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    Chapter One 
 
    The Rift 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “SHORE IT UP! SHORE IT UP!” cried the voice from my right. I lifted my hands higher and took a deep breath, closing my eyes briefly. I gather what inner power I had left, and when my eyes opened, I sent a blast of energy forward, a determined look in my eyes. 
 
    “That’s it!” The Holly King called out, his own energy bursting out more powerfully than any of ours. “We’ve got it!” 
 
    Chance panted beside me. His staff of power was glowing red hot, and he held it gingerly in his fingers so he wouldn’t get burned. 
 
    The breach that had been rent across the Dublin skyline was finally closing, after months of effort to gather the energy and resources we needed to heal it — and after four days of blasting it with magic. 
 
    I lowered my hands and looked up, blinking in the bright sunshine. 
 
    Well, that’s a clue that it’s finally closed. 
 
    The rift in the magical glamour had been a desperate but dangerous gambit. It had been wrought by The Faction in an attempt to take their war into the human world: a last-ditch effort to inflict chaos on their enemies as the power they’d been draining from The Oak King waned. 
 
    We’d had word that most of their magicians had been unconscious for days after blasting it open. 
 
    After we’d rescued The Oak King, the power feeding The Faction had all but vanished. But the rift in the sky, visible across much of the land, visible even from the human world, had remained. 
 
    Our Fae Folk scientists had worked day and night, trying to find a way to close it. To seal it. 
 
    A week after the rift in the sky appeared, the humans had sent a small jet through it. They hadn’t known what it was, even though Father had visited the president of Ireland and tried to explain it. 
 
    They’d thrown him into an isolation cell in a mental institution. 
 
    The Holly King.  
 
    They’d thought he was insane, mentally unstable, and had deemed him a menace. 
 
    Insisting that evil magical factions had ripped a hole in the sky, will get you deemed a nutter, apparently. Especially if you’re a physically large man with a forceful personality. 
 
    My father had been chagrined, but he had very good people supporting him. 
 
    Powerful people. 
 
    As soon as the cell door had shut, Chance had appeared and laid his hand on The Holly King’s arm; they’d both vanished and reappeared in headmistress’s office. 
 
    “I could’ve predicted that,” Chance said quietly. 
 
    “I think you did predict that,” Father answered dryly. “Oh, well. We tried.” 
 
    Four days later, at about eleven in the morning, the castle had been filled the loudest, most ungodly roar we’d ever heard. 
 
    Students in the castle — even those who weren’t in summer classes but were sheltering at Titania Academy during the crisis — had poured out of the buildings like ants, flowing to the front lawn, to see what was going on. 
 
    Liesl, Renée, and I had run into the warm morning air from a private wand studies lesson with Professor Farryn. We’d joined Chance on the lawn, where he’d been strolling with father and Brendan, the enormous dwarf. 
 
    We all stood there, our heads turned up to watch the rent in the sky. 
 
    The rift was a tunnel, a passageway about three miles wide between the human world and the Faerie world, and it was possible to look through it and down onto Dublin. It was almost like looking through a fishbowl. 
 
    The Fae Folk scientists estimated it was approximately twelve miles high. Higher than the clouds.  
 
    If there had been clouds. 
 
    Since The Faction had created the rift, the sky had remained clear, and there had been no rain. 
 
    And now a massive sound filled the forest and rumbled across the Academy grounds: a roar that came from the rent in the sky. 
 
    Looking up, we saw a human military jet slowly climbing through the miles-long tear in the sky between the two worlds. 
 
    “They’re trying to fly into the rift,” Renée murmured. “Oh, God, this is not good.” 
 
    The Holly King had explained the danger: The tear in the fabric between the Fae and human worlds was a breach, to be sure, but it didn’t alter the magic separating our two worlds. So anything traveling between them would be altered by the magic. Still, even Father didn’t know all the implications. 
 
    “This has never happened. I don’t know what to expect,” he’d said, sounding worried. “We have to be prepared for anything. And we have to figure out a way to seal that breach as fast as possible. Humans are known for plunging ahead when they should act cautiously.” 
 
    And now the time had come. The humans were intent on establishing first contact with whatever they imagined was on the other side of the rift in their sky. 
 
    We had no clue what would happen. 
 
    The jet’s engine screamed as it pushed through the magical barrier between the two worlds. The sound filled the air, so loud we had to hold our hands over our ears. 
 
    This can’t be good. 
 
    We watched as it approached. 
 
    The Holly King lifted his hands to the sky. He had an enormous reserve of magic in him, but since no one knew what would happen when the jet passed through the barrier, he had to be prepared for anything. 
 
    The jet came closer. Closer. 
 
    Closer... 
 
    There was an explosion of blinding light. 
 
    Uh oh. 
 
    The jet reached the end of the magical barrier, poised to enter the Faerie world... and disappeared. 
 
    In its place was... 
 
    I blinked, not sure what I was seeing. 
 
    It was a small blip in the sky, but father could see it clearly. 
 
    It was a massive blue whale. 
 
    The magic had transformed the fighter jet into a living thing, a very heavy living thing, and it began to fall out of the sky. 
 
    The Holly King moved forward swiftly, a mildly startled look on his face. He extended his glowing hands, and released a rolling wall of magic. 
 
    The sparkling, nearly invisible wave rushed forward and caught the whale as it fell, and they both disappeared. 
 
    The Holly King lowered his arms and exhaled in a sigh of relief. 
 
    Chance glanced him. “The Pacific?” 
 
    Father shook his head. “The Southern Ocean.” 
 
    “Will he know what to do?” Chance asked. 
 
    “The others will show him,” The Holly King said. “It’s the best I could do. He won’t remember anything.” 
 
    “He’ll be disoriented at first, but he’ll be okay.” Chance patted the king’s arm, consoling him. 
 
    Father grimaced. “I hope they don’t send anything else through.” 
 
    We’d all walked back into the castle after a while. 
 
    Such a day that was. 
 
    It had taken months of study, but we’d finally worked out the magical formulas necessary to seal the rift. 
 
    And now it was sealed for good. 
 
    And The Faction was in retreat, at least for now.  
 
    We hoped. 
 
    Without the power they’d been draining from the Oak King (who was recuperating nicely in the care of the queen), they’d had no other choice but to withdraw. 
 
    Our reconnaissance had told us that they’d retreated all the way to the volcano in the Elfen Lands: the one that had been close to erupting a year ago. 
 
    Everyone had been holding our breath, waiting to see what would happen. 
 
    We knew this wasn’t over. Not yet. Not with such a malevolent entity as the Dark Chaos behind The Faction. 
 
    We’d held our breaths and waited, but nothing had happened at first. 
 
    Fall classes had approached. 
 
    I’d allowed myself to feel a small bit of relief. 
 
    I should have known better than to let down my guard. 
 
    All of us should’ve known. 
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    Chapter Two 
 
    Nightmare 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can you believe it’s already start of classes?” I asked Liesl as we sat on our beds opposite each other. 
 
    “I don’t even know if I’m ready,” she replied. “Seriously, after that last craziness on the Eastern Hills, I really feel rattled. I don’t know how I’ll be able to concentrate on my classes.” 
 
    “There’s a course of tinctures Mrs. O’Bambury is passing out to everyone; it’s supposed to help with the anxiety everyone is feeling.” I hugged my two arctic wolf familiars to me. Aspen and Tundra barely fit on the double-size bed, but we managed. I held on to them and they stretched out alongside me. Their furry warmth helped to sooth my nerves. 
 
    Liesl sat with Snowbear, her snowy ermine familiar, curled in her lap like a fuzzy puddle of white fur. She ran her fingers absent-mindedly through the animal’s soft coat. 
 
    “I’m getting those powders and popping them like candy, then,” Liesl chuckled. 
 
    “How are your aunt and uncle?” I asked, knowing they lived near the Eastern Hills, the latest target of The Faction’s bombing attacks. 
 
    “They’re okay,” Liesl replied. “They’ve moved in with my cousin and his wife and kids, closer to the city.” 
 
    I smiled.  
 
    All the Fae Folk families had moved away from the violent areas and in with other family, and because of the nurturing culture of the Fae, everyone took joy in coming together. 
 
    There’s never any bad that happens without a little bit of good. 
 
    Aunt Clare had told me that many times, and I had thought each time that it was to keep me looking on the bright side, to keep my spirits up. But I was wondering now if that’s what she really meant. 
 
    “When times get hard, people help each other even more,” I said. “But more than that, I think we realize that we’re all calmer, safer and better off when we’re together in a larger group.” I sat back, pleased with my teenage wisdom. 
 
    Liesl blinked at me. 
 
    “Uhh, except when we’re in a larger group, and the enemy decides to bomb that group.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. 
 
    “Never mind, I know nothing.” I stared off into space, full of thoughts. 
 
    Liesl threw a stuffed animal at me, laughing. It hit me on the shoulder, a big floofy nudge, and then bounced away and off the bed. 
 
    Snowbear chittered and launched herself off Liesl’s lap and down to the floor, grabbed the stuffed bear, which was about the size of a basketball, and dragged it back up to Liesl, no small feat for such a small animal. 
 
    “Good Snowbear, good girl,” Liesl murmured, petting the ermine’s head and back. 
 
    Snowbear trilled happily. 
 
    I chuckled. “You’ve taught her to fetch?” 
 
    “She learned that on her own, actually,” Liesl smiled. “My nephew kept taking Snowbear’s favorite toy and tossing it onto the floor. Snow learned to retrieve it. Now she does that to things she perceives as mine.” 
 
    “Probably because she thinks you belong to her,” I said. “Aspen and Tundra think I belong to them, don’t you?” I said, my voice speaking in babytalk as I dipped to kiss the two wolfy heads beside me. 
 
    “Probably,” Liesl grinned. She reached and shut off the light and murmured, “Goodnight, Holly.” 
 
    “Goodnight.” I turned and settled into bed. 
 
    Moonlight shone through the window, forming a rectangle in our dorm room; it seemed to seek out a single rose in a small vase on the table.  
 
    I lay in bed, my hands folded under my cheek, staring at the moonlit rose until my eyes shut. 
 
    Aspen and Tundra were warm against me, and slept. 
 
    All was still. 
 
    My breathing slowed as I entered a deep sleep. 
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    Time passed. 
 
    Still asleep, I heard the faint sound of a cricket chirp.  
 
    I though idly, We are four stories up. How could I hear a cricket chirp? 
 
    Maybe it got in the room somehow. 
 
    The room fell silent again, and my mind drifted into R.E.M. sleep. 
 
    All was silent. 
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    As if from a far deep place, I heard Tundra sigh in her sleep. It was a contented, peaceful sound. 
 
    I sank deeper into slumber. 
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    A gust of wind hit the window, rattling the glass. 
 
    I began to rise out of my deep sleep, as the vibration reached my ears. My half-waking mind wondered how thick, centuries-old glass, set into solid rock, could be loose enough to rattle. 
 
    I drifted back to sleep. 
 
    Moments later, another gust shook the window glass again, this time much louder. 
 
    It startled me out of a dream I was just sinking into.  
 
    A dream about cupcakes and sprinkles. Ohhh... 
 
    I sat up in bed, groggy, my eyes half open. 
 
    The window rattled a third time, then cracked. 
 
    My eyes popped open, and I was instantly awake at the distinct sound of glass fracturing. 
 
    “Wha...?” Liesl mumbled, opening one eye. 
 
    I turned and stared at the window. The room was dark, and the moonlight outside illuminated the window plainly. 
 
    Everything was still. 
 
    I stared at the windowpane. A thick crack ran diagonally through the glass from the top left corner to the bottom right. 
 
    I blinked a few times. 
 
    Had something hit the window? Had an owl crashed into it? 
 
    I got out of bed, slowly walked around the bedposts and approached the window. 
 
    Seven or so feet away, I stopped, the hairs on the back of my neck rising suddenly. 
 
    Back at the bedside, Aspen raised her head, a low growl forming in her throat. 
 
    A chilling cold feeling ran up my spine. 
 
    I stared at the window. 
 
    Suddenly, the wind whooshed outside, and windowpane rattled gently. 
 
    I relaxed. 
 
    It’s just the wind. A storm is probably brewing.  
 
    Blustery weather, held in check by the rip in the sky, was returning now that the rift had been sealed. 
 
    I exhaled the lungful of air I had been unconsciously holding and closed my eyes in relief. 
 
    It’s just the wind. 
 
    Just the wind. 
 
    Aspen laid her head back down, but her eyes kept watching the window, unblinking.  
 
    We both waited, and I found myself holding my breath again. 
 
    It was so quiet in the dorm room I could hear my heartbeat; it thundered in my ears as fear built again. 
 
    Then a massive, sudden, shocking blast of wind hit the glass pane and the window shattered, exploding inward. A thousand tiny shards of glass sprayed across the room, over the beds, hitting familiars and Fae Folk alike. 
 
    I gasped and squeezed my eyes shut, turning my head as the glass flew at my face. 
 
    Liesl screamed. 
 
    Aspen and Tundra leapt up and were at my side in an instant, pushing me back to the wall and down to the floor. 
 
    I shuddered as a wave of cold hit me like a physical thing.  
 
    I could feel an icy presence in the room. 
 
    Tundra and Aspen growled and barked, over and over again. 
 
    I crouched on the floor, shielding my head with my arms. 
 
    Wind roared into the room, bringing with it a shiver of frost and ice. 
 
    But it’s August... 
 
    The roar grew louder. 
 
    Liesl screamed again. 
 
    The noise of the wind was deafening, but through it, I could hear a whisper. 
 
    I turned my head. 
 
    What are you saying? 
 
    The whisper grew more urgent, but I couldn’t make out the words. 
 
    Suddenly, the door flew open and Chance was there. He and three other upperclassmen, big lads, grabbed me and Liesl and hustled us out of the dorm room and into the hallway. 
 
    I looked back and saw the door banging open and shut. 
 
    “Close that door!” Chance shouted. 
 
    One of the other upperclassmen nodded and leapt to close it, pushing against it with all his weight. 
 
    But the door burst open, knocking the man back, and he tumbled in a somersault across the hallway. 
 
    Another student slammed it shut. 
 
    The whisper became louder. 
 
    It felt dark. 
 
    The sound rushed at me, blowing my face back as I lay in Chance’s arms. I could hear the whisper close to my ears, it was as if the presence was an inch away. 
 
    I closed my eyes tightly. 
 
    “No,” I murmured, turning my head. 
 
    The whisper grew louder, more insistent. 
 
    It pushed against my head, searching for a way in. 
 
    I screamed as I felt a tickle entering my ear. I brought my hand up and brushed it violently against my head, trying to stop whatever it was from getting in. 
 
    I screamed again as I felt my eardrum burst. 
 
    It hurt so much. 
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    Chapter Three 
 
    Intruder 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chance rushed into the infirmary with me in his arms.  
 
    I moaned, holding my head. Blood dripped through my fingers, flowing freely from my ear. 
 
    I was laid on a bed, and then the healer was examining my head. 
 
    I felt a piercing pain and gasped out loud. 
 
    My eyes were tightly closed. 
 
    “It’s inside,” I heard Mrs. O’ Bambury say. 
 
    “I’ll get the king,” Chance’s voice came from the other side of the bed. 
 
    A shiver of horror ran through me as I felt something move deep inside my ear. 
 
    “What is it? Can you reach it?” another voice asked. 
 
    My ear throbbed in pain. I felt a tickle of fear at the thought of someone probing in my ear with forceps. The pain was sharp. Any more of it and I would throw up. 
 
    The thing inside moved again, squirming to crawl deeper into my brain, and a piercing stab of pain enveloped me, and I lost consciousness. 
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    What is happening? 
 
    ‘SHHHH - relax’ 
 
    No! NO!! 
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    “She’s struggling, hold her arms.” 
 
    “What did she say?” 
 
    “It’s inside; I’ve got to get it out. Hold her.” 
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    Exhaustion. 
 
    Weakness. 
 
    Blood. So much blood. 
 
    ‘SHHHHHHH - relax’ 
 
    Panic 
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    *silence* 
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    *darkness* 
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    I opened my eyes and groaned. The soft light of the infirmary glowed to my right. To my left, Mrs. O’ Bambury hustled past with a vial of medicine for another patient. She glanced my way and stopped. 
 
    “Ohhh, look who’s decided to rejoin the land of the living after all?” She stepped close to my bed, a soft smile on her face. Setting aside the vial, she grasped my wrist and looked at her wristwatch, taking my pulse. 
 
    “How are you feeling, love?” She asked softly. 
 
    I groaned again and tried to bring my hand up to my face. It was stopped by the tight white sheets tucked under me on either side. “Wha...?” I mumbled, looking around. 
 
    “Here, let me loosen your covers,” the healer said, bustling around my bed, pulling sheets and quilts loose from where they’d been firmly tucked under me on all sides. “You were tossing and turning in your sleep so much you finally fell out of bed last night, so we tucked you in securely,” she said as she worked. “You’ve been sleeping for several days, you know.” 
 
    “I have?” I said, bringing my hand out of the covers and up to my forehead to scratch an itch. I could feel bandages around my head and ears. “What happened?” I struggled to sit up. I felt weak and out of breath. 
 
    “Here, let me help you.” She put her arms behind me and lifted my shoulders up higher onto the pillows, grabbing two more and stuffing them behind me. “There you go, love.”  
 
    Wow, she’s stronger than she looks. 
 
    “Thanks,” I murmured, trying to smile. “What happened? I don’t remember much.” 
 
    “There was a storm, a broken window, and glass flying into your dorm room,” the healer said. “Freak accident. Glass hit you in the head and neck. You had lacerations on your forehead, ears, and a few on your chin and neck. All stitched up, all tidied and healing well.” She beamed. 
 
    I felt at the bandages and tentatively touched my face. “Do you have a mirror?” 
 
    “Already here,” she picked up a large hand mirror off the side table and brought it up in front of my face. 
 
    I took it and looked. Hmmm, not terrible. Not too bad, actually. 
 
    “The worst of the cuts were on your forehead and ears; there were five of them,” she said. “They’re healing nicely. Only needed a handful of stitches each.” 
 
    I touched the bandage lightly, not wanting to press and hurt the wounds.  
 
    “How long will I have to keep these on?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, they can be taken off now that you’re awake. We’ll just pop some small plasters onto the wee wounds, just to keep them clean,” she smiled. 
 
    I cleared my throat, trying to look around the ward. The other patients, what few there were, had curtains drawn around their beds. “Is Liesl okay?” I asked. “Was she hit by the glass? Are my familiars okay?” 
 
    Mrs. O’ Bambury came close and tidied the table next to me. “Miss Becker was not hit with the glass. She was apparently curled under her quilt, fast asleep, and was only awakened by the sound of the window breaking. The storm made quite the racket when it decided to enter the castle through your window.” She smiled. “Your familiars were unhurt as well.” 
 
    “And what time is it? Is it nighttime?” I asked. 
 
    “It is approximately eleven o’clock in the evening,” the healer said. “I’ll check in on you every so often, while I work. Would you like something to eat, dear?” 
 
    I nodded, swallowing. “Yes, please.” 
 
    It’s so late at night. 
 
    My spirits sank. Everyone would be asleep or nearly asleep.  
 
    I had so many questions for my friends, especially Liesl. I didn’t remember much about the night I’d been injured, or anything since.  
 
    You were asleep for days. Of course you wouldn’t remember anything.  
 
    I wondered about such a long sleep. 
 
    Why had I slept for so long? 
 
    I looked around the large room. Mrs. O’ Bambury has walked off, and I was once again alone. 
 
    I glanced around at the austere furnishings.  
 
    Well, there’s one thing I can solve. 
 
    I whispered under my breath and suddenly, Tundra and Aspen were there, on either side of the bed. They each whined softly and laid their head against me, on either side. 
 
    I reached with both arms and lay against each of them. They were such massive arctic wolves they rose higher than the hospital bed, so they could lean in and rest against my legs. 
 
    “I missed you both,” I whispered, then wondered why I said such a thing. 
 
    It’s been days. 
 
    But I had been asleep. I should not have noticed the passage of time. 
 
    But I did. I felt it. It had been a long time. 
 
    I looked down at my familiars and smiled. It felt good to bury my fingers in their warm fur. It felt right.  
 
    It felt like home. 
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    After almost an hour, I felt myself getting drowsy again, so I settled back down into bed, and lay with both wolf familiars against me. 
 
    My eyes closed. 
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    ‘You’re so close. You’re so warm. Let me take your heart...’ 
 
    Panic 
 
    No! NO!! 
 
    ‘Shhhh...’ 
 
    Get away from me! 
 
    ‘Shhhh... relax... Let me hold it, let me touch it...’ 
 
    AHHH! 
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    “Miss Ó Cuilinn!” 
 
    No no no no ahhhHHHHH! 
 
    ‘Closer...’ 
 
    “Miss Ó Cuilinn!” 
 
    My heart raced, it pounded loudly in my chest, deafening in my ears. It was all I could hear, all I could sense. I felt a roaring in my heart, it thrummed with every heartbeat. 
 
    “Grab her arm. Hold it.” 
 
    “I’m trying. She’s thrashing so... OW! God almighty...” 
 
    “Here, let me.” 
 
    ‘ShhhhhhhhhHHHHHHHHHHH’ 
 
    “Okay, go ahead.” 
 
    Pain flooded my whole body. I felt something in my head jerk and knock against the inside of my skull. But that couldn’t be, it just couldn’t... could it? 
 
    “Holly. Holly, wake up, Sweetheart.” 
 
    Just hearing that voice calmed me down, brought my awareness from deep inside to look outward. I opened my eyes. 
 
    The light was so bright. 
 
    Father’s face was close to mine. 
 
    “Wake up, Holly. You’re having a nightmare.” The calm, quiet voice of The Holly King filled my senses. 
 
    A nightmare? 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut. 
 
    NO. THIS WAS NO NIGHTMARE. 
 
    I opened my eyes again, forcing myself to focus on my father’s eyes. 
 
    “Father...” I whispered urgently. “Help me...” 
 
    A bright, bright light filled my closed eyes, shining through my eyelids. It penetrated my brain. I felt the gentle shock from my head to my toes, and I briefly thought, what was that?  before I blacked out again. 
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    Chapter Four 
 
    Strength 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My mind felt a blur and a surge and suddenly, I could think clearly.  
 
    Father gave me a burst of his massive Faerie God power; I felt it. 
 
    He gave me just enough to clear my mind of the fog that I’d felt since the first night. 
 
    The night of the storm. 
 
    Something entered my head that night. 
 
    I felt a surge of strength come from my heart. 
 
    I’ve had quite enough of this crap. 
 
    I gathered my own Faerie Power and called up a surge of power from within. 
 
    It started at my heart and radiated outward. 
 
    My Faerie elemental power was bursting forth. 
 
    THAT’S ENOUGH. 
 
    WAKE UP. 
 
    My eyes popped open, and I saw energy flowing out of me and filling the room. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a dark shadow to my left. It flowed down off the pillow and slipped under the bed. 
 
    At least that’s what I think it did. 
 
    I was never sure about things when I spotted them out of the corner of my eye.  
 
    But why shouldn’t I be sure? I saw it. 
 
    IT’S UNDER THE BED! 
 
    I sat up, feeling strong again. 
 
    Father’s power must’ve given me not only clarity of mind but strength. 
 
    On my right side, The Holly King was standing, reaching out his arm. 
 
    I grabbed it, and he helped me out of bed. 
 
    I swung around. 
 
    “It’s under the bed,” I said. I had wanted to speak loudly, but my voice, seldom used in the past week, was just a rasping whisper. I cleared my throat and tried again. “IT’S UNDER THE BED.” I pointed. 
 
    Father pulled me backward. 
 
    Chance, who must’ve been next to my father, jumped forth, our friend Brendan the massive dwarf beside him. They grabbed the edge of the bed as a team and flipped it. 
 
    Both men were very strong, Brendan ridiculously so. The hospital bed not only flipped over, it went flying, surprising the entity under it. 
 
    The thing looked like a black cloud, about the size of a basketball, and it shrank back against the corner as the bed went flying. 
 
    It only recoiled out of surprise, I think, because in the next second, it blasted forth a dark feeling of rage as it fled up the side of the wall and back to the corner of the ceiling, searching for an exit. 
 
    It found the window twenty feet away, and slipped through it. 
 
    It was gone. 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    It had all happened so fast.  
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    Ten minutes later, The Holly King was still hugging me, enfolding me in his massive arms. His furry coat enveloped me, so I was completely out of sight except for the top half of my head. 
 
    I turned inside father’s hug and peered out, and my eyes met Chance’s laughing smile of delight. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you!” I exclaimed. 
 
    The Holly King was humming in happiness as he held me. He finally fell backward, and a golden throne appeared behind him catching him securely. 
 
    Must be a spell. 
 
    The chair was massive, and father settled into it comfortably. He kept hold of me, his arms wrapped snugly around me; his head dropped down onto me, and he continued humming. 
 
    Chance stepped close and grinned. 
 
    “Hi, Holly,” Chance said confidently. “It’s good to see you, too.”  
 
    I was so happy to be free of the black cloud and feeling alert and strong again. Everything felt good in the world. 
 
    In fact, I felt myself growing in strength, and a happy feeling swelled in my mind. 
 
    Chance chuckled. “Yeah, you’re going to be in that hug for a while.” He glanced up at The Holly King and back down to me. “He’s gone into a healing trance. Your minds are connected while he expands his magic around you.” 
 
    I blinked. I had not heard of this thing Father was doing. 
 
    Chance was nodded in understanding.  
 
    “Doesn’t happen very often,” he said, “but I’ve seen it once or twice.” 
 
    Brendan’s face came into view. He was panting. “It’s gone. Fled into the southern sky.” 
 
    “What’s gone?” I mumbled. OHHH. “The dark cloud?” 
 
    Brendan nodded. “We think it was The Chaotic One. Its attack on you the night of the storm was fierce.” 
 
    “Yeah, Hols,” said Chance. “For a while it was touch and go. We didn’t think you were going to make it. The king has been by your bedside for days.” 
 
    “Days?” I asked. “But I felt his faerie power enter me just a bit ago. That’s how I was able to push the thing out of my head.” 
 
    I felt a tinge of worry. 
 
    “No, Holly,” said Chance. “The king did that two days ago. It took that long for you to regain enough strength to push it out.” 
 
    I felt my jaw drop open. Two days? It had felt like twenty minutes. Less. Maybe ten minutes, tops. 
 
    I glanced at Chance again. He was nodding. 
 
    I slowly shook my head. 
 
    No wonder Father won’t let go of me. 
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    I eventually fell asleep in Father’s arms. Right before I nodded off, I could hear him gently snoring in his fluffy white and green-trimmed coat and hood. 
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    I awoke feeling incredibly refreshed, after Father murmured my name. He’d risen from his throne and turned, holding me in his arms.  
 
    He set me down gently onto the massive velvet-cushioned golden chair, when he saw my eyes were open. 
 
    “Holly, how are you feeling?” he asked, smiling. 
 
    “Great,” I replied. “I feel better than ever.” 
 
    “That’s the magic,” he said. “It imbued us both and helped us repair and regenerate.” 
 
    Just then, Mrs. O’ Bambury strode brusquely around the corner, carrying a large tray with four covered plates.  
 
    “Oh, good. You’re both awake. I’ve brought you food.” She set the tray on the nearby table. 
 
    Chance and Brendan joined us, and we all sat around the table and lifted the tops off the plates. 
 
    Steam curled up from dishes laden with generous portions of shepherd’s pie. Steaming beef gravy covered beef, peas, carrots, corn, and mashed potatoes.  
 
    My stomach rumbled. 
 
    We all settled in and for many minutes, there was no talking: just the sounds of hungry people enjoying a delicious meal. 
 
    After many minutes of stuffing my face, I sat back and looked up. 
 
    “We’ve got to talk about what happened,” I said. 
 
    The others all looked at me, expressions of mixed relief, curiosity, and concern on their faces. 
 
    “That night of the storm, the night something crashed into our dorm, it entered my head,” I said quietly. “I could feel it, like a physical thing.” 
 
    Chance nodded. “We weren’t sure if there was anything really in your head at first, but as the days passed, it was clear.” 
 
    “It felt like a worm burrowing in my ear,” I said. “Getting deeper and deeper. Going into my brain. Trying to...” I shook my head. “Trying to do something.” 
 
    “Probably trying to hide,” Father said. “At least at first.” 
 
    “If it had succeeded who knows what would have happened?” Brendan murmured. “It could’ve taken over your mind, Holly.”  
 
    I felt fear and disgust pressing at the edges of my thoughts. 
 
    “That wouldn’t have happened,” The Holly King said. “Not with the support you have, Holly. Not with me here. I wouldn’t have allowed such a thing to happen to you, Daughter.” He reached out and squeezed my hand, nodding. 
 
    I felt so lucky to have his support. To have all of their support. I looked around the table, and smiled. 
 
    I ate some more. It’s so good. 
 
    There was a bang at the end of the room as the door was thrown open, and in strode four figures in black leather. They walked swiftly and purposefully to the table, and I blinked in surprise as I saw who they were. 
 
    Liesl, Renée, Laura, and Tam approached, decked out head-to-toe in black outfits. They looked like they meant business. 
 
    “We tracked it to the Southern Reach all right, just like you told us to, Brendan,” said Renée. 
 
    Brendan nodded. “Good work. What did you find?” 
 
    “We climbed to the Southern Reach tower and spent the night surveying the border,” Liesl said. “It’s fled to the far marsh, about thirty miles down from the black mountain.” 
 
    Brendan nodded. 
 
    “That’s the cave, isn’t it?” Chance asked.  
 
    All four of the black-clad warriors nodded.  
 
    “And it hasn’t moved?” he asked. 
 
    “No, it’s been concealed there all night and all morning,” said Renée. “We’ve got it under around-the-clock observation. Half a dozen pairs of eyes are on it at all times,”  
 
    “You can see it, just inside,” said Laura. “It’s manifesting. We think it will be done within the week.” 
 
    I glanced at the Elfen girl. “ ‘Manifesting’?” I asked. 
 
    Laura and Renée both nodded. “It’s already got a spine and a tail.” 
 
    My eyebrows rose. “And you can see it from the southern tower?” I asked. 
 
    “Just the tail,” Laura said. “It’s long and jagged, and curled around the edge of the rock arch opening.” 
 
    This I gotta see. 
 
    I caught Chance giving me a look.  
 
    “What?” I said, trying to look innocent. 
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    Chapter Five 
 
    Exploration and Discovery 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We gathered the next morning on the rise overlooking the southern border. Faerie sights in hand, we surveyed the mouth of the large cave. 
 
    I held the ornately tooled leather curled around the large crystal and peered through the end. The crystal acted as a magnifying scope, but also as an illuminator. I could see the cave entrance as clearly as if I’d been standing directly in front of it. 
 
    I could see everything. 
 
    Including the barbed dragon tail curling around the stones just inside the entrance. 
 
    “Wow. I can see so clearly with this, almost like I’m just a few feet away from the creature,” I said. 
 
    Wait a minute. 
 
    I held my breath, looking steadily through the sight, studying not the barbed tail of what appeared to be some kind of large reptile, but the darkened area just behind it. 
 
    “Waittttt, guys. What is that behind it?” I murmured. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Do you mean inside the cave?” 
 
    “Above it?” 
 
    I took a breath and brought the sight down. “I think we might have a problem.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” Chance asked. 
 
    “I mean, there’s something, or someone, in that cave with the creature,” I said, exasperated. Couldn’t they see it too? “Look just behind and above the creature, on the upper left, just under the cave overhang.” I closed my eyes and took slow breaths. This could complicate things. 
 
    “I’m looking... but I don’t see anything.” Chance lifted his eyes from the sight in his hands and glanced at me. “Just tell me what you saw, Holly.” 
 
    I turned to Laura. “What do you see, Laura?” 
 
    Laura stared at me, a faraway look in her eyes. Then she seemed to realize something, and she hurriedly looked again through her faerie sight at the cave mouth. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” she mumbled. 
 
    Dropping the sight, she rushed forward; as she flew over and down the edge of the rise, she called over her shoulder, “Don’t attack!” 
 
    I stood and ran after her. 
 
    The others followed. 
 
    We hurried after Laura as fast as we could, but she’d had a good head start. We trotted up to the cave mouth and heard Laura inside, calling. The reptilian tail was gone. 
 
    “Tam?!” 
 
    We waited outside for Laura to reappear.  
 
    It was some time before she did. 
 
    Ten minutes after arriving, we had seated ourselves on several large rocks spaced along the outside of the cave. 
 
    I’d found a small sign that seemed to have been knocked over in the last storm. 
 
    “Zoological experiment #37 in progress, do not disturb.” 
 
    Oh, lord. If we had attacked... I didn’t want to think about it. 
 
    Finally, Laura stepped out of the cave... 
 
    ...followed by Professor Farryn. 
 
    They were in deep discussion, and the diminutive teacher was gesturing enthusiastically. 
 
    Behind them, following at a few feet’s distance, came Laura’s little brother Tam. 
 
    And at Tam’s hand, following him like a puppy, was a small dragon. 
 
    It lumbered along awkwardly, and Tam held his hand, palm upward, and cupped the beast’s jaw. The dragon’s body was maybe twice the size of a Saint Bernard dog, and the tail it dragged behind it was maybe ten feet long. A line of spikes led from its snout down its back, and to the tip of its tail, which now no longer dragged. 
 
    It swished back and forth. 
 
    The dragon was green and brown, and its scales glinted with purple shimmers here and there. 
 
    I stood. 
 
    “Professor Farryn, we tracked the darkness that flowed out of me here.” I glanced back at Brendan, who had been silent so far. He gave me a bewildered look. 
 
    I turned back to continue. “Professor, this... dragon. Is it the dark chaos creature that’s plagued the Fae Folk land?” 
 
    Doctor Farryn chuckled, holding his belly. “No, I’m afraid not, Miss Ó Cuilinn. This is the hatchling you brought back as an egg, last spring, when you retrieved The Oak King from the land of Álfheimr.” 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    I turned and studied the baby dragon. 
 
    Tam was now cuddling it, smiling broadly. 
 
    I smiled as well and stepped closer, reaching a hand out to touch the dragon. 
 
    As my fingertips brushed the baby’s neck, I asked Tam, “When did he hatch, Tam?” 
 
    “Just last month,” the boy said. “Doctor Farryn asked if I wanted to be help with his summer zoology project, and I said ‘yes’.” 
 
    “The young Elfen has been learning very quickly, Miss Ó Cuilinn,” Dr. Farryn said. “He’s the lead student on the project.” 
 
    “How many students are involved?” I asked. 
 
    “About eleven, at last count,” he replied. 
 
    “And... Professor Ó Baoghill knows about this?” I vowed to keep up on Academy classes more closely in the future. 
 
    Farryn was nodding. “Of course, it was she who suggested it as an Academy zoological project. ‘It’s not often the school comes into the possession of a dragon egg from the wild,’ she said. So we took the chance, and the whole thing has been a great success.” 
 
    I felt wistful. “I wish I could have been a part of it.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” the small but mighty professor said softly, “I would have told you, but you were off in the Eastlands, and visiting with young Mr. Mac Craith and Miss Becker’s cousins, remember?” 
 
    I nodded, recalling the summer vacations. 
 
    “A decision had to be made, I’m afraid,” he continued. “The egg was already growing very warm and beginning to vibrate.” 
 
    Jesus. 
 
    I looked toward Brendan, who was standing behind several others and trying very hard to not be noticed. He looked worried. My heart softened. Brendan had helped me very early in what I like to call my ‘Fae Folk Life’.  
 
    That adventure had begun when I’d met Chance while I was begging, just a day after my sweet Aunt Clare had died. 
 
    Aunt Clare.  
 
    My heart constricted at the memory of her. Aunt Clare had been my surrogate mother for all my life. Her death still hurt. Years later now, and I still wondered what more I could have done. 
 
    You could have noticed how ill she was. You could have stayed with her. You could have been there so she didn’t have to die alone. 
 
    I blinked in surprise. Thoughts like these had never been so insistent in my head before. 
 
    Nothing that shouldn’t have happened long ago, Faerie Girl. 
 
    I sat down hard, shocked. 
 
    “What’s happening?” I murmured to myself aloud. 
 
    I glanced back toward Brendan; he and Chance were now deep in discussion. 
 
    I raised my hand, trying to get my boyfriend’s attention. 
 
    Put your hand down and deal with your pain yourself, like an adult. 
 
    I gasped. Tears welled in my eyes. 
 
    Crybaby. 
 
    “OH, GOD,” I sobbed, putting my face in my hands. My shoulders shook as I cried. 
 
    My friends around me went silent. 
 
    Chance was there, his hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Holly,” he murmured. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Don’t say a thing. He hates you, deep inside. You’re so much trouble. 
 
    I sobbed harder. 
 
    Chance gathered me in his arms and held me, slowly swaying back and forth on the ground with me, murmuring comforting sounds. 
 
    I knew the voice in my head was wrong. Chance loved me. He’d told me so! He wouldn’t lie about love. 
 
    Would he? 
 
    Chance loved me. He loved me. He loved me so much, and I loved him. 
 
