is really gone.” Her eyes sparkled with tears, bereft of their usual prankish fun.
Max didn’t know what to say. He leaned over and kissed Cissa’s cheek, her face even with his, and she didn’t wince. “Walk on,” he said to Mavis quietly. Neither gob nor fairy acknowledged the kiss.
Nonetheless, for the remainder of the ride to Mudcastle Cissa’s hand never left Max’s thigh.

Tea at
Bausiney’s End



1976. Igdrasil
“BEVERLY!” DANDELION’S CRY
SOUNDED so far away.
A familiar queasiness rolled over Beverly’s stomach, and something pulled her backwards and off her feet. The force field that had brought her to Mudcastle lifted her once again and swept her into the whirlwind with no wind, strange vibrations buffeting against her.
The force dissolved and she fell on wet ground. Pain squeezed her head like a vise.
The rain was different here, falling in thicker drops, and the air smelled of the sea. She drew the cold salt air as deep into her lungs as she could and blew it out, trying to purge the headache. Her surroundings were familiar, comforting, and yet she felt heavy with sorrow.
Dandelion’s voice echoed in her mind, but it was more memory than sound. Her heart hurt. She struggled to her hands and knees and looked up to see Felicia and George Sarumen staring at her.
No, no.  It was a struggle to keep from crying in front of them.
“How did you do that?” Felicia said.
George looked down the front of her dress. “You look good.”
She glared at him and got to her feet. She was at Igdrasil. Her VW
was in the car park. She was grasping a clump of chamomile.
Morning Glory’s tea! 
“How did I do what?”
“You walked behind the tree,”
Felicia said, “and when you fell down on the other side you were wearing that.”
George peered behind Igdrasil and over the cliff. “Is this part of the entertainment?” he said. “What’s on the playbill at Tintagos Castle, possession by ghosts?”
Beverly touched the fabric of her dress. Her handbag lay on the ground beside her jacket in the hollow between the two gnarled roots. “I have to go.” She picked up her things and started toward her car.
George and Felicia called after her, but her brain couldn’t deal with the caustic noise their human voices made. She fumbled with her keys, hyperventilating, and pulled onto the Ring with the fleeting thought she was in no condition to drive. Bugger
it all. 
At home, she tossed the fish and chips into the rubbish bin and the chamomile on the kitchen counter and went upstairs to look for something to wear. Sun and moon.
Everything in her closet was horrid.
Ugly, cheap, unnatural fabrics. It all smelled horrible.
She took the flowers out of her hair and stared at the two blooms in her palm. “Dandelion,” she whispered. A tear ran down her cheek.
She thought of the shimmering lights of the borealis and his reassuring voice. I have you.  A lump rose in her throat. Her shoulders shook, and she couldn’t stop the tears. Dandelion, Dandelion. 
The front door slammed.
“Bevs, I’m home!” There was the sound of Marion tromping into the house books and of dropped on the kitchen table. “They’ll be here any minute!”
“I’ll be right there, Marion.”
Beverly went to the bathroom and blew her nose and splashed cold water on face and went down to the kitchen. Marion was bent over, poking around in the refrigerator.
“Aren’t you eating with the Brennans?”
“I can’t wait that long.” Marion stood up and closed the door, biting into an apple. She nearly choked when she saw Beverly’s clothes.
“Cor, Bevs. You’re beautiful.”
“All good to wear to Bausiney’s End? I’ve been asked to tea.”
Beverly found the invitation in her bag and showed it to Marion.
Everything was normal and surreal at the same time.
“Nice.” Marion ran her fingers over the embossed moon and stars on the envelope. “You do look lovely.”
“Yes, I feel quite posh.” It was a good thing Marion didn’t ask where the clothes came from, because Beverly had no idea what she’d say.
“Ian said to tell you to stay out of mischief.”
“Ha-ha,” Marion said. “Ian’s nice. You should marry him.”
“Too young for me,” Beverly said. “But he’s all right. If you fancy him that much, you can marry him when you grow up.”
“He’s too old for me.” Marion turned red. “Seven years older!”
“Try twelve hundred.”
“Huh?” Marion looked out the kitchen window.
“Nothing.” Twelve hundred

years older. Immortal.  “When you’re twenty-five, seven years older will seem just right.”
A horn honked outside. “They’re here.” Marion ran to the front room for her suitcase. “Got to go.”
“Wait a minute, kid.” Beverly followed her and opened the coat closet by the front door. “Don’t forget your brelly.”
The mansion in the hills above Tintagos Village was grander on the inside than all Beverly’s imaginings, but a sense of disappointment permeated the place. She was left to wait in a long hall-like room that served as a portrait gallery. Past earls and countesses looked down on the empty space, witnesses to their dynasty’s fall.
Bausiney’s End wanted a family.
She should have begged off the visit. She was still disoriented from her time trip. What else should she call it? It was all beginning to feel like a dream, but her circadian rhythms told her days—even months —had passed since she woke up this morning, and yet today was still today. Her brain accepted the fact, but not the feeling.
And how to explain her dress?
Her boots? The chamomile drying on the kitchen counter? The dandelions now pressed in her mother’s bible?
“Oh!” She stopped at one of the portraits. She didn’t need to read the brass plate beneath the fourteenth Lord Dumnos: Donall James Utros
Cade Bausiney, 1858-1928.
It was Lord Tintagos. Donall from the picnic by the lake. He was older in this painting, but it was the same person. His wife’s portrait hung beside his. Lydia, the woman who knew so much about wyrd and fae.
Good for you, Donall. You beat
out a Sarumen to win your fair
maid. 
All the other countesses were surrounded by their children, but Lydia Pengrith Bausiney was alone in her painting. She wore peacock feathers in her hair and held a large black leather journal with the title embossed in red: Tales of Wyrd. 
She cradled her journal as one might an infant .  Perhaps the countess meant to show the world she was more than a broody hen. Her contribution wasn’t her children but her scholarship, her knowledge of the wyrd and fae.
She stared at Beverly across time.
“I see my illustrious ancestors have been keeping you company.”
The present Lord Dumnos said as he entered the hall. Behind him a butler pushed a teacart laid out with tea and cakes and champagne. Lord Dumnos took Beverly’s hand.
“Thank you for coming.”
He didn’t kiss her hand, but he nodded over it slightly. She didn’t know what to do. Did people still curtsy? “My lord.” She bent a knee and kind of stooped.
“No, no.” The earl patted her hand. “We’ll have none of that. Not in private between you and me, Miss Bratton.” He dropped her hand.
“Forgive me. Ms.  Not Miss.
Women’s lib. I’m all for it, you know.”
Maybe he was trying to be cool, but people his age shouldn’t do that.
It was just awkward. He must be close to fifty.
“Thank you, Trenam,” he said to the even older butler. “I’ll take it from here.” He hesitated over at the champagne but picked up the teapot.
“Milk or lemon?” All very proper and nice.
“Neither. Thank you.”
He wasn’t at all bad-looking, tall, slender and fit. His baby blue eyes crinkled at the edges, and his light brown hair had a reddish tint that gave him an air of mischief. Or perhaps Beverly just had Mischief Night on her mind.
He handed her a porcelain cup and saucer, and she couldn’t help but make a comparison: The earl’s practiced elegance of inherited position to Dandelion’s artfully directed power of immortal youth.
Lord Dumnos sipped his tea and looked at the portraits as if to avoid something else, an uncomfortable duty that must be performed.
Great gods.  His note said he had arranged to cover her shifts. Was it for more than tonight? Had the Tragic Fall hired her replacement?
She set the cup down on the cart.
Was she being sacked?
“At the time, I thought it was right to offer you a place at the Tragic Fall,” Dumnos said, oblivious to her agitation. “I imagined then you’d prefer to remain in the village with your sister. But now I wonder if I should have encouraged you to stay on at university.”
“I was glad to come home. I wanted to be with Marion. I was so grateful for your interest in us after the accident.” She wanted to ask about Goldenrod, but she couldn’t think how. “And I do enjoy working at the Tragic Fall.”
“I'm glad to hear it,” the earl said. “But I’d like to change the arrangement.”
Bugger. She was being sacked.
What had she done wrong? Nothing.
It was all too much. The real world made no more sense than the world of the fae. “This is a sodding crummy way to go about it,” she said. “If you’ll pardon my speaking my mind.”
“I suppose it is.” He gave her a strange look. His hand shook a little, and he put down his cup. “I never thought I would do it, you see.” He fingered the top of the champagne bottle sticking out of a silver ice bucket. “I never prepared for it.”
“Of course you wouldn’t.” He’d have his minions to do it for him. “I suppose I should be flattered you did it yourself instead of sending someone else.”
“I wouldn’t do that. I mean I…”
It was time to go. Where was her handbag? “I’ll save you the trouble.
Message delivered. I hope you won’t mind if I drop around the pub and say goodbye to Ian and the gang.”
“Then you agree.” He looked as if he didn’t quite believe her. As if she was the one acting strangely.
“Do I have any choice?”
“Well, this is the twentieth century, after all.” He untwisted the wire on the champagne cork. It looked expensive. Dom Perignon
Oenotheque. Too expensive to celebrate a sacking. With the one being sacked.
“Wait. What is this all about?”
“Think of it as a marriage of convenience,” he said. “A business arrangement.”
“Business?” She couldn’t have heard him right. “Marriage?”
He handed her a champagne
glass etched with butterflies. “I’ve watched you, Ms. Bratton. I haven’t seen a favored suitor. In fact, you seem to have no suitors at all.”
“You’re not sacking me.”
“Not in any sense of the word.
Surely you’ve heard the rumors about me.”
Her face went hot.
“So you have then. The fact is, Faeview—or Bausiney’s End, as the locals now call it—needs an heir. I must marry.”
“How very Georgette Heyer of you.”
“Touché.” Lord Dumnos laughed pleasantly. “Spend the weekend in London, Ms. Bratton—Beverly,”
Lord Dumnos said. “Stay at the Dorchester. Sample what your life would be like as the countess of Dumnos.”
Great gods. A countess. 
“You might do me a great favor and attend the fairy exhibit at the Victoria & Albert. I’ve lent them Bausiney’s Abundance in honor of its 100th anniversary, and I’ve been a wreck since it left the End. You can check on it for me. Make sure the fairies don’t show up and claim their lost treasure.”
He chuckled, but he wasn’t joking. And she knew it.
Beverly’s heartbeat quickened. A hundred years was nothing to Dandelion. He was immortal! He wanted the fairy cup more than anything. When he learned it had left the cold iron fortress of Faeview, that it was to be put on public display, he wouldn’t be able to resist. He’d do exactly what Lord Dumnos suggested: break in to take it back.
On Mischief Night, she was sure of it, Dandelion would be at the V&A.
“I will,” she said. “I’ll go to London.”

Piccadilly Circus
AT TINTAGOS HALT, THE EARL met Beverly just as the train to London rolled to a stop. He arrived on horseback, of all things, dismounted like an athlete and draped the reins over the post.
Maybe she was being too hard on him. Maybe forty-eight wasn’t exactly ancient. He approached her through the mist and steam, a positively romantic figure.
“I wanted to give you this, Ms.
Bratton.” He handed her an envelope with the moon and stars design.
“Don’t open it until you’re on the train.”
“That’s all very mysterious. But all right.” It was terribly thick. He must have been up all night writing.
She wasn’t sure she wanted to know so much about him.
“I wish you a fine time in the city, and—”
“Don’t—don’t make wishes,”
she said. “It’s bad luck.”
“Oh? Then I hope I’ll have your answer when you return.”
She forgot about his letter until the train passed the white horse at Westbury. When she opened the envelope, she gasped. It contained five hundred pounds and a note in the earl’s hand.
Enjoy! Spend all with
abandon. Harrod’s expect you
tomorrow morning. I look
forward to your return. 
Dumnos. 
Hundreds of years, even
thousands of years of reality hit her.
The horse carved into the mountain by who-knows-who was a sign.
Marriage for love was a modern construct, after all. Forever, people had married for convenience and advantage, whether personal or political.
Look at Dandelion, immortal and inured to love. He’d told her if he married at all it would be to benefit of the Dumnos fae.
And what of herself? The only man she’d even liked was a twelve-hundred-year-old fairy. Her wish for true love had brought her to him.
Crazy as it sounded, there would be no one else for her.
She had her answer. Yes.  She would accept Lord Dumnos.
They’d muddle through the
mechanics of it all. As Goldy said, homosexuality had never yet stopped a lord from getting an heir if he wanted one. In exchange Beverly would get what she wanted. Security for herself and a better future for Marion.
She arrived at Paddington
Station after four o’clock and took a cab to the hotel. Dumnos had reserved a suite for her at the Dorchester on Park Lane. A bottle of champagne waited in an ice bucket near the window.
Lord Dumnos had said he
wanted to pamper her, and there were five hundred pounds in her handbag to prove it. To please him, she’d stop at Harrod’s in the morning, but she was more a Marks and Sparks girl.
One thing was certain. From now on whatever she bought would be made of natural materials. She had another blooming headache, and she was wearing her best polyester shirt.
Maybe it was psychological or maybe being with Dandelion had changed her somehow. Either way, she couldn’t stand the feel of fake fibers anymore.
After a bubble bath, she
wrapped up in the luxurious hotel robe and ordered dinner served in her room. She ate chateaubriand and drank champagne and watched the colors of trees along Park Lane change with the setting sun.
I don’t pretend to love you, and
I don’t ask you pretend to love me, the earl had said. Right .  She could live with that.
She wasn’t worried about falling in love elsewhere. It was too late on that score. Her heart was lost to a man she could never have whether she was free or not. A man whose existence her brain would deny if her heart weren’t so convinced of the truth of him.
She had traveled through time to meet Dandelion. He’d made love to her in a shower of celestial light.
That was her story, and she was sticking to it.
He was real. He was out there somewhere. At this very moment, he might be across the street in Hyde Park. A hundred years older than when she saw him yesterday. Would he look the same? Would he remember her?
When he called her name as she was pulled into the portal, he’d sounded genuinely distressed. She wanted to believe he felt something for her. He said fairies didn’t love— but she wanted to know he had felt the connection, soul to soul, as she had. They could never be together.
She accepted that.
She only wanted to see him one 
more time.
Being a peer’s special friend had its benefits. After Harrod’s offered to send her purchases to the Dorchester, Beverly asked M&S to do the same—and they agreed! Then when she finished shopping she had lunch at the Ritz, something she never expected to afford.
It was too early to go to the Victoria & Albert Museum—the docent didn’t expect her until this evening—so she decided to visit Piccadilly Circus and look for a souvenir for Marion.
The tube would have been faster.
London was one big Halloween party. The jam of people on Piccadilly made progress
impossible by motor.
“Just stop here,” Beverly said to the driver of the black taxi cab. “I’ll get out.”
She took her new wallet from her new handbag, both made of the softest leather she’d ever touched— made by human hands, anyway; her wonderful fairy boots were in her closet at home, and her feet already regretted it. Even shopping at Harrod’s this morning, she’d found nothing to compare with them.
She gave the driver a five-pound note out of the three hundred pounds she still had left. It was difficult to “spend all” when pre-alerted clerks insisted they’d been instructed to put her purchases on the earl’s account.
She stepped out of the taxi into a cacophony of voices and honking horns and the music of competing street musicians.
The visual feast was equally busy: Londoners everywhere tried to out-crazy each other with Halloween costumes. She remembered Sundays in the city being crowded, but this would be Mischief Night, more crowded and far more crazy than usual.
It felt good to stretch her legs, but she didn’t like carrying so much cash with all these people on the street. While she considered how best to hold her handbag, she stepped on the foot of a giant rabbit.
He squeaked in pain, and his ears perked straight up. How did he do that?
“A treat for the sweet!” He handed her something from the basket on his arm.
The injured rabbit skipped away through the crowd as well as he could with a mashed big toe.
Beverly bit into the chocolate brownie he’d handed her. It was pretty good, though a bit dry.
A quite grownup-looking Alice pushed through the crowd and examined Beverly mid bite. “Have you seen a rather large white rabbit?”
Beverly laughed and pointed directions. This was why she’d loved London from the beginning.
The city itself was performance art.
Living, breathing theater.
Piccadilly Circus was even more jammed up. People covered the stone steps around the Shaftesbury fountain at the center of the circus, eating and drinking and watching the parade of costumed pedestrians.
Street vendors peddled all sorts of things: used records, handmade clothes, jewelry, candles, and antiques. Beverly spotted exactly what she’d been looking for in the shops: a large bag with a wide cotton strap. It was a patchwork of silk and satin, lined with cotton and deep enough to hold more than a wallet and a lipstick.
“Uh!” The crowd surged behind her and knocked her against the display.
“It’s mad out there,” the vendor said. “Why don’t you come round to the side?”
She looked like something out of Neverland. She wore a ring on every finger and an ivy garland in her spiky unnaturally red hair. Her short green tunic was sleeveless and had a ragged hem. At first her arms and legs appeared bare, but when she moved they shimmered like they were covered with an impossibly thin magical material.
“Thanks, I will.” Beverly
stepped out of the foot traffic.
“It’s gotten wilder every troop— every Halloween—the last twenty years.” The vendor grinned mischievously. She was model gorgeous, with creamy skin and a perfect figure.
“I’ll take this.” Beverly handed over the bag. “You don’t look much older than twenty, if you don’t mind my saying.”
“I don’t mind. How old would you say I am?” The vendor’s green eyes sparkled. “A prize if you guess right.”
“Twenty-five?” Beverly guessed her own age, but she already knew that was wrong. The vendor’s beauty was breathtaking, but it was her eyes that gave her away. Fairy green. She could be any age.
“That’s it, you win,” the vendor said. “Keep your money.”
“My name’s Beverly.” Let’s see
if she’s named for a plant. 
“I’m Cissa.”
Cissa!  There couldn’t be two Cissas. She had to be Dandelion’s sister. Beverly looked back to the circus, searching through the people.
He had to be nearby.
“How about a trade for your little bag?” Cissa said. “See anything you like?”
“Your necklace?” Beverly
immediately regretted the offer.
Cissa narrowed her eyes, and her hand shot to her throat. “Not for all the champagne on Park Lane.”
She protectively fingered the red cord woven with beads of cloisonné and what looked like a glittering piece of marcasite at the center.
“It is lovely,” Beverly said.
“I know. I have just the thing for you.” A faintly wicked smile curled Cissa’s lips. “You need a costume.”
Cissa browsed through the
blouses and skirts hanging on a wire around the stall’s perimeter. Max had called her an exasperating thief.
Beverly wondered if all these things were pinched. Cissa selected a few things and pulled aside a curtain to a makeshift dressing room.
“In here.”
Nothing seemed to be holding up the wire where the clothes hung or the dressing room curtain. Suddenly happier than she thought she’d ever feel again, Beverly stepped behind the curtain to change.
“Are you from London?” Cissa said.
“No, Dumnos. Tintagos Village.”
“I know it. Near Faeview,”
Cissa said. “Bausiney’s End, they call it now.”
Beverly stepped out. “Ta-da!”
She was dressed in fishnet stockings and white patent leather boots, a plaid miniskirt with a plain black top, and a fringed leather jacket.
Cissa clapped her hands and bounced. “Good!”
Beverly half expected her to extend wings and spin up into the air like Morning Glory.
“You’re almost mod,” Cissa said. “You need one more thing.”
She covered Beverly’s curly brown hair with a long black wig.
“I’ve always wanted straight hair,” Beverly said.
“And now this.” Cissa handed Beverly a pink lipstick so pale it went on almost white. “It’s the piece of resistance.” She laughed at her own joke and held up a looking glass.
“Is this a magic mirror?”
Beverly said. “I look fab.” Cissa had loaded her up with liner and mascara. With the straight hair and pink-icing lips, she was the image of a ‘60s go-go girl.
“A glimmer glass can enhance beauty,” said a voice from the street, deep and familiar. “But it can’t create it.”
“He returns at last,” Cissa said with mock exasperation.
Beverly looked over her
shoulder. It was him. His dark ginger hair was the same, pulled away from his face and secured by silver hair picks and falling long and loose down his back. He wore a cord choker like Cissa’s, but his was much simpler, black, with only two obsidian beads and the same marcasite-like jewel just below his Adam’s apple. Simple but elegant.
A Nikon camera hung from his neck. His photographer’s vest had pockets all over the place stuffed with film and lenses. He’d pushed the long sleeves of his sky-blue cotton Henley up to his elbows.
Beverly fought the urge to graze her fingers over his forearm.
He handed Cissa a paper bag. “I brought you a sticky bun.”
For Beverly it had been two days, but the chasm of a century lay between them.
“Dandelion,” Cissa said. “This is Beverly. She’s from Tintagos Village.”
“Hello, Beverly.” His eyes were like emeralds in sunlight, and his smile was pleasant…but formal. It was nice, and it was nothing. “Have you come to London to stay? Or are you like us, merely let out on parole?”
He had forgotten her. How could something so painful be so good at the same time? So good to know, really know, he existed on the planet.
So painful that he didn’t know her.
His gaze traveled over her outfit.
The corners of his eyes crinkled when he reached the fishnet stockings, and his hand moved to his camera. “I should take your picture.”
Beverly wanted to touch him.
She wanted it so much it hurt. It was like being separated from the real world by a glass window. She was suddenly hot and dizzy. If spontaneous combustion were real, she’d burst into flame right there.
This desire was too much, too intense.
This was a mistake. She never should have come to London. She dropped the bag on the table and backed out of the stall onto the street. She let herself be carried away by the flow of the crowd.