    “Holly, it’s okay, whatever it is. We can handle it, whatever you’re upset about. I promise. Shhhh, it’s all right. Holly, it’s okay. We’re here. All of us. Shhhh. There there.” 
 
    I felt Liesl on my other side. She put her hands on my arms, hugging me.  
 
    I tried to breathe. 
 
    Chance loves me. 
 
    He loves me. 
 
    “Holly,” Chance whispered in my ear. “It’s okay. Whatever it is, we’ll fix it. Holly, I love you, babe.” 
 
    There. He’d said it again. He loves me.  
 
    BE QUIET! HE’S LYING! YOU’RE HORRID, YOU’RE A TERRIBLE BURDEN ON ALL OF THEM, THEY’RE JUST TOO POLITE TO SAY IT. CHANCE CAN’T STAND YOU. HE REALLY CAN’T… 
 
    I screamed. 
 
    “Oh God! Stop it! Just stop it!!! AHHHHH!!!!!” I jumped up and out of their embrace, and stumbled down the slope, landing hard on my shoulder. I heard something crack. 
 
    I glanced around and saw the shocked looks on my friends’ faces. Chance sat back on the grass sideways, where he’d landed when I’d jumped up. His mouth was open in surprise. 
 
    See? I told you he hated you. 
 
    I couldn’t believe what was happening. 
 
    I shrieked loudly, holding my head. 
 
    I got to my feet, unsteady, and reeled in a panic. 
 
    My eyes were tightly shut, my forearms up and pressed against my ears, as if I could force the voice in my head to stop. 
 
    To leave. 
 
    I’m not going nowhere, princess. 
 
    I raised my eyes to the sky and screamed again. 
 
    Chance stood and rushed forward, trying to grab me. 
 
    HE HATES YOU! 
 
    I gasped, twirling around. 
 
    Where was the voice coming from? 
 
    Who did it belong to? 
 
    Oh, Sweetie, can’t you TELL? I’m YOU. 
 
    “NO, YOU’RE NOT!” I screamed out loud. 
 
    I reeled again and stumbled forward blindly. I had to get free of this thing. 
 
    The light dimmed significantly, and I opened my eyes a little. I’d somehow stumbled into the cave the Dragon Egg Project had occupied. 
 
    The cave was dim, but the walls glowed with bioluminescent algae that grew across them. Spread magically, the algae cast enough light to see by, once my eyes adjusted to the muted glow. 
 
    I blinked and slowly lowered my arms. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    The voice was quiet for now. I knew it would return, though. How I knew, I wasn’t sure, but I knew that the voice was coming from… somewhere other than my own mind. 
 
    Hmmppphhhh. 
 
    My eyes closed again, and I tensed up so much I stumbled, waiting for more from the voice. But nothing more came. After a few minutes, I opened my eyes again and relaxed a little. 
 
    The cave was large, as caves go. It went back at least a hundred feet, I think. The floor was packed earth, and the ceiling reached high enough so that I couldn’t tell if I was looking up at stone or just more darkness. 
 
    It was very quiet. 
 
    I stepped forward, trying to relax before heading out again to face my friends, who probably thought I was crazy. 
 
    They hadn’t heard any voice; they didn’t know what I was reacting to. And I had pushed Chance and Liesl away and screamed “Stop it!” several times. 
 
    Oh, man. What must they think of me? I remembered their shocked faces. 
 
    I walked farther into the cave, not wanting to leave just yet, feeling embarrassed as heck. I decided to walk all the way in and take a look at the very back. Delay facing them as long as possible. 
 
    The voice had made me question things. 
 
    Important things. 
 
    I walked on. 
 
    After some minutes, I reached the back of the cave. 
 
    Dead end. 
 
    The back wall sloped suddenly downward, the rock walls descending to meet the packed dirt floor a few feet off the level ground. 
 
    I stared. 
 
    The light was even dimmer back here; amid the deathly quiet that only exists underground, I heard the drip of water off to the side. 
 
    The walls were slick with moisture and the glowing algae. 
 
    I looked down. 
 
    Something was there: a blackness on the ground that looked darker than the rest of the cave. Darker than the packed dirt floor. 
 
    What was that? 
 
    I bent and crouched to examine the deeply black spot near the ground, at the very back of the cave. 
 
    I put my hand out, tentatively, extending my fingers to touch the pitch black whatever-it-was. It almost looked like a large toad-shaped thing. My fingers came closer. 
 
    Closer. 
 
    Clos… 
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    Chapter Six 
 
    Dark Chaos Flees 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My eyes opened slowly. I was so groggy it felt like an epic struggle just to clear my mind. 
 
    “Hey,” a whisper came to my ears. 
 
    I groaned softly, struggling to bring my hand to my head. “Chance?” 
 
    “Yeahhh,” he said softly. 
 
    I opened my eyes and turned my head. “Chance? Where are you?” I whispered. 
 
    I felt Chance take my hand in his and squeeze. “I’m right here, Babe. Right next to you.” 
 
    I blinked several times. It was as if a dark veil covered my vision. I turned my head and blinked again. Slowly, very slowly, his face came into focus. 
 
    “Hi there, Sweetheart,” Chance whispered, holding on to my hand with both of his. 
 
    I blinked and blinked and finally saw him clearly. 
 
    He was smiling a watery smile at me. He looked like he’d been crying. 
 
    “Chance?” I said softly. “You look a wreck.” 
 
    This made him chuckle.  
 
    “You’re looking pretty thrashed yourself, kiddo.” He smiled broadly. 
 
    I struggled to raise my head. It felt like it weighed a ton. “What… what happened?” 
 
    Chance took a deep breath and closed his eyes. Then he opened them and look down at me. “Holly, we must stop meeting like this.” 
 
    I struggled to sit up. “What? What do you mean?” I remembered the voice in my head and the doubt it had tried to fill me with. 
 
    “Babe,” said Chance, “You were acting weird outside the cave. Then you screamed and stumbled and went into the cave. We all waited outside. I guess we were taken aback with what was happening, or else we’d have known to go in there with you.” 
 
    I took a breath and waited for him to continue. 
 
    “Five or ten minutes after you entered the cave, we heard you scream. I ran into the cave with Brendan and Laura, and the others followed. We found you inside, at the back, unconscious,” Chance said. “Brendan grabbed you up in a fireman’s carry and ran out of the cave and set you down on the grass again. Holly… um… your face was… enveloped… in a sort of thick black cloud. It was airy and oily and… Jesus… you weren’t breathing.” 
 
    My eyes opened wider. I held my breath, wanting to know what had happened next. I knew I was alive now, and I was eager to find out…  
 
    But he was talking again: 
 
    “It was extremely lucky that Professor Farryn was there. He had some kind of tonic, a bottle in his pocket… He unstoppered it and poured it down your throat, and you started breathing again. When we got you back up to the castle, The Holly King came and… he seemed… well… he took one look at you and brought you to the queen.” 
 
    I gasped. “To Titania?” I asked. “In the forest?” 
 
    Chance nodded. “We brought you to the small clearing right outside the treehouse where she’s staying. She came out, looked down at you, and… she made this tsk-ing sound. She almost seemed annoyed. She waved her hand, and the black oily cloud flew off of your face, up into the sky, and was gone. The queen looked after it and said something like, ‘We have got to get rid of that thing,’ and then went back into the treehouse. She’s nursing The Oak King back to health and could only spare a few minutes, I guess.” 
 
    I stared at him. 
 
    “She wasn’t annoyed at having to help me?” I asked in a small voice. 
 
    Chance shook his head. “She was annoyed at the dark chaos creature.” 
 
    I blinked in surprised, then understood.  
 
    Titania was not only the queen of the Faerie Realm, she was the beginning of the Faerie Realm.  
 
    She was afraid of nothing. 
 
    My thoughts turned inward for a moment. I searched my mind for any hint of an intruder, but sensed nothing. 
 
    It had fled. 
 
    Thank goodness. 
 
    I realized Chance and the others hadn’t known about the voice in my head. 
 
    “Listen,” I began, sitting up straighter. “I need to explain.” And I launched into a lengthy explanation of exactly what I had experienced, complete with how it made me feel, which to me was what was most important thing of all. Halfway into my explanation, Brendan, Laura, Liesl, and the others entered the room and listened. 
 
    “And that is who I was talking to. The voice in my head, not you guys. I love you guys,” I smiled, tears in my eyes, reaching for them. 
 
    Chance and Liesl immediately came forward. Chance sat on the edge of the bed, and embraced me; and Liesl kneeled and laid her arms on the blanket, and took hold of my hand, pressing her forehead over my knuckles. 
 
    “Oh my God, Holly, I was so worried,” Renée said quietly. I looked up at her a few feet away, seeing unshed tears in her eyes. 
 
    I smiled through my own tears. “Don’t ever worry that I don’t hold each and every one of you in the highest regard. You are such dear friends, and I don’t know what I’d do without you!” 
 
    “Even me?” a low voice mumbled from the far corner of the room. I looked over and saw Brendan. His massive form was adorned in woodland clothing; his hands were clutched in front of him, his head down a bit. He watched me from hesitant eyes. 
 
    I leapt out of bed and ran to him, and he enveloped me in his massive arms. 
 
    “Especially you, my friend. Especially you,” I cried happily, tears running down my cheeks, a silly grin plastered on my face. 
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    Presently, a light, singsong voice drifted around the corner, and Jess appeared, carrying a tray bearing flower teacups filled with ambrosia. “Is anybody ready for a refreshment?” she called with a smile. 
 
    She stopped just inside the room. “What? What’s with all these tears and somber faces? Today is a wonderful day! The sun is shining, the birds are tweeting in the forest, and the queen herself is coming for a visit!” She set the tray on a table. “Here, everyone must try this newest batch. I brewed it just this morning. Tell me what you think,” she said with a smile. 
 
    We all went forward to claim a cup, and Jess went to a window and spread the light yellow curtains. I did a double take when I realized the curtains she was moving were alive, and saw they were hundreds of small butterflies hanging on to one another in front of a pale blue windowpane. I drew close to it, taking a sip from my flower teacup. I peered at the window glass. It was very thick and somewhat opaque. 
 
    Jess smiled at me. “It’s spun sugar encased in crystal. That’s how I get the blue color.” 
 
    My eyebrows rose, and I smiled at her as the ambrosia made its way into my stomach.  
 
    It was delicious. It created a glowing warmth in my middle that slowly made its way to every corner of my body, finally entering my fingertips and make them glow. 
 
    “Oh, Jess! It’s fabulous!” I exclaimed. Others from around the room murmured in agreement, and we were all went silent as we took another sip of the delectable nectar. 
 
    Jess bustled around the room, fluffing pillows and folding blankets. 
 
    Chance had brought me to Jess’s treehouse home to convalesce after the dark chaos had fled my body. 
 
    I realized that the cloudy thoughts in my head must have been projected from the black puddle of smoke in the back of the cave, and that was why they started when I drew near the zoological experiment. Brendan and Laura had indeed seen the evil creature enter the cave, it had just been occupied with more than one life form. 
 
    I glanced around then and peered back out the blue window, and finally turned to Chance. “Where is the baby dragon and Tam?” 
 
    “Oh, Professor Farryn set up a new location to keep the dragon: a large stone barn a dozen feet into the forest. Tam is in charge of the project, under the tutelage of Dr. Farryn. He’s completely immersed himself in it.” 
 
    Laura walked up to join the conversation. “He’s so captivated by the dragon that he’s sleeping in the barn with it. There are several sections, and Professor Farryn set up a room for Tam. I check in on him several times a day. I think he’s found his calling!” 
 
    There was a knock at the outer door, and Jess hurried over to answer it. She was practically gleeful. She loved company and rarely got this many people visiting at one time. 
 
    “Where’s my daughter?” boomed The Holly King. 
 
    “Father!” I cried in joy. I set my cup down and ran to meet him.  
 
    If Brendan was a huge man, he looked almost diminutive next to Father. The Holly King was half again as tall as Chance, and at least a foot taller than Brendan. He gathered me into his arms and gently squeezed me to him. 
 
    “Holly… I was so worried,” he said. 
 
    “I was safe, father. I was with my friends,” I replied. 
 
    “Thank goodness,” he murmured. 
 
    Jess entered with more cups of ambrosia. “Anyone want more nectar?” 
 
    We were soon seated around the large fireplace in Jess’s central room, sipping on ambrosia and talking back and forth in a low hubbub. 
 
    I held my flower teacup, reveling in the experience. The flower cup was half full of the golden liquid, which swirled with pearly creamy colors. I glanced up and saw Jess take a bite from the edge of her flower teacup, and I remembered that these cups were real flowers. I bite into my own, and was rewarded with a tasty snack to go with the nectar. 
 
    Presently, there was another knock at the door.  
 
    Jess nearly fell out of her chair. 
 
    “That’s the queen,” she whispered. 
 
    Father chuckled. “She will not be overwhelming, dear Jess. Don’t worry.” 
 
    Jess blushed. “The King and The Queen here in my humble abode at the same time! I may faint.” 
 
    Brendan got to his feet and helped Jess up, gently holding on to the lacewing faerie’s delicate hand. “Come on, Jess, let’s go open the door.” 
 
    “Oh my! Oh yes, we mustn’t keep the queen waiting!” 
 
    I had seen Titania a number of times, and she had appeared in different forms each time. The first time I’d seen the queen, she’d appeared as a humble rag woman, dressed in forest colors and rough fabrics, browns, tans, etc. The last time I had seen her, when we’d taken her son The Oak King to her to convalesce, she had appeared more regal, more faerie-like, and I had been in awe. 
 
    I’d been told that her authentic, regal appearance sometimes made people faint, and I could believe it. She didn’t reveal herself in all her royal splendor often, for this very reason. 
 
    Today, she was the old rag woman again, but she glowed with a magic that was all her own. 
 
    Jess and Brendan led her to the special chair they had ready for her, and she lowered herself into it with a smile. 
 
    “Mother,” The Holly King came forward and on bent knee, kissed her hand. She placed the palm of her other hand on his head in benediction. The gentle smile on her face was beautiful. 
 
    I came forward next, knelt at her feet and bowed my head. 
 
    “Holly,” the queen murmured, bending and gathering me to her in an embrace. I felt such warmth and magic from her my mind spun with happiness. As she released me, I folded myself at her feet, content to sit on the floor if I could be near her. 
 
    Everyone there came forward and knelt, kissing her hand, and everyone received the benediction of the Faerie Queen. By the time we were all done, the very air in the room glowed with warmth. 
 
    The fire crackled in the stone fireplace. 
 
    I studied Queen Titania’s face. She appeared as the wrinkled old woman, but as I studied her eyes, I could see the ageless mother of the Faeries looking back at me.  
 
    She grinned, and I looked closer.  
 
    Her eyes, and the knowing look she gave me, I… I thought I recognized my Aunt Clare in her. 
 
    Could Titania have been my Aunt Clare? 
 
    No, that was not possible. I’d known my Aunt Clare very well; I had spent my whole life with her. She had been a wonderful person, but she hadn’t had any special power, she hadn’t had any special knowledge. She was one hundred percent human, I was sure of it. 
 
    Aunt Clare and I had gone through some really lean times, times when we’d encountered violence, times when we’d endured hunger. Hard times. 
 
    I knew if Aunt Clare had possessed any special abilities, she would have used them to make our life a little bit better.  
 
    I looked into Queen Titania’s eyes again. She looked back at me. 
 
    I missed my Aunt Clare. I think I was just hoping against hope that some part of her was still with me. 
 
    But this was Titania. My grandmother. 
 
    She smiled and nodded to me as she whispered, “I am present in every special woman, in every mother, even surrogate mothers, my child.” 
 
    I finally understood.  
 
    The spirit of the Faerie Queen had made sure to watch over me. Maybe she even looked in on me from time to time, through Aunt Clare’s own eyes 
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    Chapter Seven 
 
    The Reckoning 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We stayed at Jess’s treehouse home for hours, well into the evening, talking and reminiscing and laughing. And I realized: This was my family. 
 
    I looked over at my father, The Holly King, talking and laughing with Brendon and Farryn, each of them becoming more animated as the evening wore on.  
 
    The Nectar flowed freely. I think Jess must have had barrels of it in her basement. As the sun set, Brendon went to fetch a new cask. He emerged through the trapdoor from the cellar stairs, balancing the twenty-gallon oak keg on his shoulder with one great hand as if it was a feather.  
 
    Close to midnight, most of the group had nodded off in their chairs. The Queen and I watched as Chance’s heavy eyelids fell closed, and his chin dropped gently to his chest. 
 
    I finally lifted my eyes to my grandmother’s face. 
 
    The fire crackled in the stone hearth, and all else was quiet. 
 
    Titania stared into my eyes. 
 
    Her hair looked like wispy faerie cotton. She wore an old hat that looked like it was made of patched rags. 
 
    I inhaled deeply, taking in her scent. It was somewhere between pine trees and gardenia flowers. She smelled heavenly, like the earth after a rainstorm. 
 
    Wild. 
 
    I turned to look into the fire after a while. I found looking into her eyes to be such a deep experience I began to feel like I was swimming in them. Losing myself in them. 
 
    “I cannot eradicate the dark chaos creature from these lands,” her quiet voice came to me as I sat there, my face warmed by the flames. 
 
    A shiver passed through me. 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. “Is it too strong?” 
 
    “It’s too fast,” she replied. 
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    Hours later, I dozed, my eyes closing as the firelight flickered against them, throwing dancing shadows on the wall. 
 
    Titania had explained that she could not annihilate anything because she was a creature of creation. That the most she could do was fling the dark chaos away for a time. 
 
    But it would always come back. 
 
    She had given me a charm, though: magic that wasn’t destructive, but would in fact amplify my own magic, heightening it to unbelievable proportions. 
 
    “Use this charm wisely,” she’d said. “It can make your magic so strong you will not be able to control it.” 
 
    “Why give me such a powerful charm?” I asked.  
 
    “I have seen the future,” she whispered. “You will need the charm if you are to survive. Chance has it, too.” 
 
    And then she was gone. Spiriting herself away as my eyes closed against the firelight into a fitful slumber. 
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    The next morning, we arose at the same time, just as dawn was lighting the forest outside. The windows which had shown blackness just minutes before were now all less-than-black, but not quite grey. 
 
    Quiet movements rustled across the room. 
 
    I became aware that the Queen must’ve placed the whole house into a magical slumber.  
 
    “I...,” came the soft muffled voice of Jess. “I’ll get the kettle on, then.” 
 
    “Ohhh, she did it again,” Brendan whispered. 
 
    Jess nodded. “I think I have some muffin dough prepared, I’ll just pop it in the hearth.” 
 
    “I’ll help you.” Brendan slowly got to his feet, stretching his back and following Jess into the kitchen.  
 
    I looked around. Father was gone as well. It was not the first time he’d left under magical slumber. Still, I felt a loss at his absence. 
 
    Last night had been so wonderful. 
 
    Family. 
 
    Magic. 
 
    The Holly King is more magical than mundane, like the Queen. 
 
    I hoped one day I might get used to it, but this was not that day. 
 
    I felt a hand gently rub the small of my back and glanced around to see Chance smiling sleepily. 
 
    “Good morning, Holly.” He yawned so hugely he fell backward onto the chair again. 
 
    I grinned. 
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    An hour later, we all headed back to the castle, our stomachs full, having promised Jess to “do this again sometime soon.” 
 
    As we walked up the stairs to the front door of Titania Academy, I caught sight of an upperclassman I recognized as one of the runners the headmistress used from time to time. He hurried out of the doors and called out to Chance. 
 
    “Mac Craith, the headmistress said to hand-deliver this to you just as soon as possible, I’ve been looking all over the castle for you. Where’ve you been?” he said, sounding harried. 
 
    My eyes widened. 
 
    The student was older than Chance, but Chance was assigned a position that far outranked any courier position. How would he deal with this impudence? 
 
    Chance stopped cold and stared at the student’s face, his mouth in a straight, tight line. He didn’t blink. 
 
    As the student held out the sealed note, he stared back into Chance’s face. 
 
    Chance held his gaze. He didn’t say a word. 
 
    The student blanched and dipped his head. “My apologies, sir.” He dropped his head further, still holding out the note. 
 
    Chance waited a few seconds, then wordlessly took the note from the student and turned his back to him. 
 
    The student retreated, his shoulders drooped. 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    Chance opened the missive and read it, then looked up at me. “Can you go on to breakfast without me? I have to deal with this immediately.” 
 
    “Of course. Is everything okay?” I asked. 
 
    Chance smiled grimly. “No, it isn’t.” He nodded to Liesl, Renée, and Laura, then turned and walked briskly into the castle doors. 
 
    “Wonder what that was all about,” Renée yawned. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get some coffee,” Liesl said, putting her arm around Renée’s neck. 
 
    We all walked to the dining hall together.  
 
    The Academy’s halls were nearly empty. It was still quite early, maybe an hour and ten minutes after dawn. I could hear faint tinkling of dishes coming from the dining hall. 
 
    We all filed in and soon were seated at a table, warm mugs of various morning drinks in hand. 
 
    I cupped my hands around a mug of espresso, inhaling the fragrant steam rising from the cup. 
 
    “How many shots are in there today, Holly?” Liesl asked with amusement. 
 
    “Eight,” I answered. “With some maple syrup added.” 
 
    “Mmmm, that sounds delicious,” murmured Renée. She’d decided on cocoa, and was gingerly sipping the hot liquid.  
 
    “I wonder what the emergency is that pulled Chance to the headmistress’s office,” Liesl mused. 
 
    “I think I might know,” Laura said. “It might have something to do with my old school.” 
 
    I turned to look at her sharply. “What have you heard?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Nothing really, but I know the temporary setup they’d arranged was tenuous at best. I was not expecting it to last.” 
 
    A feeling of worry blossomed in the pit of my stomach. Last year, when Liesl and I’d gone to the Elfen lands, things had first appeared fine. We quickly found out otherwise. 
 
    “Is there any word on the volcano?” I asked Laura. 
 
    She shook her head. “The magicians sent by the Fae Folk Council were able to ease the pressure in the land and return it to a state of dormancy, thank goodness.” She fell silent, looking thoughtful.  
 
    I waited. 
 
    After a few minutes, she spoke again. “The Faction has been systematically destroying each county,” she said slowly. “Burning down towns, driving out the residents. They don’t seem to be actively trying to kill the people, just drive them out of the land. Create chaos.” 
 
    Chaos 
 
    “The dark chaos that infected my head, it’s what was driving The Faction. I wonder if it still is?” I mused. 
 
    “I think it must be, Holly,” said Renée, sipping her cocoa. “They are so driven, and it’s almost mindless.” 
 
    Mindless Chaos. 
 
    I shivered uncontrollably. 
 
    Liesl rubbed my back. “You’re fine now, Hols. The Queen banished it, remember?” 
 
    I thought back to my private midnight talk with Titania. “Actually, the Queen told me she can’t destroy the dark chaos, she can only send it away,” I said quietly. 
 
    “Well, isn’t that the same thing as banishing it?” asked Liesl. 
 
    I slowly shook my head. 
 
    The grin on Liesl’s face dropped off. She stared at me.  
 
    I stared back, over the lip of my coffee mug. 
 
    “It can come back?” she whispered. 
 
    I slowly nodded. 
 
    “We need a plan of action then,” Renée said. “A way to destroy it once and for all. Or at least a way to be able to banish it ourselves, if only for a little while. We can’t be asking the Queen to come every time it infects you, Holly.” She thought a moment. “Or infects any one of us.” 
 
    “And I wonder if we would be able to survive such a possession as well as Holly did,” Laura whispered. 
 
    My eyes widened. I had not thought of what happened to me as a possession. I gulped, a chill creeping down my back. 
 
    Liesl put her arm around me. “I’ve got your back,” she whispered. 
 
    And I have the Queen’s special charm. Don’t forget that. 
 
    “The Queen gave me a special charm to help combat the dark chaos,” I said. “We talked last night, after everyone fell asleep. 
 
    Renée stared at me. “The Queen gave you a charm?” 
 
    I nodded. “I haven’t tried it out yet. She said to be careful with it, that it would enhance my Fae Folk Power so much I might not be able to control it.” 
 
    Renée shifted in her seat. “Holly,” she said slowly, “you should probably practice that charm before you really need it. The Queen’s magic is... um... quite formidable.” She stared at me, a serious look on her face. 
 
    I nodded. “Formidable. Yes, I got that sense.” 
 
    Renée continued. “Did you know that this land...” She gestured to include all of the Academy grounds and the surrounding forests. “...used to be a mountainous region?” 
 
    “A what?” said Liesl. 
 
    Renée turned and nodded. “Most islands are very mountainous, and Ireland is no exception.” 
 
    Laura nodded. “We studied this in the Elfen Academy. Just like the Hawaiian Islands, most of these lands should be mountains.” 
 
    “But they’re not. Not at all,” I said quietly. 
 
    Renée shook her head. “Ages ago, before most of the Fae Folk were created, the Queen flattened this land, made it more hospitable.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “I mean, the Queen’s magic can flatten mountains, Holly.” Renée gave me a pointed look. “Be very careful with that charm.” 
 
    I gulped. 
 
    This was serious. Really serious. 
 
    “I will be extremely careful,” I said quietly. “And I think I will definitely practice it.” 
 
    “Talk to Chance about it, and Professor Farryn,” said Renée. 
 
    “And the headmistress,” I added.  
 
    Renée nodded. 
 
    Liesl glanced up, looking behind me. “Look who’s back.” 
 
    I turned and saw Chance walking toward us. 
 
    He nodded and smiled, and went to get a hot drink. He was soon slipping into a chair, his own hot mug cupped in both hands. 
 
    It was a chilly morning. 
 
    “So, what was all that about?” I asked. 
 
    Chance took a sip of his coffee, closed his eyes and let out a sigh. “Ahhh, that’s wonderful.” Then he opened his eyes again and grimaced. “The Elfen Academy has fallen, I’m afraid. They are evacuating the entire area and bringing the students here, to Titania Academy.” 
 
    “I knew it,” Laura whispered. 
 
    “Until now, they only kept on the advanced students, at the new alternate location,” Chance was saying. “Trying to keep up with the last of their studies. Experiments, that sort of thing.”  
 
    Laura nodded, listening raptly. 
 
    “They should all be here by the end of the week,” said Chance. 
 
    “I want to help,” Laura murmured. 
 
    “Professor Ó Baoghill thought you’d feel that way. She said to drop by her office to see what can be done from this end,” said Chance. 
 
    Laura was up and trotting out of the dining hall before he finished his sentence. 
 
    I turned back to Chance again. “Okay, I know you. Why are you so worried? This sounds much like the evacuations from last year.” 
 
    Chance shook his head. “The headmistress has word that the dark chaos is trying to interfere with the scientists evacuating. And The Faction is trying to interfere, too. And these are separate events, apparently.” 
 
    “Let’s go help,” said Liesl. Renée nodded in agreement. 
 
    We had helped before, and we wanted to again. Personally, I felt idle, useless. I wanted to make a difference. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I said, half rising from my chair. 
 
    Chance reached up and stopped me. “Holly, no. No,” he said to Renée and Liesl. “There’s already a team on this. We’re not needed.” 
 
    “Not needed?!” Renée sputtered. 
 
    “No, I mean, we’re not needed on this project. The Headmistress has something else in mind for us.”  
 
    “Then why did she call you into her office, Chance?” I asked. For just a second, I’d felt energized. Now, back in my chair, I felt deflated and frustrated. 
 
    “She called me in because the Fae Folk Council has asked if I can be the Finder for both Academies. They expect this relocation to last... a long time,” he sounded subdued. 
 
    I felt a chill. 
 
    War. 
 
    Displaced immigrants. 
 
    Magical folk with nowhere else to go. 
 
    Suddenly, I understood the seriousness of the whole thing, even better than I had before. 
 
    I’d just been focused on action, on any adventure I could go on to help. But this was more than anything that could be fixed with a week or two of fighting.  
 
    This was a huge event that would create ripples that would last for... 
 
    Years. 
 
    “So,” I said slowly, “The students will be rerouted here?” 
 
    Chance nodded. “They’re building an extension onto the castle to accommodate them. And extra quarters to house all the Elfen families.” 
 
    I had a thought. “Will they have to tear down some of the forest to make room?” 
 
    Chance shook his head. “The Fae Folk Council and the Queen are joining together to expand the land around the castle grounds, magically.” 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    “You... you can do that? Just… stretch the land? Make it bigger?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded again. “The Queen can, with the Council’s help.” 
 
    I felt concerned. “Why would the Queen need help?” 
 
    “Because even the energy in her magic has limits. We don’t want her completely drained, so the Council lends its own magic, to enhance and expand whatever spells Titania performs,” said Liesl. 
 
    Chance nodded. 
 
    I took a deep breath. I knew I would need it. This war was an incredible reckoning, and we knew that only one side would emerge triumphant. 
 
    As usual, the ones who were paying the price were the people in the overrun land. 
 
    We had to help them. 
 
    “Chance, I thought the Elfen lands were evacuated when The Faction blew up the main Academy building, back last year?” I asked, puzzled. “Are you saying some of the students were relocated to a secret location to continue upper classmen science experiments?”  
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    My eyebrows rose at this.  
 
    “I know. Looking back, it’s turning out to be a bad decision, but at the time, it was a calculated risk they were willing to make,” said Chance. “Remember how the Elfen are, Holly.” 
 
    I remembered.  
 
    Arrogant, powerful, very sure of themselves. 
 
    And the new Elfen Academy location had been secret and hidden. 
 
    Still, I guess it didn’t work out so well. 
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    Chapter Eight 
 
    The Fallen Elfen Academy 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Laura raced into Liesl’s and my dorm room an hour later. Chance and Renée sat on the newly installed carpets, cradling their familiars. Tundra and Aspen huddled next to me on the bed, like a sandwich. Liesl was relatively uncrowded, her snowy ermine familiar on her lap as she sat on her pillow. 
 
    “Guys, guys! We have to go help the relocations!” Laura cried, almost in tears. 
 
    Chance stood up, “Laura, I told you, they already have a team on this.” 
 
    “No, I don’t mean getting the kids out of the Elfen lands, I mean settling them into their new quarters,” she said. She looked down at her feet, then up again, unshed tears in her eyes. “The Faction set up some kind of trap on the border. As the first group came over, the trap exploded. Mrs. O’ Bambury says three people were blown to bits! Five more are badly hurt and may not make it through. And it’s getting worse by the minute!” 
 
    “Oh my God,” murmured Liesl.  
 
    We all hurried out of the room and followed Laura down the stairs, taking them two at a time. 
 
    Our familiars rushed out with us. We didn’t even think about sending them back to their realm: There was no time. 
 
    We rushed out of the castle, Laura in the lead.  
 
    Sprinting down the road, we raced to the spot the Elfen were coming through. It was deep in the forest, near the border with the human world. 
 
    I heard the rescue effort before I saw it. 
 
    Cries echoed through the trees.  
 
    “This way,” Laura puffed over her shoulder as she ran. 
 
    It was a sprint. None of us slowed down, and when we arrived, we came upon a scene of chaos. 
 
    The Holly King was there, helping with the worst injuries. Jess and Brendan were there, along with a score of Brendan’s dwarf brethren.  
 
    Most of the injuries were mostly superficial, thank goodness, but as Laura had reported, there were some who were very badly hurt. 
 
    Mrs. O’ Bambury was there with a handful of nurses, directing them in triage, sorting out which patients were the most badly injured and needed immediate help.  
 
    “Bring them here! Over here!” Brendan called out. He and his fellow dwarves had set up a cleared area with some blankets. It was here Mrs. O’ Bambury was doing triage from. 
 
    Professor Ó Baoghill was helping to carry those who couldn’t walk, to the dwarves settlement. 
 
    Professor Farryn helped O’Bambury and the nurses in treating those patients who weren’t beyond help. 
 
    I walked near the triage area and saw on the side were at least eight blanket-covered-figures. Motionless.  
 
    Beyond help. 
 
    We all got to work helping out, and I ended up working with my father in triage, with Mrs. O’ Bambury, her nurses, and Professor Farryn. 
 
    “There’s more coming through!” a voice called out. I glanced and saw branches parting and several figures coming through the trees, some carrying others, some hobbling on their own two feet. I saw one boy crawl through on all fours with a badly bleeding head wound. He dragged himself a few feet beyond the tree’s trunk and then collapsed. 
 
    “Here.” A nurse bent over a patient nearby said. “Hold this cloth to her side while I go help that guy.” She gestured to me, and I came forward. 
 
    “Press hard. Don’t let up. Understand?” the nursed asked. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    It was all happening so fast I felt a sense of shock. A sense of unreality.  
 
    A sense of doom. 
 
    I knelt and put my hand out onto the cloth the nurse was indicating. She nodded to me as she withdrew. “She’s your charge now, take care of her,” the nurse said as she sprinted toward the boy, who was now motionless. 
 
    I was bent over one patient: a girl of about twelve. 
 
    I’d thought these last students were only upperclassmen finishing up experiments, but this student looked so young. 
 
    So very young. 
 
    I pressed a cloth to a gaping wound in her side. It looked as though a piece of mortar had ripped through her just below her ribs. I could see bone sticking out, and my cloth was pressed onto her side where her body should still be. 
 
    At least three inches of her torso was missing. 
 
    I pressed the cloth to her wound. It was rapidly filling with blood.  
 
    Tears ran down my face as I silently knelt there, feeling helpless. 
 
    What can this cloth do? She’s still bleeding. 
 
    I felt the girl’s body shudder. I looked up into her face, which I had been avoiding.  
 
    Her eyes stared back at mine. They were calm and unworried. 
 
    She knows she’s dying. 
 
    She groaned softly. “It hurts,” she whispered. 
 
    I remembered something Aunt Clare had told me once, when I’d gotten hurt running from a gang. “As long as you feel pain, it means you’re doing okay. When you can’t feel anything at all, you’re in trouble, Holly.” 
 
    “You’re going to be okay,” I whispered, choking on my words at the end.  
 
    I didn’t believe it, I could see her wound.  
 
    Her eyes bore into mine. “Are you sure?” 
 
    I felt a surge of courage. If this dying girl of twelve could be brave in the face of such a wound, I could be, too. 
 
    “Yes, absolutely,” I told her in a calm voice that barely shook at all. “You’re going to be fine.” 
 
    The girl smiled softly.  
 
    I continued pressing the cloth to her wound. I looked around and saw a medical bag with more cloths, and I reached out and was able to grab it. I got a new cloth out, white and soft, folded neatly.  
 
    I can switch it out with the one soaked in blood. 
 
    I looked down, and holding my breath, prepared to release pressure and switch the old blood cloth for the new one. 
 
    “Hold on, I’m going to trade cloths,” I said softly. “This might feel weird. I hope it won’t hurt.”  
 
    I slowly released the pressure, then pressed in again with the cloth. 
 
    What if the bleeding gets worse? Oh, God... 
 
    I decided to peek under the cloth. I pressed it into her wound, firmly, for a few minutes, then quickly lifted one side. 
 
    The wound was horrific. Her rib bones were showing, and I thought I saw organs. Shredded, in a pulp. 
 
    Oh, Jesus. Okay, courage, Hols. Make it fast. 
 
    I peeled back the bloody cloth more, and looked closer. 
 
    Huh? It’s not really bleeding much. How is that possible? 
 
    I shrugged and pulled away the used, bloody cloth, and brought the clean, new, white one forward, pressing it firmly against the wound. 
 
    There. 
 
    I glanced at the bloody cloth as I tossed it aside. It was soaked. 
 
    “Well, the good news is, I got the cloths changed, and you’re all set for a while. The bad news is, it looks like you’ve lost a good bit of blood, you might need a transfu...” I glanced at her face as I spoke. 
 
    She lay serenely, a small smile on her face, her eyes open and unseeing. 
 
    That’s why the bleeding stopped. 
 
    I sobbed and fell back, my hand still gripping the new cloth. There was hardly any red on it at all. 
 
    “I’m sorry...,” I whispered. 
 
    Chance ran up then, looked down, and patted my shoulder. “Oh, man, I’m sorry, Holly.” I glanced up at him, tears running down my face. 
 
    She had been so young... 
 
    “I understand how it feels,” Chance was saying. “I held a professor in my arms just now, and he didn’t make it either.” He sniffed back tears. “It’s just so...” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    A nurse came up then, checked on the girl, and called out to a second man, and they came and covered the girl with a blanket and carried her over to the side where the dead lay. 
 
    Chance held out his hand and tugged me to my feet. I dropped the cloth I was holding and looked at my hands.  
 
    They were covered with the dead girl’s blood. My skirt was stained, too. 
 
    I sobbed and put my face into Chance’s shoulder, giving myself a minute of respite. 
 
    More voices called out. 
 
    The Holly King trotted up to us. 
 
    “There’s still living to attend to. Come on, daughter, we need to get as many to the castle as we can.” 
 
    I put my head up, wiped my eyes, and nodded. 
 
    There’s still living to attend to. 
 
    The dead girl would want me to help the living. She and the other dead were beyond our help. 
 
    Beyond all help. 
 
    There was no magic that could bring back the dead. 
 
    I remembered learning this from Dr. Farryn last semester.  
 
    There had been experiments where the magicians, the healing Fae Folk, and anyone with a talent, had tried in vain to bring back a mortally wounded Fae Folk back to life.  
 
    They’d found that beyond a certain point, it could not be done. Once the brain had died, from lack of blood, they had been able to repair the damage and reanimate the body, but the mind had been vacant.  
 
    The experiment had resulted in patients who were healed, repaired, whatever you wanted to call it, even awake, but... unseeing.  
 
    Unreacting.  
 
    No one at home. 
 
    The mind died along with the brain, and the Fae Folk spirit fled to the next realm, and did not return. 
 
    I looked over at the bodies on the side, covered with blankets, never to move again. 
 
    They had moved on to the next realm. 
 
    The next adventure. 
 
    They were gone. 
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    Chapter Nine 
 
    New Elfen Academy 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a few days later, and I still felt like I couldn’t get the Elfen girl’s blood washed off my hands.  
 
    We had worked long and hard, spent the whole day and into the night, pulling the injured Elfen Academy students and professors through the portals and into the castle.  
 
    I hadn’t realized there would be so many. In all, more than a three hundred bodies, both living and dying, had come through the tree portals.  
 
    We had lost a lot that day, but had been able to save quite a few, too. 
 
    The final count of the incoming immigrants was: one-hundred and ninety-three uninjured, and eighty-seven injured Elfen, recuperating in the med bay, which had been hastily erected when Mrs. O’ Bambury’s infirmary had become impossibly crowded. 
 
    The Queen and Fae Folk Council had expanded the castle grounds so that several dozen acres had appeared overnight, and the land was still expanding. 
 
    “We’ll probably see several more acres after all is said and done,” Professor Ó Baoghill explained as we all stood near the edge of the rear lawn. 
 
    The new auxiliary academy buildings were already being erected, and it looked as though the castle had had babies. A dozen three-story stone buildings stood, fresh and strong, waiting for the new Elfen students. 
 
    “When will the Elfen Academy classes begin?” I asked the headmistress. 
 
    “Next week. So, in four more days.” She took a deep breath and rubbed her hands together, and I realized she loved being busy with this project. “The interior fittings are being readied. Must have power and a working kitchen, you know.” She smiled and winked. 
 
    “They can’t just dine with us?” Liesl asked. 
 
    “Oh, my dear Miss Becker, there are too many as it is. And they brought their own head chef. Elfen food is quite different from our own.” The headmistress gestured to a building on the far left. “See how we’ve even set up a greenhouse to grow all the specialized Elfen vegetables?” 
 
    “I guess that’s reasonable,” said Liesl. “Although I hope they can come visit our dining hall sometimes, and we theirs.” 
 
    The headmistress nodded. “Of course we will. Of that I have no doubt.” 
 
    Tam ran up and stood next to his sister Laura.  
 
    The headmistress glanced down at the Elfen boy. “And how are your lessons going, young Mister Greenleaf?” 
 
    Tam grinned from ear to ear and began hopping from one foot to the other. 
 
    Laura smiled. “I think Tam is just happy to have started school a year early.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand the Elfen don’t start the formal education for children until the age of ten, is that right?” 
 
    Tam nodded vigorously, a grin on his face. 
 
    Laura laughed. “He not only got to start school a year early, but he’s on the Dragon Experiment Team as well.” 
 
    “Yes,” the headmistress said, looking thoughtful. “Headed by Dr. Farryn’s team, isn’t that right?” 
 
    Tam nodded and squeaked, “Yes!” finally finding his voice. 
 
    We all chuckled. 
 
    “It important that the Elfen Academy keep up its teaching,” Professor Ó Baoghill said. “The youth are the key to the future. Without an educated youth, there is a dismal future.” 
 
    We nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Since the Elfen students will be here for quite some time, along with their families whenever possible, the Fae Folk do not consider it remote learning, but relocation learning.” The headmistress turned to Laura and Tam. “You should consider our lands to be your own while you are here, and I have conveyed as much to all the Elfen adults.” 
 
    Both Laura and Tam nodded solemnly, understanding what the headmistress was saying. 
 
    “And the protections that were covering Titania Academy castle have been extended to encompass these new buildings, as well as the entire forest grounds, to the border and beyond,” said professor Ó Baoghill. “We’re not taking any more chances with The Faction.” 
 
    “Have any been spotted near the grounds at all?” I asked. 
 
    The headmistress took a deep breath, and puffed herself out. “No, and they’d be foolish to try.” She extended her hand to gesture in a wide arc. “We’ve not only got the magical protections over all the land, but the dwarves are stationed along every section of the border.” 
 
    “Oh! That’s amazing,” said Liesl. 
 
    Professor Ó Baoghill nodded. “They actually insisted. Brendan came to me with half a dozen of his fellows and informed me, in the politest way possible, mind you, that they would be guarding the border, that they’d need extended magical permissions, and that they would not take no for an answer.” She chuckled, then wiped her eye. “Made my heart feel good.” 
 
    I had a thought. “Professor, how many of the Elfen Academy student body, and teachers, did we lose?” 
 
    The headmistress bowed her head. “We lost one third of the total, counting the initial attacks, and the attacks on the hidden relocated upper classes.” 
 
    A third!  
 
    I felt breathless. So many killed!  
 
    And for what, exactly? Power? Rule over a land now sodden with blood? 
 
    I thought of our time in the Elfen lands last year. 
 
    “What about the halflings? And the other magical folk that live in the Elfen Lands?” I asked. 
 
    “They are better at hiding than Elfen or Fae Folk have ever been,” said Laura. “They go underground, you see. The Faction has no hope of ever routing them, no matter how much they try.” 
 
    I remembered the witch we’d encountered. But she was dead, from her own fire. 
 
    Laura glanced at me, almost reading my thoughts. “There are only a few witches in the Elfen Lands, and I pity any Faction members who try to bother them.” 
 
    I nodded sagely. 
 
    Very true. 
 
    I stepped closer to the newly erected stone classrooms. “Are they close to being finished, professor? Can we look inside?” 
 
    The headmistress came forward. “I believe they’re nearly done. Would you like a tour, dear?” 
 
    We all did.  
 
    Curiosity was blossoming in each of us. 
 
    “Let’s then!” said Professor Ó Baoghill with a smile. 
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    That evening, we all met in the dining hall. The tour through the new classrooms had taken an hour, then we’d had classes, and the Liesl and I spent the afternoon doing homework in our dorm room. 
 
    Laura had joined Renée, tagging along with the fifth-year student to her classes. 
 
    “Can I come in? Oh my God, y’all would not believe what they’re teaching in fifth year!” she said as she poked her head into our room. 
 
    Renée was just behind her, and tapped Laura’s shoulder as she entered. “Remember now, you’re not supposed to tell the younger classes what they’ll be learning.” 
 
    “Oh, right, I forgot,” Laura said, looking deflated. “But you are going to be amazed!” 
 
    Liesl and I laughed as we walked down to the dining hall with them. 
 
    “I’ve got enough the learn just started Third Year, trust me,” I said. “Advanced Wand Work, Advanced Flying, ...” I ticked off my classes on each finger. “And also, I have to practice the charm the Queen gave me, too. Professor Farryn will start those next week.” 
 
    “Holly, you’ve got your plate full,” Renée said. “Any time for extracurricular activity?” 
 
    I turned and saw she was winking at me. 
 
    I chuckled. “Oh, you mean... dating? No, not much extra time so far, at all.” 
 
    Just then, we reached the main floor inner courtyard. Chance was walking back from the headmistress’s office, looking down at his notes as he walked. 
 
    Speak of the devil. 
 
    I studied Chance as he approached. He’d grown taller, and his shoulders were more muscular. He was really filling out, becoming a man. He’d just turned seventeen, and had let his hair grown longer; what with the war and everything, he said he hadn’t had time to get a haircut. 
 
    I think he was keeping it long because every time we made time for a picnic, which was at least every three weeks, I loved to just sit with him and run my hands through his hair, and it was heaven. 
 
    I glanced over at Renée and saw she was watching me, and smiling. 
 
    “Dreamy eyes, Holly. You’ve got it bad,” she chuckled. 
 
    I nodded. “I guess I do.” I grinned. 
 
    Chance met us, and we all walked into the dining hall together. 
 
    After we’d gathered our hot dinner and sat down, I asked Laura and Tam if they were getting excited for the opening of the new Elfen Academy here. 
 
    “Oh my goodness, yes. I am so behind on everything,” Laura said. 
 
    “And what about you, Tam?” I asked the nine-year-old Elfen boy who was eating fried chicken with apparent relish. “Are you excited for your classes to start?” 
 
    Tam exclaimed so excitedly he squeaked and fell off his chair. 
 
    “Whoa!” his sister laughed, helping him back up to the table. “Take it easy there, little brother.” 
 
    Tam reseated himself, then cleared his throat, and smiled. “Yes, I am very eager to start classes in a few days. I am sure I am going to enjoy myself. From the little Dr. Farryn has been teaching us about the care and feeding of the baby dragon, I am amazed and can’t wait to begin learning more.” He grinned, showing his white teeth, then began eating again. 
 
    We all laughed. 
 
    “I was amazed that the Fae Folk Council responded so eagerly with the new buildings, and I’ve spoken with the other Elfen students, and they can’t wait to start, either,” Laura grinned. 
 
    “I’m just glad so many students could be rescued,” I said. “I wish we could have saved more.” I fell silent, remembering the girl I’d tried to help. 
 
    The nurse who’d handed her off to me had later apologized, and admitted she was “on autopilot” that day. She’d seen a patient who she thought she could save, and had realized the girl she handed off to me was not likely to live. But she realized later that shouldn’t have entrusted her to a student, instead of another nurse. 
 
    “You weren’t ready,” she’d said. “To face death.” 
 
    I’d faced Aunt Clare’s death, at an even younger age. But I hadn’t been there when Aunt Clare had actually died. 
 
    That was... important. 
 
    To be so close to death, it was... disturbing, to say the least. 
 
    And the girl had looked so young. 
 
    I’d asked about her the next day, and I’d been told she’d been young, yes, but was one of the gifted students attending advanced classes and conducting science experiments. She’d been a prodigy. 
 
    That had made me feel even worse. 
 
    I felt a hand on my shoulder and looked up to see Laura smiling thoughtfully at me. The others were deep in conversation, only Laura had noticed my silence. 
 
    Again, very intuitively, she knew what was on my mind. 
 
    “Holly, her wound was fatal. And being so intelligent, she probably realized it. You did what was most important: You stayed with her, and held her hand while it happened.” Laura said quietly. “You made sure she didn’t die alone. And that is very important.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    She was right, I knew. But I still felt so bad for the girl. 
 
    Laura leaned over and hugged me, and I felt my eyes go all watery. 
 
    Enough of this. Life is for the living, and you’re missing it. 
 
    I wiped my tears and smiled, and hugged Laura back. 
 
    Such a good friend. 
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    Chapter Ten 
 
    Finder for the Elfen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I turned to Chance. “Tell me about the new Finder job.” 
 
    Chance sat up straighter and smiled. He didn’t often get to talk about the work he did for the Academy Council, and he was proud of it. 
 
    “Well, now most of the time I do my job around my classes, and on the weekend. You know, how I found you, Holly,” he winked. 
 
    I smiled. Chance had been my savior before he’d been my boyfriend. I reached my hand out and squeezed his. 
 
    “And I’m going to have to work double hard on my classes this year, just to keep up. Now that I’m in my fourth year, things are really getting heavy.” 
 
    “I’ll help you,” said Renée. 
 
    Chance nodded in thanks. 
 
    “Well, now that I’m doing it for the Elfen as well, it’s probably going to be nearly double the work,” he explained. “I travel to wherever lost faerie folk are, be it Fae Folk, or Elfen Folk. They are often orphans, or adopted, or changelings, or simply aren’t aware of what the heck has been going on with their lives.” 
 
    Liesl leaned forward, listening intently. 
 
    “They often think they’re human, and that weird things have been happening in their childhood: things they can’t explain, or that they thought were just a coincidence. So I have to approach carefully, because they don’t know me, and they’re usually on their guard, because of the odd magical things that they’ve experienced in their lives, without knowing it’s magic, or normal for them.” 
 
    I was entranced by his explanation.  
 
    He continued. 
 
    “Also, and lots of people don’t appreciate this aspect, they are always kids. Holly was thirteen when I found her.” He winked at me. “My point is, that’s very young. And a lot of kids have been told to not talk with strangers. So that makes everything harder. And I’m getting older, I’m seventeen now, and I don’t look very much like a fellow kid.” 
 
    “But that’s why the Council uses you, Chance,” said Renée. Being of faun heritage, you have special abilities that help you convince the lost kids to listen to you without suspicion.” 
 
    Chance nodded. “And you all know that about me.” 
 
    “Plus, your personality is especially good at this, huh, Chance?” asked Liesl, and I remembered that at one time, Liesl had been interested in Chance. 
 
    That first year, we’d both been swooning over the guy. But he’d chosen me. I smiled to myself. 
 
    I didn’t feel in the least bit guilty. Liesl was now with Jack, and they seemed like a better match. 
 
    “But Chance, tell us about being Finder for the Elfen. I bet that’s different than finding Fae Folk kids,” Laura said. 
 
    Chance nodded. “I haven’t yet gone on my first mission, but I’ve been training for it for days now. Apparently, lost Elfen kids are a bit... different... than lost Fae Folk kids.” 
 
    Laura snickered. “I’ll bet they are,” she grinned. 
 
    “Okay, this I gotta hear,” I said. “How are Elfen kids different than Fae Folk kids?” 
 
    Chance held up a finger. “It’s not just Elfen kids verses Fae Folk kids, it’s lost Elfen kids verses lost Fae Folk kids. See, the Fae Folk kids are usually pretty calm, and think they’re human, for the most part. But the Elfen kids, well: you may have noticed that Elfen Kind look different than Fae Folk. The Elfen are taller, skinnier, and have a different way of thinking, even if they’ve been raised by humans. I mean, you can’t hide pointed ears. Elfen do not glamour like Fae Folk. They can turn it down, or rev it up, but they can’t mask their magic appearance completely.” 
 
    Oh my God, I had never thought of that. 
 
    “So... the Elfen kids you’re trying to find and convince to come back with you, they already know they’re different? Doesn’t that make it easier?” 
 
    “It does and it doesn’t,” said Chance. “They are a more serious faerie creatures than Fae Folk. I’ve been told they’ve been known to attack the Finder. That this may make things more difficult for me, because I don’t have Elfen magic. But I think I’ll be fine. I do have my Fae Folk magic, and I’m pretty fast. I’ve got skills...” He trailed off, looking thoughtful. 
 
    “Do you know the spell for putting out a fire?” asked Laura. “Or for healing broken bones and lacerations? Or for instant invisibility?” 
 
    Chance nodded, “Well sure, I’ve been through wand class, I’ve got...” 
 
    “No, not with a wand, Chance,” Laura said. “You would be better off learning wandless magic. Concealment, that sort of thing.” 
 
    Chance was quiet at first, then glanced at Renée and raised his eyebrows. 
 
    I remembered Renée was a year ahead of Chance in school, and would have gone through more classes, learned more useful tactics. 
 
    Renée put her hands up, “Ohhhh no, you are not gonna get me to do that job, I don’t need a scorched ponytail.” 
 
    Chance laughed out loud. 
 
    Renée had been trying to grow her hair longer all year. Her ponytail, which she was immensely proud of, reached down farther than her hips. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Chance chuckled. 
 
    We finished our meal, but I was a little bit worried. Would these lost Elfen kids set my boyfriend on fire? 
 
    I sure hoped not. 
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    I found out the next morning. 
 
    Yes, they definitely would. 
 
    As we came down the stairs from the dorms and headed to the dining hall for breakfast, Chance limped into view. 
 
    He was a bloody mess, and his hair was singed in places, but he had a smile on his face. 
 
    Professor Ó Baoghill was with him, leading a small Elfen boy by the hand. They were chatting animatedly, and the boy was smiling.  
 
    He looked a year older than Tam, and had brown hair, slanted eyes, the pointed ears of the Elfen, and he was... he looked... I looked closer.  
 
    Hmmm. 
 
    The new Elfen boy had lipstick on. And looked extremely androgenous. 
 
    Hmmm, he might actually be a “she.” Very cool. 
 
    We met in the middle of the inner courtyard. 
 
    Chance looked sheepish but happy. 
 
    “You got set on fire, didn’t you?” I said, stating the obvious. 
 
    Chance grinned. “Maybe. Possibly.” 
 
    I reached out to hug him, and he extended his arms slowly. “Careful, it kind of... hurts.” 
 
    I withdrew. “Sheesh. It definitely looks painful.” 
 
    “Mr. Mac Craith,” said the headmistress behind him. “Get yourself to the infirmary this instant, or your wounds are going to begin to dry, and then Mrs. O’Bambury will have to debride them.” 
 
    Chance visibly winced. “I’d better go, Holly. I had to have that done once, and once was enough.” He kissed my cheek, gave me a grin and a thumbs up (“triumphant!”) and continued on to the infirmary. 
 
    I grinned and watched him go. 
 
    “Miss Ó Cuilinn? Miss Becker? Would you know where I can find Miss Greenleaf?” asked the headmistress. 
 
    “Oh, er... we were just heading to the dining hall to meet her,” Liesl said, glancing down at the Elfen child.  
 
    He (or she) looked back at us, a smile on their face. 
 
    At least he’s in a good mood. Or she. I must ask their preferred pronoun ASAP. 
 
    We all filed into the dining hall and, after selecting some breakfast foods, sat in a group at a table. 
 
    Laura was not there yet, and the headmistress looked worried. “I have a meeting in ten minutes across the campus,” she said worriedly, “Are you sure she’s going to be joining you?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure,” I said. 
 
    “You can leave the Elfen child here; we’ll keep them company,” offered Liesl. 
 
    Renée walked up just then, tray in hand. “Professor Ó Baoghill, good morning. Who do we have here?” She looked pointedly at the Elfen child. 
 
    “Oh, Miss Page, thank goodness you’re here. I have to run. Would you take care of this child until Miss Greenleaf arrives?” the headmistress asked. 
 
    Liesl and I rose from our seats and began to sputter. We were sixteen, after all, both of us clearly old enough to be trusted with the responsibility of watching an Elfen child for a few minutes. 
 
    “Oh, no, no, it’s not that,” Professor Ó Baoghill said hurriedly, “It’s that Miss Page has a free period after breakfast, and you two have class.” 
 
    Mm-hmm... 
 
    “I’d be happy to help, Professor.” Renée offered her hand to the Elfen child and smiled. They were soon walking hand in hand to get breakfast. 
 
    “Thank you so much for your help,” the headmistress called after them, then looked over at Liesl and me. “All of you, thank you for your help...” And she hurried out of the dining hall. 
 
    We sat back down. 
 
    “Did she seem nervous to you?” Liesl asked. 
 
    “Way nervous.” I looked after her as the door shut from her passing. “A total nervous wreck.” 
 
    “Weird,” Liesl spooned eggs into her mouth. 
 
    Renée was soon back with the Elfen child, who had loaded a bowl with various fruits and vegetables. 
 
    We were soon all settled at the table, and everyone was very curious about each other. 
 
    Liesl and Renée just stared and smiled. 
 
    I finally broke the silence. “What’s your name?” 
 
    The Elfen child smiled back. “My name is Aerin, hi.” I detected a thick accent, but could not place it. 
 
    “Hi,” I munched thoughtfully on a piece of bacon. After a minute I just came right out and asked my next question. “What’s your preferred pronoun, Aerin?” 
 
    Aerin sat up straighter. “She/her, and thanks for asking,” she grinned. 
 
    “And how long have you been transitioning, Aerin?” I asked, getting into the spirit of things. 
 
    “Oh, about two years now,” Aerin said. 
 
    “Where are you from?” Renée asked. 
 
    “I grew up in Belgium, but moved to Dublin with my fa... I guess foster family,” said Aerin. 
 
    “Dublin?” Renée asked. She glanced at Liesl and I, then back to Aerin. “Uh, and has Dublin noticed any ...er...” she trailed off. 
 
    Aerin nodded. “Yes, there was a bombing in Dublin. He jumped and shielded me from the blast. He pushed me out of the way.” 
 
    “Oh my God...,” I said. 
 
    Aerin nodded. “That’s how he got hurt.” She looked at each of us in turn. “What? Did you think I did it?” 
 
    “Um... “Liesl mumbled. 
 
    Aerin threw her head back and laughed. 
 
    The morning wore on like that, and Aerin was very patient with all our questions. 
 
    After ten minutes, Laura showed up. 
 
    “Oh my God, you guys, I met the absolute cutest guy on my morning walk this...” She stopped when she saw Aerin. “Hello there. I haven’t seen you before.” 
 
    “Oh, um, Chance returned with his first Find, just about an hour ago,” I said. 
 
    Laura sat down next to Aerin. “Did he really?” She was leaning over Aerin, her nose practically in the child’s face. 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    I could tell it was going to be one of those mornings. 
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    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Second Find 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chance was gone when lunch break came. I asked after him. Apparently, Mrs. O’Bambury had patched him up, and he’d gone back out. 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” I asked. 
 
    The headmistress’s eyebrows rose at my question. 
 
    “I assure you, I am most certainly not ‘kidding’, Miss Ó Cuilinn,” Professor Ó Baoghill said with a look on her face. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, headmistress, I didn’t mean... er... that is, I... um... “I looked helplessly at Liesl, who’d come inquiring with me.  
 
    Liesl grabbed my arm. “Thank you, headmistress. We’ll be going now.” She backed out of the office, dragging me behind her. 
 
    We walked outside, since we still had half an hour before our next class. 
 
    “Where do you think Chance went now?” I asked my best friend. 
 
    Liesl shrugged. “Could be anywhere. Anywhere in the world.”  
 
    We walked around to the back of the grounds, and peeked in to see the Elfen Kin busily preparing for the opening of the Elfen Academy auxiliary in two days. 
 
    Things were looking much changed from when we first had our tour a few days ago. 
 
    The grounds had been paved around the buildings, the greenhouse had flowers planted all around it, and we could see all sorts of activity through the various glass windows set into the stone buildings. 
 
    “Wow, they’ve really gotten a lot done in just a few days,” Liesl murmured. 
 
    We both munched on sandwiches we’d brought from the dining hall.  
 
    “Hey, is that the dragon?” I asked, pointing. 
 
    Professor Farryn and Tam and several other students, were leading the baby dragon on a kind of magical leash, walking him, or trying to walk him, down near the greenhouse. The dragon, by now to size of a small school bus, was following them and obeying them, but it wasn’t walking. It was sort of hopping. Hop-stepping. 
 
    “Makes sense, it’s walking like a chicken,” I said. 
 
    Liesl laughed. 
 
    “I think they must share a distant ancestor,” she said. “It’s uncanny. 
 
    It was clear that the lead the students used on the baby dragon had been enchanted to compel the large creature to follow them and obey them meekly. 
 
    Which was necessary, if you didn’t want to get hurt. 
 
    We stood and watched, until it was time to return to the castle for our next class. 
 
    “We’re going to be late,” murmured Liesl, checking the time. 
 
    “Silly dragon,” I said under my breath, as we both began to jog. 
 
    The dragon had been mesmerizing, and I had the strong desire to obtain one as a companion. 
 
    I could ride it! 
 
    I wasn’t sure how my arctic wolf familiars would feel about it, I thought as I hurried to class. 
 
    As Liesl and I entered the castle, we spotted Chance. 
 
    He’d just returned. 
 
    He was escorting... someone I recognized. 
 
    “Tracy?” I called. 
 
    The tall, black girl with platinum hair beside Chance turned around at the sound of her name. 
 
    “Holly?” she said. 
 
    I rushed forward. “Oh my God, Tracy!” I held out my hand and we embraced arms. “I had no idea...” I glanced at Chance, who was grinning. 
 
    “Found her in New York City,” he said. “Assignment was first directed to Connecticut, so I didn’t think she’d have any connection to you, Holly.” He glanced down at Tracy. She was tall for her age, but still shorter than my boyfriend. 
 
    Tracy looked gloriously happy. 
 
    “We have to rush to class, but let’s meet up for supper and we can catch up, okay?” I smiled. 
 
    Tracy nodded vigorously. 
 
    Chance nodded at Liesl and me, and led Tracy toward the headmistress’s office. 
 
    We hurried on to class. 
 
    “I cannot believe that,” I murmured as we trotted up the stairs. “I mean, what are the chances of that happening?” 
 
    “I know, right?” Liesl replied. 
 
    We arrived at the class, and went and took our seats. 
 
    Time for learning. 
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    Three classes later, it was evening, and Liesl and I hurried down to the dining hall.  
 
    Chance and Tracy were already there, and Renée and Laura, along with Aerin, soon joined us. 
 
    We were all soon deep in conversation. 
 
    “How did you find her?” Liesl asked. “Wasn’t she... I don’t know... hidden?” 
 
    I tapped Liesl’s arm. “No, I told you, she was never hidden; she just wore a knit cap, all the time.” I turned to Tracy. “You look weird without your cap.” 
 
    Tracy grinned and pulled it out of an inner pocket and pulled it onto her head. And there, like magic, was the Tracy me and Aunt Clare had known. 
 
    We’d met half a dozen times. Tracy had hung out with several others, in the eastern part of the city, near Queens. 
 
    I put my hand out and clutched at Tracy’s fingers. “There you are! That’s how I remember you.” I grinned. 
 
    I turned to the others, “Tracy always wore her knit cap. Always. It was part of her identity.” 
 
    Tracy was tall, and very dark, almost black. But her hair was white as snow. That was why she’d always worn the hat, I figured. The large cap was dark brown, with two knitted ropes coming down from each side. It was made for cold weather: that much was obvious. But I remembered she’d worn it year-round. 
 
    It never once occurred to me that Tracy might be an Elfen. 
 
    “I used to wear the cap to hide,” Tracy was saying. “Not only my hair, but my ears as well.” 
 
    My mouth formed an “o” of surprise. I was speechless. 
 
    Tracy giggled and pulled off the knit cap, then pushed her hair up on one side. 
 
    And we all saw that she had pointed Elfen ears. 
 
    Laura clapped her hands, then pushed aside her own hair to show her own pointed Elfen ears. 
 
    “Aye!” Tracy exclaimed, high-fiving Laura in delight. 
 
    It was like an old family reunion. I had known Tracy in New York; Laura was Elfen and had ears like Tracy; and Tracy was, most importantly, was very happy at Chance finding her. 
 
    Tracy had always had a happy, boisterous and sunny personality, and I was ecstatic she had arrived at Titania Academy. 
 
    We were loud, like old friends in a happy place. 
 
    After a while, we all got our hot dinner and settled down to eat. 
 
    I noticed Aerin was very quiet and subdued. 
 
    When I had the chance, I leaned over and whispered to her, “You okay?” 
 
    Aerin nodded with a smile on her face, glancing over at Tracy, then back down at her food. 
 
    I sat back, smiling, I thought I knew what was going on. Aerin fancied Tracy! 
 
    I felt happy, even though we were in a war. 
 
    Chance had brought Aerin away from a city that was experiencing bombings from The Faction, so she was much safer, more protected, here at Titania Academy. 
 
    And Tracy was no longer homeless and trying to survive on the streets of New York City. A very hard life full of pain and struggle had been exchanged for life as a faerie folk. As Elfen Kin, they would both be taught in classes in the auxiliary Elfen Academy that had just been built, and they’d have plenty to eat and warm beds to sleep in. 
 
    I thought of something. “Tracy, whatever happened to the gang you ran with?” 
 
    “Oh, I left them a year ago. We all got caught stealing, and I was able to slip away. Things have been rough since, so I’m really happy Chance found me and brought me back.” I noticed how skinny she was; even being Elfen Kin, she had seen lean times. 
 
    “What happened to Aunt Clare when you left with Chance?” Tracy was asking. 
 
    “Oh, um, Aunt Clare passed away a few years ago,” I said softly. “It was pretty awful, actually.” I grimaced. “I miss her so much.” 
 
    Tracy gave me a hug. “I’m so sorry, Holly.” 
 
    I hugged her back, patting her hand. “Yeah, she was the best.” I sniffed back a tear. “She kept me alive and gave me some good memories.” 
 
    I smiled at Tracy. “It’s so good to see ya, I am so happy you’re here.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
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    An hour later, Chance and I went for a walk outside. 
 
    “It’ll be getting colder at night soon,” he’d said. “Let’s go for a moonlit walk?” 
 
    I smiled and nodded gratefully. 
 
    And we walked slowly, hand in hand, along the stone pathway that ran round the castle. 
 
    The air was crisp, and the trees were full of fireflies.  
 
    Chance held my hand with his arm wrapped around mine. It was very cozy. 
 
    “Was it terrible in Dublin?” I asked softly. “You were bloody when you came back. And filthy.” 
 
    Chance chuckled. “I saw the bomb thrown right before it landed, so I turned and pushed Aerin down and behind some weird dumpster. It was half in an alley; it was pretty dirty. I got caught by the blast, but it wasn’t that close, so not much damage done. But she landed on some cardboard boxes, and I landed beside her on the ground. That’s how I got so grimy. 
 
    I turned to face him, and studied his eyes. He had a small bit of stubble on his chin and upper lip. His cheeks were rosy from the cold air. His golden-brown hair was roughly disheveled on the sides, but in place on the top, making him look almost roguish. His eyebrows had thickened in the past year, and he looked at me with a bemused expression on his face. 
 
    “Well, sir, you clean up good,” I said softly, curling my fingers in his. 
 
    He studied my eyes and smile softly. 
 
    Leaning forward, he softly kissed my lips. 
 
    I sighed in happiness. 
 
    He pulled his face away again. 
 
    We squeezed our hands together and continued to walk slowly. 
 
    It was such a romantic evening, I didn’t know why my thoughts turned to the war. 
 
    Well, yes, I did know why. It was because Chance had nearly been killed in a bomb blast from The Faction, right there in downtown Dublin. Almost a stone’s throw away from Titania Academy. 
 
    Well, a stone’s throw and a skip from the Faerie World over to the human world. 
 
    Worlds that shared the same space, but it every-so-slightly differing dimensions. 
 
    A shiver of fear ran through me. 
 
    I don’t know what I’d do if I lost Chance. 
 
    I should talk, that always helps me feel better. 
 
    “Chance?” I said softly. 
 
    “Hmmm?” he answered, stopping. 
 
    We’d come around the castle’s main building and arrived near the gardens, in full view of the moon. 
 
    We stood looking up at the full moon, big and bright and almost orange in the night sky. 
 
    Far off, a spooky wail sounded from the graveyard miles away. 
 
    The Banshee. 
 
    I smiled, remembering my first month here at Titania Academy, and my adventures first seeing the Banshee. 
 
    Chance turned his face to mine. The moon was behind him, and his face was now in shadow. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, Holly,” he said. 
 
    “You do?” I asked quietly. 
 
    He nodded in the moonlight, the phantom rays catching the golden hue of his hair and turning them dark. 
 
    “You’re worried about the war, about me getting hurt, because of the Dublin bomb.” 
 
    “How did you know what I was thinking?” I whispered. 
 
    “Faerie magic,” he murmured. “When you’re close to someone, a friend or a... a lover, you can read their thoughts in their face. Almost as well as you can if they spoke them aloud.” 
 
    This explains so much. 
 
    “Can you read my mind?” Chance whispered. 
 
    I looked deep into his eyes, those eyes I loved so much. 
 
    Chance bent his head and lightly kissed my lips again, this time holding steady for a few extra seconds. 
 
    Yes, I could read his mind plain as day. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    

  

 
   
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Midnight Scream 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can you believe last night? I mean, REALLY!” Liesl chuckled. 
 
    I scowled, trying to hide the small smile I felt creeping onto my face. “Not funny, Li.” 
 
    She threw her head back and laughed harder. “Ohhh, yes it was.” She tried to look at me through squinting eyes that were tearing up with mirth. “I mean, ha ha ha! He was... he was on his back!” She gave up and fell back in her bed, overcome with giggles. 
 
    I took a deep breath and realized this was going to be my reality tonight. I couldn’t avoid it. 
 
    Last night, Chance had kissed me in Jess’s living room, in front of the fire. It was pretty late, so everyone was asleep on the rug except for a few who huddled and talked together: 
 
    Chance smiled softly at me and took me by the hand, and led me out the back door leading to the Fae Folk forest surrounding Titania Academy.  
 
    He led me into the trees a dozen feet. The moon was nearly full, and the forest was filled with fireflies. They winked on and off in the darkness, hundreds of them. 
 
    The moss coating the trees glowed faintly. 
 
    There was a slight breeze, and since it was so late, the air was quite chilly. 
 
    I hugged my arms to myself and shivered. 
 
    “Are you cold?” Chance asked. 
 
    I rubbed my arms and shrugged, not wanting to break the spell. 
 
    Chance slowly took off his coat and put it around my shoulders, then put his arms around me and drew me close. 
 
    I bowed my head at his nearness.  
 
    His head was directly above mine, and I could feel the warmth of his breath on my forehead. 
 
    He held me like that for a while, silent in the moonlight. 
 
    I was in heaven. 
 
    Then, very quietly, far off, I heard a snicker. 
 
    Chance jerked his head up, hearing it too. He turned his face to and fro, his nose sniffing the wind, trying to locate the intruder but unwilling to release me. 
 
    I had my arms wrapped around Chance’s middle, and his coat was over my shoulders, and covered the tops of my arms. I burrowed my face in deeper, snuggling against his chest. 
 
    The giggle sounded again, only this time it was closer. Much closer. 
 
    I jerk my head up. 
 
    The sound had come from my feet. 
 
    I glanced down and jumped. 
 
    Two eyes peered up from behind my leg.  
 
    What the heck? 
 
    There was a blur, then I felt my hair being pulled.  
 
    I whirled around. 
 
    I saw something zip out of sight through the forest. 
 
    “Hey!” I touched my hand to my head. The thing had yanked several strands of my hair out. 
 
    “Thief!” I hollered out to the forest. I heard a faint insane giggle from far off. It sounded crazy. 
 
    I turned back to Chance. “What the heck was that?” 
 
    He examined my back. “I don’t know, but it pulled out a few strands of your hair and left some half pulled.” He plucked the trailing platinum strands from my coat and brought them in front of my face. 
 
    I stared down at them, dazed. 
 
    “Why...?” I felt confused. 
 
    “It might have been a brownie,” said Chance. “But to steal hair, that sounds downright malicious.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Strands of hair are used for magic spells to control or harm a Faeborn. Not a good thing.” He peered into the forest. It was dark and dim, lit only by the moon, the moss, and the fireflies. “Hopefully it’s just a prank...” 
 
    “A prank?” I asked uncertainly. “A brownie playing a prank?” I shivered, rubbing my arms. 
 
    Chance pulled me in close. “Don’t worry, Princess, I’ll protect you,” he said softly, kissing the top of my head. 
 
    I felt warm in his arms, and my head buzzed with a fuzzy, happy feeling. 
 
    “Mmmm, Chance, you’re so...,” I murmured. 
 
    I was suddenly cut off by... 
 
    “MmMMm cHaNcE mMmMMmm!” A high-pitched voice called out. 
 
    I jerked my head up, turning to see where it had come from. 
 
    Chance’s arms were still around me. He began to dig his fingertips into my arms. 
 
    I tried to look around for the person or maybe another brownie? that had jeered at us. Mocked me. 
 
    Chance was squeezing, and his fingertip digging into my arms felt sharp. 
 
    “Ow, Chance, you’re hurting me,” I said, distracted. I turned to face him again and was met by the face of a creature I had never seen before. 
 
    He had wild brown hair that went every which way, like tossed straw. His skin was nut brown in color, and wrinkled, like a wizened walnut.  
 
    His nose came out to a point, and was shaped like a ski run. His large ears stuck out sideways in a comical fashion. 
 
    His eyes were anything but comical, they stared at me with a piercing glare, malevolent and cunning. 
 
    His mouth was curled into a sneering jeer. 
 
    I stared, my jaw dropping open. 
 
    He opened his mouth and out came the words I had heard before, in a cruel, mocking tone: ‘MmMMm cHaNcE mMmMMmm!’ 
 
    A cold shiver ran down my back. 
 
    I tried to retreat, but the creature still had his talon gripping my forearms, which were beginning to ache in earnest. 
 
    I glanced down at them and saw the bright red of blood beginning to seep from the puncture wounds he was inflicting. 
 
    I screamed. 
 
    The door to Jess’s treehouse flew open, and Father burst out, looking wildly around. He spotted me, and came charging forward. 
 
    Chance was close behind him. 
 
    I felt a cold, icy feeling crawl through me as I looked back into the eyes of the creature that held of me. 
 
    It winked, then released my arms, took a step back, and in a twirl too fast for my eye to follow, it disappeared. 
 
    The Holly King and Chance ran up. Father slid a few feet on the forest floor, then righted himself. 
 
    Chance was not as lucky. He slid at least a half dozen feet, his legs flipped upwards and he fell heavily on his back. 
 