Chorus
THE NOISE IN THE CIRCUS was a chorus of human voices, frustrated traffic, wind, and birdsong. Being jostled about worked in a weird way to calm Beverly down. The
accidental shoves and bumps were impersonal, emotionless. They meant nothing, and that soothed her.
Everyone was smiling, happy.
The city welcomed all. She was connected to every person and every thing in the universe. Marion, Ian, Dandelion, Morning Glory, Goldy.
Even Cissa.
Even Lord Dumnos.
A burst of wind swept leaves and loose papers off the ground in swirls. How had she never realized?
The colors of the world were marvelous, even the grays and browns of the stone buildings and concrete sidewalks had their nuances of shadow and light, shallow and depth.
Music filled the air. A flute solo from near the fountain called to her.
The notes were made of hot honey that traveled through the air to her skin, permeating her with relaxing vibrations. She’d never felt music on her skin before, not even when she was in fae.
A rush of good feeling flowed into her. She loved everyone in the world, and she laughed aloud with sheer joy.
“Far out, pretty bird.”
A man’s slender hand gripped her shoulder and turned her around, surprisingly strong, and she looked into eyes the color of light purple lilacs. The guy was dressed like a highwayman, down to the cape and tri-corner hat.
He took in her costume and said, “Or should I say groovy?” His open silk shirt exposed a lean, muscled chest.
“What stall is selling these?”
Beverly asked.
He had one of those necklaces woven of cords. The choker fit snugly around his throat, and an elaborate macramé of beads and glass and small jewels extended to his sternum. Real stones, if she wasn’t mistaken, garnets and emeralds and sapphires. There was the same cut metal jewel at the center.
She reached out to touch the jewel, but a wave of dread swept over her. Something was wrong, dangerous. She pulled her hand away and stepped backwards.
“I’m Aubrey.” He smiled
seductively.
She backed away. He stood firm and held her with his gaze. Though the crowd filled in between them, she felt bound to him. She had the sudden notion his clothes weren’t a costume. There was something other about him, something magical. Fairylike, but dark.
His eyes weren’t any human color, but all the fairies she’d met so far had green eyes.
Aubrey was relentless and
bedazzling, and her free will began to dissolve. She searched for a lifeline, an anchor. A flute solo from a Jethro Tull song rose above the crowd noise, and she focused on the melody’s dancing trills.
She broke free of Aubrey’s hold and moved closer to the fountain.
The flute player was there wearing a Cleopatra costume. Two Roman senators picked their way toward her through people occupying every inch of the fountain steps. One Roman carried a violin and the other hauled a stand-up bass. A guy on the steps was dressed like an astronaut.
Beverly’s heart raced with fear.
She’d made a mess of time again, and it was all mixed up. A shaft of sunlight hit the statue atop the fountain, an Eros with drawn bow.
On the steps below, couples kissed, oblivious as to who watched.
No, wait. This was 1976. Her time. Mischief Night. She’d stepped on the white rabbit’s foot and he’d given her a brownie. Time wasn’t bent. The brownie must have been laced with a mind-bending surprise.
She was high.
The threesome of Antony and Cleopatra and Julius Caesar finished tuning to each other and launched into a chamber music version of Classical Gas.  The listeners applauded briefly in recognition and went back to making out.
Musical notes tripped over the air and teased Beverly with little pelts of vibration against her skin.
She should have stayed and talked to Dandelion. She shouldn’t have been so proud, so embarrassed he’d forgotten her. She should have reminded him they’d sky-surfed the northern lights.
“Groovy.”
Aubrey with the lilac eyes had followed her. Not so scary, now she realized she was high. “Hello again.” His insistent desire radiated outward and penetrated her as easily as the music.
She put her palm against his skin and answered, “Groovy.”
It was so funny. He was so funny.
He said, “It’s a beautiful world.”
“Beautiful.” She nodded.
“Everything. Everyone.”
“Times like this, I believe the universe is one freaking organism.”
His smile was like sunshine. Eight bars of music went by. She considered following them, but Aubrey started talking again. “Have you found what you came for?”
“What do you think I came for?”
Whether from the brownie or the music or the general excitement in the air or Aubrey’s magic, she was aroused. Excited. And afraid at the same time.
He looked at her lips, and it felt like they sizzled. “Why don’t I tell you what I came for,” he said.
His eyelashes were as yellow as his hair. His lips were sensuous and soft-looking. She imagined them on her neck. And other places. Like the song said, she could move, really move.
What was she about to do with her life? In this marriage of convenience, did Lord Dumnos expect she’d never be with a man again?
Aubrey leaned so close his lips brushed against her ear. “I came for you.” He nibbled at her earlobe with a soft murmur. A shock of heat flashed from her ear downward. Her nipples hardened, and she felt wet and anxious.
“What do you want from me?”
She didn't want him. He wasn’t Dandelion. She should walk away.
This minute. Aubrey pressed one finger gently against her throat in the dip where the collarbones met.
“I want more from you than anyone ever will.”
“Oh.” Her pulse quickened and beat against his finger.
“I want to sing to you, and I want you to hear me in the depth of your soul. I want to dance with you, and I want to lead.”
Her lips parted, and her breath came in short pants.
“I want to strip you naked and lick every inch of your skin. I want to plunge inside you and feel your heat. I want you to pull me deeper into you than you ever imagined possible.”
She opened her mouth wider, but no words would come out. Aubrey moved his finger to her lips. She was so hot. Throbbing. From behind her came a seething animalistic growl. Two strong hands gripped her shoulders.
“This one’s from Tintagos
Village, Aubrey.” Dandelion! He was there at her back. She wanted to lean against him. She wanted him to extend his wings and wrap them around her, right here, right now, and carry her away. “Idris wouldn’t approve.”
Aubrey’s gaze shifted upward, behind her, and a smirk spread over his face. “I’d heard Idris let you out, but I didn’t believe it.”
“Cissa wanted me.” Dandelion stepped between Beverly and Aubrey. “Or I wouldn’t have come.”
He was lying. Beverly was
certain he was in London for the fairy cup.
“And whatever Cissa wants
Cissa gets, eh?” Aubrey said. “I fear our regent is besotted.” His gaze rested on Dandelion’s choker. “It’s good to see you back on your tether.
Going solitary can’t be good for your mental health.”
“Move along.” Dandelion’s
loathing was unmistakable.
Aubrey glanced at Beverly with a smirk—and a look of contempt that turned her stomach. “I didn’t mean to interfere, my prince.” He fingered the large jewel in his necklace, and before she could think of a clever remark he evaporated into nothing.
Dandelion led her to the
fountain. A guy and girl on the steps wearing chokers rose and pulled their partners to their feet to give Dandelion a place to sit. The guy with the choker wore a t-shirt that said disco sucks.  He appraised Beverly from head to foot with a lecherous grin.
“Nice shirt, Fen,” Dandelion said. “You and Violet be off. Get the others out of here, into the parks.
And check in with Cissa before dark.”
The human guy put his arm
around Violet’s waist and planted a kiss on her cheek. “Green Park is gear,” he said.
Violet and Fen exchanged a sly look and led their partners away.
Beverly was sure they were up to no good, but Dandelion didn’t seem concerned.
They sat on the steps, and his thigh brushed against hers, bare but for the fishnet stockings. She felt a rush of longing for him, but confusingly Aubrey’s hold on her lingered. Dandelion lifted a lock of her wig’s hair and held it to his nose.
He dropped it with relief and said, “Look at me.”
“Do you mean to look into my soul?”
“I mean to look at your dilated pupils.”
“The world is so beautiful.
You’re so beautiful, Dande- …”
He put his finger on her lips. A fiery light flashed in his eyes like a warning. “The world is indeed beautiful, but I have a feeling your bliss is drug-induced. You didn’t accept any edible gifts from a large white rabbit, did you?”
“Oh, did Alice find him?”
He grinned. “Someone once told me after a hundred years that book would still be read. Humans haven’t lost their sense of wonder. There’s hope for them yet.”
It was me! I told you about
Alice in Wonderland!  She wanted to pound his chest, make him look at her. Make him see her.
“Don’t move,” he said. He
disappeared into the crowd. He was right about the white rabbit’s brownie. Its euphoric effects were turning to paranoia. It felt like Aubrey was still with her. His violet eyes were so mesmerizing. She could feel his breath on her neck.
“Hold this.” Dandelion had returned with a paper cup filled with lemonade. He sprinkled fairy dust on the drink from one of the leather pouches on his belt and stirred it with a straw. His shirt sleeves were still pushed up.
“This is one of my sister’s remedies. Drink it.”
The lemonade had a grassy taste, but it wasn’t unpleasant. With the first sip, the sense of Aubrey’s presence fell away. “I don’t know what Aubrey did to me.”
Dandelion chuckled. “His magic is strong, but you had a kick-start.”
“He was intense.” She took another sip of the lemonade. “Thank you for getting me away from him.”
“I was doing him a favor,”
Dandelion said. “Idris let him come to Sarumos—London—for one
reason: to keep an eye on me.
Definitely not to play with someone from Tintagos.”
Wrong response. She wanted him to say I had to get him away from
you. I don’t want anyone to touch
you but me. 
“Your camera looks real.” She had to find a safe topic. Something meaningless. Something that wouldn’t end in her inviting him to the Dorchester to take a shower together. “Good costume. You make a convincing photographer.”
“Photojournalist,” he said. “It is real. This city has changed.” He snapped a picture of a passing double-decker bus then turned to shoot the statue above the fountain.
“I’m glad the Anteros is still here.”
“Anteros?” Beverly said. “Isn’t that Eros, the god of desire?” Stop. 
Desire is not a safe topic. 
“Many make that mistake,” he said. “Anteros is Eros’s twin. Eros represents desire. Anteros represents delight, mature love.
Selfless love. The best kind, according to your people.”
“My people?” Beverly said. “At the Tragic Fall right now, my people are getting pissed and telling ghost stories. None would spend two minutes together considering the difference between Eros and Anteros.”
Dandelion held out his hand.
“Stand up. Let me take your picture.”
“Sure.” She set the paper cup down and stood up as he backed away. He squatted and said, “From this angle, Anteros is on your shoulder.” He smiled, and her heart swelled. All her cares fell away.
She could spend a lifetime remembering that smile.
He clicked off a few shots and came back to her. “You’re protected by the best kind of love.”
She picked up the lemonade. He somehow brushed against the cup and managed to spill the rest of the liquid on himself.
“Ack!” He reached for his
choker. “You’ve drenched it.”
“But I didn’t—” Before Beverly could say anything more, his warning look stopped her.
He pulled off the choker and slipped it into his smaller pouch while he surveyed the people on the steps and in the street nearby. “No tethers that I can see,” he said with a sigh of relief.
He took her into his arms and pulled her close to his chest. His kiss drove away all thoughts and left but one emotion burning inside her— a raging desire most definitely inspired by the other kind of love.

The Fairy Cup
Redux
THE MUSIC STOPPED AND the kiss went on. The neon signs of Piccadilly Circus flickered and glowed, celebrating Dandelion’s warm and insistent kiss. For a moment, Beverly was in freefall again, the northern lights flashing all around. The world made sense.
“Goldy said you’d come,”
Dandelion said softly, “but I didn’t let myself believe him.”
“What do you mean?”
Cleopatra and Caesar finished packing up their things while Antony waved down a taxi. As Antony and the driver loaded their instruments, another bus drove by and Dandelion winced. “Let’s get out of here.”
They left the Circus on Regent and turned on Jermyn Street. A million thoughts raced through Beverly’s brain. The tethers, as Dandelion called them, signified fairies. But while he was wearing his, he didn’t know her—or pretended not to.
“It’s all happened just as you told us,” Dandelion said. “Goldy kept an eye on you while you grew up. He was there on the Ring, and he pulled you and your sister from the wreck.”
“But if he knew the accident was going to happen…”
“He couldn’t save your parents, Beverly. He could do no more and no less than you’d said he did or the time line would have been disturbed.
It’s why I had to wait to see you until after your return to this time from Mudcastle.”
They stopped in front of St.
James’s Church. Dandelion glanced up at the trees in its courtyard and relaxed somewhat.
“You don’t know how hard it was, knowing you were alive in the world and not being able to see you.
I had to ensure you wouldn’t know me at Mudcastle. That had to be the first time we met because it was the first time we met. Otherwise, everything might have changed. You might never have come. The cup might never have left Faeview.”
“The cup.” Of course. That’s what he really cared about.
Another cab drove by, and
Dandelion grimaced again and leaned against her. “What’s wrong?”
she said. “Something is hurting you.”
“I have to get off the street.
Away from all this cold iron.” He held her close. The trees and the street blurred, and when the world came back into focus they were inside the church. One man sat with his back to them in the pews near the nave, and an old lady examined the wall plaques. Otherwise, the church was empty.
“I sensed a square nearby, but I don’t think I could have made it,”
Dandelion said.
“What is it? What’s making you sick?”
“The cold iron. The motorcars are full of it. It depletes my magic and makes my bones ache.”
He pressed his forehead against the wood pew in front of him and gripped it with both hands. Did fairies pray? If so, was it to the god of the priests and vicars or to the high gods? This lovely church was as beautiful as human hands could fashion. Not intimidating. Homey and comforting. Just the sort of place fairies she’d think fairies would feel welcome.
Please help him,  Beverly prayed to any god who would listen. She didn’t think Brother Sun and Sister Moon would mind.
“Wood, brick, marble.”
Dandelion inhaled and exhaled with renewed vigor. “Much better.”
He laid his choker over his knee, with the bright cut jewel facing away.
“That’s what these do” Beverly touched the black cord. It was soft like satin. “Protect you from the iron.”
“Yes.”
Dandelion covered her hand with his. She was aware of its strength on the back of her hand, and his thigh under her palm.
“The jewel is goblin-made, cut from Dumnos iron,” he said. “When it touches a pulse point, it creates an instant portal to the faewood.”
“Then your banishment is over,”
Beverly said. “You’re back in the faewood.”
“No, I'm at Mudcastle. I won’t return, not while Idris rules the Dumnos fae.” He traced the tether until his fingers met hers. “I came to London through a series of portals, and I’ll go back the same way. The tether is Idris’s doing. He let me leave Mudcastle on the condition I wear it while I’m in the city.”
“Why? That makes no sense.”
“He told Cissa it was for my safety.”
“And you don’t believe that.”
“It’s so he can keep track of me,”
Dandelion said. “Idris has a unique glimmer glass in which he can see anyone wearing a tether. He thinks no one knows.”
“That’s why you didn’t wear them at Mudcastle.”
“Morning Glory created the portal so she and the others wouldn’t need tethers to visit. Idris had become so paranoid, always watching.”
It wasn’t much different in the human realm, Beverly thought. Just last season, CCTV was put in for all soccer matches.
“Dandelion, how did Goldy
know I’d be here today, here in London?”
“Because he suggested it. He and Dumnos have become close, if you know what I mean.”
“Suggested what, exactly?”
“He encouraged Dumnos to loan the cup to the museum for the centennial. And…” Dandelion’s face went blank and he turned away. His voice flattened. “And that Dumnos make you his bride.”
His words hit like a blow to the gut. “You want me to marry Lord Dumnos.”
“I want you to wear silk and satin and flowers in your hair. I want you to be free of worry. I don’t want you serving ale to the descendants of the Sarumen.”
He checked the other two
humans in the church to make sure they weren’t watching and stood up.
“At the moment, I want to fix this.”
He tossed fairy dust over her.
As the dust settled, Cissa’s go-go girl costume disappeared, replaced by a sleeveless, low-cut black satin cocktail dress and a white and gold velvet burnout bolero. Beverly’s hair was piled on her head. She reached up and felt live flowers tucked into an intricate pattern of braids.
She ran her hands over the dress’s smooth satin and stood up.
“Ouch!” Her toes felt like they were breaking. She was wearing glass slippers. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“Joking.” Dandelion changed her shoes to soft red pumps with spiked heels. “You’re beautiful.” He kissed her forehead. “Perfect to attend the opening of the fairy exhibit at the Victoria & Albert Museum, featuring Bausiney’s Abundance.”
It occurred to Beverly she had a conflict of interest here. Dandelion intended to take the cup, and she wished him success. It rightfully belonged to the Dumnos fae, not to Faeview. On the other hand, it would devastate the earl. Lord Dumnos had been so good to her and Marion. She owed him some degree of loyalty.
At the church door, Dandelion smoothed the furrow between her eyebrows. “You won’t be
implicated. Lord Dumnos will have no quarrel with you.” He glanced from her dress to his leather vest and pants and frowned. “This won’t do.”
The next moment, he was
dressed in a black tux.
It was night, but Jermyn Street was bright with shop lights made hazy by the light fog that gave the air a chill. “We’ll never find a taxi,”
Beverly said.
A black cab pulled over in front of them. Dandelion opened the door for her and winked. “You can pay.”
He put on his tether. “I hear you’re loaded with the ready.”
“You sound like a swell out of Trollope,” she said.
“Those were the days,” he said.
“It seems like only yesterday.”
The driver had a Van Morrison eight-track playing at full blast, halfway through Moondance when they got in. She hummed along with the tune and admired the London architecture on the way to the V&A.
She was happy.
Another Van Morrison song
came on, I Want To Roo You.  This time Dandelion joined in. “I want to roo you,” he sang with the Irish singer. “Woo you tonight.”
“Nice voice.”
“Disco sucks.” He quoted the t-shirt from Piccadilly Circus. “But Van Morrison can stay.”
He kissed her lightly, teasing her lips with his tongue. With a sudden anguished groan, he held her closer and kissed her hard. Heat charged through her body. The world wouldn’t stop spinning.
He closed his eyes and kissed her palm. His thick lashes were the same dark chestnut as his hair, and the silver hair picks reflected lights from the street. He really was like a prince in an old fairy tale, banished from his homeland and tricked out of his inheritance by an evil enemy.
She ached to have him inside her again, but she wanted so much more.
She wanted to know he felt the same desire for her. She wanted him to rage against the idea of her marriage to Dumnos.
“Lord Dumnos doesn’t love me.”
“Dumnos.” He pulled away and tilted his head like a perplexed dog.
“He’s doesn’t love me. And I don’t love him. He’s almost fifty.”
“A child in fae years,”
Dandelion said. “But you will accept him.” The moment had passed. His passion faded.
“All he asks of me is an heir.
After that, I wouldn’t have to…”
How did her life become so twisted?
“You wouldn’t have to take him into your bed.”
“That’s about it.” Sun and moon.
It sounded worse aloud than clanging around in her head. And Dandelion showed no reaction. Her
arrangement with the earl meant nothing to him. He’s a fairy,  she reminded herself. They feel passion
and desire. Don’t confuse those
things with love. 
At the entrance to the V&A, the guard stopped them. “No flash photography allowed.” He looked pointedly at the Nikon dangling from Dandelion’s neck. “Just a friendly reminder, sir.”
“Of course.” Dandelion turned to Beverly. “May I?” He dropped the camera in her bag with easy familiarity, an attitude that they were together. But were not together, and
we never can be. 
The museum had drawn a crowd.
People spilled out of the fairy exhibit into other areas, and gift shop was packed. Dandelion took Beverly’s hand. Like magic the way cleared, opening a path to the hall they wanted. Beverly gave her name, and they were let in straightaway.
They moved through the
Celebration of Faeries, depictions and theories of the otherworldly creatures. Dandelion lingered fondly over the Cottingley display but scoffed at everything else.
Dumnos,  proclaimed a sign outside an exclusive exhibition room, a land of mist and rain. 
Inside, a docent stood at the center in mid lecture. Dandelion’s green eyes flashed.
“That’s it.”
The docent stood beside a low pedestal, a three-foot square covered with a glass dome. The cup was inside the dome, a goblet of hand-blown glass about fourteen inches tall with blue, green, and red enamel inlay and scattered green and red beads.
It made Beverly think of the borealis.
“Bausiney’s Abundance is most likely thirteenth century Syrian,” the docent said, “brought here during the Crusades when London was still called Sarumos. It’s remarkable so old a piece of such delicate material has made it to the twentieth century in perfect condition.”
“It’s not perfect,” Dandelion said under his breath. He crossed his arms over his chest. His face was a blank, but she felt the emotion churning inside him. “Something’s wrong,” he said to himself. He was in his own world. It seemed he’d forgotten she was standing there.
The guard who’d let them
through was on the other side of the room, moving through the visitors.
Dandelion couldn’t do anything now, with so many people watching the cup.
“However,” the docent
continued, “the story of how the cup came to be in the possession of the Bausiney family augurs quite a different, more fanciful origin. You will understand why the V&A are so pleased Lord Dumnos agreed to lend it out for this exhibit.
“As the story has it, one hundred years ago tonight, the future earl heard noises coming from the roof of Faeview, the family estate in Dumnos County. You can see a picture of Faeview here.”
The docent walked over to a blown-up aerial photograph of Bausiney’s End hung on the wall.
She pointed at the northwest corner of the roof.
“Lord Tintagos surprised a party of faeries dancing and drinking under the full moon.”
The guard moved past Beverly and caught the docent’s eye. He pointed and mouthed it’s her. 
“The fairies scattered away.” The docent smiled brightly and gestured at Beverly to come up. Everyone looked at Beverly, and she felt her face go red. Not going to happen.
She turned to Dandelion for support, but he was gone. He’d moved off to the corner.
“Lord Tintagos discovered this cup left behind.” The docent gave up on Beverly and went on. “When the fairy tried to retrieve it, Lord Tintagos threw crumbs of salted holy cake into the air, through which fairies cannot pass.”
“Hmph.” Dandelion’s scoff
carried through the room.
“As you see, we’ve lined the display dome with sea salt and crumbs to represent the Lord Tintagos’s holy cake. We need fear no fae tonight!”
The visitors laughed. The docent beamed, flush with her lecture’s success. “As Lord Tintagos admired the beautiful object in the moonlight, the fairy cried out a warning: ‘If this cup should fall or
crack, 
Bausiney’s End will meet its
lack.’
“Bausiney is the Dumnos family name. As you can see, the cup is perfect, and Bausiney’s Abundance is assured.”
Beverly applauded with the rest of the crowd and looked to see what Dandelion thought of the story. As their eyes met, the lights overhead flickered and the room went dark.
“Oh, dear,” the docent said in the dark. “Not to worry. We’ll soon have it—”
The lights came on again, but Dandelion was gone.
“No!” The docent staggered against the guard, pointing at the dome on the pedestal.
Bausiney’s Abundance was not there.

Madness at
Hyde Park
THIS TIME DANDELION WASN’T
drugged. He wouldn’t be stopped by salt and holy cakes. He doused the lights in the display room, and while the humans stepped on toes and complained and politely apologized he grabbed the cup from the pedestal. Before anyone thought to light a match, he transported out of the dark to the museum roof.
He ripped off his tether and stuffed it into his small pouch, extended his wings and soared into the night sky.
Modern London was a carpet of blazing jewels below. It felt good to get away from the electricity. He hated electricity almost as much as he hated cold iron. The creepy sense of energy trying to escape the wires always made him feel trapped in his skin.
But from this distance he could appreciate electrification. The wires powered a dazzling light display, and the river at night became a beautiful dark snake winding along the southeast. Beverly would love this view.
Beverly.  He hadn’t expected his reaction to seeing her again. The involuntary grin. The butterflies dancing over his stomach. The absolute pleasure in kissing her, followed hard by the need to have her entirely. Unexpected.
And unwanted.
Thoughts of the human were a distraction he couldn’t indulge. If things had been different, if she hadn’t fallen through the portal back to her own time—to this time—they might have spent her short life together pleasantly at Mudcastle.
If Idris wasn’t a bad ruler, Dandelion might stay solitary and keep Beverly with him even now.
But Idris was destroying the Dumnos fae and taking Cissa with him. Living at Mudcastle Dandelion had avoided seeing the fae’s transformation, but he wasn’t completely ignorant of the changes.
Goldy’s gossip was increasingly alarming. Another human danced to death. A fire set to the roof of a human cottage built over a fairy path.
A goblin’s refusal to make a teapot because he was too depressed to think of a design.
Max had always been disgusted with Idris, but his resentment had taken on a nervous quality.
Dandelion would call it fear if he didn’t know Max was utterly fearless.
Cissa never said anything. She was all happy-talk and chit-chat. But she was losing her spark, the thing that made her Cissa. There was no joy and thievery in her these days. It would break Dandelion’s heart if that were possible.
The fae themselves were
evidence of the change. Today in the city he’d seen it. Like Idris, they took pleasure in cruelty with no care for human safety. They passed out food laced with psychotropic drugs, knocked down stop signs at intersections, and raped where once they ravished.
It used to be an accident when a human was danced to death. This morning in Green Park, he’d seen two fairies wait for it, their eyes shining with anticipation.
No. Dandelion couldn’t allow himself the luxury of time with Beverly, no matter how beautiful or fun or fascinating he found her. No matter how happy she made him feel.
For too long he’d avoided his duty— to Queen Sifae’s memory, to Cissa, to his people. Now he had the cup.
He had to save the Dumnos fae.
He shot higher, up to the edge of the atmosphere, and breathed in the radiating starlight, filling his lungs to bursting. He relaxed his wings and plummeted to earth with a victorious roar.
He landed in a treed area across from the museum near the Albert Memorial and headed deeper into Hyde Park to take the portal to Tintagos Castle. From the castle ruins he’d fly to Igdrasil and take the portal to Mudcastle.
Too bad transporting only
worked for short distances, but in twenty minutes he’d be sitting by the fire drinking peppermint tea, plotting with Goldy and Max while Cissa distracted Idris.
Cissa was waiting in the park, her feet dangling from a tree limb beside the portal. He flew up to sit beside her.
“Success?” she said.
He grinned and patted his hidey pouch.
“Well done you.” She threw her arms around him. “Idris will be so pleased.” She had to play nice. She was wearing her tether, and Idris might be monitoring them even now.
“It was good to send the fae here for the troop,” Dandelion said. Cissa and Goldy had given Idris the idea years ago, laying the groundwork for this night to happen. “Where is everyone?”
“Out and about terrorizing humans, I would imagine.” She sounded tired.
“Aren’t you enjoying yourself?”
“I miss Goldy and Glory,” Cissa said. “Goldy can enjoy Lord Dumnos all he wants, but we lost Morning Glory because of a Bausiney. I’ll never forgive them.
Not once, not thrice.”
Cissa had never especially cared for humans, but this was the first time she’d ever sounded hateful.
“Glory wanted what she
wanted,” Dandelion said, “and she took it. You can’t blame the Bausineys for…” He remembered the tether. It did no good to remind Idris of Lily’s existence. “I’d better go.”
The longer he delayed getting back to Mudcastle, the more dangerous. Idris wasn’t in London, but his factotum Aubrey was. The portal was just on the other side of the tree trunk. He started to jump down when Cissa’s hand clamped over his knee.
“Listen!” she hissed.
The London fog dampened all sound. There was distant traffic noise and the muffled call of a tawny 
owl. Then he heard it. Aubrey’s sick laughter, joined by other fairies.
They were somewhere in the park.
“No!” a human cried. “Don’t, please!”
It was Beverly.
The police had set up a
command post in the Bausiney’s Abundance exhibition room. They interviewed the docent and the exhibition guard first and then Beverly. No one mentioned she’d come in with a guest, and she was relieved when the inspector didn’t ask about Dandelion.
“All right, miss,” the DCI said at last. “You can go.”
Beverly shifted her bag to the other shoulder and picked her way through the visitors waiting to be interviewed. She had to get out of the museum. She was sure Dandelion was waiting for her out there somewhere.
Somewhere in London. Ack. She should have told him where she was staying.
The V&A guard met her at the exhibition room door. “We’re locked down, miss. I’ll walk you out.”
Outside the gift shop they passed the docent slumped in a chair, quietly sobbing. She jumped up and grasped Beverly’s arm. “Please assure his lordship we’ll do everything in our power to apprehend these criminals and restore his precious artifact.”
“Of course,” Beverly said.
“Don’t distress yourself. I’m sure you will do your best.” She twisted her arm out of the docent’s grip.
“Perhaps the fairies came to retrieve it.”
“She’s taking it hard,” the guard said at the front door. “She was the one who convinced his lordship to lend the museum Bausiney’s Abundance.”
Not really.  Apparently the docent didn’t know about
Goldenrod.
It was an ironic scene. The police, the guard, the docent, the witnesses—all caught up in the disaster of a stolen artifact. This was a museum, yet none gave a thought for the cup’s original, rightful owners.
There was a small square across from the museum. Dandelion might be in there among the trees, away from the motorcars and buses. Or maybe he’d wait for her at St.
James’s Church. Or Piccadilly Circus and the Anteros statue at the fountain.
While Beverly contemplated where to start her search, the guard waved down a cab. “Where to, miss?”
She might as well change her clothes. A cocktail dress and spiked heels weren’t quite the thing just now. “The Dorchester.”
Good answer. The guard and the cab driver nodded approvingly.
People treated you differently when you wore fabulous clothes and stayed at posh hotels. When they believed you were about to become a countess. She’d always believed those things didn’t matter to her, but she couldn’t deny the respect felt lovely.
On Park Lane traffic slowed to a stop, and through the cab window she saw someone walking in Hyde Park. She couldn’t quite see the person, but he was tall and graceful.
Fairylike. “Stop,” she said.
Dandelion must be in the park.
“I just have to go around,” the driver said. They’d reached the Dorchester, but they were separated from the hotel by a median.
“I’ve changed my mind.” She opened the door. “I’ll get out here.”
She dug some money out of her bag and handed the fare through the passenger window. Blast. A twenty-pound note. She didn’t want to wait for change. “Keep the extra.”
The traffic started moving again, and the taxi pulled into the Park Lane flow. The evening mist settled over her, and chill bumps rose on her skin beneath the sheer bolero.
What was she thinking?
Dandelion might not even be in London. She was as pathetic as the docent. Attached to something— someone—who didn’t belong to her.
He’d used her. He needed to get into the exhibit, close to the cup, and she was his easy access. He had what he came for. There was no reason to stay.
Across the median, the
Dorchester was suddenly cozy and inviting. It was later than she’d realized, and it was cold, and at this hour on this night in particular the park was no place for a single woman. Suddenly all she wanted was a cognac and to crawl into her suite’s warm bed. She’d go home in the morning.
Lord Dumnos had likely heard the news about the cup by now. He must be horrified.
Great gods. She felt stupid and guilty. Two hours ago, it had seemed she was helping to right an injustice that had lasted a century. Now she just felt like a fool.
“Groovy,” said a voice behind her. “I believe we’ve found our queen of the night.”
She whirled around. Aubrey leered at her from the park. He still wore the highwayman costume, though he’d lost the hat. His lilac eyes flared.
Fen and Violet hung on his shoulders as if they needed the support. Their eyes sparkled but were jittery. Their attention darted from object to object until they fixed on Beverly.
She shuddered. The park’s
wrought iron fence stood between her and the fairies, but it was no protection. They all wore tethers.
“Is there a problem, my queen?”
Aubrey called out. She couldn’t tell if he was taunting or mocking her.
“Did your prince abandon you?”
“Sod fairies,” she said. Sod them all, with their intrigues and self-centeredness. She was going back to the hotel. The crossing was too far away, so she darted into Park Lane and headed for the median. A horn blasted and tires screeched. From the right, a black cab was almost upon her.
“Damn.” It was going to hit her.
She closed her eyes and braced for it.
The temperature dropped, and everything felt still. The traffic sounds were far distant.
“Did Prince Dandelion
succeed?” Aubrey again. “Did he take his precious cup and abandon you?”
She opened her eyes. She was inside the park. Dozens of fairies surrounded her in a circle. Aubrey faced her in the center. “You can thank me for saving your life just now. How about a kiss?”
Fen and Violet grabbed her arms and held her in place. Both swayed a little on their feet, unstable. High on something.
“Why do you care?” Beverly ignored the kiss comment. “Do you want the cup? Do you think you’ll be king of the fairies?”
Aubrey got a wild look in his eye and cackled a creepy laugh. He strutted around the circle and sang, parodying the Cowardly Lion’s song from the Wizard of Oz.
“’f I were king of the fairies…”
The fairies howled, and the musicians picked up their
instruments to accompany him. The song was ludicrous, but their music was intoxicating. Beverly’s body responded, moving with the rhythm.
The tune shifted. The drumbeat slowed, became sensual.
“That’s right,” Aubrey said softly. “You feel so much better now.
Let’s get rid of a few things.” He snapped his fingers. Her hair fell down over her bare shoulders, freed of its braids. The bolero was gone too.
Violet kissed her bare arm, the inside of her elbow, her shoulder, her neck, and nibbled her earlobe.
Beverly didn’t want it to feel good, but it did. Each kiss ignited a little fire inside.
“Sharesies, Violet,” Fen said.
“Don’t be selfish.” He held Beverly’s hand and ran a finger from her wrist to her shoulder, leaving a trail of tingling warmth along her skin.
Fear shot through her, competing with the sensuous pleasure, but she couldn’t do anything about fear or pleasure. The music immobilized her. The lyrical notes of the flutes and pipes streamed through her bones and grounded her feet the earth. Drumbeats pulsated inside her and created tiny explosions of erotic desire.
Violet’s eyes were like
emeralds, like sunlight on the sea, like magic. She came closer, as if she was about to share a secret, but instead she kissed Beverly on the mouth.
Fen kissed the back of her neck, and Violet moved to her earlobe.
Beverly groaned, and the rest of her clothing disappeared. She felt her nipples harden in the cold, and yet she felt so warm. Fen and Violet reached between her legs and teased her with their fingers.
“Our queen of the night is almost ready for her king,” Aubrey said. He stood before her wearing nothing but his tether.