    He lay there, groaning, for a few seconds. Long enough for Liesl and Renée to run up to us. 
 
    They both slid and bumped into The Holly King, who absorbed both collisions with barely a movement. 
 
    “Holly, are you okay?” Father asked? “Did it startle you?” 
 
    I was breathing roughly from the surprise. “What was that?” 
 
    “I saw a hob brownie holding you right before it shift-twirled away,” The Holly King said. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I... I guess so...” I rubbed my arms where the thing had clutched me. There was no blood, no mark, nothing to indicate anything had happened. 
 
    Just the tingling feeling of being grabbed with sharp fingernails. 
 
    I shivered. 
 
    Liesl and Renée were chuckling, staring down at Chance. 
 
    “Can’t you get up?” Renée laughed, reaching out to grasp Chance’s hand as he raised it for assistance. 
 
    He groaned again as he stood up. “I think I bruised my...” 
 
    Liesl double over, laughing hard. “You sure did!” 
 
    Chance scowled, then smiled. He looked over at me. “Holly, did he hurt you? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m fine,” I said, feeling foolish. We’d learned about hob brownies in class last year, and all about their mischievous ways and tricks. Their ability to temporarily transfigure themselves into literally anything, I glanced at Chance. Or anyone. 
 
    He was brushing off his backside, which was coated with forest leaves. 
 
    “Here, Chance, you missed a bunch,” said Renée, brushing the coat in her hand against Chance’s lower back. 
 
    Liesl could not stop laughing. 
 
    “Holly, what happened?” Father asked. “Why did you come outside? The forest is full of mischief on the full moon.” 
 
    I glanced up at the glowing orb, which had risen even higher in the sky since Chance and I had come outside... I started. Since the hob brownie had led me outside... 
 
    I turned my head sharply down. Something just didn’t add up. 
 
    “Chance, did you kiss me inside the treehouse, just twenty minutes ago?” I asked. 
 
    Chance looked startled. 
 
    “No, Holly, I was down below on the lower level, with the king. We were examining the mycelium network. The towns...” 
 
    My eyes widened. “I didn’t know hob brownies came inside, father...” 
 
    The Holly King grunted with surprise. “They aren’t known to, generally. Why?” 
 
    “Because the... thing... that had hold of me was with me inside, too. I think... I think it kissed me!” 
 
    “Aughhh!” Liesl laughed. 
 
    “Oooh,” Renée cringed. “Not good, Holly. 
 
    I stared at her. “Why? Do their kisses do something to you?” 
 
    “Well,” she grimaced, “no, but now you have to break up with Chance and start going out with... what’s the hob brownie’s name, anyway?” She couldn’t keep a straight face any longer, and broke into nearly silent laughter, her eyes closed in merriment. 
 
    I scowled. 
 
    Chance rushed forward, reaching for me. “Now, Holly, you’d better not go kissing any more guys. I might take it personally, and...” He slipped again, his feet going out from under him and his rear and back fell heavily onto the leaves again. 
 
    “Oh!” Liesl began laughing harder. 
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    I sighed, remembering. 
 
    Liesl threw her pillow at me, breaking me out of my reverie. “So, are you now dating the hob brownie?” she asked, a smile on her face. 
 
    I shrugged, “If it looks that good, I might consider it,” I said, grinning. 
 
    Liesl dissolved into laughter once more. 
 
    We joked far into the night, but finally got into bed and began to doze off. 
 
    The moonlight hit my blanket in a long rectangle, falling across my hand as it lay still. 
 
    My eyes slowly closed. 
 
    All was still. 
 
    My eyes had just fallen shut, and my mind was drifting off to dreamland. I felt my breathing slow down... 
 
    A low growl split the air, almost soundless at first.  
 
    My eyes popped open. 
 
    Aspen sat up beside my bed, her eyes focused on the window. Her sister Tundra rose to her feet on my other side. 
 
    The hackles on both arctic wolves slowly rose as their low growls grew from barely audible, to unmistakable. 
 
    My eyes focused on the window as I sat up. 
 
    These wolves always do this to me when they growl. Probably an owl outside the window. 
 
    The room was dark, it was late. The glow from the window was the focal point in the room. 
 
    All wolf eyes were on it, and now mine were as well. 
 
    There was something on the window. 
 
    What is that? 
 
    I rubbed my eyes and looked again, taking the time to lay my hands on the wolf’s heads, one on each. 
 
    “Shhhh,” I whispered, quieting the wolves. They fell silent, but kept their unblinking eyes on the window. 
 
    I glanced over at Liesl and saw she was still asleep, softly breathing on her side, her blanket pulled up to her shoulder. Liesl’s snowy ermine familiar Snowbear was curled up against her, snoozing in the covers. 
 
    I stared back at the window, not sure what I was seeing. 
 
    Chance stood on the outside of the window, spread-eagle, gripping the edges of the stone parapet . 
 
    The castle was very old, and the glass that formed the window was very thick. 
 
    At least half an inch thick. 
 
    The panes of glass were set into thick metal brackets that bisected each large aperture, and the whole thing had been encased into the stone. 
 
    It was very firm and secure. 
 
    That’s a good thing. 
 
    Because the figure outside the glass window stared in at me, and its face was the embodiment of malice. 
 
    I stared at Chance’s eyes as they looked into the room at me, and shivered. 
 
    The wolves started growling again. They were standing on either side of my bed, and their hackles rose. They were already huge animals, each rising almost a foot higher than the mattress on the high bed. The hackles standing straight up on their backs made them appear even bigger, almost the size of the dire wolves we’d been studying in The History of the Magical World class. 
 
    The figure gripped the edges of the stone, pressing its face against the glass, seemingly trying to get in. 
 
    The window is thick and secure; it can’t get in. 
 
    I stared, knowing in the back of my mind that this creature couldn’t possibly be Chance, yet at the same time, I was tempted to lower my defenses because the sight of my boyfriend was so familiar. 
 
    I shifted and rose higher in my bed, keeping my eyes on the figure outside the window. 
 
    The moon was behind it, so its face was partially obscured in shadow. 
 
    That’s probably for the best. 
 
    I felt secure enough to approach the window, so I swung my legs in preparation to step out of the bed. 
 
    The creature followed my movements, its eyes never blinking. This began to creep me out even more.  
 
    The eyes seemed very alien. They almost glowed with malice. 
 
    I stopped, staring at the thing, which had shifted slightly. 
 
    Tundra’s and Aspen’s growls grew louder. They filled my ears. 
 
    “Holly,” Liesl’s whisper reached my ears. “That’s not Chance.” 
 
    I felt mild exasperation. 
 
    “Ya think?” I said softly, glancing at her now-sitting form in her bed. 
 
    There was a loud howl.  
 
    My eyes quickly went back to the window. 
 
    The thing had screamed and reared back, its fingers curling into claws. It brought its head swiftly forward, and slammed it against the glass. 
 
    There was a resounding BANG! 
 
    Several things happened at once. 
 
    I felt a rush of fear that the thing was going to come through the window. Luckily the glass had held; there wasn’t even a crack. 
 
    Snowbear’s eyes popped open. She gave a startled squeak and leaped up, facing the window, prepared to defend her master in any emergency. 
 
    My two arctic wolf familiars lunged forward at the window in attack mode, landing up on the stone sill, their snarling snouts an inch from the glass. 
 
    The creature reared back in surprise, and let out another howl as it leaped into the sky. Arcing away from the castle, it disappeared into the night. 
 
    I leaped out of bed and hurried to the window, and Liesl was soon there beside me, Snowbear on her shoulder. We stared out into the night, all of us, watching. 
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    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Faerie Haunting 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was weird, I’m just gonna say that,” Liesl said the next morning, between bites of scrambled eggs. 
 
    I sipped on a small glass of orange juice, nodding thoughtfully while staring at nothing in particular. 
 
    “Yoo-hoo.” Liesl waved her hand in front of my eyes. “Hey, you’re spacing out, Holly.” 
 
    We hadn’t been able to sleep much after the spectre had fled the window, so Liesl and I had lit a scented candle, placing it on the table between our bunks, sat up in bed, and talked for an hour. 
 
    I had thought it was almost a sure thing that the creature who’d masqueraded as Chance and tried to get in through the window was the hob brownie, that is, until I mentioned it to my roommate. 
 
    “Oh, that was no hob brownie, Holly. No way in hell.” 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    We’d talked and discussed it for a half-hour, then our conversation had turned to the real Chance and how our last kiss had gone, and how it compared to Jack’s latest kiss with Liesl. 
 
    An hour later, we’d lain back down, snuggling in our blankets, yawning. 
 
    Morning came early. 
 
    At down, my eyes had popped open and I’d figured I wasn’t getting any more sleep, so I’d gotten dressed. Liesl had woken up as I was pulling on my shoes, and she’d hurriedly dressed as well, and joined me when I made my way down to the headmistress’s office. 
 
    Professor Ó Baoghill was an early riser, and she was already in her office when we got there, although her secretary was not. 
 
    The outer door of her office had been open, and she’d seen us approaching. 
 
    “Come on, come in, ladies. You’re up early,” said the headmistress. 
 
    “Well, it was hard to get much sleep after the apparition we saw through our window,” Liesl yawned.  
 
    The professor looked at us sharply. “Really? Well, come and tell me everything.” 
 
    We’d made a full report. 
 
    And now, in the dining hall, tucking into breakfast, I wondered what the thing had been, if not a hob brownie. 
 
    Chance walked up to us then, a smile on his face. 
 
    “What are you so cheery about,” Liesl asked, speaking around the bite of muffin she was chewing. 
 
    “Good morning to you, too, Li,” Chance said. “Give me just a sec.” He walked to the food tables, and was back in a few minutes, a massive buttered croissant in one hand, a mug of steaming coffee in the other. 
 
    “Now,” he said, continuing. “I’m cheerful because I think I know what was outside your window last night. 
 
    That perked me up.  
 
    Chance pulled a sheaf of papers from his jacket pocket, slapping them down on the table as he sat. 
 
    “We think it’s a poltergeist,” he stated, sipping his coffee. 
 
    He seemed very pleased with himself. 
 
    “That was no poltergeist,” said Liesl. “I got a good look at it. It was no ghost or boggart,” she said, sounding very definite. “We had a poltergeist in my great aunt’s attic, back when I was a kid.” 
 
    I nudged her shoulder with a grin. “You’re still a kid, Liesl.” 
 
    “No, I meant...” She rolled her eyes, “when I was eight or ten.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Anyway, I know poltergeists. Ghosts, boggarts, whatever you want to call them. They are many things, but one thing they definitely are, at least most of the time, is random. They don’t even see the corporeal living very clearly. They share the same space as us, but flit in and out of our dimension, not really understanding what’s happening. They don’t really make the connection.” 
 
    “Huh,” said Chance. “But all our research...” 
 
    “Well, I think your research is wrong. I was there. This thing was hyper focused on Holly, it was staring at her for a long time.” Liesl took a deep breath. “And then, when it tried to crash into the room right through the window glass, that was intense. Poltergeists don’t do that. They’re inter-dimensional so they can just drift right through walls and windows.” 
 
    I nodded, agreeing. 
 
    “And when her wolves rushed at the window,” Liesl continued, “It was frightened, it flew off. A poltergeist wouldn’t even have reacted half the time. When my gran and mom tried to bang pots at the ghost in my great aunt’s attic, it didn’t even turn to look.” She sat back. 
 
    “So, whatever happened to that one, Liesl?” I was curious. 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s still there. It’s settled down pretty much and doesn’t hardly make noise anymore, so they just ignore it.” 
 
    Chance raised his head and glanced out the window. “I think the king is arriving soon. He’s due in early.” 
 
    “Father?” I perked up, and stuffed my last piece of bacon into a croissant and grabbed it in a napkin. I stood, and turned. “Are you coming?” 
 
    Liesl was already up. 
 
    “Coming,” said Chance, grabbing up his papers. 
 
    We walked out of the castle and stood at the top of the steps leading down to the front lawn. The sun was just at the tree line, and rays came through the forest treetops, shining golden on the lawn. 
 
    “Beautiful morning for a faerie haunting,” said Chance walking up beside me. 
 
    “What?!” I was confused. 
 
    He chuckled to himself. 
 
    I turned to him. He stood on my right side, hands in his pockets, hair ruffled in the breeze. He had a faraway look in his eyes. 
 
    Breeze? There’s no wind at all. 
 
    I heard Liesl laugh on my left. “Chance, seriously, cut it out.” 
 
    I turned to the left and saw Liesl jump at Chance, who held a flower out to her. “That tickled, stop it.” 
 
    A cold chill ran up my back and a prickling feeling filled the space under and behind my ears. 
 
    Liesl and Chance jogged sideways a bit, laughing. But definitely on my left side. 
 
    I took a deep breath and whirled around to my right, where I’d just been talking with Chance, or with who I’d thought was Chance. 
 
    The figure standing next to me was in profile, still staring out at the forest. Suddenly, he turned to me, gave me a wink and a chillingly malevolent grin, and vanished. Just a split-second curl into the air, and a pop! and it was gone. 
 
    I screamed and fell away from the spot. 
 
    The real Chance, with Liesl, came running up to me from my left.  
 
    “What happened?” panted Liesl. “Why’d you scream?” 
 
    I sputtered. “Didn’t you see it? IT WAS RIGHT HERE.” 
 
    Chance’s expression grew serious. He walked to where I was pointing, examining the stone ground and appeared to be looking for clues. 
 
    I shook my head in exasperation. This had to happen when they were horsing around and not paying attention. 
 
    Within five minutes, Chance had rushed into the castle, explained what had just happened to the headmistress, and returned with a dozen upperclassmen with wands. They all fanned out from the spot where the creature had stood right beside me, searching for clues, hints, anything they could find to explain what the heck was going on. 
 
    Me? Well, Liesl had me back up to the side of the large stone porch, and we sat on an elaborate black wrought iron bench, on cushions, as I tried to calm down. 
 
    Renée had joined us, bringing hot cocoa. It was a chilly morning, and I felt rattled beyond belief. 
 
    Chance sat on the stone at my feet, taking notes. 
 
    “And what exactly did it say again?” he asked, writing with a small pencil on a pad of paper he’d brought outside. 
 
    I took a deep breath, not the first of the morning. “It said, ‘Beautiful morning for a faerie haunting,’ and then I said, ‘What?’ and it kind of just laughed, a low kind of quiet laugh, almost as if it was in on a private joke.” I tried to think. “And I remember seeing your, I mean, the creature’s... um, its hair was flipping a little, as if there were a breeze. But I remember think that was really odd, because there was no breeze.” I fell silent and looked around the front lawn, which was now covered with people trying to help and looking for clues. 
 
    Too many. They’re probably trampling any clues the thing left anyway. 
 
    “There was no breeze at all,” I said slowly, looking around. I realized not only was there no breeze, there was no real sound, either. It was so early in the morning, just an hour after dawn, and there was a low fog clinging to the grass. Everything seemed slightly muffled. 
 
    I sighed unhappily. 
 
    Chance finished writing and looked up, studying my face. 
 
    I turned and stared back at him, feeling worried. 
 
    “Chance,” I hesitated. 
 
    “What, Holly?” He put his hand up to cover mine, reassuringly. 
 
    “How... well... how do I know it’s you? This creature is appearing, it seems to be targeting me, and it looks like you. How... how do I make sure you’re you, when... when I’m talking to you.” I gestured at him wordlessly. 
 
    “Well, from the sound of it, it doesn’t seem to be mimicking me very well,” Chance said. “It’s saying spooky things, appearing outside windows five stories off the ground, things like that.” 
 
    I gave him a strained look. 
 
    “But you probably don’t want to wait until it speaks to try to guess who you’re talking to, so, hmmm...” Chance thought for a second. “Maybe if we had a code word, to let you know it’s me.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “That might work. But we have to keep it secret. It could be watching us right now.” 
 
    Chance nodded and got to his feet. 
 
    I drained the last of my cocoa and set the cup down, getting to me feet as well. 
 
    Chance took a deep breath, looking down at me. 
 
    I straightened my jacket, waiting. 
 
    Chance thought for a moment. 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “I’ll decide.”  
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “What’s something mundane? Something a magical spectre-like creature is not anything like?” I mused out loud. “Something very... human.” 
 
    Chance nodded. “That would be a good idea.” 
 
    I heard a commotion out on the lawn, and turned to see my father had arrived, along with a small entourage. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and smiled. 
 
    The Holly King was dressed in green-and-white finery, the fluffy edges of his coat framing his perfect Santa Claus face. He caught sight of me and grinned, raising his hand in salutation. 
 
    My spirits rose. 
 
    I turned to Chance and leaned over to whisper in his ear. 
 
    He bent down and leaned to make it easier for me. 
 
    In the last year he’d grown several more inches and was now a good eight inches taller than me. 
 
    “Croissant,” I whispered softly, my lips brushing against his earlobe. 
 
    He withdrew a few inches and turned and kissed my cheek gently. “As you wish, Princess.” 
 
    I grinned and turned and ran down the stone steps to my father. 
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    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Lilitu 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Holly King laughed in delight as I jump into his embrace, twirling me around in a circle. He was a massive person, much taller and bigger than any man I had encountered in the Fae Folk world, and this included Brendan the dwarf. 
 
    Brendan stood a good seven feet tall, and half as wide, he was a huge person in his own right, and the leader of the dwarf armies. He was in the service of The Holly King himself, and protected the king with all his men. 
 
    Brendan grinned as he peeked around from behind Father, and twiddled his fingers in greeting. “Hey Holly-girl. I hear you’re beset with a mischief spirit.” 
 
    Liesl scowled. “It’s no spirit, it’s much worse, and this is serious, Brendan.” 
 
    Brendan straightened up and gave a mock salute. “Yes, ma’am. Sorry, ma’am. I didn’t mean to sound as though I didn’t take the matter seriously. I assure you, I do.” He snapped the heels of his great brown dwarven hobnailed boots together. 
 
    Liesl scowled some more, trying hard not to smile. “Yeah, well, see that you do.” She turned away, putting her hand to her mouth. 
 
    “Holly.” Father hugged me. “What has been happening? I got word from the headmistress at dawn that you had a visitor last night?” 
 
    I explained everything that had happened, both in the middle of the night, and then a half-hour ago here on the stone front porch of the castle. 
 
    The Holly King listened intently, not saying a word. He soaked in everything Liesl and I said, and looked at the papers Chance handed him with the research, and then turned and waved his hand behind him. A royal chair appeared on the grass, and he sat. 
 
    Presently, the upperclassmen who’s been conducting the search with their wands approached the king. He listened to each one, and examined the few bits of evidence they brought him. 
 
    His brow furrowed, and his face became more serious with every passing minute. 
 
    It took a long time, so Liesl, Chance, and I sat on the grass before him; I plucked a dandelion from the lawn, and stuck it in my mouth. 
 
    Soon, Renée joined us, sitting on her book bag after putting her wand away. She’d given The Holly King a packet she’d found on the edge of the stone walkway, a few dozen meters from where the creature had appeared. 
 
    It was a while before Father looked up at us. He had a faraway, worried look on his face as he stood. 
 
    “Chance, take them back into the castle and secure the fortifications. I need to confer with the queen and council on this matter. I promise, I shall be back before the sun sets.” 
 
    And he was gone.  
 
    We hurried into Titania Academy, Chance herding us quickly, a very serious look on his face. 
 
    Our familiars all appeared and ran beside us. Chance’s hawk familiar flew overhead, circling the area, then coming back, but always staying within range of its master. 
 
    We were told to attend classes as normal, and we did. We couldn’t help but notice all the activity around us. 
 
    The headmistress rushed about, her secretary at her side, directing the activities encompassed within the king’s directive to “secure the fortifications.” 
 
    Chance hurried about as well, and I saw for the first time exactly how many people he had under him. 
 
    It was dozens. 
 
    The king’s guard inside the castle was under the direct control of Chance himself. Brendan lent his own aid, of course. 
 
    The result was a flurry of activity lasting over an hour. 
 
    At the end of it, as Liesl and I exited our first class, we could see each window, and each outside door, had been barricaded with magic. 
 
    A grey mist swirled vertically against each entry to the castle. the mist was several inches thick and clung to the windows and doors as if it was sticky. 
 
    “I’ve only seen them do that once,” Liesl murmured. “This must be really serious.” 
 
    I looked at her. “Did you think it was unimportant?” 
 
    Renée walked up to us just then. “Hey, are you seeing this?” 
 
    I nodded. “Liesl didn’t think it was serious enough for fortifications,” I said. 
 
    Liesl turned to me. “Neither did you, Holly. After all, we just went back to bed after last night’s freakout.” 
 
    I shrugged. It’s true. I didn’t realize we were in such danger. 
 
    Renée nodded. “In the Fae Folk world, there are a lot, and I mean A LOT of things that might seem serious, but aren’t really. It makes sense you wouldn’t be sure what was going on, Holly.” Renée turned to Liesl. “And it also makes sense Liesl would not realize that a simple shapeshifter with a penchant for spooking schoolgirls would be something really serious.” 
 
    I felt confused. 
 
    “Huh?” I asked. “Are there a lot of shapeshifting spooktastic creatures around?” 
 
    Renée laughed. “Yes.” 
 
    Liesl put her arm around my shoulders. “Come on, we’ll be late for History.” 
 
    I allowed her to lead me to class, and I sat down and I think I took notes, but mentally, I felt a million miles away. 
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    Later, after our last class, we all met in the dining hall. Chance, Renée, Laura, and Tam, and Liesl and I all gathered for supper. 
 
    A storm had rolled in that afternoon, and rain and wind lashed at the windows. I couldn’t really see it through the mist barricade, but you could hear it, plain as day. 
 
    The castle was solid stone, set deeply into the ground several hundred feet. It did not move. 
 
    To hear the lashing rainstorm, audible through magically barricaded windows, was... odd. 
 
    Chef had prepared comfort food for the inhabitants of Titania Academy that evening. It was almost like she could tell danger was nearby. 
 
    “Shepherd’s Pie. And treacle tarts for dessert,” said Laura happily. Tam trailed behind her, a small pie in each hand. 
 
    We sat together at the long table, and ate in relative silence. Liesl looked thoughtful. I was worried. 
 
    I put my head up suddenly, and turned to look at Chance. 
 
    You never know: The creature could’ve gotten in before they fortified the castle entrances. 
 
    I look at him, trying to judge whether it was my boyfriend or not. 
 
    He was deep in discussion with Renée, both of them amicably arguing whether or not the chemistry equation she’d explained to him was natural or artificial. 
 
    I ate and stared at him. I studied his profile.  
 
    And I realized I could not tell. The creature’s mimicry was so good, they both looked the exact same. 
 
    But Holly, the mimic didn’t really act like Chance. Or did it? 
 
    Renée finally noticed me over Chance’s shoulder. She motioned to him and he turned around mid-sentence. 
 
    He spotted me, did a double take, then grinned, remembering. 
 
    He reached into his book bag at his side and withdrew a tan puffed triangle, setting it on the table next to my plate. I looked down. It was a croissant. 
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    An hour after supper, we were called by the headmistress into her office.  
 
    Filing in, I could see The Holly King was already there, as well as half the Fae Folk school council.  
 
    And about a dozen Faerie guards. 
 
    What the heck? 
 
    I looked around, half expecting the see Merryweather there, then I remember he was still in prison. 
 
    I think. What was the length of his sentence again? 
 
    I shook my head. I couldn’t remember. 
 
    “What is it?” Liesl whispered as we sat down. 
 
    There were over a dozen chairs crowded into the large office. The guards and council members stood on the edges of the room, looking concerned and worried. 
 
    Father sat in his oversized chair placed next to Professor Ó Baoghill’s. They both talked in low tones, their heads held close. 
 
    Whatever was going on, I felt we would find out. At least, I hoped we’d find out. I was certainly tired of not understanding. I knew I couldn’t really deal with things unless I knew exactly what was going on. 
 
    How could anybody? 
 
    I settled myself in my seat, folded my hands in my lap, and waited. 
 
    There was a general low hubbub in the room. After a minute or two, the headmistress looked out over everyone and softly cleared her throat. 
 
    Everyone fell silent, and looked at her expectantly. 
 
    “As you know, the castle grounds have been experiencing a number of... situations... that have been quite troubling. What you may not know is how many of these events have occurred, Professor Ó Baoghill said. 
 
    I blinked in surprise. I had not been aware... 
 
    The headmistress continued. “To date, in the last twenty-eight hours, seven different events have occurred.” 
 
    The hubbub in the room rose again. 
 
    I turned to Liesl, my eyes wide. She looked at me, just as surprised, her mouth open in astonishment. 
 
    Professor Ó Baoghill motioned for silence, and everyone quieted again. “Now, we have conferred with the council, some of whom are here this evening.” She gestured at the people standing on the edge of the room, some of whom nodded. “The queen herself has been consulted.” At this, the headmistress turned and nodded to Father, who sat waiting. “Now, we have information that is important to the situation, but we did not wish to alarm the entire student body. So I ask that you do not share this with the other students,” at this Professor Ó Baoghill looked pointedly over her glasses at me, Liesl and Renée.  
 
    Her chin down, she took a few seconds to stare at us. 
 
    I shrank in my seat. 
 
    “Sire, please tell us the information you and the queen arrived at,” the headmistress said, looking at The Holly King. She sat back and he rose forward in his chair. 
 
    He looked out on all of us seriously. After a few seconds he spoke. 
 
    “As you know, the team that retrieved my brother, The Oak King, from the outer lands, returned leading the dark entity that has been causing all this chaos. The entity that had infected The Oak King Faction, which we now simply call, The Faction. We had not realized exactly what this thing was. Well, we do now.” 
 
    He took a deep breath. 
 
    “With help from the queen, and many of my army, we now know,” he paused, then continued, “that the chaotic being is actually ... the creature of lore known as Lilitu.” He sat back. 
 
    Most of the people in the room seemed shocked, although I had thought that some of them had already heard the news. 
 
    I turned to whisper in Liesl’s ear. “Who is ‘Lilitu’?” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    But father was speaking again. “Those students who are in the upper classes will have studied this creature, which was not known to still be active... or even to still exist. Although we realize ancient lore comes from true events and people, and that powerful magical creatures that boggle the mind, I, for one, was a little surprised to find out that this one, this Lilitu, was still here with us.” 
 
    “Since my ward has the most up-to-date information about this, having recently achieved perfect scores in the final of his Advanced History of Magic course, I will leave it to him to explain the details. Mac Craith?” 
 
    The Holly King sat back, and Chance stood up, moving to the head of the room and turning to address us. 
 
    His face looked green. 
 
    He ruffled the papers in his hands and studied them a bit, and then he cleared his throat and began to speak. 
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    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Mesopotamian Storm Demon 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This creature is very, very old. And very, very powerful. It could easily bring destruction to the Fae Folk lands, bring fire and earthquakes and volcanos to wreak havoc on the land, just as it has begun to in the Elfen Lands.” At this, Chance glanced at Laura and Tam and nodded briefly.  
 
    I glanced at them and saw serious faces and unshed tears, and I realized how much it hurt to have your home destroyed, your land laid waste, and to not know with any certainty if you would ever see it again. 
 
    Chance continued. “This creature was first thought to be just a few thousand years old. In ancient times it was called a storm demon, and thought to be visible only at night. Therefore, it disguised its activities, and magic folk thought it was a simple poltergeist or ghoul. 
 
    At this, Liesl sat up ramrod straight, and her arm shot in the air. She wanted to contribute. 
 
    Chance saw her and nodded, but held his hand out, palm out, and continued to talk. “Since the creature exhibited certain characteristics, as well as making appearances during the day,” at this he nodded at me and smiled, “we have come to realize that it is something more than just a boggart-type creature. Something vastly different than anything that’s been seen in Faerie lands.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and continued. 
 
    “We now know this is the same dark chaos creature that plagued the magical lands during the Dark Wars of five millennia past. Now, this lesson has been recently taught in the Advanced History of Magic class, and some of you may already know this information, but for those of you who do not, or who need your memories refreshed, here is the story.” 
 
    Chance closed his eyes and gathered himself, and I remembered something he’d told me: that his family had a long tradition of being storytellers, bards, and raconteurs. 
 
    A hush fell over the room. 
 
    He began speaking in a lilting singsong voice. 
 
    “Before The Faction rose to power, the dark faeries had not been seen in five thousand years; they were last seen in great numbers during the times of the Dark Wars. This was a period when all the denizens of the Faerie lands were united against their common enemy: a dark, chaotic figure who demanded rule over all the land. But this was thousands of years ago. He was thought to have been defeated: lost in the misty past.” 
 
    “The sigil on the declaration of war that The Holly King received last spring was this dark chaotic creature’s sigil, so this is how we knew The Faction had either joined his cause or adapted the sigil for themselves. We wondered last spring if the dark chaos had somehow returned to our modern land. We guessed that it was more likely that it was not him, but a descendant, a dark faerie born with the dark chaos spirit possessing him. We thought this because we had heard of a child born whose mother had died, and who’s village had abandoned him. This child has wandered the land far away until he’d come to a dark oily pool in a new village. The pool had appeared only the night before. The villagers had been afraid of it and had stayed far back until they could decide what to do, but the wandering, possessed child had fearlessly approached the black oily substance and made contact with it, and this had been the nail in his coffin.” 
 
    “You see: the village elders realized afterward that this black pool that rose from inside the earth was the last resting place of the dark, chaotic leader from five thousand years ago. It was his essence. His core was too evil to completely die. So the child, touched by the oily essence of evil, became evil. In fact, he gathered followers and brought them all back to the oily black pool, and they touch it too and became imbued with this ancient evil. And that is how The Faction started.” 
 
    “But five thousand years ago, when we thought it all started? It was actually NOT when it all began. Five thousand years ago, the Mesopotamians thought the all-powerful chaotic dark creature was a storm god, and treated it as such. And worshipped it and gave it more power. They named it Lilitu, and this is what we are calling this present-day version as well, because it is the same essence, the same dark chaos as before. It may not have a real body, but it can morph into any creature. We have to be constantly vigilant.” 
 
    “But this is not the worst.” Chance looked down and swallowed roughly, then looked back up at us, then at the king. “Sire, do you wish to take it from here?” Chance seemed drained from telling the story. He sat back down heavily, and slumped in his chair. 
 
    The Holly King patted Chance’s hand and stood. He cleared his throat and began to speak. 
 
    “Imparting this dark information takes its toll on a body,” Father said. “I will finish the tale for young Chance. And thank you, my friend...” Here Father glanced down at Chance, who nodded. “...for being so strong for us all in these dark times.” The Holly King took a deep breath. “This dark chaos creature, this Lilitu, as the ancient Sumerians also called it, is old. Very old. How old? Far older than ancient Sumeria, I can tell you that. My own historians, who taught the professors who teach the Advanced History of Magic courses here at Titania Academy, have discovered that when the Sumerians and the Mesopotamians knew this creature, even then, it was ancient. In fact, tracing back past old legends and histories, back before there was a written word, before there were even humans on the earth, way back before there were even mammals, using carbon dating of various samples of the creature we’ve been able to obtain, through much pain and death, we’ve been able to trace its beginnings.”  
 
    Father paused, looking at all of us with an indecipherable expression on his face. 
 
    No, no indecipherable. Stricken. Father looks utterly stricken. 
 
    The Holly King’s voice continued, sounding strained. “The carbon dating of this dark chaos creature tells us it is just over sixty-six million years old.” 
 
    I heard several gasps behind me. 
 
     “Just over sixty-six million years ago another massive event occurred on our planet. We don’t think this is a coincidence. We think the two are connected.” 
 
    I was holding my breath. 
 
    “Just over sixty-six million years ago, our planet was hit by the Chicxulub asteroid, right at the top of the Yucatán Peninsula. we believe the creature was riding on that asteroid. We believe that this is how the dark chaos creature came to our planet.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open in shock. 
 
    Liesl raised her hand. Father looked relieved to see it, and smiled. “Yes? You have a question, Miss Becker?” 
 
    Liesl smiled. “Yes, sir. Um, this asteroid, that hit us sixty-six million years ago, the one the evil creature arrived on. What happened when it hit?” 
 
    The Holly King smiled grimly. “Its impact and the aftermath created a worldwide climate disruption, and that was the cause of the Cretaceous–Paleogene extinction event, in which 75% of plant and animal species on Earth became extinct. It was the asteroid that killed the dinosaurs.” 
 
    I did not think my jaw could drop any lower, but I felt it go down another half-inch. 
 
    Father continued: “Although the event destroyed millions of lives, the creature itself survived and flourished for millions of years, and when man first appeared, and gathered together in tribes, the creature also made itself known. That is why the tales the ancient Sumerians told of it described it as an evil chaotic being, associated with storms and the winds and thought to bear disease and death. It probably kept its activities to the night until present day because darkness and the unknown in the night is where predators and death are mostly found. It’s the time when humans are most easily terrorized.” 
 
    The Holly King stood. “We know that Lilitu found its way out of Álfheimr last spring. We know it then was spotted in the outer Faerie lands. We know that now, it is here.” 
 
    The Holly King’s final words rang out into the silent room. We were all in shock. 
 
    Such a powerful being, such an ancient being. So much chaos and destruction. 
 
    How would we even fight such a thing? 
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    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    The Oak King 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the meeting in Professor Ó Baoghill’s office, we sat in stunned silence. 
 
    For about three minutes. 
 
    Then the room erupted in chaos. 
 
    “OH MY GOD.” 
 
    “YOU HAVE GOT TO BE KIDDING ME!” 
 
    “THIS THING IS GOING TO DESTROY FAERIE!” 
 
    “WE ARE DOOMED.” 
 
    “REALLY DOOMED. AS IN WHY EVEN TRY?” 
 
    “OH, HELL NO, THEY ARE NOT GONNA GET ME. THAT THING IS EVIL.” 
 
    “I’M NOT GOING TO TAKE THIS.” 
 
    “DO YOU MEAN THERE’S NO HOPE? NONE AT ALL? PROFESSOR?” 
 
    “I CAN’T BELIEVE THIS.” 
 
    “WHAT AN INCREDIBLE STORY, ARE YOU SURE ABOUT THE CARBON DATING?” 
 
    “I’VE GOT TO GET HOME. I’VE GOT TO GET TO MY FAMILY.” 
 
    “PROFESSOR I DON’T WANT TO DIE!” 
 
    “JESUS KEE-RIST THIS IS... IMPOSSIBLE.” 
 
    “I CAN’T EVEN.” 
 
    “CAN WE JUST, I DON’T KNOW, FIGHT IT SOMEHOW?” 
 
    “HOW DO YOU FIGHT AN AGELESS MONSTER FROM OUTER SPACE?” 
 
    “ARE YOU KIDDING ME?” 
 
    “THIS CAN’T BE HAPPENING.” 
 
    “I’VE GOT TO CALL MY LAWYER.” 
 
    “I’M CALLING MY HOUSEKEEPER.” 
 
    “YOUR HOUSEKEEPER? WHY?? I’M CALLING MY GRANDKIDS.” 
 
    “WHY IS THIS HAPPENING NOW?” 
 
    “IT’S LIKE THE PERFECT STORM OF EVENTS, ALL LINED UP TO KICK OUR BUTTS.” 
 
    “PLEASE, THIS CAN’T BE HAPPNEING.” 
 
    “I CAN’T DO DEATH. I’M TOO YOUNG. 
 
    Everybody was talking at once. Everyone had leapt to their feet and was milling about, very agitated. I stayed in my chair, frozen in shock. Liesl stayed in her chair beside me, too. Then we couldn’t move without fear of getting pushed about and possibly trampled.  
 
    I held her hand tightly, and she held Renée’s hand on her other side. Even seated in our chairs, we were jounced from all sides. The people were panicking. 
 
    Chance appeared and grabbed my hand. “Come on!” he cried, pulling me sideways and up. Liesl and Renée followed, still holding hands. It was like a chain that Chance was dragging. 
 
    We tried to get to the door.  
 
    We made it a few feet, then a large woman shifted and bumped into me from behind, hard. I dropped to my knees, dragging Liesl down with me. 
 
    Oh, no! 
 
    Suddenly, I heard a weird whisper, almost a breeze, go through the room like a swiftly flying bird.  
 
    Everyone froze where they were. Every last person in that room was still, except for Father. 
 
    “Sit,” came his quiet voice. 
 
    Every person suddenly lowered themselves to the floor, and sat still, their legs folded beneath them. 
 
    I dropped from my knees to sit on the floor with everyone else, and Liesl followed suit. 
 
    I could see now.  
 
    The office was clear from three feet on upward, and a sea of faces looked up from their seated positions. 
 
    There was not an inch to spare. 
 
    Okay, now I see why the fire marshal puts limits on room occupancies. 
 
    The Holly King was standing, his wand out. 
 
    His wand? 
 
    I felt a surge of glee. It wasn’t very often that I saw Father wield his wand. In fact, this was the first time. He normally performed wandless magic, being such a powerful faerie.  
 
    I guess this magic needs an extra boost, being applied to so many people at once. 
 