Tradeoffs
AUBREY WAS LEAN AND hard and perfect. And well-endowed.
Beverly’s mind cried out against it, but her body raged to have him inside. Every nerve screamed for relief. Every inch of her skin longed for his touch.
Traitorous flesh.
He burst into her consciousness riding his searing gaze. Her body said why hello there come on in and stay awhile, but her heart and soul rebelled against the coming invasion. She could breathe. She could feel her heartbeat. She could move her lips, but she couldn’t speak. She couldn’t move her head, but she could move her eyes and eyebrows.
She batted her eyelashes at him, and he jumped—slightly—in
surprise. A small victory, the slave moving the master.
“Leave her alone, Aubrey.” A red-haired fairy flew into the circle, her eyes flashing with fury.
“My princess.” Aubrey chuckled with satisfaction. “Let me guess.
You’ve come to do your brother’s work, as usual.” With revulsion Beverly knew this was exactly what Aubrey had intended all along. He was using her as bait.
It’s a trick!  She yelled, but the words just rattled around in her head. She couldn’t open her mouth.
Then in a blur of speed,
Dandelion was there. He landed between Cissa and Aubrey. “Let her go,” he said as his wings retracted.
The tuxedo was gone, and he was in his leather pants and vest.
The musicians stopped playing.
“I snatched her fair and square,”
Aubrey said. “And I’ve taken so much trouble to get her ready.”
The fairies in the circle giggled as Fen licked Beverly’s cheek suggestively. She wanted to punch him, but she was helpless to move.
“Get off.” Dandelion flicked his fingers at Fen and Violet, sending mini lightning bolts into their chests.
They cried out in pain and surprise as the bolts knocked them away up into the trees. Beverly’s outfit reappeared along. Even her bag hung from her shoulder.
“Impressive, my prince, but this is our queen of troop night,” Aubrey said. “And as Idris’s proxy, I’m king of troop night. She’s mine.”
“Let me have her,” Dandelion said.
“Why do you care about some human? You have what you came for.
If I’m not mistaken, it’s hanging from your belt.”
Dandelion touched his large pouch and hesitated, and all the fairies in the circle went silent. The only sound was Aubrey’s creepy laugh laced with victory and ridicule.
“Great gods,” Aubrey said. “I know that look. You love her.”
The accusation floated in the air with the night mist. Cissa, Fen, Violet—all gave Beverly another appraisal.
“She doesn’t look special,”
Violet said, draped over a tree limb.
“Does love hurt?”
“Special or not,” Aubrey said.
“She’s mine.”
“Give her to me.” Dandelion’s voice cracked.
How could they think he cared?
To Beverly he seemed disgusted by the accusation, sick to his stomach.
He’d practically admitted he loved her—but obviously the fact was as repugnant to him as to all the other fairies.
“Go away.” Aubrey grabbed his shaft and pumped. He strutted around the circle, making himself bigger.
“I’m ready to show this human real fae lovemaking.”
“Give her to me, and I’ll give you a present in return.”
Aubrey stopped and turned back to Dandelion. He tilted his head, wary but open to the suggestion.
No. Don’t.  Beverly willed Dandelion to look at her, but instead she made eye contact with his seething sister. It was no treat being on the receiving end of Cissa’s utter loathing and despair. And no fair!
Beverly didn’t want Dandelion making this sacrifice either.
“Ah, now,” Aubrey said. “A present. That’s something. I’d like a present from you, my prince. In a thousand years, you’ve never once offered me a present. What is this human worth to you, I wonder?”
“My tether.”
The fairies in the circle gasped as Dandelion pulled off his choker.
From Cissa’s barely suppressed smile, Beverly guessed she must know the tethers’ sinister purpose.
“Give me the cup.” Aubrey
ignored Dandelion’s outstretched hand.
Dandelion shook his head. “Why would you want it?”
“He doesn’t deny it!” Aubrey addressed the circle fairies. “He has recovered the cup.” He strutted around, comfortable in his nakedness, vamping to his audience with mock amazement. “Our prince has redeemed himself.”
“Ooh!” Violet squeaked. Jeers and snickers bubbled through the circle. There was no sense of respect for their prince among them.
“It can be of no use to you.”
Dandelion stuffed his tether into his small pouch, but didn’t touch the larger one.
“You’re wrong there. I figure Idris will be most grateful when I bring it to him.”
“When I’m king, I’ll let you return to Tintagos,” Dandelion said.
“You can see Elyse.” He spoke directly to Aubrey’s tether jewel.
“Idris won’t be that grateful.”
Aubrey paced around Beverly, his look full of contempt for her. It was difficult to believe he’d ever loved a human being. The tension thickened until one of the musicians dropped a hammer on her dulcimer.
“Enough talk,” Aubrey said.
“Give me the cup, or stop wasting my time.”
Dandelion turned to Cissa. “We want to stop this slide to the dark,”
he said. “If I keep the cup at the expense of someone’s pain—even a human—I might as well join the Unseelie. Then I’d be worthless sitting on the moonstick throne.”
“I agree with your words,
brother, but I’m afraid.” A tear spilled down Cissa’s cheek.
“I can handle Aubrey,”
Dandelion said.
“I'm not afraid of Aubrey,” Cissa said. “I’m afraid of her. Your feelings for her.”
Dandelion gave no answer. He kissed his sister’s forehead and faced Aubrey. He produced the cup from the larger pouch on his belt and shoved it against the lilac-eyed fairy’s chest.
“Yes!” Aubrey clutched the prize. His spell over Beverly dissolved and faded away. She was free but wobbly, and she pitched forward toward the ground.
Instantly Dandelion was at her side. “I have you.” He lifted her and extended his wings. They rose above Hyde Park and higher until they were well above London, a blanket of jewels below and a canopy of starlight above.
“Oh!” She caught her breath.
He’d rescued her from hell and brought her to heaven.
“I knew you’d like the view.”
His kiss was slow and warm, and his tongue made promises that the rest of his body appeared ready to 
keep.
Max was halfway through his second glass of jasmine wine. Or maybe his third. He didn’t much like the stuff, but it made troop night bearable. He’d rather be at Mudcastle, away from the freak carnival troop night had become.
This year Dandelion was in Sarumos on the troop at Princess Cissa’s request. Goldy had gone to a midnight rendezvous at the Temple of Joy and Wonder with his human lover.
The only other person in the room was Idris, draped over the moonstick throne watching the abominable glimmer glass. He’d last gone on the troop a century ago, the year before Dandelion’s banishment.
Idris hadn’t left the faewood at all since Morning Glory escaped with Lily to who knows where.
He’d turned to the wretched glass for intelligence of the outside world. One of his pleasures was making Max watch. “There she is again,” Idris said. Aubrey and his band of tricksters were harassing a human in one of Sarumos’s parks.
If it was anyone else Max
wouldn’t care, but their victim was Beverly, the dark-haired beauty he’d met at Mudcastle. He remembered her curiosity and kindness. She hadn’t been repelled by his looks and had treated him as equal to the other fae. It was a shame she’d come to Aubrey’s attention.
When Cissa showed in the glass, Max sat up and leaned closer.
Dandelion was right behind her, ready to bargain for Beverly’s release.
“He has affection for that human,” Idris said. “It must be a pet of his.”
Sun and moon, the bleeding treesap offered Aubrey his tether.
Max sighed and finished his wine.
He couldn’t believe it. Fairies really didn’t deserve to think so highly of themselves. Dandelion was the most thoughtful of them all, and even he had a limited grasp of the tether jewels’ power.
“Ha! The fool,” Idris said. “He’s giving it over.”
“Hmph.” With relief Max
watched the prince hand Aubrey not the tether but the fairy cup. It was painful to see Cissa in distress. Next time he saw her in a safe place, he’d reassure her. Losing the fairy cup was nothing compared loosing a tether jewel to an enemy’s possession, a fact none of them had yet realized.
Idris shook his head and
snickered. He poured more wine into Max’s goblet. “What a revolting development.” What a wit.
“Extraordinary,” Max mumbled into his goblet. He recalled the prince’s face when he first held the cup, his mixture of profound self-confidence and bliss. Max’s own father swore by the myth of the fairy cup, that it had a supernatural connection with the royal line, but he’d never truly believed until he saw that look on Dandelion’s face.
“Well, well.” Idris made the glass go dark and let it hang in the air. “Lucky your gobs finally finished with the bower.”
“Hmph.” They weren’t his
“gobs” as Idris insisted on calling them, but yes. They were all glad to be finished with the bower project, an ugly piece of work if ever there was one.
Idris said, “I want you at Mudcastle when Dandelion returns.
Take away his tether and slap a cold iron collar on him. Bring him here without delay.”
“I’m busy.” Dread chilled Max’s veins. “And I’m not your goon squad.”
“Busy!” Idris leapt to his feet and plucked the glimmer glass out of the air. He held it to his chest, his eyes flaring with rage. “You forget yourself, goblin.”
“Do it then.” Max wished Idris would end his threats at last. Destroy the abomination and bring its centuries of agony to an end. “Death is better than this.”
“Oh, Max. Dear Max. You
misunderstand me.” Idris strode over to the fire. “I'm no murderer.”
They both knew that was a lie.
This was the hold Idris had over Max. Max’s sister was trapped in the glimmer glass. Idris would kill her if he thought it would better suit his desires. He held the glass over the fire and slowly lowered it closer to the flames.
“Stop,” Max said. “I’ll do it.”
“Of course you will.” Idris clapped once, and the glass disappeared. He looked around the throne room at the empty sofas and chairs. “It’s lonely with everyone on the troop. I miss my people.”
Max shuddered. It was true Dumnos fae were becoming more Idris’s creatures all the time. He’d go solitary himself if it wasn’t for the glimmer glass. He headed for the exit. This wasn’t going to be pretty.
He’d have to take a pony cart to Mudcastle, something to haul Dandelion back to the faewood in.
“Wait,” Idris said. “No collar.
No need to distress Princess Cissa any more than necessary. Wrist shackles will do to make the point.”