    “Okay,” The Holly king said in a quiet and gentle, smiling voice, “The only way you will be released from my spell is if you are either next to the door, or if someone next to YOU has risen to their feet and exited the door. Ready?” He swished his wand through the air. 
 
    One woman, a teacher, I think, sitting with her back against the door, rose. She quietly bowed to the king, looking humbled. I imagined these people felt foolish, not even able to get out of a room with the help of magic. 
 
    As the door closed on the first woman, the next closest to the door was able to rise. And so on and so forth. This is how we all left the room. One at a time. Safely. 
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    Later on, Chance held my hand as we walked in the center hall of the main floor.  
 
    We saw the king approach us, and I smiled. 
 
    I felt Chance get a bit nervous, but I held his hand tightly and wouldn’t let him let go. 
 
    “Holly, Chance, I need to talk with you. Can you meet me at my private quarters in a half-hour? Bring Renée and Liesl, and Laura and Tam.” He walked away again. 
 
    “They’re probably up in Renée’s room,” I murmured. I turned toward the staircase and took a step, but Chance didn’t step with me. 
 
    I turned toward him questioningly. 
 
    He was staring at me, a smile on his face.  
 
    My heart felt warm and happy, but then a shiver ran through me, an icy fear crawling on the edge of sunshine. 
 
    I froze. 
 
    “Croissant, princess,” Chance whispered. 
 
    I melted into his arms. 
 
    Even though we were right there in the center courtyard of the castle, where anyone could see us, I jumped into his arms. 
 
    He caught me, laughing, and twirled me around. 
 
    We kissed. 
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    Twenty-nine minutes later, we knocked on the king’s private quarters, Renée, Liesl, Laura, and Tam behind us. 
 
    The door opened to the face of the headmistress. 
 
    “Oh, come in, come in, you’re right on time,” she backed up and opened the door wider. As we filed in, we saw several professors there already. 
 
    I smiled as Professor Farryn waved at me from across the room.  
 
    The Holly King was seated in a chair at the far end of the room, next to a heavy velvet drape that I knew separated the drawing room from the bed. 
 
    We gathered close and sat, waiting expectantly. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming, I know today has been a heavy day,” Father said. “I have a few things I want to tell you all, and I didn’t want to talk about them in front of such a large crowd earlier.” 
 
    We nodded in understanding. 
 
    “First of all, I know a few of you have asked: My brother is doing better. It’s still very slow going, it takes a lot of power to stay awake during this time. He was not allowed the deep slumber for quite a long time, so they could drain him continuously.” I shuddered at the thought. 
 
    It was natural for both The Holly King and The Oak King to slumber for nearly six months out of the year. It was during this deep slumber that such powerful Faerie Folk restored their energy. To be denied this was unthinkable. 
 
    “The queen is helping him, and He is able to draw power from her. Just enough to heal. He is still very weak,” Father said. 
 
    “The queen is lending power to The Oak King and still able to lend power to the Faerie magical lands too?” Tam asked. All summer, he’d been learning all about how the Faerie lands gained their magical power. Titania was the source of it. 
 
    The Holly King nodded, “Yes, young one. Titania is a faerie of incredibly immense power; she can do both in this time of need.” 
 
    I exhaled, not realizing I’d been holding my breath. 
 
    I knew my grandmother was immensely powerful, but after seeing my uncle, The Oak King, so near death, I had a real fear of losing any more family members. I’d already lost my mother, and even though I hadn’t ever gotten to meet her, I felt I knew her, from Aunt Clare. Oh God, Aunt Clare. My eyes teared up just remembering my dear aunt, my adopted mother. 
 
    I sniffled. 
 
    Chance handed me a tissue, and I smiled gratefully and blew my nose. 
 
    Father was talking again. 
 
    “It will take until next spring for Oak to be okay again. He must travel through the magical slumber, and when he wakes in the springtime, he should be feeling much, much better.” 
 
    He sat back, gathering his thoughts. 
 
    “What I am worried about is this,” he said in a quiet voice. “The Faction should have been weakened, from the spring to the summer and now into the beginning of fall, because when we rescued the Oak King, it cut them off from the source of their power: him/” 
 
    I felt my heart flutter. 
 
    “Father,” I half stood up. “Are they still draining The Oak King? Are those vampires still draining his power?” I felt my fist ball up. I was ready to fight them. I would fight anyone who threatened my family. 
 
    “Well, Holly, Oak is not being drained, no,” Father said. “But The Faction is also not weakening. And they should be.” 
 
    “They certainly should,” muttered Chance, a wry look on his face. 
 
    The Holly King nodded. “What’s concerning is that The Faction is not weakening, and is, in fact, as strong as ever. Perhaps even gaining in power.” 
 
    I stood up all the way. “How? How can this be?” I looked down at Chance and Liesl and Renée and the others. “How can this possibly be?!” I spread my hands in question.  
 
    They looked up at me, mute. I took a few calming breaths. I felt like I was sputtering. 
 
    I suddenly felt foolish, and sat back down. 
 
    Father smiled gently. 
 
    “I think,” he started in a quiet voice, “that they may be drawing power directly from Lilitu.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open. 
 
    HOW? 
 
    “We are trying to figure that out,” The Holly King continued. “It’s not easy. We get all our information these days through spies who’ve infiltrated The Faction’s inner membership. Many don’t survive the assignment, so we must be careful.” 
 
    Many don’t survive? WAT? 
 
    I felt my eyes fill with unshed tears at the thought of faerie lives lost in the war. 
 
    But that is the nature of war, you know that. 
 
    I sat, my hands in my lap, looking down at my fingers. They were curling the tissue Chance had given me, twirling it around and over different fingers, worrying it into shreds. 
 
    “I do have a little good news, though,” I heard Father say.  
 
    I looked up.  
 
    “The Oak King is well enough that he has asked for visitors,” Father said. 
 
    I grinned, my eyes still shining with unshed tears. 
 
    Everything was just so full of feelings... 
 
    “And he’s asked for presents! Homemade gifts, if possible. He really treasures such things, so if you could each make something, however small or simple, I thought maybe we could go over in a few days and we could all see his progress,” said The Holly King. “This kind of craft magic will really help The Oak King gain more energy and power.” 
 
    I felt a thrill of excitement run through me. This. This was something I could do. And it would help. It would actually help. 
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    Two days later, we all gathered in the center inner courtyard holding our crafts. Mine had been made from the arboretum trees’ leaves, I’d frozen the perfect maple leaf in full reddish orange autumn color, and encased it in a globe that glowed in the dark. 
 
    “See?” I held it up. “It can be on his nightstand; it can be like a glowing night light.” I grinned up at Chance. 
 
    Chance stared at the leaf in the globe for a few minutes, the colors reflecting off his face and dancing across his cheeks.  
 
    “Um, Holly, if you ever feel like making another one of those, I love it. And Christmas is just around the corner. Just saying,” Chance smiled broadly. 
 
    “Wow. Holly, that is amazing,” said Renée. “I want one, too.” 
 
    Well, that’s Christmas sorted. I grinned. 
 
    “What do you have there, Renée?” I asked. 
 
    “I painted The Oak King a picture,” she said. “It’s just barely dried this afternoon. I had to use a blow drier on it,” she laughed. 
 
    “Ooh! Is it oil paints?” asked Liesl, coming up to us. 
 
    Renée nodded.  
 
    “I’ve never had the courage to venture into oils,” said Liesl, “I also painted a picture, but I used watercolors.” She held up a wrapped rectangle. 
 
    “Oh, wow, watercolors are hard,” said Renée. 
 
    “Chance, what did you craft?” I asked my boyfriend. 
 
    “Uhh, well, I kind of didn’t know what to do, so I made a star. Out of oak tree twigs.” He held up a large bag that poked out at odd angles. 
 
    “Wow, I’m getting so many ideas from everybody,” I said. 
 
    Just then, Father entered the hall. “Is everybody ready?” 
 
    We all nodded. 
 
    “Okay, we are going through the portal I constructed. Now, it took a lot of energy, so that’s why I look this way,” said The Holly King. 
 
    I looked closer and saw he was pale. 
 
    Oh, God... 
 
    “Don’t panic, I’m fine. I just need to rest a bit.” He smiled broadly and leaned back, patting his stomach. “It also helps that I’ve been eating such rich food while here visiting at Titania Academy,” he chuckled. “Now, follow me.” He turned and walked to the back to the castle and down the rear stairway. 
 
    We descended into the bottom levels of the castle, down past the kitchens and the mushroom garden, and the gnome tunnel entrance, and the other gnome tunnel entrance. 
 
    “The green gnomes and the white gnomes don’t exactly get along famously,” Chance explained in a whisper. 
 
    “Huh?” I said back. 
 
    He nodded. “Oh, and don’t get me started on the whole mountain gnome-versus-ground gnome quarrel,” he whispered. 
 
    “If you want to know any of that, Miss Ó Cuilinn, just ask me, I’d be happy to explain the long history of each of the three main branches of the gnome family tree,” said Professor Farryn behind us. 
 
    I glanced back and grinned at him, and he winked back. 
 
    We traveled down a total of fifteen levels, down so far that even Chance said he hadn’t been this deep under the castle. It took nearly a half-hour before The Holly King stopped at a door and turned to us. 
 
    “The portal is behind this door,” he said. “Everyone ready?” 
 
    We all nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    Father opened the heavy circular wooden door and entered the room. 
 
    It was an immense library. 
 
    My mouth dropped open, and I could not stop staring. 
 
    Father led the way to the back of the room, where a rectangle of sparkling purple stone stood. Inside, the rectangle glowed with an ethereal purple light. 
 
    The Holly King turned to us and winked. “Who’s first?” 
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    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    The Portal to Nowhere 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I was glad I stood to the side when we crowded around the portal. I stared at it uncertainly. Chance stepped close and took my hand, and I glanced down in surprise at how warm his palm felt in mine.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    The room was not brightly lit at this corner. There were bookshelves filled with old volumes, and several high-backed chairs with cushions. 
 
    A nice place to sit and read in the quiet. 
 
    I glanced around and noticed the others milling about, discussing who would enter the portal first. 
 
    Liesl stood nearby, talking with Laura, and Renée talked with Professor Ó Baoghill. Tam stood near his sister. 
 
    I looked closer. Tam was staring at us, not blinking, looking nervous. I smiled at him reassuringly and motioned him to come closer. 
 
    He gave a short nod and moved restlessly closer, but then sidestepped and moved away into the crowd. 
 
    What is he worried about? 
 
    I took a step to follow the boy, and reached for his sister’s hand. “Laura, let’s go get Tam,” I said softly. 
 
    Laura turned to look at me. “Uh, okay. Hold on,” she said, turning back to Liesl. 
 
    I glanced back to where I had last seen Tam. Professor Farryn was bent over, examining a book on a lower shelf. Tam was whispering in the professor’s ear. It looked odd. Conspiratorial.  
 
    I took another step toward them, and was stopped by Chance’s hold on my hand. I glanced back distractedly. “Let go, silly,” I said. 
 
    Chance didn’t let go. 
 
    I tugged my hand away and looked back at him, irritated. He smiled at me and shook his head. “Sorry,” he mumbled. 
 
    I stepped closer and found Tam. “Hey Tam, everything okay?” 
 
    Professor Farryn smiled. “The boy is worried about his dragon.” 
 
    “ ‘His’? ” I asked. 
 
    Farryn chuckled. “Well, he is in charge of the project and of its upkeep and well-being. I guess I’d feel proprietary if I was in his shoes.” He glanced at Tam fondly. 
 
    Tam rolled his eyes. “I’m just concerned about her, that’s all.” 
 
    I smiled. “You know, I think she can take care of herself for a day, but let’s talk with the headmistress anyway, so you’ll feel better about it, okay?” 
 
    He nodded reluctantly. 
 
    I remembered that Tam had a fierce streak of independence running through him, and I felt I understood him well. I had grown up feeling independent and responsible for helping Aunt Clare and myself survive the streets of New York. 
 
    It could be a nervous, worried feeling, but it could also feel very good. You were in charge, you took care of things, you didn’t have to wait for others to accomplish things. 
 
    You did them yourself. 
 
    I took his hand and we walked over to where Professor Ó Baoghill stood, still chatting with Renée. 
 
    “Professor? Tam and I were wondering: What is the situation with the animals outside? Specifically, the baby dragon recently hatched from the egg?” 
 
    The headmistress smiled down at Tam. “No need to worry, Mister Greenleaf. The dragon and the other animals are being tended to by the forest friends and staff. Specifically, the faun and lacewing fae of the crew. They should be fine for a long while, although we do hope we can have this matter of being sequestered solved soon.” She patted his shoulder and then turned to wink at me. 
 
    Tam scowled and turned to the side. He stepped back toward Farryn, who had now moved to stand next to Chance. I smiled and nodded at the headmistress, then followed Tam.  
 
    His hunched shoulders and stomping steps told me everything he felt about the headmistress’s explanation.  
 
    Chance was chatting with The Holly King. “So, we just step through and...” 
 
    “And it will take us directly to Jess’s underground rooms, where Oak has been moved to,” said Father. 
 
    “Aha. Hmm. Well, what are we waiting for?” Chance grinned. 
 
    Tam stood next to us, fuming. 
 
    I turned and got down in a crouch to be at this nine-year-old’s level. 
 
    “Tam,” I whispered. “Don’t do anything rash. I promise you that we will do everything we can to check on her, but I think we need to involve the king, and not go off and do something dangerous.” 
 
    Tam looked at me, grouchy. “I know, I know, he already fixed that.” 
 
    I paused. Then whispered, “What do you mean?” 
 
    Tam scowled fiercely. 
 
    The Holly King touched my shoulder and spoke before Tam could. “He means that I performed an ancient magic on the boy, tying him to my army in such a way that he is not actually able to defy orders.” 
 
    I rose to my feet and looked at Father. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Laura stepped close to us. “The king did get my permission, Holly, and he also got Tam’s permission.” 
 
    “Permission for what?” I was confused. 
 
    Tam grumbled. “Permission to bind me.” 
 
    I felt shocked. 
 
    “Now Tam, I did not bind you,” The Holly King said softly. “There is nothing stopping you from exercising your free will.” 
 
    “There’s my honor. There’s my reputation,” said Tam, indignant. 
 
    Laura grinned.  
 
    I turned to her, “How can a nine-year-old have a concern for his reputation? That’s kind of an adult concept. At least, I thought so.” 
 
    Laura put her arm around her brother’s shoulders. “The Elfen have a strong drive to always keep their word, to always appear upstanding to the people that matter most to them. Tam looks up to the king,” she glanced at The Holly King and did a little curtsy, then continued. “And he feels great pride in having the king’s confidence.” 
 
    “And I value honor and ethics, too. Tam and I have that in common,” Father winked at me. 
 
    “Not surprising, considering you’re part Elfen yourself, sire,” Chance said softly. 
 
    “So, long story short, Tam feels honor bound to the king, and to all of us, to be trustworthy and good. And the king asked for his word,” said Laura. 
 
    “I gave the king my word that I would obey his rules,” said Tam in a low voice. “But I didn’t ever think we’d be in this... whatever this is.” 
 
    The Holly King moved close to Tam and looked directly into his eyes. He spoke in a very serious voice. “Tam, this situation we are in is extremely serious. People have been dying because of Lilitu’s activities. People you knew back in the Elfen Realm. And we’re just trying to stop the death and destruction.” 
 
    Tam’s scowl lessened slightly. He nodded. 
 
    The king continued. “The grown-ups have so much to co-ordinate, and so much to do. So, we have to count on everybody, you included, to do the right thing. To obey the rules and to not go sneaking off to check on dragons that are well taken care of. We are counting on you to be honorable and wise beyond your years.” 
 
    Tam looked down at his feet. He nodded. “You can count on me, sire.” He looked up at The Holly King. There were tears in his eyes. “I guess I was just worried about her.” 
 
    “Your dragon is fine,” said Father. “If you snuck out of the castle, you’d be in far more danger than you realize. Don’t do it.” He straightened and looked at all of us, a knowing expression in his eyes. 
 
    Tam wandered off slowly. 
 
    “Do you think he’s going to stay true to his word?” I whispered to Laura. 
 
    She nodded. “I do.” 
 
    “The point is moot,” Chance whispered in my ear. “The castle is sealed. So is Jess’s treehouse.” 
 
    Oh, brother. 
 
    “It is important to get his intentions on the right path,” murmured Father. “Whether or not he can sneak out isn’t important. I’m concerned with what he wants to do.” 
 
    “I think he wants to do the moral and right thing,” said Laura. “He wants to obey the king.” 
 
    I nodded, and at the same time I wondered about it all. 
 
    The Holly King turned and clapped his hands to get everyone’s attention. “Okay, people, is everyone here? Is everyone ready?” 
 
    We turned to face the portal. 
 
    Liesl replaced a book in the shelf and brushed its spine fondly, before turning to face the portal. 
 
    The Holly King stepped next to the portal and stuck his white gloved hand inside it. He swished it around as the purple light sparkled and made a weird sound, then withdrew his hand again and held it aloft for all to see. 
 
    “This magic is new; we’ve just come up with it. But it’s safe, as you can see. I will pass through last, to make sure everyone gets through safely. So, line up and get ready.” 
 
    Everyone lined up single file as Chance and I watched. He winked at me, took my hand, and led me to the front of the line. 
 
    “I’m going in first, to promote confidence in the new magic portal. You want to come next?” he asked. 
 
    I looked at the line. Renée was in front of everyone, a confident, intrepid look on her face. I looked back at Chance and grinned, then stepped in front of Chance, flashed an assuring smile at everyone in the room, and stepped through the purple glimmering portal before anyone could say anything. 
 
    The last thing I saw was Chance’s expression of surprise. 
 
    The purple light enveloped me, and my ears were filled with a weird transporter sound. I felt a tingling, and then I was through. 
 
    I stepped into the darkened room of Jess’s underground. 
 
    Brendan was there, holding a hot cup of tea. 
 
    “Oh hi, Holly. I thought you should all be coming through soon,” he said with a smile. 
 
    I stepped forward and looked around. “Any more of that tea?” 
 
    Chance stepped through the portal, grinning. “I should’ve known you’d do that.” 
 
    I grinned at him.  
 
    The others were coming through now, and the room began to fill with the magical folk. 
 
    Jess came bustling into the room from the outer spiral staircase. 
 
    “Was this the floor I was on before?” I asked Chance.  
 
    “Oh, um, no. The one with the mushrooms? That is off to the side and at a higher level,” he replied. 
 
    I looked around. “How many levels does this home have?” I wondered out loud. 
 
    Chance chuckled. “It’s a whole system of tunnels and rooms and floors and large caverns. I’m not even sure how many, myself.” 
 
    Brendan handed me a cup of tea. “It’s at least fifteen or twenty levels, and several rooms at each level,” he winked. 
 
    Whoa. 
 
    The Holly King came through and smiled. “Well, that’s the last of them, Brendan. You can place the barrier up again.” 
 
    The large dwarf nodded and turned and threw a switch on the wall. A smallish lever embedded in the stone about seven feet up. As he pulled the lever down and it clicked into the socket at the bottom, the purple barrier shield encased with the black-purple stones disappeared. 
 
    I blinked in surprise. 
 
    Father caught my eye. “It’s an extra layer of precaution. No one can follow us through, and at the same time, no one can go through and enter the castle that way.” 
 
    “Unless they throw the switch first,” I said. 
 
    “Yes. True. But look,” Father pointed. 
 
    Brendan moved his hand, and the tapestry that had been pulled aside to reveal the lever fell back into place. The switch was hidden. 
 
    Unless they know it is there. 
 
    “Let’s go see The Oak King,” said Father turning to face the door inset on the far wall. He stepped forward and grasped the doorknob, and when he turned it, purple light flared from the edges of the thick, ancient wooden door. As he pulled it open, the light faded. He turned to give me a wink, then stepped through. 
 
    We followed him down several stone hallways, and ended up at another ancient door, this one made of alabaster. 
 
    The Holly King placed his palm on the door and closed his eyes. After a moment, the door glowed with a soft light, then faded. He opened the door, and we all filed through with our gifts. 
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    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    The Last Evening 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, that was incredibly weird,” Liesl said in the understatement of the century as we ran down the stone corridor. 
 
    I looked over at her with wide eyes, nodding. 
 
    We’d all gathered around The Oak King’s bed, which was a massive king size four-poster, with rich red brocade covers and huge, plump pillows. 
 
    The king, my uncle, had looked lost in the full finery of the crown berth. 
 
    The room was deceptive, in that the door leading into it, which we had had to pass through to enter, had been small and dark, misleading the casual observer into thinking it led into a side coat closet. 
 
    The door had been alabaster, but dirtied and dark, and covered in soot. Understandable, as an old fireplace sat directly opposite it, and there were marks indicating its chimney smoked. 
 
    The room itself, though, was grand. Utterly fit for such an important king’s hideaway. 
 
    The chamber was massive, easily the size of the largest lecture hall in Titania Academy. There were bookcases living just about every wall space available. 
 
    Sumptuously thick carpeting covered most of the floor, and what wasn’t covered showed as heavy, polished, ancient wood flooring. 
 
    Drapes hung around The Oak King’s inner bedchamber, and several servants bustled about, cleaning and tidying, and fluffing pillows, and generally trying to look useful while in reality being insanely curious. 
 
    It seemed the king did not get too many visitors. 
 
    Each servant was a faerie of some sort. Most were lacewing faeries, and looked kin to Jess, who sat near the king’s side, chatting with him. 
 
    The Queen was there on his other side, looking very plain and unobtrusive. 
 
    She is always dressed like a washerwoman, at least, lately. 
 
    The Holly King motioned that we should all circle the bed, holding our gifts, and we did. Liesl, Renée, and I tried not to stare, but it was hard. 
 
    Glitters made of what looked like pure light, but what I knew to be pure magic, drifted upward from The Oak King’s skin. Everywhere it showed: his face, his head, neck, ears, hands, from every square inch of skin showing, magic sparks moseyed up from him in a lazy manner. 
 
    Magic. 
 
    The last of us shuffled into place around his bed, and stopped. We all stared. It was no use. The sight of such a powerful being, nearly healed from such a dreadful draining, such a continued sustained attack, was mesmerizing. 
 
    The Oak King’s eyes were closed. 
 
    The queen, in her plain and drab dress, rose and leaned close to her son, and the magic glitter rising from the convalescing king’s body intensified. It seemed the light sparkles couldn’t get any brighter, but they did, until we had to close our eyes and look away. 
 
    The light from the magic came right through our eyelids. 
 
    Titania was brief, as if she knew plain Fae Folk could not withstand the magic light for more than a few seconds. 
 
    “Oak, child, wake now. You have visitors,” the queen murmured. 
 
    Her voice was like the sweetest birdsong that I’d ever heard. 
 
    She had not sounded like this when we’d met her in the Elfin Lands forests.  
 
    She must have been entirely cloaked back then. 
 
    I stared at the queen of the faeries, at the creature that had borne all the magic into the land, at the originator of it all. 
 
    As if she could sense my gaze, she turned and smiled at me, and winked. 
 
    It was as if blossoms of happiness exploded in my heart. My mind reeled back with the intense joy. I grinned broadly and nodded at her. 
 
    She sat back down. 
 
    The Oak King’s eyes slowly opened. They were now of the brightest green, and his hair was of the warmest blond, a dozen streaks of the shade, from platinum white, through sunny yellow, bleached blond from the sun, to deeper yellow, to dark blond, and all the way to barely a blond-brown shade, with strands of golden hair generously interspersed throughout. He looked so different than he had the last time we’d seen him, it was incredible. He was very obviously returning quite well to health, and I think I understood why Titania looked so plain. 
 
    She’s given him some of her magic. 
 
    We’d been told the magic of the land, the magic flowing through every Faerie on Earth, came from Titania. I’d never understood it in quite such a practical way until now. 
 
    I stared at the Queen, who’d sat back down. She had a soft smile on her face, and looked fondly at her son in bed. 
 
    I got the idea that, although she’d been momentarily drained by feeding The Oak King her magic, to sustain and reinvigorate him, that she had more power than anyone imagined. Plenty of power. Enough magic to fill a thousand suns. 
 
    How does she even exist in this room without burning us all to a crisp? 
 
    As if she could read my mind, she caught my eye and gave me a knowing look, bringing her finger up to tap the side of her nose. 
 
    She knows. She is massively powerful, strong enough to obliterate us all, and yet she’s currently at her weakest, right here, right now. This hidden room is to protect her as much as it is to protect The Oak King. 
 
    The Oak King focused on us all, and he smiled broadly in delight. We began to lean forward, approaching him one by one, handing him our gifts to cheer him up. 
 
    The king was extremely gracious, smiling and chatting with each student and teacher who had come. 
 
    I stayed near the back, not wanting to intrude. I held my gift nervously, and tried to calm myself. 
 
    I closed my eyes and slowed my breathing. 
 
    “What’s going on with you?” Liesl whispered. 
 
    “Nothing,” I murmured back. “I’m just feeling nervous, that’s all.” 
 
    Renée ducked her head down to us to join the conversation. “Holly, that’s the same uncle you last saw. Why are you nervous?” 
 
    I turned my head and glanced at The Oak King, then turned back to my friends. “He’s a lot different now,” I whispered. 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s a good thing.” 
 
    “I know. I just...” I waved my free hand, unable to articulate myself. 
 
    “Look, just smile and say you’re so happy to see him looking so much healthier,” said Renée. “And don’t forget to give him your globe.” 
 
    I looked down at the perfect maple leaf encased in the glass globe. It glowed faintly as I held it. 
 
    I felt cheered. I hoped The Oak King would like it; I’d spent two days creating it with magic. It had not been easy. 
 
    “He’s going to love it, Holly,” Liesl said reassuringly. 
 
    I wasn’t really worried if he’d like it or not, I was just feeling... so... nervous. I sighed. 
 
    “Breathe, kiddo,” whispered Renée in my ear. 
 
    I closed my eyes again and slowly took in a deep breath. In... out... 
 
    Relax. 
 
    I took another few breaths, and kept my eyes closed. 
 
    The gentle hubbub of the small crowd talking with The Oak King subsided into a general murmur. 
 
    “What are you doing?” a voice said. It seemed close but not that close. My attention focused on the speaker. 
 
    “Hey, give me that. You can’t have that in here.” 
 
    Who was that? What was going on? 
 
    I felt someone or something bump against my side, through the curtain that surrounded the inner bedchamber. 
 
    I opened my eyes. 
 
    The voices got louder. 
 
    “Cut it out!” 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    “Grab him!” 
 
    “GRAB IT!” 
 
    The scuffle was beginning to draw the attention of the students and teachers surrounding The Oak King’s bed. 
 
    I glanced over at the king, and he was deep in conversation with Professor Farryn, who’d climbed up onto the mattress to better converse with the ill king. 
 
    There was a low banging, almost as wood against stone, from faraway. 
 
    I glanced back at the curtain, studying the heavy drape as if it could give some clues as to what on earth was happening behind it, in the outer room. 
 
    The voices seemed to have died down. 
 
    A minute or two passed. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at Liesl as the line shuffled forward. 
 
    Professor Farryn had finished and, after squeezing The Oak King’s hand, had bid him farewell and was clambering down onto the floor. 
 
    Suddenly, I got another shove through the curtain. 
 
    The scuffle had started up again, but the voices were more hushed. 
 
    At least for a few seconds... 
 
    “HEY!” 
 
    “WHAT THE...?” 
 
    “Mister Mac Craith, what on earth in the meaning of this...?” The headmistress’s voice could be heard demanding. 
 
    Chance?? 
 
    I swung around. He’d been right behind me when we’d come through the door, but my attention had been immediately drawn to the room’s décor, and the bed itself, and, of course, to the regal king spread out on it. I’d assumed Chance was still right behind me. 
 
    I looked wildly around. I glanced questioningly at Renée and Liesl. They both shrugged, then, when there was another muffled yell from behind the curtain, they looked concerned. 
 
    I looked at them. 
 
    I heard again the faint banging against stone, from far away. 
 
    “Should we be concerned?” I whispered to them. 
 
    Liesl shrugged again. “The Holly King and Chance and the headmistress can handle things,” she murmured. 
 
    Suddenly, loud yelling from the other side of the room reached out ears, too loud to be ignored. 
 
    Movement caught my eye, and I saw The Oak King had looked over, a concerned expression on his face. 
 
    The curtain jerked violently. 
 
    Then, Chance burst through the part in the drapes, and charged up to the bed. 
 
    Right behind him came The Holly King. 
 
    “GRAB HIM!” Professor Ó Baoghill called out, still behind the curtain. 
 
    The drapes were heavy enough to provide almost enough cover as a wall, but not quite as strong. 
 
    Chance grabbed the bedcover and put a foot up. He looked like he was about to climb onto the bed! 
 
    I looked at his face, and my breath caught.  
 
    Chance’s face was the picture of malevolence incarnate. 
 
    He means to attack The Oak King! He’s going to try to kill him! 
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    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Alone 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Directly behind Chance, reaching out to grab him before he could get onto the bed, came Professor Ó Baoghill. She was an older woman, but she could move fast when she wanted to. 
 
    She grabbed Chance by the collar of his jacket and held on. 
 
    Chance was slowed, but not stopped by the headmistress. He was taller, heavier, and younger, and seemed to be filled with a strange energy and madness that gave him strength. 
 
    With a low, evil growl, he turned and swung his arm, catching Professor Ó Baoghill on the side of the head. 
 
    She crumpled, letting go of Chance’s coat. 
 
    As this happened, The Holly King had run around both Chance and the headmistress, faster than a person of that size normally should have been able to, and launched himself onto the bed in front of both The Old King, and Queen Titania, who had jumped up to lie protectively against her invalid son. 
 
    The students and teachers who had gathered ’round The Oak King’s bedside reared back at the violent commotion centered on the large velvet covered bed. 
 
    Chance raised his fist to strike the headmistress again, and Renée flung herself over the professor, shielding the headmistress with her own body. 
 
    Chance stumbled, then righted himself and turned back to the bed and The Oak King. 
 
    The queen had now covered the ailing king with her own body and had spread her dun-colored cloak across him. 
 
    The Holly King stood on the bed between his mother and brother, and the threat. Father should have been unsteady, balancing on the mattress and numerous blankets and velvet quits, but his stance was firm, his feet sure, as he stared down at the threat. 
 
    Chance. 
 
    My boyfriend. 
 
    My mind reeled with the situation. 
 
    I stared at Chance, at the sheer malevolence emanating from his face, at his crouched stance, at his aggressive evil. 
 
    “CHANCE!!! STOP!” Liesl screamed. 
 
    Everyone started talking at once. We all freaked out, yelling, grabbing at Chance, who swung and tossed aside all hands trying to get hold of him off. He was stronger than he should have been, and murderous. Absolutely murderous. 
 
    He let out a scream of terror, swung around to face the bed, and leapt up onto the duvet. He tottered wildly, although The Holly King remained still as a rock, crouched and arms extended to defend against Chance’s attack. 
 
    Chance screamed, enraged, and lunged at The Holly King, trying to get past him to The Oak King. 
 
    Father’s face was determined, as if made of stone. I remembered something he said to me earlier, that they had prepared for another assault against The Oak King. They expected it, and were working to be ready and repel it. 
 
    Chance was barely half as tall as The Holly King, and as he leapt and jumped at the massive king, father’s eyes glowed, and he surged up his inner power to meet this threat. 
 
    Chance’s lunge was strong, stronger than anyone realized. 
 
    I watched as the whole scenario it played out in front of me. 
 
    Chance’s body hit The Holly King’s at an angle, trying to swerve around him to attack The Oak King. 
 
    As the two met, there was a massive explosion of light, blinding us all. We fell back, the rays of illumination hitting us like a physical force. The light took forever to subside, and all of us crouched on the floor, hiding our heads. The light had been so bright it came through eyelids, and even through the sides of our turned-away faces, through the bone. We instinctually crouched down on our knees, and held our heads with our arms. 
 
    I knew if I didn’t protect my eyes from the flashpoint, I’d not only go blind, my brain would fry from the radiation. 
 
    From the direction of the alabaster door came a huge pop! and a heavy thump! 
 
    Jesus, what now? 
 
    I stayed down, low, on the ground with my arms covering my head, for many minutes. 
 
    From far away, I heard the banging again, the heavy wood against stone, from far away. 
 
    After a while, I was finally able to form a coherent thought. 
 
    That sounds like heavy knocking. 
 
    I raised my head and looked around, then slowly stood, on shaky feet. 
 
    The bed was utterly empty. The Oak King, Queen Titania, and The Holly King, as well as weird-aggressive-evil-Chance were all gone. 
 
    Disappeared into thin air. 
 
    I stood; my mouth dropped open in surprise. 
 
    After a minute, Renée and Liesl rose beside me. Renée reached with a hand and helped Professor Ó Baoghill to her feet, helping her straighten her hair and hat, which had been pushed askew on her head. The headmistress straightened and turned to the bed. 
 
    “WHAT? WHERE ARE THE KINGS?! WHERE IS THE QUEEN?!” she cried out, sounding breathless. 
 
    Pandemonium broke out. Everyone rushed and there was a quick search of the room. We looked into every corner, behind every curtain and shelf, and even into every cabinet and under the great bed. 
 
    They were gone. 
 
    Ten minutes after the flash of light, we stood in the center of the empty room, stunned. Our mouths dropped open in surprise. Our voices had died down, and for just a moment, the huge room was relatively quiet. 
 
    bang~bang~bang 
 
    Professor Ó Baoghill turned to Renée. “Miss Page, will you please go see who’s at the door?” 
 
    The door! 
 
    Liesl and I looked at each other with surprise. 
 
    Renée hurried over to the far corner of the room and grabbed hold of the dark doorknob of the outside alabaster door. She turned it and pulled the door open, and Chance, the real Chance, practically fell into the room. 
 
    “Didn’t anyone hear me knocking??” He gasped, out of breath. 
 
    We stared at him, speechless. 
 
    Suddenly, the opposite side of the room was hit with an enormous thump against the wall that shook the room so hard it knocked us off our feet. 
 
    Chance crawled like a crab over to us.  
 
    “Professor, what happened?” he asked in a stage whisper. 
 
    “The two kings, and the queen, have disappeared, along with the assailant, who was a near exact copy of you, Mr. Mac Craith.” 
 
    Chance looked astonished. “WHAT??” 
 
    Another hit on the wall, just as heavy, slammed into the structure, and those of us who’d been getting to our feet were tossed back onto the ground. 
 
    “Merlin have mercy, what now?” Squeaked out Professor Farryn from a few feet away. 
 
    “Look at the wall!” cried Liesl. 
 
    I turned and saw a crack in the far stone wall of the room, in an exposed section that wasn’t covered with bookcases. 
 
    Oh, good lord! 
 
    There was a third massive hit, against the wall, and the crack widened. Stone crumbled, and bits fell to the floor. The new crack was about three inches wide, and through it curled tendrils of black smoke, snaking its way into the room. A low cackling voice emanated from the stuff. 
 
    Chance grabbed my arm, and Professor Ó Baoghill, Renée grabbed Liesl and Professor Farryn, and the rest of the students and teacher scrabbled toward the door in a mad rush to get away from the evil creature now re-entering the room. 
 
    We scrambled to our feet, and raced out the door, and into the stone corridor. Chance stayed at the door, waiting for the last of the Fae Folk to go through, then slammed it closed as the black gaseous creature curled its tendrils closer to it, coming after the last fleeing students. 
 
    Professors Ó Baoghill and Farryn stood facing the door, their hands extended. They began uttering a magic spell, and after a few seconds, the edges of the alabaster door began to glow. 
 
    The headmistress then grabbed professor Farryn’s arm, swung him around and began running. “Run! Everyone! That won’t hold for long!” she cried. 
 
    We turned and ran down the stone hallway, and I found myself running next to Liesl.  
 
    “Well, that was incredibly weird,” Liesl said in the understatement of the century as we ran down the stone corridor. 
 
    I looked over at her with wide eyes, nodding. 
 
    I had no time to roll my eyes. We could hear the dark chaos creature hit the alabaster door and begin slamming against it. 
 
    No, call it what it is: Lilitu. 
 
    Chance ran ahead and led the way, and the teachers brought up the rear of the running crowd. 
 
    We ran down several stone hallways, until we got the old wooden door. Chance reached to open it, but Professor Farryn cried out, “No!” 
 
    Chance stopped and turned to face the diminutive teacher, who came with Professor Ó Baoghill to confer with the oft-copied boyfriend. 
 
    I rushed to hear what they were saying. 
 
    “We can’t go the way we came: It’ll catch us easily,” Professor Farryn whispered. 
 
    “Take the side tunnel, the escape hatch,” whispered Professor Ó Baoghill. 
 
    Chance blinked, then turned to Professor Farryn. “Lead the way, sir.” 
 
    The small mountain gnome nodded once and scurried to the right. There was a large velvet sitting chair and a small table and lamp. Behind it was a heavy drape that extended along the entire section of wall. It was very dark, and I hadn’t noticed it before. 
 
    Professor Farryn ducked out of sight behind the chair, then a few seconds later, reappeared. He motioned to us hurriedly, “Come on!” 
 
    We followed the professor. There was a small recess behind the chair, the stone floor met with the heavy tapestry, and Professor Farryn had pulled up a small trap door. 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    How would Brendan get through that thing? 
 
    I glanced back. Brendan the dwarf was holding Jess the lacewing faerie’s hand, and looking at us expectantly. He spread his arms in a shrug. 
 
    I motioned to the area behind the sitting chair. Liesl and Renée were already through, with Professor Ó Baoghill and Professor Farryn. Chance was easing students through, holding their hand as they descended the small, cramped, spiral staircase just beyond the trap door. 
 
    Brendan and Jess came closer. 
 
    “Chance, how will Brendan fit?” I whispered to my boyfriend. 
 
    Chance glanced up at me and winked, then nodded his head to the side toward Brendan and Jess, and I turned just in time to see Brendan shrink down to the size of a small child. 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    The massively huge dwarf was now smaller than Professor Farryn. He and Jess rushed forward. 
 
    Almost everyone was through now.  
 
    The banging coming from several corridors away, Lilitu hitting the wooden door, had intensified. 
 
    “Hurry!” said Chance. 
 
    Brendan gently pushed Jess forward, and she began descending through the trap door. 
 
    As she disappeared down the dark hole, I turned to Brendan.  
 
    “You might have mentioned you could shrink down to that size, Brendan,” I said sardonically. 
 
    “What size?” he paused. 
 
    I gestured at him. 
 
    “Oh, I can’t shrink down to this size, I can grow to the larger size,” he winked at me and gestured me to go down the staircase. 
 
    I felt stunned at this new piece of information, but turned and took Chance’s hand and stepped down the curled, cramped, dark stairway to the coal-black depths below. 
 
    Brendan and Chance hurried after me, and the trap door was slowly eased into place. Jess and Professor Ó Baoghill, as well as Renée extended their arms, holding wands, and each whispered an incantation. 
 
    The enchantments directed toward the trap door sounded like childhood wishes, and as I watched, the trapdoor did not seal, but disappeared entirely. 
 
    The three women lowered their wands slowly. 
 
    “It is done,” the headmistress said quietly. “The stone is rendered as it once was. Fifteen feet of solid rock. The trap door construct has been undone. It is as if it was never built.” 
 
    I blinked in the dim light, which I realized came from the tip of Professor Farryn’s hat. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I whispered. 
 
    “What I mean, Miss Ó Cuilinn, is that we three females used wishcraft, and since the castle is itself female, it responded in a stronger way than I ever hoped. It undid the construction of the trap door.” 
 
    “We’re still in the castle?” I asked. “I thought we came through the purple portal.” 
 
    “We did. It transported us to seven hundred feet under the ground floor of Titania Academy castle,” the headmistress replied. 
 
    “But... I thought we were under Jess’s treehouse,” I said in a small voice. 
 
    “We were, Holly,” said Brendan, stepping in to explain. “Jess’s treehouse is a part of the castle grounds, it’s all done with magic.” He grabbed my hand. “Come on, we have to go.” 
 
    I glanced back up behind me at the solid rock face. The granite wall rose a dozen feet, then curved to the rock ceiling of the cave corridor. It was smooth, there was no trace of the trap door. 
 
    A shiver traveled down my back. 
 
    I don’t think I’m claustrophobic. I survived in the New York City subway tunnels for the first fourteen years of my life, how is this any different? 
 
    I shivered again, stepping slowly toward the others. 
 
    “It’s because you just dropped through more than a dozen feet of trap door staircase, and now it’s turned back to solid stone,” whispered Chance, taking my hand. “It freaked me out the first time, too.” 
 
    I let him lead me through the stone, but I did look back at the darkness as we left it. It felt weird.  
 
    We were alone now. 
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    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Magical Cooperation 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How are we going to get out of here?” I asked in a small voice. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Holly,” Professor Farryn said, touching my hand to reassure me, “There are escape hatches all over the castle grounds.” 
 
    “But we’re not at ground level,” I said. I hated how worried I sounded. Like the builders would not have thought of every possibility. 
 
    A thought struck me.  
 
    “Professor, who exactly built Titania Academy castle?” I asked. 
 
    Professor Farryn stared at me, not saying a word. 
 
    I looked down, feeling foolish. 
 
    Just then, the headmistress came to talk to Professor Farryn, and his attention was pulled from our conversation. 
 
    I hugged myself and looked around. 
 
    There were at least twenty or thirty of us, and we were all gathered in a stone passageway that seemed to lead off into the dark distance. I glance overhead and took a deep breath.  
 
    At least I can’t hear that terrible knocking anymore. 
 
    I shuddered, remembering. 
 
    “Hey, babe, you okay?” Chance came over and put his arm around me. 
 
    I nodded. “I... I was just wondering something,” I said, deciding to try again. I didn’t care if I felt foolish asking questions. I wanted answers. 
 
    Chance stood directly in front of me. “What’s your question, Holly?” 
 
    “Well, I know we’re far underground, right?” I asked. 
 
    Chance nodded. 
 
    “And there’s a ton of rock over our heads, right?” I continued. 
 
    “Oh, there’s many, many tons,” Chance answered, grinning. 
 
    A spark of fear raced through me. 
 
    “Uh...” I swallowed. “Um, so, there’s probably a way out of this tunnel, isn’t there?” I asked in a small voice. 
 
    “There’re many ways out, Holly,” Chance said in a quiet voice, understanding my fears. 
 
    I had not grown up in the Fae Folk world, and all of these facts were known to the kids who’d lived their whole lives here. Just as I took it for granted that I knew a lot about the New York City subway tunnel system, and most of the city itself, they took it for granted that they knew all about the castle grounds. 
 
    But I didn’t. 
 
    “Chance, um..., so, we’re not trapped down here?” I asked with a small laugh. I glanced up at him, wondering, wanting reassurance. 
 
    Chance smiled. “No, Holly. We’re not trapped. And even if we were physically trapped, under all this granite, there are ways to move through to the surface.” 
 
    “Huh?” I was confused. But I felt a little release of tension. We were not, in fact, trapped under the rock. I blew out a breath of relief. Then I thought of something. “Chance?” 
 
    “Mmmm?” he turned back to me. 
 
    “Who were the builders of Titania Academy castle?” I asked. I had to know. 
 
    Chance stared at me a moment, looking quizzical. “Er, Holly, I thought you knew. The Queen made the castle.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes slightly. “Yes, I know the Queen designed the castle, but I’m talking about the actual construction. Who were the workmen? Who was the workers placing the stones? Who constructed the stone tunnels we’re in?” 
 
    “The Queen,” said Chance. I saw Renée and Brendan draw close to listen to our conversation. Chance continued. “The Queen built the castle, every tree, every rock, every bit of soil. She created it with magic, and it was constructed to fit into a crack in reality, which is why it coexists with the human world, in the same dimensional space, but in a crack in the magical reality.” 
 
    I tried to understand. 
 
    “Okay, come on, everyone,” called out Professor Ó Baoghill. “Enough resting. Time to go.” She and Professor Farryn led the way down the stone tunnels. 
 
    We hiked single file, with the professors near the front, and the students trailing behind. Chance and I brought up the rear, to make sure no stragglers got left behind. 
 
    Professor Farryn and Brendan led the way, and seemed to know where they were going, so I wasn’t too worried. 
 
    That is, until they stopped, under the pretense of resting for ten minutes. 
 
    I wandered up to check on things and found Professor Farryn, the headmistress, and Brendan the dwarf, still in his smaller form, all huddled together, conferring in whispers. 
 
    “I know that was the plan, but the passageway was blocked. What do you want me to do?” asked Professor Farryn. 
 
    “I’m asking you to move the rock,” Brendan murmured as he glanced over his shoulder. “Oh, hi, Holly,” he said a little too cheerily. “Everything’s fine.” 
 
    I smiled and retreated back down the way I’d come. 
 
    I went just around the first bend, out of sight, and waited. 
 
    A few minutes later, I heard the headmistress whisper. 
 
    “Farryn tried to clear it, Brendan. It’s stuck,” she whispered. 
 
    “What do you mean it’s stuck? That’s why he needs to move it,” Brendan’s whisper sounded exasperated. 
 
    “She told you, I tried. It began to move, then stopped. I couldn’t budge it.” The tiny professor’s whisper was almost a squeak. 
 
    I heard Brendan’s loud sigh. “This is what comes of relying on gnome magic,” he murmured, almost inaudibly. 
 
    I heard a gasp. That must be Professor Farryn. 
 
    “Listen, I didn’t mean anything,” Brendan’s whisper came. “Okay, let me just try? Please?” 
 
    Another sigh, this time from Professor Ó Baoghill. “Okay, Farryn, let’s give him a chance. I know, I know, but we’ve tried four times and it’s stuck. Let him try. Dwarven magic is a completely different form of incantation than mountain gnome thaumaturgy. Let’s give him a chance. It can’t hurt.” 
 
    “ ‘It can’t hurt.’?” Squeaked Professor Farryn. “ ‘It can’t hurt.’?! Do you even remember what happened last time?” 
 
    “Oh, come on, that doesn’t count!” Brendan whispered. 
 
    “ ‘Doesn’t count.’?? You brought down the whole cavern down on our heads!” Came Professor Farryn’s whisper. 
 
    “I was DRUNK.” Brendan said loudly. 
 
    “Shhhh, shhhh, the students will hear you,” whispered Professor Ó Baoghill. 
 
    “...and so were you, if you remember. And I’ve not mentioned the river you pulled sideways a half mile, that same day. I keep your secrets, Drinking Buddy, I’d like the same courtesy from you, thank you.” Brendan whispered furiously. I could hear his harsh breath, fuming. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” whispered Professor Farryn. “Sheesh, calm down.” 
 
    For the next minute I heard harsh breathing but no talking. 
 
    Probably Brendan calming down. At least I hope so. 
 
    Angry dwarfs were not a good thing. Even though he was smaller than I usually beheld him, he was the same wickedly strong Faerie folk from before. Capable of... 
 
    “Okay, uhh, go ahead,” Professor Farryn whispered. 
 
    “Hrmph,” said Brendan. “Okay, now, stand back.” 
 
    “Why would we need to stand back, if you’ve got it all under control...?” 
 
    Professor Farryn’s voice was cut off by a loud rumble. 
 
    I heard a shower of rocks falling. 
 
    The granite walls around me began to vibrate. 
 
    “Stand back, Farryn,” said Professor Ó Baoghill. 
 
    I couldn’t help myself, I peered around the corner. I had to see. 
 
    Chance came trotting up to me. 
 
    “Oh, there you are,” he said, then glanced over at the three elders. “Are they moving the rock?” 
 
    “Professor Farryn tried a few times, but said it was stuck, so now Brendan is giving it a go,” I said quietly. 
 
    “Brendan?!” Chance looked startled. “But dwarven magic is notoriously hard to wield, he partially brought down the roof of small cavern last summer...” 
 
    I waved my hand, “Yes, yes, I know, but he was drunk. This time it’ll work, just watch,” I whispered. 
 
    “You know about that?” Chance said, gobsmacked. 
 
    “Shhhh,” I whispered. “Watch.” 
 
    The rumbling started again. We moved closer to watch. 
 
    A few others gathered behind us, drawn by the sounds. 
 
    Brendan had his wand out, and a long wooden staff in his other hand. His eyes were closed in concentration, and he was whispering spells under his breath. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he focused. 
 
    “Help him, Farryn,” whispered Professor Ó Baoghill. “You come from a related clan; you can lend him power. 
 
    Professor Farryn grumbled, but then placed his left hand on Brendan’s shoulder after a minute, and closed his own eyes. 
 
    The diminutive professor’s body seemed to glow, and his white hair rose slightly, from the power surging through his body. An orange glow that began at his feet slowly rose, until it culminated and his shoulder, then moved down to his hand, resting on Brendan’s own shoulder. The orange light seemed to pause, then move into the dwarf, who seemed to gain power and confidence from it. 
 
    The rock face began to shift, to retreat into itself. The massive granite moved slowly, glowing with heat. It began to radiate outward, and we all took a step back. 
 
    Brendan’s look of concentration grew deeper. 
 
    Professor Ó Baoghill turned to us and motioned with her hands, gesturing. We all joined hands, each one of us, until the enter group of us was linked in a long chain. We closed our eyes and concentrated, surging our magic, just enough to flow into the next Faerie born. 
 
    I could feel it flowing through me. 
 
    It was like electricity! 
 
    I couldn’t help myself: I opened my left eye, in the corner, ever so slightly, and peeked. 
 
    The long stone corridor was filled with Faerie Born, linked hand by hand, over a dozen of us. My left hand held Renée’s right, and my right hand held Chance’s left. He in turn held Professor Ó Baoghill’s hand, who held Professor Farryn’s. 
 
    The magical energy flowed from person to person and into Brendan, who glowed with the intensity of it. He concentrated the beam of magic upward at a slant, and an upward diagonal tunnel began to appear. 
 
    The rock began to compress even more. It glowed with heat and moved back, farther and farther, until the granite began to metamorphose into gneiss. 
 
    Finally, Brendan slow, then stopped. The heat subsided. We all looked. 
 
    “Very nice, my friend,” said Professor Farryn. “Very nice, indeed!” 
 
    Brendan smiled, then turned to the mountain gnome and wagged his finger in the professor’s face. “If you ever bring up stuff I do while drinkin’ ever again, I swear to the stars, I will tell everyone about the time you spent a week in SkyHigh with the five Sisters of Rumpelstiltskin, you old codger...” 
 
    Professor put his hands up before Brendan finished. “Whoa, hey, now, there’s no need to... erm, yes, you’re right... uh, I agree. One hundred percent, Brendan. My old friend.” He patted the dwarf on his back. “My old drinkin’ buddy, favorite pal-o’-mine...,” he chuckled nervously. 
 
    Professor Ó Baoghill raised an eyebrow. 
 
    My eyebrows shot so high they threatened to disappear into my hair. I glanced at Chance; whose extreme air of innocence looked so suspicious my jaw dropped open.  
 
    The tunnel Brendan had created not only fed upward into the rock at a gentle angle, it had stairs wrought into it. 
 
    I blinked at the sight, then stepped beside the dwarf. “Wow, Brendan, you really know how to churn,” I murmured to him. 
 
    He grinned at me. “Thanks! I don’t often work such a powerful load of energy, but carving rock is what dwarfs do best.” 
 
    We headed up the rock stairway to the surface. 
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    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Refugee 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took several hours of hard hiking.  
 
    Apparently, the stair path led all the way to the outer reaches of the Academy grounds. It was uphill, obviously, and after we emerged out of the rock, there were tunnels to hike through, and not all the passageways were made of stone. 
 
    It was dirty. 
 
    By the time we emerged in the outer forest, I was filthy. 
 
    It was close to midnight when we all gathered out of a rough-stone and packed-dirt cave and stood close together in the forest. The cave had been just four feet high, and there was a good deal of dirt and wetness. And the cave was not clean, I discovered. 
 
    “Hold on, princess,” Chance chuckled. He reached out and pulled a spider from my hair. 
 
    “Oh, yuck,” I murmured. 
 
    “Professor,” Liesl asked, “where are we going to go? The creature is still loose on the Academy property.” 
 
    “Miss Becker, we cannot be held back from our home by this thing,” responded Professor Ó Baoghill. “And I, for one, could use a strong cup of tea.” She looked around, brushing dirt from her cloak. “And a hot bath.” 
 
    We stayed very close to one another in the dark forest, and hiked following Chance and Professor Farryn. It was a few more hours until we got to a spot where the mountain gnome professor stopped us all. 
 
    “There’s something up ahead,” he whispered to Chance, beside him. He motioned for us to duck down and stay quiet. 
 
    We crouched in the thick trees, listening. I finally heard it, a small crying, which stopped, then: shallow breathing. Then a hiccough. 
 
    Renée put her head up suddenly. “It can’t be,” she said quietly. 
 
    “What?” asked Liesl.  
 
    We listened.  
 
    The breathing got harsher, as if the person was struggling for breath. There was another hiccough. 
 
    Renée stood up, scanning the forest around us. 
 
    We held our breath. 
 
    The forest was silent. 
 
    An owl hooted. 
 
    Then, very faintly, we heard soft hiccough, followed by another. 
 
    Renée swore under her breath, then, in a clear normal voice, not raised, because of the situation we were in, she called out, “Naomi?” 
 
    There was a rustling, then a sob. “Renée?”  
 
    That came from off to our left. 
 
    The headmistress came to where Renée stood, quickly whispering to the upperclassman. Finally, the headmistress said, loud enough to be heard, “Do you think it’s really her?” 
 
    Renée nodded, serious. 
 
    The headmistress stared into Renée’s eyes for a minute, then nodded as well. Renée immediately lifted her head again and called out once more. 
 
    “Here.” The voice sounded weaker. 
 
    Renée turned her head in the direction the voice had come from and began hiking. Chance and Brendan walked beside her. Brendan glanced at me, winked, and put his thumb in his mouth. He gave a big puff and mimicked blowing into his thumb, and as he did this, he shimmered and grew large again, as I had first remembered him.  
 
    I gasped. For a moment it really looked as though he’d magicked himself larger by blowing into his thumb. 
 
    Jess immediately got the giggles. 
 
    I grinned, understanding the joke, and we hiked toward the voice, that was now crying softly. Jess kept giggling, and tried to muffle it, which just made things worse. Liesl soon joined her. 
 
    Oh, god... 
 
    I groaned as my face formed a broader grin, and even though I tried to stop myself, I began to laugh as well. 
 
    We all hiked after Chance and Renée and Brendan, laughing uncontrollably. We couldn’t help it. 
 
    Brendan turned and grinned at us again, and we all collapsed. We couldn’t hike; we couldn’t even stay on our feet. Liesl, Jess, and I ended up lying next to each other, laughing so hard tears came to our eyes. 
 
    A few minutes later, we heard a commotion ahead. 
 
    Professor Farryn came trotting back to us, his entire countenance alarmed and dismayed. “Get up! GET UP! It’s a Faction refugee!” he exclaimed, reaching for Jess’s hand to pull her onto her feet. 
 
    The moonlight was shining through the trees, and Jess’s four transparent green wings fluttered madly in the lunar light as she tried to get to her feet. She kept giggling, her knees weak. 
 
    “Wait, what, Professor?” I asked. “Did you say ‘refugee’?” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Ó Cuilinn!” the mountain gnome succeeded in helping Jess to her feet. The lacewing faerie ran off in the direction of the commotion. 
 
    I jumped to my feet, my jest tamped down by my curiosity. I turned and grabbed Liesl, who was struggling to her feet. We trotted after Jess, and Professor Farryn hurried after us. 
 
    We came upon a clearing next to a small pond. Chance and Brendan were crouched beside Renée, who was trying to clean off... someone’s... face. A person sat next to the pond, covered in dirt, their long hair filled with twigs and small branches that hung down next to them. Their clothes were torn and covered in mud, and scorched by some kind of fire on the side. They seemed to be weeping. 
 
    It was clear this person had been through hell. I could see cuts and bruises all over their arms and legs, and their face looked even worse. They clutched their arm, cradling it as if it was injured in some way. 
 
    “Is it a girl?” I whispered, “who is it?”  
 
    I jumped suddenly. Even though the light was weak from the moon, I could see that there were several other bodies lying nearby. I looked closer. It looked like a teen Faerie Folk boy and a smaller Elfen girl had not quite made it.  
 
    It was clear they were dead. 
 
    There was a second girl a few feet away, Fae Folk, also dead. A duck was cuddled next to this corpse, and the duck was quite bloody, and obviously dead. 
 
    I looked back to the boy and girl lying next to the refugee. Both had familiars beside them, an owl in one case, and a large monitor lizard next to the boy. Both dead. 
 
    Chance went to each dead familiar and pressed his forehead to each of them in turn, murmuring a few words, and petting them. Tears ran down his face as he also patted each faerie child.  
 
    My jaw dropped open, and all levity drained from my mind.  
 
    I felt a surge of sorrow at the living sight of war. Tears filled my eyes, and I hung my head in deep sadness. 
 
    This is impossibly sad. 
 
    I lifted my head to scan the surrounding area, suddenly worried danger waited in the darkness nearby, but after a few minutes, my attention was drawn back to the living refugee. 
 
    Professor Ó Baoghill was lowering herself to the forest floor next to the survivor. The headmistress talked quietly to the person, and then patted them on the back. Then they all got to their feet except the refugee. 
 
    Brendan, humongous again, bent down and picked the poor thing up into his arms, and turned and took a few steps, and I saw her. 
 
    “Naomi!” I gasped. 
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    A few hours later, we were approaching the castle. Brendan carried Naomi easily, and she felt warmed and strong enough to answer all of our questions. It turned out her arm was indeed broken, from her falling down the cliff that marked the outer front, just beyond the border of the Fae Folk lands.  
 
    She had escaped a week earlier, and had made her way toward Titania Academy castle through a war zone with her two companions.  
 
    Only she had survived. 
 
    Renée was walking next to Brendan and leaning over her younger sister as she hiked. She murmured quietly in French to Naomi. 
 
    I remembered Naomi was my age, and I thought back to how I survived on the streets of New York City.  
 
    I had survived in large part because of Aunt Clare. We had worked together, and that had made a huge difference. I remember how scared I’d been when Aunt Clare had died: I’d felt almost a panic at being alone, and homeless. I hadn’t known how I would survive. 
 
    Glancing at Naomi, I understood how she might feel, having survived the journey from the Elfen Lands, through the miles of traveling from the war zone, with her companions. 
 
    I understood why she would feel anguish and desolation at finding her companions had died as they sat resting. 
 
    No wonder she stopped moving. Even a dead companion is better than none. 
 
    We hiked onward. 
 
    Soon, Brendan came to a standstill. 
 
    “What is it, Bren?” Jess asked quietly, her hand on the dwarf’s huge arm. 
 
    Brendan pointed his chin forward. “Something’s not right.” 
 
    Professor Ó Baoghill came forward then, and stopped a few feet in front of Brendan. Chance came to stand with her. 
 
    The headmistress leaned forward, trying to see through the trees. She began moving forward, but Chance stopped her. 
 
    “Ma’am, let me go on ahead and scout,” he said. 
 
    After glancing at him distractedly, she nodded slowly. “Be careful, Mr. Mac Craith. Use your wand.” 
 
    He nodded seriously and pulled his wand out of his inner pocket, then turned and moved forward. 
 
    Professor Ó Baoghill stepped back to where Brendan stood, still holding Naomi. 
 
    “We’ll just let Mr. Mac Craith scout ahead. No telling what is happening. Would be foolhardy to blunder onto the open grounds without know what the situation is.” She trailed off, sounding lost. The look on her face was so dismal I stepped forward and put my arm around her. 
 
    “It’ll be okay, headmistress,” I whispered. 
 
    Brendan nodded. 
 
    We waited. 
 
    It seemed only a few minutes had passed when Brendan’s sharp glance caught movement in the trees ahead. “He’s coming back.” 
 
    Jess’s wings fluttered as we heard Chance approach. 
 
    “That didn’t take long,” murmured Renée. 
 
    Chance hiked back to us, steady but unhurried. His face was grim. 
 
    “Mr. Mac Craith?” The headmistress’s accent was particularly strong in her deeply worried state. 
 
    Chance faced us all as we gathered in a ring around him, waiting to hear his report. 
 
    “Well, it’s not good,” he began. 
 
    “Is... is the castle still... there?” Professor Ó Baoghill asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    Startled, I gasped. I had no idea that Titania Academy was in danger from Lilitu; I had thought the creature was after us, the Faerie Folk. But the headmistress’s fear, voiced in a moment of weakness, made a trail of icy cold zip from my scalp, down my neck and spine, to finally settle in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    I felt like I was going to vomit as I stared at Chance, waiting for him to answer. 
 
    “The castle is still standing. In fact, it does not seem to have any structural damage,” Chance said quietly. 
 
    “Then, what? What has happened?” Professor Ó Baoghill asked. “What has Lilitu done now?” 
 
    And where is Father? The Holly King just disappeared and no one is even talking about it! And The Oak King! Both gone! AND THE QUEEN!! 
 
    I swallowed hard in fear as time slowed to a near standstill. 
 
    I stared at Chance as he spoke with the headmistress. All I heard was a roaring in my ears. I felt faint. 
 
    *Holly, get hold of yourself. We are nearby, and safe, although we cannot return to your dimension quite yet. Be on your guard. You must all face dangers now that you have never faced before in your young, young lives* 
 
    I whirled around to look behind me. 
 
    That was the voice of the Queen! 
 
    I scanned the small crowd of students and teachers, searching for her face. Several others looked back at me, concerned at my frantic expression. I could not see Titania anywhere. 
 
    She must have spoken in my mind. 
 
    I tried to catch my breath. 
 
    Chance was talking, explaining. It was important I listen. I could always tell the others of the Queen’s words. Right now, I had to be present. Titania mentioned a grave danger. 
 
    “...all we can do now. We must prepare for the worst. Things are now so dangerous at the castle that lives could be lost,” Chance said. 
 
    What? What had I missed? 
 
    I pushed forward, feeling ashamed I had missed such important news. 
 
    “Chance?” I said, my voice shrill with fear. “Chance, what did you see? Tell me!” 
 
    Brendan turned to me, Naomi still cradled in his arms. 
 
    Professor Farryn and Professor Ó Baoghill both turned to look at me.  
 
    Renée looked into my face. Jess was there, too, fear making her wings flutter so fast the eye could not follow the whirl of green in the moonlight. 
 
    “Chance?” I asked. 
 
    He stepped forward then. “Holly,” he said, then pulled him to me in an embrace. “Oh, Holly.” 
 
    I pressed my face against his chest, then pulled away again to look into his eyes. “Chance, tell me.” 
 
    “A breach has been opened, directly above the castle,” Chance said. 
 
    “A breach?” I asked breathlessly. “You mean like last summer? Showing Dublin?” 
 
    That breach had been closed, but if another had been opened, things could be bad, very bad. 
 
    “No, Holly,” Chance said in a serious voice. “That was a breach across from the faerie world to the human world. This is much, much worse.” 
 
    I waited, staring into his stricken face. 
 
    A chill crept across my body. Fear inched forward. 
 
    He continued. “This breach... is between the world of the living, and the world... of the dead.” 
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    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    The Forest Dark 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My blood ran cold at Chance’s words.  
 
    I had always thought that ghosts were a thing of literature, until I’d set eyes on the Titania Academy banshee, a few years ago. She protected the castle and its grounds, I was told.  
 
    The banshee was so fearsome that everyone avoided her.  
 
    I had seen her from afar, and been spooked out of my mind. 
 
    Brrrrrr! 
 
    Then there was the time in New York City, a bit after I’d seen the banshee, that I came across a haunted cemetery, and met several ghosts. 
 
    I’d talked to several people on the expansive grounds of a huge estate, and thought them normal, everyday, living humans. 
 
    I later found out they were, in fact, ghosts. Spirits that ultimately had tried to trap me inside their graveyard grounds, in a dimension of death. 
 
    I’d been helped, aided, really, by another ghost, a friendly, beneficent spirit, who’d told me what to do to be released from the grounds. 
 
    I’d been trapped in the realm of the dead, and helped by the ghost of a knight named Markus, who’d led me to a grave. 
 
    The grave had belonged to a sixteen-year-old boy who’d been deeply loved during his life, back in the sixteenth century. I could picture the old, crumbling gravestone in my mind... 
 
    “Beloved son, angel boy in life, and angel in death.” I’d felt unshed tears in my eyes as I blinked and continued reading. “1536-1552... We will always love you...” 
 
    And I’d cried. 
 
    My tears had fallen onto the boy’s grave, a rose had grown up from the fallen teardrop, and Markus had bidden me to pluck it. 
 
    The rose enabled me to travel out of the land of the dead, granting me safe passage over the boundary as long as I traveled before the sun had set. 
 
    I’d made it, but I would never forget the sight, sound, or smell of the walking, dripping corpses that came after me. 
 
    They were so different from Old Markus, who’d appeared as if he were still alive, both as a young knight, and as a grizzled old veteran. 
 
    And the banshee: She was the spirit of a long dead mother, protective, haunting, and very deadly to those she chose to attack. 
 
    Three different kinds of spirit, three different kinds of dead.  
 
    I turned to Chance, who was conferring with the headmistress. “Did you see any spirits, Chance?” I asked. 
 
    He turned to me with tired eyes, and I saw dark smudges under them. He nodded. 
 
    “I saw so many that at first I thought they were the students,” he whispered. 
 
    THE STUDENTS! 
 
    The group that was with us was just a small part of the student body of Titania Academy. Most of the student body had remained in the castle when we’d gone to visit The Oak King and present him with our handmade gifts. 
 
    It seemed so long ago. 
 
    I looked at Professor Ó Baoghill. The headmistress had a stricken look on her face as she spoke with Professor Farryn, Brendan, and the few other teachers who’d come on the journey. 
 
    I could not imagine what the other students still in the castle must be going through, but I wanted to help. 
 
    So many of my magic tools were still in the castle, in the chest up in my dorm. 
 
    I looked over at Liesl, and she met my eyes with a worried look. 
 
    My enchanted rose, my magic locket, my cloak, my diary, so many things... 
 
    At least I have my stick. 
 
    I patted my inner pocket, feeling the firm, reassuring firmness of my wand. I had gotten it earlier than the other students, from the magical forest and the Keeper of the Trails, the year I’d been ejected from Titania Academy and he had deemed I was in enough danger to require the possession of a wand. 
 
    I hadn’t known how to use it; heck, I was just barely learning to use it now, but I had it, by God. I had a wand. 
 
    I kept my hand on the firm outline of my stick while I looked around at the adults and listened in to the plans they were forming. 
 
    “We have to circle around to the side,” Chance was saying. “The breach is dripping forward, onto the front steps and the lawn beyond.” 
 
    Dripping? What does he mean? 
 
    Everything was quiet for just a few seconds while we all took a deep breath and thought about our next moves. 
 
    Suddenly, there was a loud crashing off in the distance. I won’t lie, I jumped out of my skin, or nearly. Chance peered into the dark trees.  
 
    I ducked my head and huddled down low with Liesl. 
 
    “What do you think that was?” she whispered. 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know, I didn’t think the castle was under siege,” I whispered. 
 
    The crash came again, this time closer. 
 
    Chance and Brendan (in his huge form, and still holding Naomi, who had passed out), and some other upper classmen, gathered in a group, wands in their hands. 
 
    I stared at Brendan’s wand. It was clear crystal. 
 
    I thought all wands were made of wood, from the forest trees. 
 
    The dwarf caught my questioning gaze and winked, then leaned over and whispered, “Not all trees are made of wood.” 
 
    My eyes went wide in realization. We had learned of this last semester. 
 
    Brendan’s home was beyond the dwarven mountains, near the Crystal Trees forest. 
 
    I made a mental note to sit down with the dwarf and have a long conversation with him. I had a million questions. 
 
    All these thoughts went by in the space of a few seconds. Meanwhile, Chance and the other older Fae Folk had moved into a wide circle, with the younger students in the middle. 
 
    The crash came again. 
 
    “We can’t stay here,” said Professor Ó Baoghill. “Let’s try to get back to the castle. No matter its state, or the breach over it, we have resources not only inside Titania Academy castle, but nearby as well.” 
 
    We began to progress forward, to the east, as stealthily as a crowd of several dozen can move. It was quieter than I thought it’d be, but we still made noise. 
 
    We had advanced about a hundred and fifty feet, and I thought I could make out the ground of the castle just ahead. I detected open space, an absence of thick forest. 
 
    We moved closer. And closer. 
 
    “Holly, I’m so glad to walk next to you,” murmured Liesl. “You are positively warm.” 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    We proceeded forward. 
 
    Strangely, the shadows seemed to be deepening, even with the permanent lights set up in front of the castle and the special plants that grew all along the edge, attracting pixies and fireflies. The illumination of the night should be getting brighter as we crept forward, but it wasn’t. It was getting darker. 
 
    Much darker. 
 
    Another twenty feet, and we stopped. 
 
    The forest was nearly pitch black. 
 
    I raised my hand in front of my face and could barely distinguish the outline of my fingers. This, after my eyes had grown accustomed to the dim middle-of-the-night outer Fae Folk forest. 
 
    “What is going on?” Laura whispered beside me. Liesl was on my other side, and stood stock-still, barely breathing, her wide eyes scanning the area around us.  
 
    No one could see anything. 
 
    “The Academy grounds are just ahead,” I heard Chance say. 
 
    Several lights suddenly appeared, and the headmistress and Professor Ferry came into view, holding their wands aloft; the entire lengths of them glowed brightly, illuminating the immediate area. 
 
    We could see. 
 
    Renée gasped, and Brendan swung about, the form of Naomi barely visible in his arms. 
 
    An unearthly howl arose from the trees just ahead, growing louder by the second until it raised the hairs on my arms. 
 
    A wind blew through the trees from the same direction: the direction of not only the castle Academy, but also the breach. 
 
    The breach to the land of the dead. 
 
    A faint light was coming toward us, from the trees ahead.  
 
    I squinted, trying to see what it was. 
 
    Chance stood up, leaning forward. Professor Ó Baoghill did a double take. 
 
    Professor Farryn looked up and jumped. 
 
    “Run,” he said. “RUN!” 
 
    “What? Why?” Brendan said. “What is it?” 
 
    Suddenly, the headmistress turned toward us, an alarming look on her face. She nodded. “Farryn is right, we need to run...” 
 
    She never got a chance to finish her sentence. Something hit the side of our party hard, knocking several of us off our feet. 
 
    Whatever it was screamed. 
 
    Almost sounds like a jaguar. 
 
    My familiars began growling, a low, dangerous sound that should have given any attacker a pause. 
 
    The thing kept coming. 
 
    It bowled into the inner circle and hit us head on. 
 
    Aspen yelped and went down, a bloody gash on her shoulder. 
 
    Tundra whirled and jumped on me, knocking me to the ground. She then lay on top of me, covering me with her wolfy body. 
 
    Liesl shrieked in fear and took off running, but only got a few steps before she was cut down as well; she fell to the forest floor and lay still, blood flowing from a cut on her face. Her eyes were closed, she was unconscious. 
 
    I crawled over to her, Tundra crawling with me. 
 
    I could hear screams all around me. 
 
    I reached my roommate’s side and put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Liesl,” I whispered, and got no response. 
 
    I put my fingers to her throat and felt a fluttery pulse. 
 
    She’s alive, thank goodness. 
 
    A blast from my side made me look, and I saw Professor Ó Baoghill, crouched behind a tree, firing spells from her wand like a small cannon, a determined look on her face. 
 
    Her coiffed updo was coming apart, and several strands of hair were flipped over her face, the locks floating in the air as the headmistress moved about, dodging and firing, repeatedly. 
 
    “Professor,” I whispered urgently, “What is it? What attacked us?” 
 
    “Ghoul,” she answered distractedly. 
 
    My blood ran cold. 
 
    One of the more dangerous specters, originating from the realm of the dead, capable of doing living beings physical harm. Great harm. They had been known to maim or even kill, I remembered from my second-year studies. 
 
    I scooched to lie alongside Liesl, trying to shield her from further harm. Tundra lay along my other side, her head hanging over my shoulders and pointed off to the side, growling her low, dangerous warning growl. 
 
    “It’s moved!” called out Professor Farryn from somewhere nearby. 
 
    “Mark it, then. It’s going in and out of sight,” Brendan called out from nearby. 
 
    Movement caught my eye, and Professor Ó Baoghill suddenly leapt forward, her wand held aloft.  
 
    “Professor! No!” cried Chance from a dozen feet away. 
 
    The headmistress uttered a spell, a small bolt of lightning arched from her wand to something behind a tree, and I heard an audible yelp, then silence. 
 
    Brendan came crashing through the undergrowth, his arms empty of Naomi. 
 
    He must’ve set her down someplace. 
 
    I hope. 
 
    “Professor, that was dangerous,” he said to the headmistress. 
 
    “Brendan, I’m fine. And look, it’s now marked,” said Professor Ó Baoghill, indicating something not far away. 
 
    I raised my head to look. 
 
    A faint but bright pink mist was flowing upward from something behind the trees. It zipped back and forth, as if trying to free itself from something that had a hold of it. 
 
    Brendan, Renée, and Chance came forward, and were soon joined by Professor Farryn and a few other teachers. They all came to stand in a line with Professor Ó Baoghill. All had their wands pointed at the pink mist. 
 
    The thing howled again, a low moaning that grew in volume, as if in warning. 
 
    The Fae Folk began hitting it with spells, electricity arcing from wand after wand. The ghoul’s position could be clearly seen, because of the pink mist that marked it, but we could not see the ghoul itself.  
 
    The line of Fae Folk continued to hit it with spells as they slowly moved forward. 
 
    From what I could see, the pink light kept inching backward, its retreat clearly an unwilling one. 
 
    They’re herding it. 
 
    The powerful Faerie Folk slowly moved forward, toward the castle ground, forcing the ghoul to retreat from the bulk of the students. They made progress very slowly, pushing it back inch by recalcitrant inch. 
 
    After some ten minutes, the thing suddenly made a break to the side, and moving so fast the pink mist marker could not keep up with it. 
 