Love and
Affection
“YOU SAVED ME.” BEVERLY couldn’t say thank you. Mere words were too small, too inadequate to
acknowledge Dandelion’s sacrifice.
“You gave up the cup.”
He smiled without bitterness, and her heart went out to him even more.
“Oh, Dandelion.” She could never repay him.
“Close your eyes,” he said gently. “Picture your hotel room.”
She did as she was told, and in the next instant they were in her suite at the Dorchester. He laid her on the bed and hovered over her, his wings still extended. He was like a great mythological beast.
Check that. He was a great mythological beast.
His vest accentuated the muscles in his arms and chest. He’d cleaned up nicely in the tux, but she’d take those bare arms any day of the week.
Or night.
“Are you staying?” She reached for the vest’s top silver and leather toggle. “Or just dropping off?”
He remained suspended above her while she opened the vest’s five toggles. She ran her hands over his chest, and the vest disappeared with the rest of his clothes and hers too.
“Staying,” he said. He settled between her knees, retracting his wings, and moved forward, his hands on her hips. He kissed her belly. “I hope you’re not
disappointed.”
His mahogany hair fell forward in a cascade. He kissed and licked her breasts and his fingers explored between her legs. She was already on fire for him, and he was hot and hard against her. He kissed her throat and her ears and ran his hands through her hair and moaned.
“Beverly.”
She whispered, “I have you,”
and held him close.
Light shimmered around them, reds and greens and blues and purples. A kaleidoscope of images tripped through Beverly’s
consciousness one by one and fell away. Lord Dumnos, the Tragic Fall, Marion, George Sarumos, her mother, her father.
There was only Dandelion,
filling her body and soul with his body and soul.
“Beverly. Beverly.” He chanted her name like a mantra. The colored lights brightened until they became as white as the sun at noon in summer. A presence filled the room, awful and wonderful. Something she’d felt once long ago and forgotten until now.
Still inside her, Dandelion sat up and pulled her onto his thighs. He reached toward the ceiling and started to grow. His body grew larger, metamorphosing into gargantuan thing. She clung to him to keep from falling, like she had clung to Igdrasil when she was a child to keep from falling to the rocks and the sea below.
That was it. That was the
presence she’d felt once then forgotten. Pure energy that flowed not only through Igdrasil, but through every living thing. The power that had saved her from falling.
Dandelion’s torso became a tree trunk and his head and arms became branches. He was gone, replaced by Igdrasil. Beverly fell back on her elbows. The tree was taller than the room, the ceiling disappeared, and the branches stretched up into the night sky. Her body tingled and quivered, and she felt shattered by vibration and soothed by waves of warmth.
Then Igdrasil was gone. The 
ceiling was intact. Dandelion was Dandelion. He collapsed on her chest, exhausted.
“Beverly.” His voice anchored her, and she held him tight. “Beverly, I never thought I could feel….”
He was a fairy prince, and he was a man. He fell asleep.
Beverly stretched and arched her back. Dandelion still lay on top of her, his head just under her chin. He wasn’t as heavy as she expected— maybe he was using his powers to keep from crushing her. She chuckled at the thought; that would be useful magic.
It was late…or early, depending on how you looked at it. Night had begun to surrender to dawn. She hadn’t slept. She couldn’t get the image of Igdrasil out of her mind.
She wasn’t tired. Quite the opposite, she was charged with energy.
Everything was different now.
Dandelion stirred, and she kissed the top of his head. He opened his eyes and smiled as if he was surprised and delighted to find her there. Sun and moon, she loved him, and now their story was ending.
As surely as the sun would rise, today he would be at Mudcastle, and she would be at Bausiney’s End.
He sat up and tweaked her nose playfully. “Good morning.” He locked his fingers behind his head and did some twisting stretches.
When he turned away, she noticed the ridges under his shoulder blades.
How did those huge wings fit in there?
Oh, yeah. Magic.
Nothing in her world would ever be normal again. She saw that now.
He rolled over onto his stomach and propped himself on his elbows.
“I have to tell you something.”
Her heart sank. Not yet.  He was too serious. Don’t leave me just yet. 
Wait for the morning light.  She remembered something he’d said yesterday at Piccadilly Circus and again last night in the park.
“Why won’t Idris let Aubrey visit Tintagos?”
Dandelion reached for her hand.
He kissed her fingers and grinned at her obvious ploy to change the subject, but he answered her question. “Do you remember I told you Idris was rejected by Elyse?”
“The human wyrding woman.”
“Half human. Aubrey is Elyse’s father. He loved her mother, Frona,”
Dandelion said, “a wyrding woman who lived at the border of the faewood on the outskirts of Tintagos Village. When Frona died, all the light went out of him. He didn’t need Idris to embrace the dark.”
Dandelion let her hand go. Her fingernails were covered with sparkly polish that made her think of sunlight dancing on the ocean.
Through the window, faint pink contrasted with the dark silhouettes of treetops. Day was coming.
“Every year on troop night,”
Dandelion said, “Aubrey tries to recreate his feelings for her.”
“He has a perverted way of looking for love,” Beverly said.
“He’s on a fool’s errand. If love rarely comes to us once, it never comes twice.”
She wanted to ask, Has love
come to you?  But she was a coward, afraid his answer would be no—and terrified it might be yes.
“Idris wanted to marry Elyse,”
Dandelion said. “He thought he could harness her wyrding magic to his power. She rejected him, and now out of spite he won’t let Aubrey near her. She still lives at Glimmer Cottage.”
“But her mother was human,”
Beverly said. “Wasn’t that hundreds of years ago?”
“A thousand. Elyse is faeling.
When she visited the realm of fae, she awoke to her fairy nature. If she’d stayed, she would have become immortal. In the human realm she won’t live forever, but a millennium isn’t out of the question.
Aubrey is frantic to get her back before she dies.”
“He should have allied with you,” Beverly said.
“He’s become too enamored of the dark. He thinks he can trade the cup to Idris for Elyse without returning to the light,” Dandelion said. “But Idris is crueler than they realize. He’ll never let Aubrey be happy.”
“What are you going to do about the cup?”
“Get it back,” Dandelion said. “I have no right to happiness until I make things right.”
“Will you be happy when I marry Lord Dumnos?” No, Beverly. Don’t
go there. Don’t torture yourself. 
He brushed the hair out of her eyes. “Yes.”
“Oh.”  Sun and moon, wrong
answer.  She pressed his hand against her cheek.
“My darling girl, I can only hurt you.” His voice was like warm honey by a crackling fire and so gentle it broke her heart. “Idris knows about you now, and at Faeview you’ll be safe from him.
The mansion is a cold iron fortress.
That’s what matters.”
“I’ll never love the earl,” she said. “You know he can never love me.”
“I have to tell you something.”
Dandelion took her hands in his.
“I’ve given you a child. A son.
You’ll give Dumnos his heir without having to try…to try more than once.”
If any other man had said those words, she would have laughed.
“You can’t know that.”
“I can. I do.”
This was too weird. She backed away and leaned against the pillows.
Not likely. She rested her hand on her belly. Not possible. But he was serious. And it could be wonderful. 
“The fae are possessive—I’ll just put it that way—about faelings,”
Dandelion said. “If anyone finds out about my son, they’ll want him.”
“Sun and moon, he’s my son too!”
They both laughed at the same time. She’d accepted his words as true. And he was right. She had to protect the child from Idris.
“He’s your son too. And
everyone, human and fae, must believe he is Lord Dumnos’s child.
Especially Lord Dumnos.”
“I don’t know.” It would be wrong to deceive the earl. “Even a marriage of convenience shouldn’t begin with a lie.”
“A marriage of convenience is a lie.” Dandelion squeezed her hands.
“Told by both partners. Dumnos can’t know, so set aside any notions of false integrity. The earl would tell Goldy—and trust me, Goldenrod is the biggest gossip in the faewood.”
Beverly put her hand on her belly. “A fairy child…”
“Not fairy. Faeling. Only half fae. He’ll live a normal human life span, as long as he remains unaware of his fae nature.”
“But you love children. How will you bear to be without your own child?”
“He’s my gift to you, Beverly.
You’ll love him for both of us, and I have no doubt Dumnos will be a good father.”
Dandelion held out his hand, and his small pouch appeared. He retrieved a dark box decorated with dandelions and opened it. His tether was inside. “If someday you decide he needs to know the truth, give him this—but until then, never let him touch the jewel.”
“I understand.” Beverly accepted the box, fingering its carved designs.
“But how will you get back without your tether?”
“The old fashioned way,” he smiled. “There’s a portal in Hyde Park.”
“Ah, that’s why you were there,”
Beverly said. She got out of bed and walked over to the corner window.
The morning sun was up, and the city lights were twinkling off. “If not for me, you’d be in the fae realm right now.”
“I would.” Dandelion joined her at the window, and she leaned back against his chest.
“You’d still have the cup.”
He kissed the top of her head.
“But we wouldn’t have had last night, or all the nights to come.”
The traffic going by on Park Lane looked so normal, yet everything had changed.
No. The world was as it had always been. She had changed.
Something had touched her, opened her to her true nature. Her eternal self. For the first time she felt called by something beyond earning a living and mundane obligations to Marion. She had to know what it was.
She loved Dandelion and wanted to be with him, but for now that was impossible. He had to leave her, and she was fine with that. For now. He had to set things right in his realm, and then they would see.
Dandelion kissed her. “This isn’t over,” he said. “We aren’t over.”
And he was gone.

Fairy Politics
DANDELION MISSED BEVERLY
ALREADY, but he was relieved to be home. Smoke billowed from
Mudcastle’s chimney. Cissa must have come to chew him out. He braced for a lecture on how impossible it was for him to be with a human.
Well, he wasn’t going to be with Beverly, was he? He’d done what he could to make her short life happy.
As Countess Dumnos, she’d be secure. She’d have a child to love.
When this was all over and the Dumnos fae were safe, he’d look in on her and the faeling.
There might be a flaw in that plan. Fae time was different to human time, and by then they could both be long dead. The thought made him sick with heartache. If this was love, love sucked worse than disco.
He didn’t need Cissa to tell him who he was. Last night had changed him. He’d begun by wanting to save Beverly from the fae in Hyde Park and ended with wanting to save the fae from themselves.
This was the purpose he’d
intuited when he first held the cup.
This was his destiny. Not to be king as a matter of privilege, deferred to and obeyed. But to be king as a matter of honor. A matter of service.
To create a better world for all the Dumnos fae.
He wouldn’t let a human change that, and he wouldn’t hear lectures from Cissa on the subject either.
In this foul mood he opened the door to a cheerful fire and the aroma of brewing peppermint tea, but Cissa wasn’t there. Beside the teapot were hot scones laid out with clotted cream and strawberry jam. She meant to soften her scold with a lovely breakfast. She must be out picking winter roses or late rhodies for the table.
He fixed a scone, poured a cup, and sat down by the fire. He would erase thoughts of Beverly from his mind. He would.
He pushed against the grate to rock the chair. The fire crackled and popped, and the little treat Cissa had made for him was great. If he could, he’d trade every drop of his royal blood to stay here.
Unseelie.  It was depressing just to think the word. To so many fairies it was now a lark to wreak havoc on the human world. They’d forgotten the pleasure of doing unexpected good for its own sake. What fun it was to spark a love affair in an otherwise miserable human heart. To inspire art. To replace a poor family’s crusts of bread with a savory feast.
In another life, where the Dumnos fae were light and Idris was a good leader, Dandelion could have been happy here at Mudcastle, solitary but for the occasional visits from Cissa and Goldy and Max.
Glory would be with them too. And there was plenty of room for Beverly and their faeling.
Who knows? She might have
turned fae. It had happened before with humans. Her family name was Bratton, a name from the time of King Jowan. There was a real chance fae blood flowed through her veins. If she spent enough time in the faewood, she might turn fae.
Immortal. He would never lose her.
The fire blurred, and he blinked and rubbed his eyes. He was dreaming now of the truly
fantastical, of things that would never be.
He should get some rest, though he’d slept at the hotel. He lost his balance, though he was sitting in the chair. The room spun, and he tried to stand. The teacup shattered on the grate, and he pitched forward 
toward the floor.
His first awareness was of pain splitting his head. It was like an ax was buried in his skull. His hands flew to his throat. “Ach!” The sudden movement made the pain worse. He clawed at the collar, but it wouldn’t budge. It was metal.
Cold iron, he could feel it. He was so weak.
He seemed to be in the back of a goblin’s pony cart. A blanket covered his entire body, so sheer he could see through it. He writhed in agony trying to get out from under it, but it would not let him go.
Glimmermist.
He stopped struggling and tried to make sense of his surroundings. It was dark and there was the smell of clean damp earth. A goblin tunnel.
The cart rolled by a wall torch that illuminated his captor.
“Max?”
What in a thousand hells was going on?
“Be still, my prince.” The goblin sounded miserable. “The more you fight it, the more it will hurt.”
Great gods and low, he’d been drugged again. And by Max. This had to be a dream. A nightmare.
The cart rolled to a halt at a huge round door guarded by two goblins.
Max stepped down and spoke in gentle tones to his pony then came around to the back of the cart. He hoisted Dandelion over his shoulder as if the weight were nothing.
“Keep quiet, if you know what’s good for you.”
The hatred in Max’s voice was like a knife in Dandelion’s gut. This wasn’t happening.
Max grunted at the two guards.
“It never ends, eh?” one said as he unlocked the door.
“It must end, Drang,” Max said.
“Never is too long a time.”
Dandelion wanted to cry out for help, but Max pinched him. The door clanged shut with an echo, ominous and solid. “You might as well shut it,” Max said. “I’m the only one who can hear you through the
glimmermist. Or see you.”
They moved deeper into the cavern. The pain intensified. Surely someone had buried razors in Dandelion’s internal organs. Max dropped him on the ground.
He wished he could pass out.
Pain seared through his body. Maybe his blood had turned to liquid fire in his veins. He was inside a cage made from iron bars drilled into the ground in a circle.
“Why, Max?”
“Stop talking.” Max locked the cage door. He sat down on the ground on the other side of the bars and crossed his legs. “It’s cold iron.
Your collar too, though I pounded it thin so you could breathe.”
“You’re such a friend.”
“The more you move, the more it will aggravate every nerve ending in your body.”
“You look awful, Max. Uglier than ever, if that’s possible.” It wasn’t just bravado on Dandelion’s part. The gob looked like hell.
“Shorter.”
“Like you can tell, with your eyes covered.” Max grunted. “Even breathing will hurt, my prince. Do not move.”
“At least take away the
glimmermist,” Dandelion said. Wait.
Something was wrong about this.
Max knew the glimmermist didn’t work on Dandelion. Why had he used it? “At least let me see where I am.” Max would know he could see through the material.
“I think not,” Max said. “Idris ordered it, and he’s right. You don’t need to know where you are.”
All right then. For some reason, Max had followed Idris’s orders to take him prisoner, but was he still on Dandelion’s side? “When will I get out of here? It hurts.”
Max ignored the question. “You weren’t wearing your tether at Mudcastle. Where is it?”
“Fuck you, gob. I lost it.”
A trace of a grin played over Max’s lips. He grunted yet again and rose to his feet. He really was shorter.
Dandelion tried to shift position so the pain lessened, but the goblin was right. Every movement
intensified the agony. A tear rolled down his face and through the glimmermist.
Then, looking up from the
ground, he saw them. Tether jewels in the ceiling. The entire cavern was under surveillance.
“You could try burrowing in the dirt.” Max said. “It might help your headache.” He turned on his heels and walked away, hunched forward, his gait slow.
“Why, Max?” Dandelion yelled at the goblin’s back. “What does Idris have on you?”
The cavern door echoed again as it shut and the bolts slid into place.
Dandelion took in his surroundings, though every movement was another agony. So this was the famous 
Bower of Elyse.
Damn, he hated the wyrd.
When Max got back to the throne room, pixies and brownies were flitting about, frantically putting the place in order.
“They’re almost here,” Idris said. He plucked something out of the air and furtively slid it behind the throne. The glimmer glass, of course.
It was courting danger to have it out like this, even invisible. The brownies wouldn’t notice or care, but the pixies were insanely curious.
Idris was becoming
overconfident and sloppy. Good.
Max could only hope Dandelion picked up the clues he’d dropped.
“Is all in order with your little project?” He smiled at Max almost sweetly, magnificent as always. The throne shone behind him. The blue-white light of the moonstick crown dazzled against his hair, the color of red rust and orange-yellow flames.
He must be completely devoid of fellow feeling that he could radiate such beauty at the same time he caused such suffering.
“I feel them,” he said. “They’re here.”
Aubrey popped in first, his feet inches from the ground, wings already retracted, the cup cradled like an infant in the crook of his arm.
The fool. He should have put it in his hidey pouch, safe from accident.
Cissa popped in next, wings extended, her eyes wide, bright, and wild. She was furious. She flew circles around the throne room as Fen and Violet and the others followed in.
“This is an outrage!” She landed in front of Idris. She noticed Max and glared. With mortification, he realized he’d been grinning at her.
He could be such a treesap.
Cissa shifted her attention back to Idris. She opened her mouth but he held his hand up before she could say anything.
“I see what you mean, princess.”
Idris looked pointedly at the cup and then at Aubrey. “Can you explain?”
“Prince Dandelion has fallen in love,” Aubrey said. “With a human.
He can’t be trusted with the cup.”
“That’s a serious charge,” Idris said.
“It’s a ridiculous charge,” Cissa said. “Even if it were true—and it isn’t—Dandelion is the rightful monarch.”
“The princess is correct,
Aubrey.” Idris stepped down from the throne and took Cissa’s hand. It was the gesture of a champion, of a protector. Of someone who cared.
“My liege, I…” Poor Aubrey.
The treesap looked confused. It hadn’t hit him yet that Idris had used him.
“I’m sure you were acting in the interests of the fae,” Idris said.
“Anyone would be concerned about this…attraction on the prince’s part.
Perhaps you only meant to ensure the cup’s safety, not understanding what was in Dandelion’s mind.”
“Exactly, my liege.” Aubrey presented the cup to Idris. “I only thought that you would know best what to do.”
Idris looked at the cup but didn’t touch it. He turned to Cissa. “And where is the prince? Didn’t he return with you?”
Cissa’s face went red.
“He left the park.” Aubrey smirked. “With the human.”
“Ah, that doesn’t look good.”
Idris tapped his forehead as if he were thinking. “Let’s do this. We’ll leave the matter in abeyance until Prince Dandelion can have the opportunity to explain himself. Max will take the cup and keep it safe, somewhere only he knows about.
Everyone will agree the gob’s integrity is beyond question.”
“Yes,” Cissa said instantly.
“Max will take custody of the cup.”
Her trust warmed Max’s heart.
He wanted to do bodily harm to Dandelion for the distress he’d caused. Well…more bodily harm.
He grabbed the cup out of Aubrey’s hands and grumbled all the way out of the room.
At least some good would come of this. He could talk to Dandelion a little more. Try to plant a few more clues in the treesap’s head about how to escape.
After he locked up the cup, he’d head back to Mudcastle. Someone should be there or a solitary would move in and take over the place. He wouldn’t mind staying out of the faewood altogether for a while, if only he wasn’t worried what trouble the princess would get into.
He almost bumped into Idris waiting ahead in the tunnel yards from the bower.
“What do you want?” Max fairly growled the words, startled by the sudden appearance.
“I saw you earlier, gob, giving the prince advice on pain relief.
Know this: Every measure of ease you afford that fairy will be heaped upon someone else. Ten-fold.”
Idris walked up tunnel and disappeared in the darkness.