    The ghoul circled around and suddenly darted back toward us, faster than the eye could follow. 
 
    There was a scream, and one of the first-years went down. 
 
    “GET IT!” screamed the headmistress. 
 
    Brendan lunged forward, still huge, but moving at breakneck speed. The dwarf’s strength and power of the dwarf was evident as he flashed forward and tackled the ghoul, throwing it to the ground. 
 
    I leapt up and ran forward, unable to stop myself, my heart in my throat. Brendan was dear to me, and an important part of my life, although I didn’t see him as much as I’d like. 
 
    Chance got there ahead of me, having jumped forward a step behind his dwarven friend. As we approached the big man, he screamed. 
 
    I fumbled for my wand, my heart racing. 
 
    Chance crouched, his hand on the still form of Brendan the dwarf.  
 
    Brendan’s eyes were open and unseeing. 
 
    A mottled dark form was pinned under the dwarf, black smoke rising from it. 
 
    “Clear away! Stand back!” yelled Professor Farryn as he ran forward, his diminutive form traveling as fast as it could. The professor’s wand was extended. 
 
    We gathered around in a circle, Brendan and the ghoul in the middle. 
 
    “Stay back a ways,” Professor Ó Baoghill said. No one listened to her. 
 
    Brendan’s eyes were fluttering, and he let out a groan, then another scream. 
 
    “It’s burning him!” cried Renée. 
 
    “I’m going to roll him off the thing,” said Chance quietly, kneeling on one knee, his hand still on his friend. He reached with both hands and gently pulled Brendan to the side. 
 
    Professor Farryn pointed his wand at the dark smear on the ground. He murmured a few words and magic arced from his wand, and a sheen enveloped the ghoul, encasing it. 
 
    Brendan groaned as he rolled off the ghoul, but seemed to be feeling better from not being in direct contact with the undead creature. 
 
    I bent and looked down. Professor Farryn’s spell had wrapped the ghoul in a shiny pearl of smoke. The surface seemed to swirl as if the binding was a cloud, but it held the creature fast. 
 
    We could finally get a good look at the thing. 
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    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Black Puddle 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ghoul was curled up inside the pearly swirling mist that Professor Farryn had cast on it. It seemed to be slowly tightening around the creature, which was writhing at being bound. 
 
    It was trapped. 
 
    I leaned forward to get a better look and jumped back suddenly when the thing turned its face to stare at me. 
 
    It was the size of a small bear, but it looked like a misshapen old man, with features that were out of a nightmare.  
 
    Its nose was three times too large, as were its ears. The eyes that looked back at us were bloodshot and had pus pooled in them. The cheeks were hollow, but flushed red. There were rotten bits, in patches all over its face.  
 
    It was clothed in moss and garments that were so old they were rotting off of its body. They were thin and gauzy, as if they had been through a thousand years of wear and tear. 
 
    It stunk of the grave. 
 
    I heard a “pbblllt” and, looking down, I saw something was oozing out of its skin in several places. A large green pustule on its arm suddenly grew larger and then burst, and thick, pale yellow pus slowly dribbled out. I watched, mesmerized, as it slowly dripped down the side of its arm and finally dropped on the forest floor. It sunk into the ground as if it was melting the leaves, and finally disappeared. 
 
    I watched the hole it made, feeling something was about to happen, and I was not disappointed.  
 
    Within minutes, a black gooey tar-like substance bubbled up from the hole, and rose a few inches, before spilling over onto the leaves. It kept coming, and soon there was a small puddle of the stuff. 
 
    We backed away from it. 
 
    The thick, black puddle slowly grew larger, and larger still, until it touched the ghoul caught in the spell. The contact galvanized the ghoul, which began to blubber and giggle madly. 
 
    I tried to make out what it was saying, but it was gibberish to my ears. 
 
    “You don’t ever want to be able to understand that language,” murmured Professor Farryn beside us, making us jump in surprise as his whisper broke the silence.  
 
    I had to ask. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    He looked at me. “That is the language of the dead, spoken in the underworld. Spoken in Ghûlheim, the vast city at the center of that place,” he said quietly. 
 
    My breath quickened and an icy shiver jerked my torso suddenly. “Um, the underworld?” 
 
    The Master of Quests nodded, continued. “The land of the dead is a place no living person has ever been to.” He thought for a moment. “Except one, once. A child lured through a ghoul gate and stolen away.” 
 
    I held my breath. “Did he ever get out?” 
 
    Professor Farryn looked thoughtful, raising his eyes back up to mine. He nodded. “But only because he had help. Exquisite help from two extremely powerful beings who had the ability to go into the underworld and return.” 
 
    “I thought you said the underworld was a place living people could not go,” said Liesl beside me. 
 
    Professor Farryn’s voice was dreamy, quiet, and far away as he recalled. “Let me reword it: No living person should ever go into the land of the dead. He or she will not live long. The only reason this boy was able to return still alive is because of Silas and Lupescu, and even then, the rescue was almost unsuccessful.” 
 
    “How did Silas and Lupescu themselves get out alive?” Liesl whispered. 
 
    The small, powerful mountain gnome had a small smile on his face. “Silas is undead, and Lupescu is a hell hound. Or was, before she was lost in battle.” 
 
    “Friends of yours?” asked Renée, nearby. 
 
    “Oh, no. No, no. Alas, I do not run in such circles,” murmured Professor Farryn. “No, the tale of Silas and Lupescu rescuing Bod is relatively recent history, and happened several decades ago. I teach the tale, and there is much, much more surrounding it, in the seventh-year class on Legend and Lore. I hope you will all take it when the time comes.” He smiled at us. 
 
    “I have one more question, professor,” Liesl said. 
 
    Suddenly, Renée gripped my arm. “It’s watching us...” 
 
    We froze and all stared at the ghoul. Its eyes were looking straight at us, unblinking. 
 
    The black tar puddle had grown to several feet in diameter. The ghoul, wrapped in the misty spell, was just on the edge of the puddle.  
 
    We watched as it stared at us. 
 
    It began to teeter as the ground beneath it was soaked with the black tar ooze. 
 
    The ghoul slowly grinned at us. It was chilling. 
 
    As we watched, the thing, still caught in the spell, languidly tipped over and fell into the puddle. We watched in astonishment as it fell into the black tar, and through it, as if it was a deep pool instead of a puddle an inch deep on the forest floor. It disappeared in an oily bloop, and was gone. 
 
    I blinked in surprise, and leaned over to stare into the black puddle. Chance grabbed my arm and pulled me back, and I glanced at him questioningly. He looked pointedly at the puddle.  
 
    “Professor Farryn just told us no living person would survive long in the land of the dead,” said Chance. 
 
    My eyes went wider, and as I glanced back at the dark pool, fear crept into my mouth and rendered me speechless. 
 
    We all slowly backed away from the puddle, which was sluggishly, gradually, growing larger. 
 
    If it kept expanding, the thing could take over the whole forest. 
 
    And then the whole Fae Folk land! 
 
    I felt sick to my stomach as I stared at it. 
 
    Professor Ó Baoghill came forward then, as well as Professor Farryn and Chance. 
 
    “Oh, not one of these again,” she murmured. “Quickly now, let get the elixir mixed. Farryn, do you have your travel alchemy box?” 
 
    “Got it right here, Minerva,” the mountain gnome said heartily. “Never travel anywhere without it. Always put it in my bag when I get dressed. Never leave my quarters unless I’ve got it with me. Would feel naked if it was missing.” 
 
    He’s babbling. He must be afraid, too. 
 
    I watched as the three moved to a dozen feet away from the puddle’s edge, and sat together facing each other. 
 
    Professor Farryn withdrew a small, old box from the pouch on his belt. He opened the box and took out the smallest mortar and pestle I’d ever seen. 
 
    The three were quickly adding a dozen different ingredients from each of their own travel pouch, and there was spittle and blood from pricked fingers mixed in. 
 
    Chance handed over a few ounces of berries. “I hope this will be enough. I’m almost out.” 
 
    Professor Ó Baoghill looked at him sternly. “Really, Mister Mac Craith. Don’t ever let that happen again. The minute you can replenish alchemy stores, do so, in every instance. We are currently in an emergency, and you never know when one will strike...” 
 
    Professor Farryn patter the headmistress’s arm. “It’s okay, it’s okay, it’s enough for the elixir.” He took the berries from Chance, adding them to the mixture in the mortar, and went to work grinding and turning the pestle, while leaning into it. 
 
    The headmistress gave Chance one more disapproving look, blowing air out of her nose in disgruntlement.  
 
    Chance held his hands up, and mouthed, “It won’t happen again, professor.” 
 
    “See that it doesn’t, Mac Craith. I expect better from an upperclassman of your stature,” the professor murmured quietly. 
 
    Professor Farryn finished grinding the berries in, and added more blood and spittle, until the elixir was a watery paste. He stood up carefully, and scooped the mixture onto his fingers. 
 
    Professor Farryn stepped closer to the black tar puddle, holding up his three fingers to the moonlight and murmuring a few choice magical words. 
 
    The paste began to glow with magic. It was a bright, golden glow, and it illuminated the forest for a dozen feet in every direction. 
 
    Doctor Farryn finally stopped, his boots a foot from the puddle. He glanced over at Brendan. “Hold me?” 
 
    The dwarf nodded, and carefully wrapped his arms around professor Farryn from behind. 
 
    Brendan nodded, whispering, “Okay.” 
 
    Professor Farryn took a deep breath, and chanted loudly, magical words that I heard and instantly forgot. He lifted his fingers high, and the moonlight glinted off the gold sparkle. He then brought down his hand swiftly, flicking the elixir into the black tar puddle that I now understood was a way in to the land of the dead. 
 
    The bright golden paste sprayed over the puddle in a thousand pieces. 
 
    There was a blinding flash of light. 
 
    I held my breath. 
 
    Suddenly, a huge explosion blew us all off our feet and back a dozen yards. 
 
    There was a general confusion. 
 
    “Did you do it right?”  
 
    “Are you sure you mixed it correctly?” 
 
    “Why didn’t it work?” 
 
    “I assure you, Minerva, I mixed it correctly. This shouldn’t have happened.” 
 
    “Well, we have to try again, for God’s sakes. The puddle is now twice as big.” 
 
    “Fine, fine, I’ll mix it again. Wait, Mac Craith said those were his last zchaba berries.” 
 
    “Mac Craith! Didn’t I tell you!” 
 
    “I’ve got some here, professor.” 
 
    “Oh, my goodness, who said that?” 
 
    “Me. Naomi. I’ve got my pouch here. There are fresh zchaba berries I picked just before we started out on the journey here.” Her voice sounded so weak. She fumbled for a leather pouch and handed it to her sister. 
 
    Renée took them gratefully, hugged her injured sister, and brought them to Professor Farryn, who was hard at work grinding a new elixir in his mortar and pestle. 
 
    “Miss Page, I can’t thank you enough,” said Professor Ó Baoghill. “Thank you.” The headmistress smiled gratefully at the injured young lady, then turned to the mountain gnome. 
 
    We all stood and watched as the professor created a second elixir. 
 
    “The berries are plumper. I think this one will work,” he said as he worked. 
 
    Half an hour later, we were all standing at the edge of the black tar pool again. This time, it was at least ten feet across. 
 
    I looked worriedly at the sticky-looking puddle. The moonlight just got sucked into it; it would not reflect any light back. 
 
    It looked unhealthy. Diseased. 
 
    Professor Farryn, Brendan holding him from behind, went through the same motions as before.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if it was my imagination or not, but the soft paste on his fingers looked different this time. It glowed from within with magic, and the gold color that worked itself up when the professor said his magic spell seemed even brighter. Blindingly brighter. 
 
    He stood at the puddle’s edge. 
 
    We all held our breath. 
 
    He flicked the paste out onto the surface of the puddle that we guessed was a portal to the underworld. 
 
    There was a blinding light as it hit; I squeezed my eyes shut and turned my head. 
 
    This time there was no explosion. We weren’t thrown back. 
 
    There was utter silence. 
 
    I opened my eyes. 
 
    The forest floor was back to normal, the black tar pool had disappeared. 
 
    I sighed in relief. 
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    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    The Haunted Castle 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We all grinned at each other. I laughed out loud. Chance and Brendan high-fived each other. The headmistress clapped a hand over Professor Farryn’s shoulders.  
 
    We were in a great mood! 
 
    “It’s a wonderful thing, when a living spell corrects a bit of dead alchemy, isn’t it?” said Renée, chuckling in delight. 
 
    We gathered up all our things and began walking. Chance had said it was just a ten-minute hike to the edge of the forest and onto the grounds proper of Titania Academy. 
 
    We’d be home soon! 
 
    I couldn’t wait to sleep in my own bed, although I wasn’t sure if that would be possible with the breach to the land of the dead having opened in the sky right over the castle. 
 
    “Chance,” I asked, “is the castle safe?” 
 
    He turned to me and grimaced, and shook his head. 
 
    A small creeping fear inched its way back into my mind. 
 
    We hiked on. 
 
    I could see a clearing of trees just ahead, and I quickened my pace, suddenly feeling invigorated. 
 
    Just making progress to get back home seemed wonderful. 
 
    I overheard Renée and Liesl talking quietly as we hiked. 
 
    “Be careful,” Renée was whispering. “That ghouls are in the land of the living is an incredibly bad sign.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” whispered Liesl. 
 
    “I mean, those things don’t belong here. I’ve heard legends that they spread the darkness out from wherever they go. Once, one was trapped in an old stone prison. Within a day, it had tripled itself. I mean, there were three of the things,” murmured Renée. 
 
    I heard Liesl gasp. 
 
    “And the stone building,” said Renée, “which had been built very well, and had walls several inches thick? It burst and melted the next night.” 
 
    “When was this, Renée?” I leaned over and asked. 
 
    She glanced over at me. “Sometime during the seventh century.” 
 
    My eyes went wide. 
 
    “Hey! Stop!” Brendan had planted his feet squarely, and stood at the edge of the trees, and looked out onto the side lawn of the castle grounds. 
 
    We gathered next to Brendan, and he put his arms out to hold us back. “Be careful,” he said in a serious voice. 
 
    “Why? What’s the problem,” said Liesl. 
 
    I stood next to Professor Ó Baoghill, my arm around the trunk of a tree, and looked out onto the grass lawn. 
 
    It was three or four in the morning, and the moon had risen to its apex and was slowly sliding down the other side of the night sky. 
 
    We should be able to see the breach over the castle. 
 
    I looked at the castle, which appeared very dark and ominous, not at all what I was expecting. There was the fissure in the night sky over the castle; it looked about a half a mile high. You couldn’t see it, really. But you could see it was a black tear in the sky and the stars were missing. 
 
    I remembered last summer when the rip in the sky over the forest and part of the lawn had appeared. They’d had to repair it with magic. It had taken a few days preparations and a few hours to complete. 
 
    The other tear in reality had led to the human world. To Dublin. You could see the city of Dublin through it, as if the land had been inverted and we were in a cloud looking down on the bright city. 
 
    This was different. 
 
    The tear was black. Pitch black. The stars could not be seen where the breach was. So the black tear looked as if it were a physical thing. 
 
    But as my eyes adjusted to what I was looking at, I gasped. 
 
    Through the tear in the sky, I could see the land of the dead. Very faintly, but I could see it. 
 
    Ghouls that were visible were flitting through the air just inside the tear. I saw a bright smudge and squinted my eyes and saw that it was a massive skeleton, flying through the sky on skeleton wings. 
 
    What the heck is that? 
 
    Just as the thought flickered through my head, I realized the answer: It was the skeleton of a dragon, flying through the sky in the land of the dead. 
 
    The underworld had plenty of life, it was just all... 
 
    ...dead. 
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes off it. I kept seeing new things through the tear. Creatures I could not identify. Creatures out of a nightmare. 
 
    “Holly,” said Liesl. I heard her, but I was unwilling to take my eyes off the view of the underworld. It was morbidly fascinating. My eyes started to water and burn. 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    “Holly,” Liesl said again, pulling at my sleeve to get my attention. 
 
    “What?” I said without taking my eyes off the sky. 
 
    “Look,” she said. 
 
    “I am looking,” I replied. 
 
    “No, look. Look at the grass,” Liesl insisted, pulling at my sleeve again. 
 
    I felt irritation at her. I pulled my eyes from the sky and glanced down at the lawn. “What? What is it?” 
 
    It just looked like grass. The same old grass we’d both walked on a million times. The same grass we’d sat on for picnics, for faires, for the three-legged race I’d run with Chance. The same lawn we’d all had our flying lessons on. I stared down at it. 
 
    I don’t get it. 
 
    The blades of grass fluttered softly in the breeze. I could see the moonlit glinting off the lawn; I could see it sparkling in places. 
 
    It was the same old grass. 
 
    I glanced around the area right in front of me.  
 
    Grass. 
 
    It was all grass. 
 
    It was all... 
 
    I froze. 
 
    A creeping iciness dropped on me from head to foot as I realized what I was looking at. 
 
    It wasn’t just blades of grass on the lawn. 
 
    It was hundreds of puddles of black tar. Creeping. Moving. Inching its way along. 
 
    I looked to my right and left. More black tar. 
 
    I raised my eyes and looked out over the vast lawn. It was very hard to make out in the pitch-black darkness. 
 
    I glanced upward. A cloud had moved in front of the moon. 
 
    I looked back down. 
 
    It can’t be. 
 
    I reached out with the toe of my boot to nudge a tuft of grass that lay just next to the roots of the tree I was clutching. The leaves of the forest lay just there. Surely it wouldn’t hurt to just... reach out... with my boot... 
 
    Brendan’s leg reached out sideways and slammed my foot back, startling me. I glanced up at the huge dwarf and he shook his head sharply. The message was clear: NO. 
 
    I glanced down at the grass I had been about to touch with the toe of my boot. It rippled suddenly, looking oily. There was no breeze that would ripple blades of grass that much. 
 
    The grass nearly flattened then, almost as if the black pool was alive. 
 
    I shuddered and backed up a step. I had almost touched it. It probably would have sucked me in and I’d have ended up... 
 
    I closed my eyes, not wanting to think about it.  
 
    I backed up farther into the trees and walked over to where Professor Ó Baoghill and Professor Farryn were conferring. 
 
    It was decided. We would go around. 
 
    We hiked at the treeline, or a few feet back from it, until we came ’round to the front of the castle. 
 
    It took about twenty minutes, and we walked together, not wanting to lose anyone who stumbled onto the grass by accident. 
 
    We stood there for a few minutes and viewed the castle. Our home. Titania Academy. 
 
    I felt a surge of sadness come over me. It looked as if the black tar puddles stopped at the stone walkway and the stairs. Soon, the castle would be surrounded by the stuff. 
 
    A frightening thought suddenly entered my head. “What happens when it completely surrounds the castle?” I asked out loud. “Will Titania Academy fall into the void and be sucked through to the underworld?” I heard my questioning voice end in a high-pitched squeal, and I felt a flare of hatred at how I sounded. But nobody said anything. 
 
    “I don’t know, Miss Ó Cuilinn,” said Professor Ó Baoghill. “It seems like a possibility.” 
 
    NO. 
 
    I stepped forward, my hands coming up. 
 
    I closed my eyes and summoned my powers. I felt an icy surge well up inside me. My hands glowed with a blue light. I surged up my natural-born power for a few seconds, then thrust my hands out toward the grass. 
 
    Blue icy wind flowed out and onto the lawn, hitting each black puddle.  
 
    I watched, expectantly.  
 
    Each time the cold touched a puddle of black tar, the blackness at first froze, ice crystals spreading out across the surface of the puddle, but then, as I watched, I could see the tar ripple, seem to move, and the cold icy crystals melted. The tar overcame the cold. 
 
    Was my magic useless against this black tar from the land of the dead? 
 
    I extended my hands again, this time summoning up a vision of coldness in my mind.  
 
    My hands glowed red hot in response. I soon had scorching heat, rippling the air with its fiery essence, the blistering air descending like an oven over the grass. The green blades that were in between the black tar puddles withered in the heat. 
 
    The black tar seemed to absorb the heat, until I could see the tar bubbling and boiling. 
 
    I watched. 
 
    Would it dry it out? Evaporate it? Burn it to a crisp? 
 
    I was hoping for the latter, but no puddle caught fire. Not one. 
 
    Isn’t tar flammable? 
 
    Huh. 
 
    I guess magical black tar that’s a portal to the underworld does not burn. 
 
    Hell is said to be on fire; maybe the tar from hell is immune to burning. It would have to be, I guess. 
 
    I shook my head out of its reverie and stared out onto the dark lawn in front of the school. The black tar puddles seemed to stare back at me in defiance. My freezing cold and my blazing heat? Had done nothing. Not a thing. 
 
    I sighed in disappointment. 
 
    The others were conferring again, and I turned to listen in. 
 
    “Maybe we should try to walk in between the puddles?” 
 
    “The puddles are moving. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “We could do it. I know I could do it.” 
 
    “No, it’s too dangerous. Seriously.” 
 
    “Okay, what if we circle around to the other side of the castle?” 
 
    “Might work. I saw some areas that still looked clear.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    We walked around and over to the right side. This was the side the walkway came from, the road that led down the side of the forest, and eventually to the human world. 
 
    I’d been brought to Titania Academy in a carriage driven down this very road. 
 
    We stared as the road came into view.  
 
    I exhaled in relief. The road was not affected. 
 
    “It’s one of the Old Ways. Lilitu’s dark magic cannot touch it,” said Professor Farryn. 
 
    My eyebrows curled in puzzlement. “ ‘Dark magic’?” I asked. 
 
    The diminutive professor turned to me. “I was just being poetic, Miss Ó Cuilinn. I mean, otherworldly magic. Our Fae Folk magic, our powers, they are from this planet. Of the Earth, as it were. Lilitu, being not from this planet, no matter how long it’s been on Earth, has different powers. Not very compatible with ours, and not very recognizable,” he said. He shrugged, “I don’t really know much about them, and I wouldn’t know where to begin to teach about them, in a classroom setting. In fact, you students are getting a firsthand education on dark magic right here. Oh, er... I mean, otherworldly magic.” 
 
    “That’s okay, Farryn,” Professor Ó Baoghill said, stepping up to where we stood. “The term ‘dark magic’ is very appropriate for the situation. And I think everyone here, as well as everyone in the Faerie Realm, would understand the meaning quite clearly.” She smiled grimly. 
 
    “Indeed, headmistress,” Professor Farryn said, nodding thoughtfully. 
 
    Brendan and Chance walked up just then. 
 
    I had no idea they’d gone off scouting ahead. 
 
    “Okay, we can cross the road, and the Faun Café seems to be untouched so far,” Chance said, panting slightly. 
 
    “We ran all the way back,” Brendan grinned. “The black tar puddles are nowhere near the café!” 
 
    “Oh, that’s marvelous news,” the headmistress said with a smile. “Let’s make our way there, and we can make plans from that point.” 
 
    We trotted eagerly through the trees, across the gravel road, and into the far trees again. I noticed the black tar puddles had a faint smell, a smell that disappeared as we got closer to the Faun Café. Enthusiasm blossomed in me. In all of us, really.  
 
    Finally, something is going our way! 
 
    We got to the Faun Café and found it crowded with students and teachers who’d fled the castle proper. 
 
    My heart fell as we approached the café and saw how full it was of students. 
 
    The headmistress hurried up to confer with the few professors who were there. 
 
    We waited nervously, pacing for a few minutes. When we saw the impromptu meeting was going to last a while, Chance, Liesl, Renée, and I sat at a table.  
 
    Renée glanced over at the healer, Mrs. Ó Bambury, who’d immediately assessed the situation with the new group and had taken charge. 
 
    “Healer’s got a makeshift infirmary set up in the back storeroom, and Naomi’s been taken back,” Renée said nervously. 
 
    I put my hand on hers. “I’m sure Mrs. Ó Bambury has the situation in hand. She’s an incredible doctor; if Naomi can make a full recovery, it’ll be under Healer’s care.” 
 
    Renée looked grateful, a small smile on her face. “You think so? Oh, I hope so!” 
 
    “I’m sure of it,” I said. “Don’t even worry a bit.” 
 
    “And we can go visit her in a while, after the healer’s had a chance to help her,” said Liesl. 
 
    Renée glanced once more over her shoulder in the direction her sister had been taken, then turned back to us. 
 
    A waiter was placing teacups in front of us. 
 
    “Headmistress has ordered these for everyone,” he said softly. “Healing tea, to bolster the spirit and the body.” 
 
    I grasped the flower teacup and took a sip, and was rewarded with a warm nectar flowing down my throat and into my middle. I felt a glowing sensation in my torso, and took another sip. 
 
    “Ohh, that’s better,” Chance murmured, setting his empty flower cup down. The waiter instantly refilled it, then set a full teapot on the table, and left. 
 
    We spent the next few minutes sipping the restorative nectar and nibbling on warm scones split with butter. 
 
    “This has been the weirdest day in a long time,” chuckled Liesl looking around. “I mean, it’s just before dawn, an ancient demon spirit has opened a portal to the underworld in the sky over our school, and we’re here sipping nectar out of flower teacups.” She took another small bite out of her scone. 
 
    Tam and Laura ran up just then. 
 
    “Oh! There you are!” said Tam, breathlessly. “Did you hear? Did anyone tell you?” 
 
    “Tell us what?” I asked. 
 
    “The castle! And the horticulture grounds. They’ve been overrun!” He gasped. 
 
    I blinked. “We know.” 
 
    “Pip has gone missing, too!” Tam squeaked. 
 
    “Who?” asked Liesl. 
 
    “The dragon, the baby dragon that hatched from the egg you brought back from Skye, remember?” said Laura. 
 
    I felt the blood drain out of my face. “That dragon was an infant. He wouldn’t have gone off, away from his stable and his food, unless...” 
 
    “Tam, you know he was stolen,” Laura gave her brother a frown. “They told you he was stolen.” 
 
    Tam’s lower lip trembled and his eyes filled with unshed tears. He looked at his feet and nodded. 
 
    Laura put her arm on his shoulders. “They’ll get him back, I’m certain.” 
 
    “Who?” I asked. 
 
    She turned to me and shook her head, remaining silent. 
 
    Just then, Professors Ó Baoghill and Farryn walked up.  
 
    “Oh, good, you’re all here,” the headmistress said. “I have some news.” 
 
    Chance and I sat up, interested. 
 
    “What is it, professor?” asked Liesl. 
 
    “The castle, it’s... er... there are... Oh, I guess there’s no easy way to say this. The castle has been overrun,” the headmistress said. 
 
    “We figured,” I said. “Wait, do you mean. What exactly do you mean, headmistress?” 
 
    I had pictured... shoot, I wasn’t sure what I had pictured. I looked at the professor expectantly. 
 
    “Well, there’s been an infiltration... uhh,” the headmistress trailed off, looking upset. 
 
    Professor Farryn stepped forward. 
 
    “The castle’s been overrun by ghouls and other undead things that dribbled out of the breach from the land of the dead,” he said in clipped tones. “The castle is now haunted.” 
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    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Dark Breach 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Okay, wait,” I said, putting my hands out, palms forward. “What do you mean? We encountered that ghoul in the forest a few hours ago. That’s didn’t mean the forest was haunted.” I stared at the science professor. 
 
    “That is correct, Miss Ó Cuilinn,” he replied. “But the ghoul we saw in the forest was a singular creature. Now, if we saw hundreds of ghouls in the forest, if we saw the black tar puddles everywhere, and not only on the ground but in the branches of trees; if the trees themselves became so distraught they began weeping blood tears; if the very air of the forest started moaning and groaning as if it carried the tormented souls of the damned; if the forest air became unbreathable because of green noxious fumes that emanated from Ghûlheim itself, then it would be a different matter.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. 
 
    I heard Liesl and Renée gasp almost inaudibly. 
 
    The area was silent with what Professor Farryn had said so matter-of-factly. 
 
    For just ten seconds, no one moved. 
 
    Then we all jumped up and ran toward the end of the path, where the stones met the grass. Where we could see Titania Academy castle. 
 
    Chairs were toppled in our haste. 
 
    “Let me lead, let me lead!” cried Brendan, hurrying to scamper in front of us and change from his normal dwarf form, which he’d transformed into so he could more easily sit at the table and eat his sandwich, to his larger, more formidable giant dwarf self, in which I had first met him. 
 
    Chance followed last, reluctantly taking one last drag of his large mug of hot cocoa. He knew it would be a long time before he tasted it again, or at least it seemed he knew, as he let out a loud sigh of resignation. The Faun Café had some of the richest, most dazzling hot cocoa in all the faerie lands, and normally one would never rush such a beverage. 
 
    We hurried down the stone walkway, our shoes slapping noisily against the pavers as we ran. 
 
    I reached the end of the path at the same time as Brendan, and stopped carefully, not wanting to venture out on the dark lawn. There were far fewer puddles of black tar here, but I didn’t want to accidentally step into one and disappear into the land of the dead. 
 
    Liesl and Renée were beside me in a second, and Chance stood behind me, tall enough to look over my shoulder. 
 
    We stared into the predawn hours, not sure of what we were looking at. 
 
    “Where is the castle?” I whispered. 
 
    “Where are the stars?” asked Liesl. 
 
    The forest where we stood, the stone path, the grass lawn that started a few inches from our feet, were all visible.  
 
    However, halfway across the lawn everything went black. Long before the stone pathway wound around the side and met the road and, beyond that, the stone steps leading up to the castle proper, everything was almost totally obscured by a smoky black mist that hung suspended in the air. 
 
    The castle itself had been completely obscured. The stars overhead had disappeared. We could not see the sky, just the mist. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, and through the trees that made up the forest where the Faun Café was located, where most of our classmates and teachers were sheltering. Up above and through the treetops, I could faintly make out a few twinkling stars. 
 
    The stars are there. They are just behind the black mist. 
 
    “Well, the castle was there a few hours ago, when I did reconnaissance,” Chance said drily. 
 
    Brendan playfully hit Chance with the side of his hand. 
 
    Professor Farryn and the headmistress came up just then, and stood looking out at the black mist. 
 
    I heard Renée sigh heavily. 
 
    Somewhere, behind that black mist, mist that had dribbled down from the breach that led to the land of the dead, was Titania Academy. My home. 
 
    I felt a surge of protectiveness. 
 
    “We need to fix this,” I said in a quiet voice. 
 
    “ ‘Fix this’? ‘Fix this’!? Exactly how are we supposed to fix this, Holly?” Liesl exclaimed in a panicky voice. 
 
    “Okay, calm down,” said Chance. “Holly is right.” 
 
    The headmistress drew Liesl back and began calming her down. I saw Professor Ó Baoghill as she shook her head and whispered to Liesl to calm down; that panic breeds more panic. 
 
    I took a deep breath. 
 
    I wasn’t sure why, but I felt a sense of calm. 
 
    Like the calm before a storm. Or the calm in the eye of a hurricane. 
 
    I turned to Chance. “We need to brainstorm. We are a talented magical school. Surely there must be something that can be done.” I turned to Professor Farryn. “Professor, you sealed the small breach through the puddle in the forest. Can we do something like that? Seal the breach in the sky? We did it with the breach through to the human world, leading into Dublin.” 
 
    The science professor slowly shook his head. “That breach was reparable because it was through to the human realm, and we already have multiple portals to and from that world,” he said slowly. “But this, this is a breach to Ghûlheim. It is a wholly unnatural rift. It should not be there. Ever.” 
 
    I felt frustrated. I looked back out at the lawn. At where the castle was supposed to be. My eyes strained to see through the black mist, but it was impenetrable.  
 
    A low moaning rose from the depths of the dark fog. 
 
    Great. Now it’s a haunted fog. 
 
    “Come on, Holly,” Chance gently pulled at my arm. Let’s go back and talk about this at the café.” 
 
    We slowly walked back, and I felt my shoulders slump in dejection. 
 
    As we seated ourselves back around the table, Doctor Farryn and Professor Ó Baoghill joined us. The faun waiter brought over flower teacups full of a strong coffee for them after the headmistress whispered the request to the young man. 
 
    They all talked in endless inane chitchat for a good ten minutes, while I remained quiet and my head sunk lower and lower until my cheek was lying on the table, and my half-lidded eyes looked out sideways onto the patio lit with faerie lights. 
 
    I felt awful. 
 
    How could they just talk and act as if we weren’t in the greatest emergency of our lives? Do they not realize that Titania Academy is our home? That it is lost to the powers of the dead land? Can’t they see that... 
 
    Wait. 
 
    What was Professor Farryn saying? 
 
    I listened keenly on the mountain gnome’s quiet words. 
 
    “...and if we can get all of us, at least twenty strong fae folk adults, to focus our power together, and use the ancient spell, we might be able to close the sky breach over the castle...” 
 
    I blinked and turned my head to face the others, raising myself a few inches off the table, and held my breath as I listened. 
 
    There was a hushed conversation concerning an ancient bit of magic that hadn’t been used in centuries... 
 
    “...an old spell...” 
 
    “...the Book of Gramarie...” 
 
    “...the book has it in the back...” 
 
    “...spell components...” 
 
    “...liberaterramortuis...” 
 
    “...no, it would have to be liberaterraviventium...” 
 
    “...where can we get it? It only blooms in summer...” 
 
    “...the book, it’s in my personal library, in my office...” 
 
    “...secret compartment, behind the outer bookcase...” 
 
    “...it’s death to go in the castle right now...” 
 
    “...then how?...” 
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    The discussion lasted hours, well into the morning, and more and more professors and upperclassmen got involved. In the end, it was decided that we’d form teams to accomplish different tasks that would be needed to seal the dark breach Lilitu had opened in the sky over Titania Academy. 
 
    One team would go into the castle and retrieve the book. Another would gather the spell components Professor Farryn already knew were needed. There would be a team that procured more components after we brought back the book: ingredients found in its pages that would complete the spell. There would be a team that used the spell Professor Farryn had used in the forest, and try to seal and dry up some of the black tar puddle portals on the lawn. Finally, there a team was assigned to work on getting The Holly King, The Oak King, and Queen Titania back from whatever realm they’d been thrust into. 
 
    We realized that if Lilitu had vanished along with the two kings and the Queen, and if Lilitu had managed to reappear at the castle, then the two kings and the Queen could be nearby. 
 
    It was not even a question of why didn’t they reappear. It was clear they would reappear if they could, considering the state of things. 
 
    The sun rose over the Faerie realm, a powerful star in the sky, and yet things didn’t really change much. The Faun Café and surrounding forest lightened a little, but the sky was still fitfully dim, like the dull yellow right before a tornado hits.  
 
    I had to explain this to my magical friends. It made them more worried. 
 
    Wherever the dark mist lay, it remained dark, as if night had not ended there. The castle, half the Academy grounds, parts of the forest, all remained as if it were midnight, and not nine o’clock in the morning. 
 
    We’d been up all night, and so we all retired to the vast storerooms under the Faun Café, and slept fitfully for four or five hours between casks of mellowed wine and stacked boxes of marshmallow fruit. Professor Ó Baoghill insisted and would not take ‘no’ for an answer. 
 
    Liesl and I lay down side by side on the burlap-covered floor, my familiars Aspen and Tundra stretched out on either side of me, a welcome presence in the cool cellar. My roommate and best friend talked together in whispers about the coming activities. 
 
    It had been decided that Chance, Brendan, Professor Farryn, I, and Renée would go into the castle after the Book of Gramarie. Liesl, Professor Ó Baoghill, Laura, Jess, and Tam would go foraging in the forest and castle grounds for the needed ingredients. They’d have to venture all the way past where the banshee resided.  
 
    I shuddered 
 
    “Well, I think you’re nuts for going into the haunted castle,” whispered Liesl, yawning into her hand. 
 
    I grinned, my eyes feeling heavy. I couldn’t wait. There was something about living in the underground subway tunnels in New York City that made darkness and spookiness second nature to me.  
 
    And I was going with Chance and Brendan, who were my strong men. I swear, I felt as if nothing bad could ever happen to me with those two around. And Professor Farryn, an extremely old and therefore extremely powerful Faerie Folk. And Renée, who was not only a straight-A student, but an absolute genius with wand work. 
 
    Wand work. 
 
    My eyes drifted close as I patted my inner pouch, feeling the firm thin stick there. 
 
    I knew I should call it a wand, but I’d mentally dubbed it ‘my magic stick’ when I got it, and it had stuck. 
 
    Liesl was snoring gently. 
 
    I soon joined her. 
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    We awoke in the afternoon, and as soon as my eyes popped open to the flurry of activity and noise coming from around me, I was in action.  
 
    Tundra and Aspen sensed something big was happening, and stayed glued to my side everywhere I went. 
 
    I quickly pulled my boots on and washed my face, then grabbed my small backpack and slung it over my shoulder. 
 
    I was outside and ready for action in less than seven minutes. 
 
    “Miss Ó Cuilinn, there you are,” the headmistress bustled up, checking that everything was ready everywhere. 
 
    “Have you got your wand?” Professor Ó Baoghill asked.  
 
    I nodded, patting my side to reassure myself. 
 
    “And have you got your sack?” The headmistress asked, looking behind me distractedly. She saw the backpack and nodded. 
 