The Language of
Crows
1982, the human realm, Bausiney’s



End
LADY DUMNOS STAYED IN HER room all morning as she was ordered oh-so-seriously by her five-year-old son. Every so often Cade’s little boy laughter erupted outside her door.
Then he’d bound off down the hall as Marion and James yelled, “Don’t run on the stairs!”
It must be quite a great birthday surprise they were planning. She poured the last of the coffee from her breakfast and opened the antique secretary.
Since their marriage Lord
Dumnos—James, she called him now—had given her many presents.
The first was an old elaborate brass key.
With mock awe he’d said, I
know not what secrets are kept by
the sacred key of Lady Dumnos.
And I don’t want to know. Female
secrets, I imagine.  He wasn’t far from the mark.
The key opened a Louis XVI roll top secretary in Beverly’s room. It had been a wedding present to Miss Lydia Pengrith from Donall, Lord Tintagos. Inside was a treasure trove, including the leather-bound



volume she held in her gallery
portrait.
The complete title, partially obscured in the painting by the countess’s arm, was Tales of Wyrd
and Fae. It contained wyrding history and spells and theories about fairies. Charles Sarumen was right when he joked that Lydia was a secret wyrding woman.
The entries about the fae were interesting, but those about the wyrd were a revelation. The Great Wyrding, the war between wyrd and fae, the Dumnos ghosts—it was like coming home to learn about these things, at once fantastical and familiar.
Lydia posited that the cottage on the threshold of the woods was not abandoned at all but was in fact occupied by the great Frona’s daughter Elyse, made immortal by Igdrasil. Notwithstanding a few mistakes, Beverly’s skin tingled with the recognition of many truths while reading the account.
She believed Elyse still lived.
The next countess, James’s mother, had made two entries in the journal. The first:
I acknowledge receipt of this
journal. It is a Bausiney family
treasure, not my own, and I
will do nothing to end its
existence. But my Christian
soul cries out Abomination! 
Today I received the key, and
today I lock the secretary,
nevermore to be opened in my
lifetime. 
Years later she wrote:
I am an old woman, no longer
consoled by cant and Sunday
sermons. I write here what I
have admitted nowhere, not
even to my beloved son. 
I dropped the cup. 
What relief to now drop the
weight of my secret! 
One night in the final month of
my confinement with my son
James, I roamed Faeview’s
halls, unable to sleep. As I
approached the glass case in
the gallery, moonlight shone
through the window and struck
Bausiney’s Abundance. 
I was filled with a fierce and
undeniable desire to touch the
cup, to hold it if only once. I
opened the case. What did it
matter? If cold iron and holy
cakes failed to protect the
object, then there was nothing
magical to protect. 
The cup is beautiful in its case,
but holding it is a different
experience altogether. Let me
assure you, who read these
words, the magic is real. 
The cup slipped from my hands
to the floor. Miraculously, it
did not shatter. So I believed. 
The next morning, shortly after
breakfast, word came that my
husband, Lord Dumnos, had
been killed in a freak hail
storm on his way home from
Lords. 
Both our daughters died later
in London during the Blitz. Of
three cousins, two were killed
in France in the war and the
third when his Spitfire ditched
in the Channel in ’41. James,
the sole remaining heir, has
never shown an interest in
marriage. 
I examined Bausiney’s
Abundance with a loupe and
discovered a hairline crack at
the base along the red inlay. It
is so congenial to the design it
appears to be a part of it. 
I am the author of Bausiney’s
End. I regret this, as I regret a
life lived in denial of the
world’s mysteries and delights. 
I am aware of my cowardice in
admitting this only here. 
It is the best I can do. May
someone read this one day and
bear witness to my shame. 
Tucked in at the back of the journal were several loose pages, notes scrawled by Donall Bausiney after Lydia’s death. He wrote of Morning Glory at the Temple of Joy and Wonder and the love potion she gave him.
Beverly found the bottle he described in a cubbyhole in the secretary, half empty. To the end of her days, she would wish she hadn’t.
She could well sympathize with the former countess’s regret. Beverly would add her own story of regret to the journal, but not today.
Lydia’s account of the fae didn’t sit well. She painted them in a bad light, wrote of the mischief they caused, changeling incidents, pranks —and worse, their treachery during the war of the wyrd. She recorded nothing in the journal of a fairy’s sheer joy in living or delight in children or music.
Beverly had decided to remedy this gap. She was Lady Dumnos now, and she’d actually met real fairies. She had the right to add to the accounts.
She set the box Dandelion had given her on her desk and ran her fingers over the carved design. She opened the journal to a blank page and began to describe the fairy prince’s mission to bring the Dumnos fae back to the light.
It was a mistake.
The more she wrote, the sadder she felt. This isn’t over,  he had said.
We aren’t over.  But in almost six years, she hadn’t seen him once.
The bedroom door flew open and Cade burst into the room. “It’s here! It’s here!” he cried. “Father and Moo are waiting.” His green eyes sparkled, and his bright copper curls were as messy as ever.
He grabbed her hand and tugged, but his attention immediately snapped to the blackthorn dandelion box on her desk.
Dammit.  She shouldn’t have left it out in the open. Cade reached for the box, but she scooped him up before he could touch it.
“Come down now, Mama. Come have your happy birthday!” His eyes didn’t leave the box.
“I’m so excited!”
Lies, all lies. She was bloody terrified. He never should have seen the box. Her heart pounding, she carried him out of the room.
“Let’s go,” she said cheerfully.
He clung to her, his little arms around her neck. She felt him staring over her shoulder, fixed on her bedroom door, and she hugged him tightly all the way to the gallery.
“Surprise!” Marion stood behind a huge rectangle wrapped in fancy paper. She was twenty now, home from university and working at the Tragic Fall for the summer.
“Happy Birthday, my dear.”
James was awkward and pleasant as usual, holding a wrapped present about the size of a jewelry box.
“This is your little present.”
Cade wriggled away from Beverly and ran over to the big rectangle.
“It’s from Moo.” He never could say Marion, and now half the time everyone called her that.
“And this is your big present from me and Father.” Cade indicated the box in James’s hands and laughed. “It’s a riddle.”
“Thank you very much for both presents,” Beverly said. “I’m sure I’ll love them equally.”
Marion rolled her eyes. “I wouldn’t go that far,” she said as Cade helped Beverly tear the wrapping off the large rectangle.
“Oh, Moo.” Beverly caught her breath. She’d never seen the picture from Piccadilly Circus. “How did you…”
It was the shot Dandelion had taken of her standing at the Shaftesbury fountain. Bittersweet sadness washed over her. The Anteros statue did hover above her shoulder. All kinds of love. 
“I was going to use that camera you brought back from London since you never do,” Marion said. “There was a roll of film in it, so I had it developed. It was mostly leaves and flowers and the odd statue, but I thought this one was lovely.”
Beverly hugged her, and Cade said, “Now the big one.”
The little box contained an Aston Martin key ring. With a set of keys.
“A new chariot for your picnic today,” James said. “Something fun.”
Outside a gleaming silver DB5
was parked at the front door. “It isn’t new.” James handed her the keys, as excited as Cade. “This is one of the actual vehicles used to film Goldfinger. Of course the weaponry has been removed.”
“Of course.” Beverly felt such tenderness for the earl. They’d become good friends, each grateful for what they could bring to the marriage and each at peace with what the other could never bring.
“The basket is packed, and we’re ready to go,” Marion said.
“Coming?” Beverly asked
James, but she saw the answer in his eyes. He would take advantage of their day trip to take a long walk and meet with Goldy. She hadn’t seen Goldy since her time at Mudcastle, but she had no doubt he was the earl’s secret special friend.
“Never mind.” She kissed
James’s cheek and whispered in his ear, “Have a lovely day.”
“Let’s go!” Cade climbed into the child’s booster seat installed in the back. “Where’s Nanny?”
“It’s Nanny’s day off,
sweetheart,” Beverly said. “I think the three of us can manage.” The engine kicked over flawlessly and they pulled away. Beverly waved to James. “It’s wonderful!”
Even more wonderful was the fact that Cade had forgotten all about the blackthorn box.
The car was indeed fun to drive —Beverly would have to get used to so much power compared to the Beetle. She turned onto the Ring road and then right instead of heading on toward the cliffs.
“We’re not going to Igdrasil?”
Marion said.
“I have a better idea.”
In truth, Beverly longed to go to Igdrasil. Her soul cried out to meditate in the shade of the world tree, to reconnect with the vision which had filled her with wonder— and an awesome feeling of power.
She’d longed to see Igdrasil since that night at the Dorchester.
But she was terrified too. For all she knew the portal was still intact, and she had a third wish remaining.
She couldn’t risk being near it and accidentally wishing for something she’d have no power to reverse.
“Let’s get away from the mist for a change,” she said. “We’ll go to the Temple of Joy and Wonder.”
Writing in the journal and thinking of James and Goldy had made her lonely for Dandelion. She led Cade and Moo to the grassy area beside lake. She spread out their blanket near the shore while Moo helped Cade look for skipping rocks.
Did Dandelion know they were there? Perhaps he watched them from the rhododendrons even now.
Moo called to her. “We’re going to go through the maze. Do you want to come with?”
“Love to.” The smell of spring lilacs wafted by—despite the fact that it was late August. “Never mind.
You two go on ahead.” Her pulse raced as an idea took hold of her.
“I’ll be fine.”
As soon as Cade and Marion disappeared into the maze, she was on her feet. She dashed through the massive rhododendrons. It had to be here somewhere.
Dandelion had spoken of
threshold places and rifts in the veil between the fae and human realms, like those at the woods’ border near the old abandoned cottage. He’d told her Mudcastle was on a threshold.
Normally it was in the realm of fae, but when Dandelion was there Mudcastle existed in the human realm.
The smell of lilac grew stronger.
When she passed a patch of chamomile, she knew she was near the portal. So close. She could feel it.
“Dandelion!” she cried out. Oh,
sun and moon, let me see him, just
once! “Dandelion!”
“Mama, a magic house!”
Cade was behind her. He ran past at full speed, headed toward a mound of dirt no taller than a lilac bush. What was he doing here?
“Look, mama!” Cade said. “A chimney!”
There was no house. There was no chimney. It was a mound of dirt, not big enough to be called a hill, covered with snowdrops and ivy.
But this was Mudcastle. She knew it as surely as she breathed. Mudcastle in the human realm with no fae to render it visible.
Yet it was visible to Cade.
“Cade, stop!” Beverly raced after the boy but he was so fast. In desperation, she called out a spell she’d read about in Lydia’s journal.
“Cage!”
Cade stopped and fell to the ground as if he’d run into an invisible wall. The wyrding spell worked. Beverly snatched him up into her arms. “Cade, Cade.”
“I want to go in, mama.”
“No, darling.” Tears streamed down her face. “Never,” she whispered—more to herself than to him. She could feel something, something fae, all around them. It wanted Cade.
She raced back through trees and bushes to the open.
“Oh, thank the gods, there you are,” Marion said. “Cade, how did you get out of the maze so fast?”
“Let’s go,” Beverly said. “Now.
Forget the basket. I’ll come for it later. We’re going.”
Beverly strapped Cade into his seat and jumped in behind the wheel.
As the DB5 peeled away and the feeling of the fae realm dissolved, her terror damped down to mere fear.
Marion and Cade stared at her like she was a crazy woman.
“I’m sorry.” She inhaled a deep breath and blew it out. “I don’t know what got into me.”
After a few minutes of silence Marion said, “Are you really all right? Because there’s something I was was going to tell you at the lake.
I’m not going back to university. I’m going to stay here and work at the Tragic Fall.”
“Right.” Beverly loaded all the sarcasm she could into the word.
“Like I’m going to let you give up on your education.”
“I don’t want it, Beverly,”
Marion said. “Ian says I’d make a great concierge.”
“Ian.” That was it. Marion had always had a soft spot for the git.
“Ian is married.”
“That has nothing to do with it,”
Marion said, but her face turned deep purple.
Beverly stopped the DB5 in the same place near the front door and took the keys. In the entry hall she said again, “I’m not letting you throw away your education.”
Cade headed for the stairs and she called after him, “Leave Nanny alone, sweetie. You can play in your room for a while.” She hoped she hadn’t traumatized him with her fear.
She still felt pretty traumatized herself.
“The Tragic Fall was good
enough for you, Bevs. Why not me?”
“It’s no use, Marion. There’s no happiness chasing a man who’s isn’t available.” A more bitter truth was never told. She should listen to herself.
“I have to go to work,” Marion said. They both knew that was a lie.
“Can I use the Beetle?”
Beverly tossed the DB5 keys on the credenza and picked up the VW
keys, handing them to Marion. With a dull ache in her heart, she watched her sister go.
And the day had begun so nicely.
She went up to her room to finish her journal entry, but she couldn’t concentrate. She took Dandelion’s tether out of its box and went to the window, pressing the black cords against her cheek, careful not to touch the jewel. She didn’t think it could affect her, but she was superstitious.
The view from her window
seemed unfamiliar, as if she hadn’t seen it a thousand times. With thick trees as background and the day’s mist settled low to the ground, the cottage was barely visible. The place had the look of lifelessness about it.
But today she had felt the wyrding power in her own body.
She’d used the caging spell from Lydia’s journal—a boundary, she called it—on Cade. Elyse was supposedly the most powerful wyrding woman ever. What if she had put a wyrd on the cottage to make it seem abandoned?
The sound of wood sliding
against wood brought her out of her reverie. Cade was sitting on the floor with the blackthorn box in his lap.
“Cade.” She might as well tell him the truth—as much of it as he could understand for now. “This is mama’s special necklace. It’s a tether, and someday it will be yours.
But you must make a solemn vow never to wear it even then when it comes to you.”
He grimaced in horror, and she almost laughed. Of course he would think necklaces were for girls. “I promise,” he said.
“No, Cade. Not a promise.” She had to make him understand this was serious. “You must vow. If you break the vow, all the fairies and wyrders left in the world won’t help you, and neither will the Earl of Dumnos.”
The weight of it was too much.
Tears rolled down her cheeks. She knew she was scaring him, but she couldn’t help herself. She knew deep in her bones: eventually Idris would come for Cade.
“I vow, mama.”
She kissed his forehead and brushed his lovely red curls out of his green eyes. “I believe you, my darling boy. Now go find Nanny and ask her if she can play with you as a special favor. Mama has to run an errand.”
She drove the DB5 along the Ring road, past Igdrasil and as close to the old cottage as she dared, then pulled off. She’d go the rest of the way on foot. If Elyse was there, the less noise she made the better.
She approached the cottage through the garden where a crow scolded her from a high branch in an amazing ancient yew tree. “I would answer you,” Beverly said
congenially, “but I don’t understand the language of crows.”
“Silver and gold find you.” 
Someone grabbed her hand.
“Silver and gold bind you.” 
An old woman, yes, but certainly no older than in her sixties. Her grip was ferocious, and she slipped a ring onto Beverly’s finger.
“Serve not desire, but enhance
delight.” 
Great gods! This wasn’t
happening…
“All will be well. All will be
right.” 

Wyrding Woman
BEVERLY'S EYES WERE OPEN, but she saw only memories. The ring the old woman had put on her right hand was still there, and someone was in her head. She was in Hyde Park again with the fairies.
The person in her head was the old woman with the ring. Elyse.
Elyse watched—and felt—Fen and Violet kiss and touch Beverly’s naked body and was both repulsed and fascinated.
A wrenching feeling tugged at Beverly as Elyse moved to
obliterate the memory. No!  Beverly tried to yell. She mentally threw a boundary over the memory, as she’d thrown the cage over Cade. Elyse seemed satisfied and let go.
It wasn’t that Beverly treasured this memory or ever meant to revisit it, but she didn’t want to risk losing the memory of what had followed— Dandelion rescuing her and their night together at the Dorchester.
Another memory came into
focus. Cade had found a dandelion gone to seed and held it up for Beverly to blow. His cherub face started to fade.
No!  Beverly tried to scream 
again, but nothing came out. If Cade faded here, she knew she’d forget him. Not this. Don’t take this. 
Elyse relented. “Enough,” the old woman said—or thought. She flung Beverly out of her conscious thoughts, away into a dark crevice of the brain.
The gold and silver ring was simple, elegant, and powerful. It wouldn’t let Beverly separate from Elyse, the wyrding woman of Glimmer Cottage. But neither would the ring allow Elyse to separate from Beverly.

It worked both ways, Beverly discovered. Elyse’s knowledge, her skill, her connection to the world tree Igdrasil—all these things became a part of Beverly too.
Beverly’s own link to Igdrasil remained intact and grew. She was a wyrder, the very thing Dandelion hated most in the world.
It was a glorious existence, with no obligations. When Elyse slept, Beverly came out and practiced.
Most wyrds failed, unable to get through the boundary Elyse had put on Glimmer Cottage.

But Beverly was able to use the glimmer glass. She’d sit on the roof, enjoy the fragrant jasmine, drink the peppermint tea Elyse hated, and watch Cade and Marion in the glass.
At night she watched the lights at Faeview. It made her sad. It made her want something she could never have. That life was gone.
But she couldn’t stop watching.
One day Beverly heard Elyse think about dumping this body for a new one and saw that her skin was thin and wrinkled. How much time had slipped by? Then Lily turned up in the glimmer glass, living on the other side of the world, and Elyse launched an elaborate wyrd to bring the faeling to Glimmer Cottage.
Morning Glory’s little daughter, all grown up, wasn’t interested in being Elyse’s new host. Lily was amazing. She freed Beverly from Elyse. Then she freed Elyse from her own personal hell.
And fell in love with Cade in the bargain.

A Fairy Bride
MAX SAT ON HIS FAVORITE tree stump away from the fire. He listened to the musicians play, kicking the back of his heels against the stump in time to the rhythm. Idris wanted him in the throne room for something, but Idris always wanted him in the throne room for something.
Max hadn’t stopped to listen to music, just for the pleasure of it, since the night Princess Cissa surprised everyone with the fairy cup. It seemed long ago. He pictured her flying triumphantly over the heads of the fae gathered in this room for the troop. So excited. So brave. So naïve.
She was still brave, but she’d lost her innocence. Everyone had lost their innocence. These days, it was gloomy all over.
The faewood was still the
faewood, and the music was still sublime, but even that most precious of fairy delights was blighted now by the shift to the dark. A human man and woman danced at the center of the circle, both on the verge of passing out. Fen and Violet laughed and applauded as inebriated pixies goaded the dancers on.
Everything was going to hell.
Cissa worried constantly about Dandelion, wondering why he’d been gone so long, afraid he’d fallen in love with that human. If only it were that simple.
Max’s scheme hadn’t worked— not yet, but he was sure Dandelion had understood the clues. Each time Idris looked in on the iron cell, the prince had dug a little deeper. But not deep enough.
Idris was furious with Max for giving Dandelion the idea to pack dirt around his face and in his hair.
Traces of Dumnos iron in the ground, even fine particles, would afford some protection against the cold iron. Dandelion would still feel pain, but it might not drive him mad.
That was Max’s ruse. A bit of human-style magic—redirection of attention. Idris watched him help the prince in one way and missed the other thing, a new tether jewel buried beneath the prisoner, tied not to the faewood but to the fae realm near Mudcastle.
“Goblin!” Goldy flew in over the dancing humans and landed on the stump beside Max. He bent forward and retracted his wings.
“I’m glad you’re here.” He’d come from Mudcastle; he wasn’t wearing his tether. “You won’t believe…”
Before Goldy could say more, a pixie popped in over everyone’s heads. “Elyse is dead!” she shouted.
“The wyrding woman Elyse is dead!”
The music stopped. In the
stunned silence, the humans fell to the ground, one sickening thud and then another. Fairies and pixies erupted with chatter in response to the news. What would Aubrey do?
“That’s not the half of it,” Goldy said under his breath. “Lily is in Tintagos Village at this very moment.
She’s all grown up, staying at the Tragic Fall Inn.”
Max often forgot that time passed differently in the human realm. It seemed only a few weeks ago he’d watched Morning Glory escape from Idris, carrying the child into the portal.
“She doesn’t know she’s
faeling,” Goldy said. “And she’s going to marry the new earl.”
“New earl.” Max said.
“Don’t you people ever get out?
Is the human realm so irrelevant?”
“No,” Max said drily. “And yes.”
“Lord Dumnos has died.”
“Well, I’m sorry to hear it, Goldy,” Max said. “I know you cared for him.”
“I loved him, Max.”
“Seems to be a lot of that going around.” Max thought of Cissa and allowed himself an inward smile to go with his inward pain.
“That’s terrible.” Fen stood in front of them, and wearing his tether.
Max grunted. How long had he been there?
“About Elyse,” Fen said. “I always kind of hoped Aubrey would get to see her again.”
Blast it all.  If Idris was watching—and these days, Idris was always watching—then he now knew Lily was in Tintagos Village.
Another pixie popped in, her eyes huge. “Fight!” she said. “Fight in the throne room! Princess Cissa is freaking out!”
Fear and excitement shot through Max’s heart. Goldy jumped up with him but hesitated.
“Go!” Max said. “I’ll see you there.”
Goldy transported away and Max headed into the hall. He hated having to pass by the sealed front entrance to the Bower of Elyse. He should tell Cissa where Dandelion was, but she couldn’t do anything about it and it would only cause her pain. He still hoped the prince would break free before it came to that.
The throne room was an
embarrassment. Drunk and drugged fairies were draped over sofas and chairs and passed out on the floor.
Pixies flitted about, smashed goblets on purpose, and stole leprechauns’
hats.
Idris sat on the throne, cold sober, his gaze fixed on Cissa standing before him. Her head was bent forward, her face covered by her long red hair.
She held the abomination in her hands.
When she looked up, the color had drained from her face and her eyes sparkled with tears.
Max moved through the
courtiers, getting closer to the throne until he found Goldy. The fairy whispered, “She was giving him hell for the mess the place is in. Told him he had shamed the moonstick throne.
He handed her that glass. Whatever she saw in it broke her.”
Idris waved Cissa aside as if she was a servant. None of the courtiers reacted. The only one besides Max and Goldy who seemed offended by such treatment of the princess was Aubrey, sitting on an ottoman in the corner, his shoulders hunched forward.
“The thing is, something’s wrong there,” Goldy said, “I’ve never known a fairy who could work a glimmer glass.”
Max looked around the throne room. The others were impressed too, the treesaps. They’d believe anything. It never occurred to them they were being manipulated. All they saw was magic, not magic’s perversion.
Idris spoke in a clear voice of command, addressing everyone in the room. “We must think of our dear friend Aubrey. He’s lost his child in the human realm.”
The regent was all kindness and concern, the benevolent ruler.
“And in other faeling news, I hear Lily has returned to Tintagos Village and plans to marry Lord Dumnos. Delightful.”
He didn’t mention Morning
Glory. Probably didn’t want to remind his audience she still eluded him.
“A faeling Countess Dumnos could be a useful thing indeed.
Aubrey, you will deliver my wedding presents to the bride.”
Aubrey rose and nodded. Max couldn’t tell what feelings lay behind that placid expression, but there was no missing the cruelty of the assignment. Now Idris sends the treesap to Tintagos Village. Now, too late, Elyse gone.
Cissa, on the other hand, did not even try to control her emotions.
Max didn’t have to guess what she couldn’t tear her eyes away from.
Dandelion in his cold iron cage. It was over. Idris had gone completely dark. There was no turning back for him.
“You owe me,” Cissa said to Idris. “You owe me a favor.
Anything in your power to grant.”
Idris trembled but suppressed his rage. “I haven’t forgotten.”
“Let him go.”
“Ah, princess. For you, I would if I could. But this isn’t in my power.
As regent, I’m sworn to protect my people, and your brother is a dangerous fairy.”
“I should have known,” Cissa said quietly, not to Idris but to herself. Max wanted to break something—like Idris’s face—and make everything all right again for her. Return her to her carefree, thieving, happy old self.
“I can do one thing to make him more comfortable,” Idris said.
“Goblin!” All eyes in the room shifted to Max. “Remove the glimmermist from your prisoner.”
“Your prisoner?” Cissa’s look of betrayal sliced through Max’s gut.
She believed he was working for Idris. And he couldn’t deny it.
A chasm opened between them, and he saw no way it could ever close.
Cissa turned back to Idris. “Why would you do this?”
“For the greater good of the Dumnos fae,” Idris said. “Just as you will do what you must for the greater good of all—even your negligent, dangerous brother.”
“What do you mean?” Cissa
said.
Idris rose to his feet,
magnificent. Tall, sinuous, beautiful, powerful. He gently took the abomination from the princess’s hands and tucked it behind the moonstick throne. He faced her, benevolent and smiling.
“This talk of weddings has inspired me. Marry me, Cissa,” he said softly. “Marry me, and make me a better man. Save me from myself.
Make me a better king.”
She didn’t laugh. She didn’t reject him out of hand and tell a joke.
She gave him her lovely hand and nodded.
Idris took her into his arms and looked down on her with something like gratitude. He kissed her then, with his tallness and his beauty and his power, and she allowed it.
“Let’s get out of here, gob,”
Goldy said. His sympathy only made things worse. “There’s someone at Mudcastle who’ll cheer you up.”
Max doubted it. He’d never feel cheerful again.

The Wedding
Gift
2012, Glimmer Cottage
THE TABLES IN THE GARDEN were covered with white tablecloths. The band came back to the temporary stage from their break, and wedding guests paired off on the grass to dance. Elyse was gone. The ghosts of the ring were gone.
The ring was gone.
“Get these people off my lawn!”
a crow scolded from the yew tree.
Beverly shook her head at the old bird. This was her son’s wedding party, and the crow would have to bear it.
Cade was the funny, handsome fellow over there in the white tuxedo and the outrageous white bell crown topper, a mix of rock star and Mad Hatter. He was with his bride, Lily, the little faeling all grown up.
Lily kissed Cade’s cheek and whispered in his ear. She lifted her gown’s long skirt and picked her way across the lawn, and Cade watched her go with a deliriously happy grin.
All will be well, all will be
right. Beverly sighed. Not all, but some things.
She’d watched Cade grow up in Elyse’s glimmer glass. Working the glass was one of the first wyrds she’d learned to do when Elyse slept. When Elyse found out, she hid the glass. Then Beverly learned a tracing wyrd, and Elyse threatened to make her forget Cade.
But then Elyse took pity and relented. For that, Beverly could never completely hate her.
She felt the thin skin on her hands and the sense of something missing from her finger. The Oracle’s ring was gone, and she knew what that meant. Soon she would die.
Elyse was gone too, but not her knowledge. Her natural wyrding abilities were incorporated in this body that Elyse had lived in and practiced with for thirty years.
Beverly knew what Elyse knew: that nothing could alter the consequence of removing the Oracle’s ring.
She could live with that. Ha.
Anyway, she wanted to die. She was free. Free of Elyse, free of James, free of her obligations to Cade and Marion. But it was too late. If Dandelion saw her now, sixty-one years old and falling apart, he’d hardly sweep her off her feet and make love to her in the aurora borealis.
The human beings she loved were happy, and that was enough.
Marion and Cade sat down at the table, and Ian joined them. Moo was middle-aged now, married to Ian at last. They were wonderful together.
“Here’s the beautiful bride,”
Marion said as Lily returned with a bundle of cloth she set on the table.
“How lovely.” Marion ran her fingers over the fabric. As it moved, it shimmered like something Beverly would never forget. Like the lights of the borealis.
“Where did you get that?” she said. “Who gave it to you?”
Cade said, “Another wedding present?”
“Yes, from a man I met inside.”
Lily unfolded the cloth to reveal a glimmer glass. It was like none Elyse had, but a glimmer glass all the same. Lily handed it to Cade.
“He told me not to show it to you.”
“What is it?” Cade turned it over. “It looks like a steampunk data tablet.”
“It’s a glimmer glass,” Beverly said.
“That’s it,” Lily said. “That’s what he called it.”
“What does it do?” Ian said.
“Give it to me,” Beverly said.
The instant she touched the object, her stomach felt queasy.
“Something’s wrong,” she said. “The magic powering this glass isn’t clean.” She put it down and asked Lily, “Did you see anything in it?”
“Idris.” Lily shuddered. “I remember him from my childhood, chasing my mother and me.”
“The fae don’t use glimmer glass.” Lydia’s journals and Elyse’s memories had told Beverly that. She picked it up again, and again the sick feeling washed over her. “But this feels fae. Dark fae, maybe.”
If only she could ask Dandelion.
The instant she thought of him, his image appeared in the glass. He was lying on the floor in an iron cage, covered with dirt and obviously in agony.
“Dandelion!” Beverly screamed and dropped the thing on the table. It went blank, but the image was burned in her brain.
“Dandelion?” Cade said.
Everyone at the table stared at her.
“I didn’t want to do this, but I have no choice,” Beverly said. She cast a wyrd over the entire wedding party, omitting herself, Cade, and 
Lily.
Ian and Marion seemed to think they were alone. They shared a passionate kiss and went out to the lawn to dance.
“We have to go now, Cade,”
Beverly said. “Your father is in danger.”
“Mum, you’re confused,” Cade said gently. “Dad died, remember?
Just after you came back to us.”
“I mean your real father,”
Beverly said. “Dandelion. The rightful king of the Dumnos fae.”
Thank sun and moon for Lily.
She convinced Cade that his mother wasn’t bonkers and to do what Beverly asked. The three of them were in the DB5 tearing along the Ring road.
Beverly had to save Dandelion.
Even if he found her ancient and disgusting, it didn’t matter. He saved her in Hyde Park, and look where it got him. Locked in a cage, tortured.
She had to try.
Cade parked near the Temple of Joy and Wonder, and they continued on foot. Beverly plunged into the rhododendrons, the evil glimmer glass tucked under her arm.
“I forgot the torch,” Cade said.
“Not necessary.” Beverly
wriggled her fingers. “Light.” 
Cade and Lily murmured
wondrously as the vegetation all around them lit up, glowing from inside. Beautiful. Poor Elyse. What amazing things she could have done if she hadn’t felt stuck inside Glimmer Cottage.
Beverly wasn’t going to let that be true about her own life. With what time and magic she had left, she would make a difference. Be fantastic. And save the man she loved.
They were close. She smelled lilacs. The fragrance invigorated her.
She felt stronger, more energetic.
Then she saw it. The mound of dirt, covered with flowers and ivy. Sun
and moon, let him see it,  she prayed.
“Look,” Cade said. His voice was full of wonder and delight. “It’s the magic house.”
“How charming!” Lily said.
The two faelings ran to the mound. Before Beverly’s eyes, they both disappeared inside it.
“Wait!” she said. “That’s not what I meant!”

In the
Panopticon
“CADE!” BEVERLY DIDN'T EXPECT an answer. “Lily!”
Mudcastle was on the threshold between human and fae, phased into the human realm only when
Dandelion was there. He was certainly not there, locked somewhere in that cold iron cage.
As faelings, Cade and Lily could see Mudcastle in either realm and had transitioned to it naturally. But fae magic wasn’t the same as wyrding magic. Beverly should have known this would happen.
She needed to find a rift…or a portal. She found the chamomile patch and was just about to step in, but stopped. That would only lead back to Igdrasil. You don’t need a
portal. You need a wish. 
And she had one.
Carefully, deliberately, she held the creepy fae glass to her chest, closed her eyes, and formed her third wish. “I wish I was at Mudcastle in the realm of fae—at this time.”
A teakettle whistled.
She opened her eyes. It worked!
The fire crackled. The overhead candelabra glowed. The window boxes on the inside were bursting with peonies, irises, lobelia, and snowdrops.
“Hey, girl,” Goldy said. “Nice to see you.” He took the kettle off the chimney crane. “How about a nice cup of peppermint tea?”
“It was clever to think of the wish,” Morning Glory said. “Max and Cissa went to Igdrasil in case you showed up there. They’ll be back soon.”
Beverly set the glimmer glass against the wall and sat in the rocker beside Cade.
“Are you okay?” she said.
“Never better,” he said. “Goldy and Morning Glory have been explaining things to us. It seems Lily is the real Bausiney in this marriage.”
“I suppose that’s true,” Beverly said. “How do you feel about that?”
“I’m fine with that bit.” Cade winked at Lily. “I must say it’s a shock to discover the woman I love was born a hundred years before me.”
His eyes were greener. Maybe it was the firelight, Beverly knew it wasn’t that. His fae nature had been activated. Lily’s eyes, too, looked more hazel than blue. Beverly hadn’t considered the consequences of bringing them to the fae realm. It would change them.
“Isn’t it wonderful?” Lily said.
“My mother is alive!” She gave Morning Glory a hug. “But how, Mother? You were cremated.”
“That was for your benefit, Lily —Lily! Lily! Lily! It’s so wonderful to speak your real name.”
Morning Glory spun up into the air, tossing exploding fairy dust, and settled down again.
“I couldn’t stand being away from fae one more day, and you’d grown to human adulthood. I was more bother than help to you there. I risked a little magic, a spell to appear dead, a quick transport out of the pine box before it went to the flame. I found portals to New York and took a lovely cruise ship named for Queen Mary back to England, then to Mudcastle.”
“And we were all so happy to see you again.” Cissa came in with Max. Her face was drawn— naturally she worried about Dandelion—but beautiful as ever.
Gorgeous. She still looked twenty-five.
Max was the only one who
looked worse than in Beverly’s memory. The lines on his face were deeper, the crease between his eyebrows darker. He moved slowly, as if his joints hurt. He was grouchier.
And shorter, oddly enough.
“Good,” he said. “You made it.”
He pulled three tether jewels out of his pouch and handed two to Cissa and Goldy.
“When I discovered Idris meant to create a prison of cold iron cages in the bower, I figured the first fairies he’d go after were Dandelion and Goldy. And you, princess, if he couldn’t ultimately control you.”
“How are these different than the others?” Goldy turned his jewel over in his hand. “Mine looks the same.”
“They’ll bring you to Mudcastle instead of the faewood.” He held up the third jewel. “This is a duplicate of Dandelion’s jewel. I was able to hide the original in the ground under his cage when I brought him there. I dropped what clues I could, knowing Idris would be watching. It has looked like he’s been trying to dig it up, but if he’d found it he’d be here by now. I fear he’s too weak.”
Morning Glory spun up into the air and settled. “Being surrounded by cold iron is worse than death.”
“What do you mean?” Goldy
said. “How would you know?”
“From living in Indio. Every building there is made of cold iron. I stayed because I knew Idris would never look for us there.”
“How did you bear it?” Goldy said.
“I found a stock pot made of Dumnos steel. Dumnos Clad, they call it. I slept with it over my head every night.”
“Oh, Mom,” Lily said. “I knew you were unhappy, but I didn’t know you were in pain.”
“I'm sorry I let you think I was dead,” Morning Glory said. “I thought it was the best way to keep you safe. I thought no one would ever find you, especially not a wyrding woman with a glimmer glass.” She looked at Beverly. “But I’m so glad she did.”
“Where is this bower?” Beverly said. “We have to get Dandelion out of there.
“We?” Cissa said. “You’re
human. You wouldn’t last two minutes in the faewood. You’ll be safe here with Cade and Lily while we’re gone.”
“I’m going,” Beverly said.
They all stared at her like she was crazy. She realized what she must look like to them. An old human woman. What could she do?
“I’m more powerful than you know,” she said. “I’ve incorporated all of Elyse’s knowledge. I have my own connection to the world tree.”
“Right,” Cissa said. “Wyrders always think their magic is better than fae magic.”
“And the fae always think the wyrding way is a hoax, that it isn’t real magic.”
“Girls, girls! Let’s not fight,”
Goldy said. “We’re all on the same side.” He looked at Beverly. “Don’t mind Cissa. She’s been in a wretched mood since she got engaged.”
“What is this?” Max held up Lily’s glimmer glass, trembling with rage. “How did this get here?”
“It came from Idris,” Lily said.
“A wedding present.”
“It’s how I saw Dandelion,”
Beverly said. “But there’s something wrong with it. What do you know?”
Max’s loathing was palpable.
“It’s an abomination,” he said.
“Can’t you feel it?”
“I knew something about it wasn’t right.” She took it from him and pressed it against her forehead.
Something… someone was breathing inside. She gasped and jerked her head away. “I think there’s someone in there.”
She put the glimmer glass on the floor and spread her hands over it, focusing on the consciousness in the glass. She concentrated on the idea of that consciousness existing separate from the glass, flicked her wrists, and said, “Separate!”
The glass shattered. Among the shards, a fairy trembled, crying. It was Violet, who had terrorized her in Hyde Park.
“You saved me!” Violet threw her arms around Beverly’s knees.
“Um, it’s quite all right. Truly.”
She was too pathetic. Beverly couldn’t hold a grudge.
“Her tether!” Max was at
Beverly’s side in an instant. He tore Violet away. She screamed as Max ripped off her choker.
Everyone breathed a sigh of relief.
“So I call that magic,” Goldy said. “What do you say, Cissa?”
Cissa gave a begrudging nod of approval.
“Right,” Cade said. “That’s me mum.” He flashed the wicked smile Beverly loved, and she knew he was proud of her.
“Max,” Cissa said gently. “How did you know about this? Idris’s glimmer glass has something to do with the hold he has on you, doesn’t it?”
Max collapsed into the other rocking chair, his shoulders slumped. “Idris has my sister,” Max said. “Trapped in his glimmer glass.
That’s how he gets them to work in fae.”
Everyone was silent, aghast.
“Abomination is the proper word for it,” Cade said.
“He’s promised to release her, and like a fool I believed him. I know now he never will.”
Cissa had tears in her eyes. “I’m so sorry, Max.”
“We have to free Dandelion,”
Beverly said. “Then we can deal with Idris.”
“There you go with that we again,” Cissa said.
“I agree with Beverly,” Max said. “She’s the best person to smuggle the jewel in to Dandelion. I doubt the panopticon can pick up a human, and she’s immune to cold iron. She can hand the jewel to Dandelion through the cold iron bars.”
The other fairies cringed at Max’s emphasis on the words cold
iron bars, and Beverly smiled inwardly. The goblin knew how to make his point.
“And—no offense, Beverly,”
Max said, “but at your age you can pass as a goblin. A tall goblin.”
“None taken.” He was right. She must look hideous to the beautiful, youthful fae. She wasn’t looking forward to the look on Dandelion’s face when he saw her. Petty, yes, but that’s how she felt.
“I’ll get you as close to the bower as I can,” Max said. “Two trusted gobs guard the back entrance.
They’ll let you in when they see this.”
Max opened the bottom drawer in a chest Beverly recognized. Goldy had sat on it that first night when she thought he was her guardian angel.
Max took out the most beautiful cloak she’d ever seen.
“It has two large interior pockets, handy—as Cissa can tell you—in case you see anything you’d like to bring back. The cup is in the bower. If you have the opportunity, I hope you’ll grab it.”
Beverly slipped the cloak over her shoulders. She felt beautiful in it.
Sexy and—dare she even think it— young.
“Cissa, you’ll have to distract Idris,” Max said. “Keep him from looking in the abom-the glass.”

“It’s all he does now,” Cissa said. “Even I can’t get him away from it.”
“Tell him you want to do
something romantic,” Beverly said.
“Go sky-surfing in the borealis.”
Everybody looked at her with one kind of amazement or another.
She just chuckled.
“Remember, Beverly,” Max said.
“Wyrding magic doesn’t work in fae.
If you’re caught, you’ll have to abort the plan.”
“I can break the binding spell,”
Beverly said. “Let’s go.”
Beverly said nothing as the goblin guard opened the door to let her into the Bower of Elyse, though she wanted to scream hurry up!  Max had stressed she needed to move quickly. The jewel should take Dandelion back to Mudcastle in an eyeblink; she’d have to go back the way she came in.
The door clanged shut behind her, and she hurried through the chamber. Something made her look up, a memory that wasn’t hers. She didn’t know why she expected to see the sky, but she was surprised to see an actual ceiling.
She saw a ceiling jewel and pulled the cloak’s hood over her head. No one knew if Idris’s panopticon could register a human, but she didn’t want to be the one to find out. She ran.
It was clear what humans found attractive about the fairylands. Being here felt wonderful. She felt stronger and younger with every breath. She reached the cage. It was exactly as she’d seen it in the glass but for one thing.
Dandelion wasn’t there.
The cage was empty. There
nothing in the cavernous room but row after row of cages exactly like the one that was supposed to hold Dandelion. What kind of a monster was Idris that he could even think of something like this?
Beverly stared at the hole burrowed in the cage’s center. She had to believe Dandelion had found the jewel. Sun and moon let him be
safe at Mudcastle. 
She turned to go, but the cup caught her eye. In the cage directly across from Dandelion’s, as if put there deliberately to taunt him, the fairy cup sat on a pedestal. She reached through the bars and took it.
The cup disappeared easily into one of the big interior pockets of the glimmermist robe. Goblin magic was wonderful! It was as if the cup weighed nothing and took up no space.
Lighthearted, even euphoric, she fled back through the cavern toward the door. Max would be waiting down-tunnel with his pony cart to take her back to Mudcastle. Sun and
moon, let Dandelion be there. 
But wait. There was one more thing to do, something for Max. If she could find the other glimmer glass, the abomination, she could free Max’s sister just as she’d freed Violet.
She flicked her wrist to set a tracing spell—then remembered.
Wyrds had no power in fae. But she felt so strong here, so powerful. At the bower door, she nodded to the guards—Sturm and Drang, Max had called them. She dearly longed to turn right, go to the throne room and find the glimmer glass. With a sigh she turned left, back the way she came.
A force tugged at her awareness and demanded her attention, wanting her to turn around. This way!  It felt just like a trace. In her gut she believed it was, despite all knowledge to the contrary. She trusted her gut.
Of course it took her the other way, past Sturm and Drang and into the heart of the faewood. She passed a few brownies and pixies. They looked at her and furtively glanced away. The two pixies whispered something about a tall goblin woman. Beverly smiled,
remembering what Max had said.
She came to a huge room where the trace was strong. At the far end of the room she saw Aubrey, passed out, draped over a dazzling throne.
The trace led to him, but that couldn’t be right. Cautiously she moved closer, moving through the disgusting scene. Fairies and leprechauns and even humans were drunk, self-absorbed or asleep.
There was no sign of Idris. Cissa must have been successful in distracting him.
The trace led behind the throne where a red-haired fairy was bent over, digging into the pocket that held the abomination.
“Cissa!” Beverly half whispered and half hissed.
Cissa’s head jerked up. “Idris saw you,” she said. “He’s coming.”
She stuffed the glass into her hidey pouch. “Get back to the tunnel.” As Cissa disappeared, Beverly heard one last word:
“Run!” 
Beverly fled from the throne room, down the hall and once again into the tunnel. She really, really wished she could transport. Fairy magic had its advantages, she had to admit.
Great gods, no!  She stopped in her tracks.
Idris stood in the tunnel at the Bower of Elyse. The doors were open, and Sturm and Drang were lying on top of each other, knocked out.
Beverly had to catch her breath.
She’d never seen Idris up close and personal, but Elyse had, and her body responded with desire according to Elyse’s memory. So creepy; she must have really felt something for the guy.
He smiled, and that was
creepier.
“What did you do to them?”
Beverly said.
“Something painful. Nothing final.” His voice was seductive but she heard the thin vein of cruelty.
She thought of Dandelion’s agony in the iron cage and Max’s sister trapped in the glimmer glass. Idris was a monster. He raised his arm to throw a spell.
“Cage,” Beverly said without thinking.
Idris screamed. His eyes flashed with rage, and he pounded against invisible walls. “Let me out of here, you bitch.” He pointed straight at her to throw the spell. “You can dance yourself to death!”
She jumped, but nothing
happened. This was no time for questions. She lifted the boundary with Idris captured inside it and directed it into the bower.
“No!” he yelled. “Stop, it hurts!”
“Good.” She threw him into the cage he’d made for Dandelion.
“Maybe King Dandelion will show you mercy,” she said.
She created a hologram of the fairy cup and left it on the pedestal where the real one had been.
“I don’t feel merciful today.”

Bride of Fae
PAIN SNAKED THROUGH DANDELION'S
body. His feet arched with spasms.
His knees, hips, and elbows shook with sick, toothache-like pain.
Tucked under his scapulae, his wings burned inside his back. His head pounded, pounded, pounded, pounded, pounded. With every movement razorblade-like pain sliced through his muscles.
Yes, the earth he’d dug out and spread through his hair and over his face relieved the pain of the cold iron—from one hundred percent to ninety-eight percent. When the glimmermist came off, even that small relief evaporated.
He’d dug a tunnel as wide as a gopher hole, the length of his arm.
Something so close to his reach felt good. Just beyond his fingers he could feel it, whatever Max had hinted at.
But it was too late. Even
thoughts of Beverly no longer helped. When he pictured her in his mind now, instead of resolve he felt failure. “I’m sorry,” he said aloud.
“Forgive me.” Everything went dark.
Blessed unconsciousness washed over him like a blanket—or was it even more blessed death?
He heard the sound of water, a brook running over rocks. A lark sang, and the aroma of newly-blossomed lilacs filled the air.
“Dandelion.”
The voice was both male and female, like moonlight and sunlight all at one time.
“Have courage. There is a
reason you and Cissa were spared bondage to Idris. You must end the regency and restore the proper monarch to the moonstick throne.”
Ack!  Pain ripped through him. He was in the panopticon. The vision was gone, and someone was coming.

With one last effort, he burrowed into the dirt and stretched his arm another inch and found it, a tether jewel. Max, I’m going to trust you
on this one.  As footsteps approached, he pressed the jewel to his throat.
It worked. He was back at
Mudcastle, sprawled over the threshold. The pain was gone, but he was so weak he couldn’t extend his wings. Two young faelings found him and carried him to his bed.
Within a week, Dandelion had rejuvenated. In fae, Beverly too had begun to grow younger-looking and younger-feeling, but once she returned to the human realm her body resumed its inevitable decline.
She sat on the marble steps of the Temple of Joy and Wonder, looking at the lake. Dandelion sat two steps below and leaned back.
“Fairies never fall in love.” He looked up at her, his green eyes brilliant in the sunlight. “Except when they do. And when they do, it’s forever. I love you, Beverly. Stay with me. As I will be king, so you’ll be queen.”
“I’m too old for you,” she said.
He was gorgeous and fit and young.
“Can’t you see that?”
“That’s a bit ridiculous, you know. I’m twelve hundred years older than you. Or is it thirteen?”
“That’s not what I’m talking about, and you know it.” She believed he didn’t see their physical age difference, but she did and it drove her crazy. “Besides, once the Oracle ring was removed from my hand, I started to die. Soon I’ll be gone.”
But gone where? Will Igdrasil
accept me as it did the others? 
“Not a bit of it.” Dandelion smiled as if she’d said the silliest thing in the world. “Wyrding magic doesn’t work in fae. Everyone knows that.”
“But it did,” she reminded him.
“For me, at all events.” No one had any idea why.
Dandelion kissed her fingers.
“When I was in the panopticon and so riddled with pain I wanted to die, Brother Sun and Sister Moon appeared to me.”
Beverly’s fingernails sparkled with fresh color left by Dandelion’s kisses. Without thinking, she ran her hands through his hair.
“They said to have courage,” he said, “that there was a reason for everything. I believe it’s the same 
with you, Beverly. Your wyrds worked in fae for a reason. You aren’t meant to die.”
He puffed out his chest and extended his hand. With an incredibly bad Arnold
Schwarzenegger impression he said, “Come with me if you want to live.”
She burst out laughing.
Beverly still had her same room at Faeview. James had closed it up when she disappeared. Lily and Cade were staying at the Tragic Fall Inn until Faeview renovations were complete. After returning from fae, they couldn’t be in the house more than five minutes without getting a splitting headache, so all the square and rectangular cold iron door and window frames were being replaced by round ones of wood or Dumnos steel.
Beverly finished dressing and opened her secretary for the last time.
She’d decided to accept
Dandelion’s offer. She had felt fantastic in fae, and the moment she returned to the human realm everything had started to fall apart again. She didn’t want to die. And maybe the Oracle ring’s power didn’t work in fae. Or maybe she would die—but at least she’d feel good until day came.
The truth was, she loved
Dandelion. He didn’t see her age.
He didn’t care that she was a wyrder. He saw her, Beverly. The only thing he knew about her was that he loved her.
Even if she was going to live forever, she would want to be with him.
She searched the journal one more time for something about the Oracle ring, some clue that in fae she could escape death. Instead, she found a sentence in Lydia’s hand which she must have read a hundred times and never fully understood: If ever you are fortunate
enough to come upon a cloak
made of goblin mist, do what
you must to possess it. Your
power will know no bounds. 
What was Lydia Pengrith’s life really like that she knew so much?
Beverly closed the journal.
Cade and Lily had invited all the Dumnos fae to Faeview’s rooftop for the dandelion wine ceremony. When the fairies returned to the faewood, Beverly would go with them. She left Morning Glory’s love potion in the secretary and took the key to pass on to Lily, but she put Lydia Pengrith’s journal in her bag.
The fairies were already on the roof, dancing and singing. Cissa and Morning Glory danced in the air, spinning in circles and throwing fairy dust over the people below.
The dust exploded like little firecrackers.
Cissa had cut her hair short, and it stuck out all over in bright red spikes. She was wearing a fabulous emerald necklace. She looked deliriously happy.
Beverly joined Max at a table outside the fairy circle. With a sad smile, he watched Cissa and Morning Glory dance in the air.
Well, mostly Cissa. What a gnarly goblin, decidedly not a pretty man, yet his nobility was its own kind of beauty. The chair he sat in, made by human hands, seemed gross and unworthy of him.
“I hear we’ll have a new queen soon,” Max said. “The gobs will enjoy making another moonstick throne.”
“I’m going to live at Mudcastle at first,” Beverly said. “Until the fae get used to the idea of a human queen.”
“You won’t be human forever,”
Max said. “You’ll turn fae if you don’t die—and I’m sure you won’t die.” He turned red with
embarrassment. “I only mean the wyrding thing is more objectionable than the human thing—oh.” The red deepened to purple.
“I hope you’ll stay at
Mudcastle.” Beverly changed the subject.
“Thank you, but no. When
Dandelion’s safely king once and for all, I’ll go back to the vale.” He patted a pocket in his waistcoat. “I forgot to return Vulsier’s summoning candle when I brought Boadicea to him.”
Beverly shuddered at the
mention of Max’s sister. When she and Sturm and Drang had made it out of the panopticon and back to Max, he was just about to light the candle and summon a horde of goblins to battle Idris. Things could have gotten messy. She was only sorry she hadn’t been able to separate Boadicea from Idris’s glimmer glass.
“Max,” Beverly said. “I am so sorry about your sister.”
“Boadicea is tortured no longer,”
Max said, “nor enslaved to Idris’s command. You have nothing to be sorry about.”
Idris’s glimmer glass was old and strong, and its binding spell had worked its way too deep inside Max’s sister Boadicea. After hours trying to break or unwind the spell, Beverly had become convinced that shattering the glass would kill her.
“She’s safe with Vulsier,” Max said. “Still in her prison, but no longer abused.”
“I’ll find a way to free her, Max.” Beverly rested her hand on the goblin’s arm. “I vow it.”
The drumming rhythm
intensified. Dandelion and Goldy descended from the air, the stars dazzling in the night and the moon a bright round, flat disk. They landed in the center of the fairy circle.
Dandelion flashed Beverly a smile, and her heart leapt into her throat. What had she been thinking?
She could never leave him.
Bam! Bam!  Two thwacks on drums, and the music stopped.
Goldy produced the dandelion winesack and strode around the circle, holding it high. Dandelion held the fairy cup aloft for all to see.
Moonlight struck the glass and its jewels, and it glowed like magic.
“My fellow fae.” Dandelion lowered the cup. “I can’t take the vow. I can’t drink the dandelion wine.”
“The blinking treesap.” Beside Beverly, Max stomped his foot and grumbled, “What now?”
Dandelion called Cissa down to stand with him in the circle.
“I am not the rightful monarch of the Dumnos fae,” he said to all. “I thought I was, but I was wrong. I’ve never done anything, sacrificed anything for the fae unless it would benefit me personally.”
He gave Cissa the cup.
“Princess Cissa, on the other hand, has thought of nothing but your well-being. For hundreds of years, she’s risked her happiness, her comfort, and her life for yours. She would have married Idris to keep you safe.”
He took the winesack from
Goldy and filled the cup in Cissa’s hands.
“Let me do one noble thing in my life. I abdicate in favor of Princess Cissa. Long live Queen Cissa.”
The fairies cheered and
whistled, and the musicians played a fanfare that seemed to go on forever.
Like the rightful monarch she was, Cissa rose to the occasion. She chanted the ritual words.
“By the fae cup I swear,
And by dandelion wine, 
To claim the fae crown
Ever meant to be mine.” 
The fairies went wild as Goldy produced the moonstick crown and held it over Cissa’s head. She looked positively regal.
“Speech!” the fairies cried.
“Speech!”
Dandelion joined Beverly and Max on the sidelines.
“Well done,” Max said. “Well done, indeed.”
“As Queen of the Dumnos fae,”
Cissa said, “I promise a return to the light. We will remain true to the origins of the Dumnos fae. To that end, I will never marry. I wed my people.”
Goldy placed the crown on
Queen Cissa’s head and stepped away, leaving her alone in the center of the fairy circle, dazzling and bedazzling.
She said, “I am the bride of fae.”
The musicians launched into another tune, full of pride in their Queen, playing so loud the song was surely heard all the way to Tintagos Village.
“How do you feel, my love?”
Dandelion took Beverly’s hand. He kissed her fingers and the colors of her nail polish changed. It was a silly little piece of fae magic, but she loved it.
“Wonderful,” she said. “I’ll feel even better when we get home.”
He swept her off her feet and extended his wings. “I thought we might go surfing in the northern lights.
“Tomorrow, tomorrow, and
tomorrow.” She laid her palm out flat. A circle of light appeared above it, and in the circle an image. The image of their bed at Mudcastle. As they watched, the bedcovers were turned down and the pillows fluffed by an invisible hand.
“What a fool I was,” Dandelion said, “to believe wyrding magic was 
inferior to fae magic.”
“Let’s go home,” Beverly said.
“And see what the magics are like together.”
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