    “And did you pack water?” she asked. 
 
    “Two bottles, headmistress,” I answered. “I am set to go.” I grinned and pumped my fist in the air. 
 
    “Oh?” Professor Ó Baoghill said, raising her eyebrow. “Have you had anything to eat?” 
 
    Huh? 
 
    “I thought so,” she said. “Go eat breakfast with the others, Miss Ó Cuilinn.” She waved over toward the tables. 
 
    I looked over. Chance and Renée were already seated and wolfing down eggs and toast with jam. 
 
    My stomach rumbled. 
 
    I nodded and walked over. The headmistress nodded in satisfaction and patted my shoulder. 
 
    I sat down at the table, next to Renée and grabbed a bowl, serving myself bacon and eggs and a couple of fat English sausages. 
 
    “Holly, there you are,” Chance grinned. 
 
    “What, you been up long?” I asked, pouring myself a small cup of sweet ruby red grapefruit juice. 
 
    “For an hour now,” he said around his mouthful of scone. 
 
    I glanced over at the headmistress, who was now directing Liesl and Laura to eat breakfast as well.  
 
    “How does she accomplish so much?” I asked. “Did she even sleep?” I shook my head in admiration and spooned another bite of scrambled eggs into my mouth. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, she did not sleep, at all,” said Renée. “I know for a fact.” 
 
    I nearly spat out my eggs. “Huh?” my voice gurgled from speaking with a mouthful of food. I hastily swallowed, and then said, “Huh?” 
 
    Renée grinned, and took a bite of a bagel smeared thickly with cream cheese.  
 
    I glanced at Chance and he was nodding. 
 
    Brendan sat down just then. He had a massive leather pouch strapped to his shoulder and side that bulged with supplies. 
 
    “Brendan, did you know the headmistress didn’t sleep?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “Probably not. This is no time for those in charge to sleep, tha knows, Holly.” He grinned and put a finger beside his nose. “Remember what the king said that time.” 
 
    What time? What is going on here? 
 
    Renée giggled. “Holly, the professors drank enchanted coffee right in front of you, last night, remember?” 
 
    I blinked.  
 
    I recalled the headmistress and Professor Farryn drinking mugs of steaming coffee, ordered in whispered tones from the faun waiter, but I hadn’t realized it was so mysterious at the time. 
 
    Boy, I really *was* tired last night. Stayed up the whole day before and over the whole night. 
 
    “The coffee is nicknamed ‘Wake Wish Coffee’ for a reason, you know,” said Renée. 
 
    “Is it enchanted just to be super-strong?” I asked. “Or does it also help you stay lucid and focused?” I was deeply intrigued. 
 
    “Both, and much, much more,” said Renée. “And before you get any ideas, it’s against the rules for students to use it.” 
 
    How did she know I was just thinking it would come in handy for pulling all-nighters right before tests? 
 
    Chance laughed. “Oh, I can tell by her face that’s exactly what she was thinking of.” 
 
    I frowned, then grinned. 
 
    Renée stuffed more bacon in her mouth.  
 
    Brendan chuckled. 
 
    What other things do they have enchanted versions of, I wonder? 
 
    But although I asked several times, Chance’s, Renée’s, and Brendan’s lips were sealed. 
 
    The looks on their faces, though, told me everything I needed to know. 
 
    “Okay,” Chance said a few minutes later as he rose from his seat. “We’d better get going, before the headmistress blows a gasket. 
 
    I glanced over and saw Professor Ó Baoghill rush passed for the fifth time, trying to get everybody moving. 
 
    We all got up, wiped our mouths, and readied ourselves for the quest ahead. 
 
    Professor Farryn walked up, “The sun will be setting soon, and we’re already behind. Everybody ready, team?” He nodded at each of us, his eyebrows raised. 
 
    We were ready. 
 
    We hiked off down the stone path, and along the edge of the forest until we came to the castle wall. 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    The stone wall was dripping with black slime. It was running downward in rivulets from the top turrets of the massive stronghold, and we could faintly see thick, mucousy drips of the black, tarry substance dribbling down from high in the sky.  
 
    My eyes rose higher still and looked into the breach in the sky, the rip in the fabric of existence that led to the land of the dead. 
 
    From my position next to the castle, the dark mist was much thinner, and I could see directly into the breach and to the other side. 
 
    Ghûlheim. 
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    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Ghouls and Spirits and Falling Things 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I stared up, my chin stretched high, my eyes unblinking, mesmerized at what I was seeing. 
 
    The rift in the sky was a rift in reality. It was mind-bending to behold. 
 
    The late-afternoon sky was visible from where we stood right next to the castle. Blue skies shone with sunlight on either side of us. Over the expanse of the middle, looming like a low-hanging storm cloud, was the dark breach. It blanketed more than two-thirds of the visible upper atmosphere. 
 
    The edges shimmered as if on fire. 
 
    “You see there? And there?” Professor Farryn, ever the teacher, pointed. “You can see the edges mark where the change is from the Faerie Realm and the Realm of the Dead. It looks like it’s on fire because it’s literally a phasing from one dimension to another. Same reason the edges of a black hole look like they’re on fire.” 
 
    My jaw dropped, and I turned briefly to stare at the science teacher. “Have you seen the edges of a black hole, Professor?” 
 
    Doctor Farryn turned to me and winked. 
 
    “Look!” cried Renée, pointing. 
 
    I turned my head sharply at her tone and gasped. 
 
    A plethora of creatures had appeared at the edges of the breach. They crouched at the lip, staring down at us. Their hands, or claws, or whatever was on the end of their arms, grasped the edge where the two realities met. Their knees were bent, and they seemed poised to spring onto the castle. 
 
    Some of them looked like the ghoul we’d seen in the forest, but other had more animalistic faces. 
 
    Snouts that protruded, sharp teeth, and fur-covered heads were just visible. 
 
    “It looks so far away, but I can see every detail on the creatures,” I murmured. 
 
    “Oh, it is far away,” Professor Farryn said. “It’s nearly a half-mile up. You can see details because of your faerie sight and because there is a distortion in the air above the castle.” 
 
    A feeling of unreality flooded my mind. 
 
    “Are we in any danger from them?” Renée asked in a dreamy voice. 
 
    She’s probably experiencing the same feeling of unreality. 
 
    “Yes, Miss Page,” the professor answered. “There is a great deal of danger. You see, those creatures are from a reality that has an entirely different set of physical rules than our own. Now, while that may mean they can be hurt by something here that normally does not hurt us, it is also possible for them to harm us in ways that might seem unnatural. For instance, there are some creatures from that realm that can be harmed by plain water, and there are others whose mere touch will burn the skin of a Fae Folk. We must be extra careful and use constant vigilance.” 
 
    A chill crept up my spine. 
 
    As we watched the rift in the sky and the creatures crouched at the edge, staring down at us, the thick, mucousy black drip falling down from it onto Titania Academy castle was accelerating. 
 
    “What exactly is that stuff?” Chance wondered aloud. 
 
    “Most likely ectoplasm,” Doctor Farryn said, staring up alongside us. “I wouldn’t touch it if I were you. Not only is it made of substances and chemicals from another universe, it forms portals back into the land of the dead when it pools. So it likely will burn your skin, at the very least. It might transport part of you into Ghûlheim itself, in fact.” 
 
    “ ‘Part of’ us, professor?” asked Brendan. “Do you mean...?” 
 
    Professor Farryn nodded. “Part of you would be here, in this reality, and part of you would be there,” he jutted his chin, indicating the breach that led to the land of the dead. “And I don’t even want to think what that would entail.” 
 
    “It would...” Renée seemed to search for the right words. “...you would be cut in two?” 
 
    Professor Farryn nodded, “or completely discorporated.” 
 
    My eyes widened. 
 
    The thick black stuff was like a deathly slime, oozing down from the sky onto the stone walls of the castle. It looked for all the world like giant black snot falling from some gross thing just inside the breach.  
 
    “So it’s floating above the castle, like some low-flying storm cloud,” said Chance. “And it looks closer than it really is?” 
 
    “That is correct, Mr. Mac Craith,” said Professor Farryn. 
 
    “And those things crouched on the edge looking down at us, they are half a mile away, you say?” asked Renée. 
 
    “Also correct, Miss Page,” the teacher confirmed. 
 
    “So... they can’t jump down onto us?” I asked in a hesitant voice.  
 
    But as I asked, we watched as the first creatures descend from the rift in the sky. They leapt from their perch, propelling themselves with outstretched arms, and flew down toward us. As their arms stretched out, we could see the appendages were, in fact, webbed, which allowed them to almost glide down.  
 
    They approached rapidly, though the arm webbing did seem to slow down their descent a bit. I saw one of them jump off and start to fall like a rock; then, as its outstretched arms and webbing caught the air in our faerie world, it was able to glide. It turned slightly in the air and descended in a slower spiraling flutter, like a damp leaf, until it disappeared behind a castle turret. 
 
    And the dozens descending from the rift was turning into hundreds. 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    “Are those ghouls?” asked Renée. 
 
    “Ghouls, spirits, ghosts, anything that lives in the land of the dead,” said Professor Farryn hurriedly. “Uhh, perhaps we should make haste: We don’t want to be caught by one of those things coming down right amongst our party.” He began walking toward the front steps. 
 
    We followed him and had to skip over several black tar puddles that blocked our way, until we could go no farther. 
 
    We all stopped and stared. The stairs were covered in black goo, and the slowly moving waterfall down the steps shimmered, and lightning was visible through the puddle. 
 
    “Okay, I think that way is blocked to us, Professor,” said Brendan. “Why don’t we try going around back?” 
 
    “Good idea, Brendan,” Doctor Farryn said. “Let’s hurry.” 
 
    We reversed our course and proceeded along the side of the castle closest to the forest that held the Faun Café. There wasn’t nearly as much of the black ooze there. 
 
    We were halfway along the side of the castle, trotting on the narrow stone path that ringed the fortress, when everything blacked out. Everything. 
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    “Holly? Can you hear me?” a voice called out from far away. It sounded like Chance, but I couldn’t tell. 
 
    I felt like I was under water, and trying to paddle up to the light at the surface. I felt a groan rise in me, then everything went black again. 
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    I was unconscious. I didn’t know how I had gotten into this state, if I was alive or dead, or if I would ever wake up again. 
 
    I dreamt. 
 
    Or was it memories? 
 
    I didn’t know. 
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    My mind drifted... 
 
      
 
    Lilitu has taken over the castle. 
 
    The castle is haunted. It’s overrun with ghouls and spirits. It’s slowly being covered with poisonous ectoplasm. 
 
    We have to go inside the castle. 
 
    Professor Farryn, are you mad? It’s death to go in there. 
 
    Death. 
 
      
 
    I heard a faint sob.  
 
    My own? 
 
    Then, I felt something or someone else enter my mind, like a dream... 
 
      
 
    ...or a memory... 
 
      
 
    “Holly, Chance, Renée, Liesl, all of you listen to me.” 
 
    We stopped eating and looked at the serious deep words of our science professor. 
 
    I looked around. Was this breakfast again? This happened hours ago. Was I reliving a memory or dreaming or something else? But my attention was drawn back to the professor: He was leaning forward, the headmistress next to him, and they were talking. 
 
    They were talking. 
 
    “There is an ancient spell in the book you retrieved last year. The Book of Gramarie,” Professor Farryn said in an urgent voice. “Remember The Book of Gramarie is the oldest Grimoire in the world. The spells and incantations within it are some of the most powerful magic in existence.” 
 
    “Listen to him,” the headmistress whispered in a compelling voice. 
 
    “One of the most valuable spells within the book is an extremely powerful banishing spell,” the science professor said. “It is specifically tailored to banish the dead from the land of the living.” 
 
    My eyes widened in astonishment. No wonder the Faction was so desperate to beat us to the book. 
 
    Doctor Farryn continued, “The last time the spell was used was over two thousand years ago, during the crucifixion of a carpenter turned prophet. 
 
    WHAT?! 
 
    “Yes,” he nodded. “Back then, ghouls and demons were extremely rare but not unheard of in the land of the living. Breaches have occurred in multiple places that have since been sealed. Several volcanoes, for instance.” 
 
    I was gobsmacked. We all were. We leaned forward to hear more. We had to learn more. 
 
    “While the prophet was dying, at the hands of the humans, demons that had been let loose on the plane of the living years before gathered to watch, milling about the base of the wooden cross,” Professor Farryn explained. 
 
    “The prophet had a child, who had been sent at a very early age, to learn from sages, and was herself half fae. She had come with the book, to the place her father was being tortured, and she had uttered the spell,” the teacher said. “And the demons and ghouls and spirits drawn to the shining death of the prophet, had been sucked back into the land of the dead, from whence they had come. The spell uttered by this young child, barely trained, but extremely powerful, had been so strong that it sealed every breach on the planet, and everything that had come through was drawn back to the land of the dead. Back into Ghûlheim.” He sat back and regarded each of us. 
 
    We were speechless. 
 
    After a minute, Chance asked, “And then what happened?” 
 
    Professor Farryn chuckled. “After that, the book was lost for a very long time, likely hidden away by the family of the magic wielder.” 
 
    The family of the magic wielder?! 
 
    I sputtered quietly. 
 
    “Yes, Miss Ó Cuilinn, I know what you’re going to ask,” said Professor Ó Baoghill. “The family of the magic wielder was part of the faerie line, and that bloodline still exists, yes. It is quite magical. And yes, the story told to the humans is completely wrong.” 
 
    Professor Farryn nodded. “Completely.” 
 
    Professor Ó Baoghill continued. “And yes, The Oak King and The Holly King were both alive and well and in the Northlands when this all happened. The kings are ancient. Many tens of thousands of years old. And Titania far older than both of them.” 
 
    I could feel that my eyes were wide and wondering. I glanced at Chance, who, I noticed in irritation, was nodding sagely. 
 
    “You’re only a couple of years older than me, you know,” I said quietly to him. He threw his head back and laughed. 
 
    My cheeks flared with a strong blush, and I scowled. 
 
    I understood that Chance, Liesl, Renée, and all the other students had grown up in the Fae Folk world, and had known the legends and ages of the kings and the Queen, so I shouldn’t have felt foolish, but foolish I felt. 
 
    I couldn’t help it. 
 
    All the bad feelings that had flared up, my blushing face, my scowl, all of it disappeared in an instant as Professor Farryn spoke again.  
 
    “I promise to tell you all the tale of Titania and the kings, as much as I know, when everything settles back down again.” 
 
    “So you think we will eventually triumph, Professor? And things will be back to normal again?” I asked looking at the science professor with hope.  
 
    He shrugged and looked down at his fingers. 
 
    I turned to look at the headmistress, my eyebrows raised in question. 
 
    Do you think we will eventually triumph? 
 
    Professor Ó Baoghill spoke softly and reluctantly. “Miss Ó Cuilinn, the two kings of our land are lost, the queen is also lost, and the land is overrun with the denizens of the land of the dead. Things are looking very grim. There is an overwhelming chance we will fail. But there is always a small chance we will succeed. I think that will depend on many factors, but mostly on you, Miss Ó Cuilinn.” 
 
    “What do you mean, headmistress?” I asked in a small voice. 
 
    “I mean, this has all happened in your head, and you are currently near death, Holly,” Professor Ó Baoghill said, curiously using my first name to address me. “If you can manage not to die, and can also manage to open your eyes, and stand to your feet, and retrieve that book, then all may not be lost.” 
 
      
 
    Wake up, Holly. 
 
    Get on your feet. 
 
    HOLLY. GET ON YOUR FEET. 
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    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    The Castle Quest 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My daughter. Wake up. Open your eyes. Fight back the dark fingers of death. 
 
    Father? 
 
    Wake up, Holly. Wake up or all will be lost. 
 
    I struggled hard. My mind felt like it was swimming up through impossibly viscous fluid. It felt like I’d been struggling for hours. 
 
    I was so tired… 
 
    Holly… fight back… 
 
    I heard my father’s voice, the voice of my king, and it infused me with renewed vigor. I moved my arms, swimming upward, I lifted my nose to the faint light I could finally make out. 
 
    WAKE UP. 
 
    I opened my eyes. 
 
    “Okay, whew! That was close.” I heard Professor Farryn murmur. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Brendan said in a hoarse voice, turning away and walking a few steps as he brought his hand up to wipe his eyes. 
 
    A face came into view.  
 
    Chance. 
 
    He was smiling but there were tears in his eyes. 
 
    Why are there tears in your eyes, Chance? 
 
    I blinked, trying to clear both my vision and my mind. 
 
    I took several deep breathes.  
 
    WHEW. 
 
    “Hey, what’s going on?” I asked, then cleared my throat. “Why am I lying on my back in the dirt?” 
 
    I lifted my head. Chance held out his hand, and I took it and rose to my feet. 
 
    Chance smiled at me, blinking rapidly. 
 
    I looked around.  
 
    “Okay,” Doctor Farryn cleared his throat, “Good. Well, that’s done. Okay.” 
 
    “Chance, what the heck…?” I had spotted a ghoul on the lawn beside the path. It was… it was in two pieces. There was no other way to describe it. A look of surprise was frozen on its face. 
 
    “Okay,” said Professor Farryn, looking around at all of us. “Important safety point. Watch out for falling objects.” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    Renée was wiping her eyes and coughing. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    She lifted her head and smiled at me, nodding. “Yup. Never better.” 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    Something had happened…  
 
    A scream sounded from close by, and we all ducked and whirled around as a ghoul fell from the sky, struggling to flap its weak arm-wings, trying and failing to slow its descent, and landed a few dozen feet from us, shrieking all the way. As it landed, it seemed to injure its leg, and began hopping and hobbling in circles, squawking dispiritedly. 
 
    I shuddered, glancing from it to the ghoul on the ground beside us, neatly cleaved in two. 
 
    “One of these days, you are going to have to tell me what just happened, okay?” I whispered to Chance as I stepped past him. He glanced at me, his eyes still red, and nodded. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Brendan said quietly. “I want to get this over with.” 
 
    Chance and Renée nodded. We began walking along the narrow stone path around to the back entrance to the castle. 
 
    As we walked around the side, we heard a commotion above us, and looked up. 
 
    “OH!” Renée exclaimed in surprise. I just stared, my jaw dropped open in surprise. 
 
    The walls of the castle were crawling with creatures from the rift. Ghouls were just some of the weird things that scampered vertically across the surface of the stone. Spidery creatures the size of large cows out of a nightmare were another, their frightening eight hairy black exoskeleton legs scratch-scritching as they moved across the rocky surface of the stronghold made my skin crawl. 
 
    There were smaller things, too, maybe the size of a large cat, that skittered along the walls, and some that stopped and were picking at the stone itself. 
 
    I looked closer.  
 
    “Hey, those things are breaking apart the stone walls!” I said. “How is that possible?” 
 
    We all stopped to stare. After a minute, professor Farryn finally spoke. “Being from the land of the dead, they must have peculiar magic and strength and can tear apart stone.” He sighed sadly. “This is very worrisome. The castle is magically protected: the very walls and structure held together by not only stones and mortar, but magic as well. When all this is over, we will have to perform major repairs.” 
 
    “If it ever is over,” Brendan mumbled miserably. 
 
    Chance smacked his friend’s side. “Stay positive, dude.” 
 
    Brendan just shrugged. 
 
    I stared up at the castle walls, unable to look away.  
 
    More ghouls were pouring out of the rift and raining down onto the castle and grounds. Some of them plopped and lay still, but most of them recovered quickly and began swarming over the Academy fortress like ants. 
 
    Or roaches. 
 
    There were so many of them, crawling up and down the castle walls, that they were beginning to knock into each other. Several lost their grip and fell. 
 
    “Come on, Holly,” Renée said dispiritedly.  
 
    I reluctantly dragged my eyes from the sight and walked after the others.  
 
    “Which rear entrance should we use?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “I think, maybe the Back Door would be best,” Chance answered. “It’s small and unnoticed and...” 
 
    There were five entrances into the castle from the rear, four of which were grand doors with massive stairways leading up to them: ostentatious compared to what was affectionately known as ‘the Back Door’. A small wooden door about five-and-a-half feet tall and half as wide, it led into a dark corridor which wound around to several hallways and eventually led to the kitchens. Food and supplies were delivered through the Back Door. 
 
    We rounded the corner as Chance was speaking. His voice trailed off as the Back Door came into view. 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    The Back Door was set into the rock face about three feet in. In other words, it was deep into the wall and very well protected. Not much could damage it, that’s why it was the perfect backup. 
 
    In fact, you needed to be almost right in front of it to even see it. Otherwise, it just looked like an odd indentation in the wall. 
 
    Well, I was looking at it right now. Or at least, where it should have been. 
 
    “Uhh... ummmm...” Renée stared in stunned silence. 
 
    The entire back wall of the castle had collapsed. 
 
    It started about halfway to the top, and it just looked as if a massive earthquake had reduced the walls to a mass of rocks and rubble. All of the rear entrances were covered in giant broken rocks, and each fallen stone that had been part of the castle was no longer even a semblance of square: Each individual stone block had crumbled until it looked like the side of a cliff rather than the back of a more than ten-story-high castle fortress. 
 
    “I... “ Brendan put his hand over his mouth in astonishment. 
 
    “Oh, God. Oh, no. This is...” Professor Farryn whispered. “This is bad. This is really, really bad.” 
 
    We were all in shock at the sight of our school partly crumbled like this, but Chance was the one who just lost it. 
 
    He swung on Professor Farryn. “Oh, is it? Is it bad, professor?” He gesticulated dramatically at the massive stone rubble before us. “This... this ...disaster, it’s ‘bad’ you say? Is it? It’s ‘bad’, huh? How bad, I wonder? Huh? You think it’s really ‘bad’? Do you?!” He swung around and turned his face to the sky and exclaimed, “ARRGGGHHHH!” 
 
    I glanced at Professor Farryn, who was his usual unflappable self. He glanced at me and raised his eyebrow, but didn’t say a word. Didn’t even glanced toward Chance, who was now kicking at the closest stones that had fallen from the wall. 
 
    Brendan walked closer to the debris and bent to study it, his hand on his chin. 
 
    Renée crossed her arms together and tilted her head, watching Chance. 
 
    I turned away to look at the way we’d come, and then down at the ground. I stepped forward a few feet and nudged a fist-sized rock with the toe of my shoe. 
 
    What are we going to do now? 
 
    Brendan and Professor Farryn had their heads together, talking. 
 
    “This is... you don’t understand, Brendan.” 
 
    “No, I think I do understand, Farryn.” 
 
    “No, you don’t really.” 
 
    “Yes, I think I do.” 
 
    “Okay, what do you understand?” 
 
    “You know your tone is insulting?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Please, tell me what you understand.” 
 
    “I understand your tone is insulting.” 
 
    “Brendan, the castle has collapsed.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see that.” 
 
    “But what you may not understand is that, this should not have been possible.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I think the evidence is clear: It definitely is possible.” 
 
    “You don’t understand.” 
 
    “Could you please stop saying that?” 
 
    “This shouldn’t have happened. The castle is magically fortified and this should not happen. It should not have happened.” 
 
    “You’re repeating yourself, Farryn.” 
 
    “Well, this is bad, really bad. I am feeling rattled.” 
 
    “I think we’re all feeling rattled, Farryn.” 
 
    “But this should not have happened. It’s... it’s impossible...” 
 
    “I think it was possible, I mean, look at the evidence.” 
 
    “I can’t look. It’s upsetting.” 
 
    “Well get yourself together, man, we’ve got work to do.” 
 
    I sighed and walked to the side a dozen feet, examining the collapsed stone. 
 
    I crouched in the rubble, my feet planted firmly, and bent down to pick up a rock the size of my head. As I lifted the heavy stone with both hands to take a closer look, I heard another stone fall, nearby. 
 
    I started.  
 
    One of these falling rocks could really hurt someone. 
 
    Wait a minute. 
 
    I looked up. My jaw dropped open. Again. The cause of the disruption was plain to see. 
 
    A few more stones tumbled down. 
 
    I heard Renée gasp. 
 
    “Chance?” I tried to maintain a normal tone of voice, and at the same time, stay somewhat quiet so I didn’t attract the attention of the group almost directly overhead. “Chance?” 
 
    I glanced over at my boyfriend. He was still kicking stones and mumbling to himself. 
 
    “Chance?!” I said a little louder. 
 
    He finally looked over. “What?” 
 
    “The ghouls have taken control of the baby dragon,” I said quietly. 
 
    Chance blinked at me, staring as if he didn’t comprehend what I had said. After a minute he stopped and asked, “What?”  
 
    I took a deep breath and tried again. “Ghouls... have taken control of the baby dragon. Tam’s baby dragon.” 
 
    “Holly, the dragon is not Tam’s, he’s just working with it. Well, he is in charge of the zoological program, but only unofficially. He’s just a kid, after all.” He stopped talking, my words finally sinking in. “Sorry, what?” 
 
    I stared at him, my lips pressed together. 
 
    A few more rocks tumbled down. 
 
    Chance blinked at me in confusion. 
 
    Just then, the faint sound of mad giggling reached our ears, and we glanced up. 
 
    The baby dragon had grown. He was now maybe twice the size of a school bus: one of the larger ones humans use to transport their children to public school. It was taller, and mostly longer. 
 
    It was gaining the ability to breathe fire, like half-grown puppy when its adult teeth come in. 
 
    Chance stared upward, coming over to stand next to me and Renée, who’d hurried to stand close at my side. 
 
    Professor Farryn and Brendan had fallen silent. 
 
    “The... the ghouls...” Chance said. 
 
    I nodded. “They’ve taken control of the baby dragon.”  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Incursion 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were riding it. There was a line of at least three or four ghouls on the dragon’s back. They had rigged up some kind of rope or magical vine, which they’d wrapped around the dragon’s head and through its mouth in a makeshift bridle, and they were forcing the baby to fly. 
 
    The ghouls were giggling madly as they directed the dragon to jump on the castle walls and drag stones down. The dragon’s forelegs and clawed feet scrabbled at the stone walls and didn’t find much purchase, as the ghoul in front kicked its heels at the dragon’s sides. Blood was already dripping from wounds, forcing the dragon to dig at the walls over and over and over again, until the wall began to crumble. 
 
    It was a slow process. They had probably been at it all night. The dragon looked exhausted, its head drooped, and its ears lay down along its cheeks. It was clear the baby was severely unhappy and in pain from the spurred kicks of the ghouls. 
 
    “That’s how,” whispered Brendan, now standing next to me and the others. “Dragon magic.” 
 
    Professor Farryn took a slow, deep breath, and in that wordless sound I could clearly hear extreme sorrow. 
 
    We need to help the baby dragon. 
 
    As if he could hear my thoughts, Chance spoke. “This is a terrible thing, and I know we all want to help the poor creature, but I think we need to stay on course with our original goal. That’s the best way to help the dragon.” 
 
    Brendan and Renée. I just sighed in sadness. 
 
    “He’s right,” murmured Professor Farryn. “Let’s get on with it. Before those things see us and come dive at us.” 
 
    I looked down at the large pile of stone rubble that not only blocked the Back Door, but covered most of the back of the castle. I shook my head and then looked up again, and off to the side. I spied a parapet that was relatively undamaged, on the corner about three stories up. 
 
    “Look,” I whispered, pointing without raising my arm. “We can get in that way.” 
 
    Chance nodded. “My familiar can get us to that point.” He spoke an intricate spell under his breath, and his hawk appeared, balanced on his arm. It was its normal size, that is to say, about two feet tall, in its normal form. 
 
    It could magically grow large enough to easily carry half a dozen people. 
 
    About the size of that baby dragon. 
 
    “We want to do this while attracting as little attention as possible,” Brendan said as he concentrated and shrunk down to his normal size. 
 
    I smiled. I remembered thinking he was normally huge, the first time I met the dwarf, in downtown Manhattan. My grin grew as memories flooded my mind. 
 
    Chance leaned his head and touched the hawk’s shoulder, then whispered instructions to it. The hawk bowed its head in acquiescence and bunched up its body, then ruffled its feathers and spread its wings a few inches in anticipation. 
 
    Chance grinned at us. “She’s not only happy to help, I think we’ve made her week.” 
 
    “Good,” said Professor Farryn. “Excellent. Come on, let’s do this. We need to be inside this castle as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Chance tossed the hawk into the air, and as it landed, it spread its wings. The familiar’s wingspan went from nearly five feet across to a span of over twenty-five feet. Its body grew in the blink of an eye, and it was suddenly huge. It landed and bounced several times, then came to a standstill, and turned to face its master, a satisfied look in its eyes. 
 
    “Climb aboard. Hurry,” Chance said, gesturing with his arm and clambering on top of the hawk himself. He settled atop the massive shoulders, and sat, grasping two fistfuls of feathers.  
 
    We climbed on board, not the easiest thing to do, as the familiar’s feathers were soft and smooth. 
 
    I was the last to get on, my feet scrambling for purchase as I tried to pull myself up. 
 
    It’s not easy being the shortest. 
 
    The hawk ended up gently nudging my rear and pushing me the rest of the way up. I swung my leg over and settled into place, my hands gripping the feathers next to my knees. 
 
    “Everybody ready?” Chance said, looking back. 
 
    “Hurry, we’ve been spotted,” Renée whispered. 
 
    I looked, and saw the ghouls pointing and arguing between themselves as they tried to pull the makeshift harness in our direction. 
 
    The dragon reluctantly turned and began gliding down toward us. 
 
    Chance made several kissing sounds to urge his familiar into the air. The bird needed no further prodding.  
 
    It launched itself powerfully skyward, as though the weight of all five of us together was of no consequence. 
 
    As we rose into the air, twenty feet, thirty feet, forty... the ghouls on the baby dragon dove to meet us. 
 
    I crouched low, my neck in feathers, my fists clutching the bird so tightly my knuckles went white, and watched the dragon approach. 
 
    The dragon was still quite young, and its fire breath was still sputtering and barely-there. The ghouls kept hitting the poor thing on the top of its head with long poles and whips, but it refused to breathe fire at us. Until it gave in. 
 
    The giant hawk was fifty feet in the air, closing in on the third story of the castle, its wings pumping hard. 
 
    The dragon had turned and was diving down toward us when it opened its mouth and I saw the flicker of a flame inside. 
 
    We got closer and closer to each other. 
 
    It was like a freight train barreling up to meet an avalanche. 
 
    Closer... 
 
    Closer... 
 
    CLOSER... 
 
    Just as the two met, the hawk swung its talons forward and hit the baby dragon in the head, knocking it out of the sky. 
 
    We watched it drop. It took a while; the dragon’s wings were fluttering and flapping as it tried to catch some air, but being smacked in the face had taken the mick out of it. It landed in a small pile of dust and lay there, dispirited. 
 
    “I hope it’s okay,” Brendan said softly. 
 
    We stared down at the baby dragon. The ghouls had fallen off its back when it landed, and they were clambering back up to sit in a line along its spine. They sat, one in each in the spaces between the small spikes that protruded from the dragon’s back. The spikes started small, just a few inches tall on the dragon’s head, then grew in size until they were a foot tall along its back, then tapered off and shortened again along the tail, like little nubs, until they disappeared entirely.  
 
    Chance was patting his familiar and praising her effusively. So were Brendan and Professor Farryn.  
 
    Renée and I turned our heads back nearly behind us to watch the drama play out below. 
 
    The giant hawk familiar was climbing now, beating her wings hard to gain height, which was hard to do in the cool mist. We rose a dozen feet into the sky. Then a dozen more.  
 
    I glanced up. The rip in the air above Titania Academy, the rift leading to the land of the dead, was growing closer. Ghouls were still dropping out of it, landing on the castle if they were lucky, landing splat! on the ground if they were not. 
 
    I hope we’re not going near that thing. 
 
    “Uh oh,” Renée murmured. 
 
    I looked back down. 
 
    Uh oh. 
 
    The ghouls had managed to get the baby dragon back into the air by whipping and beating it severely. The dragon looked very unhappy, but being so young, it probably felt forced to do the ghouls’ bidding, instead of rebelling against them, as an older dragon would likely have done. 
 
    The ghouls got lucky. This dragon is so young it doesn’t know which way is up. 
 
    Chance was directing his hawk familiar up to the top of the castle. We were nearly there. 
 
    I watched the baby dragon flying, ghouls beating it with sticks and vines the whole way. They were hitting the thing so brutally it shook its head in anguish. The dragon was a picture of sorrow. 
 
    “Poor thing,” Renée murmured. 
 
    I had a bad feeling about this.  
 
    That dragon may be just a baby, but it is still a dragon, and dragons are fierce. It’s only a matter of time before it... 
 
    The dragon suddenly lifted its head and roared, a spout of flame rising into the air a good ten feet. It began beating its wings faster and faster. The ghouls pulled on the makeshift harness and directed the dragon toward us. 
 
    Suddenly, it was in a deadly ascent and making a beeline toward Chance’s giant hawk familiar, and it was gaining speed. A lot of speed. 
 
    Well, now it’s settled. Dragons are faster than giant hawks. A lot faster. 
 
    I glanced back at Chance and the hawk’s head. 
 
    We were almost to the top of the castle. 
 
    I held my breath. I couldn’t help it. 
 
    “Uh, Chance?” said Renée. 
 
    She never got the opportunity to finish her thought. 
 
    BANG! 
 
    The dragon slammed head-first into the giant hawk. 
 
    The tremendous impact knocked me clean off the hawk’s back. It knocked Professor Farryn off as well.  
 
    We fell. 
 
    I saw everything in slow motion, turning slowly in the air as I descended. I could see Chance and Renée hanging on for dear life, and Brendan, the only one of us to stay on the hawk’s back, leaning over and holding Chance’s hand in a death grip. Brendan’s other arm was hooked on the hawk’s opposite wing. 
 
    Renée held onto Chance’s leg as Chance dangled from Brendan’s arm. 
 
    The hawk swerved as Brendan’s strong arm gripped its wing while holding the weight of three people. It drifted off to the right as I fell down and to the left. 
 
    WHOMP! 
 
    I landed on a small ledge beside Professor Farryn, the wind knocked out of me. 
 
    I clutched at my jacket and struggled to inhale. 
 
    Professor Farryn was better off: He got to his feet and turned to help me, giving me several strong thumps on the back, which only served to make it harder to inhale the air I so desperately needed. 
 
    It took several minutes before I was able to recover. 
 
    The baby dragon was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    The small stone parapet we’d landed on had bruised us and knocked the breath out of me, but it had saved our lives. I was sure of this, as I briefly leaned over the ledge and looked down. It was a long drop to the ground below. 
 
    “Come on, Miss Ó Cuilinn,” said Professor Farryn urgently. “Before the dragon comes back.” 
 
    Right before I followed the science teacher to the small door set into the stone wall of the parapet, I glanced up and saw that we had fallen several stories.  
 
    No wonder the breath got knocked out of me. 
 
    I turned to go into the door. It was still firmly shut, and Professor Farryn had his wand out and was tapping the handle. 
 
    He muttered a quiet spell, and the latch clicked. He hurriedly opened the door, and we hastily stepped through, shutting it behind us. 
 
    I turned and surveyed our surroundings, and jumped into the air in surprise. 
 
    Out of the frying pan, into the fire 
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    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Spiral Squeeze 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We were in an alcove about four feet square. There was a chair and small table. There was a thin, long window about ten inches wide and several feet tall, inset with stained glass that depicted several flowers. There was an archway next to the chair, and it was through this archway that we could see into the castle hallway and center open area. 
 
    There were ghouls drifting back and forth down the hallway, acting as casual and nonchalant as I remembered humans on the subway platform acting. 
 
    The ghouls were ignoring us, for the most part. One of them seemed to glance in our direction, and Professor Farryn and I backed up until our backs were against the door we’d just come through. The ghoul looked into the alcove with a mellow boredom and continued on its way. 
 
    The things were drifting over the stone floor, the toes of their naked, filthy feet maybe an inch off the ground, like other-dimensional beings that didn’t even know we were there. 
 
    Like ghosts. 
 
    I whispered into the professor’s ear as much, and he nodded.  
 
    “These creatures originate in the land of the dead. Outside, they noticed us, but in here, it seems to be different,” he murmured. 
 
    We watched the ghouls for a few minutes. I was startled when what looked like an evil sprite scampered by, crawling on the side of the wall. I pulled myself back when I saw it, then poked my head back out again to watch it go by. 
 
    It was followed by a dozen other ghouls, but then a small red demon hopped past. 
 
    “It seems like a bunch of different creatures came through the rift in the sky,” I mouthed to Professor Farryn in a barely audible whisper. I had cupped my hand and leaned in to his ear, to keep the creatures from hearing me.  
 
    He turned and nodded to me, and mouthed, “But mostly ghouls, I think.” 
 
    I nodded back. 
 
    A specter bounced past, glowing in an ethereal green light, and chuckling to itself. 
 
    Next came a slowly shuffling hag, dripping swamp ooze and dragging the remnants of her tattered dress behind her in a wet muck that left a damp trail on the stone floor. 
 
    I looked down at the stone as she passed by and saw the color of the castle rock darken and then blanch white at her touch. 
 
    I shuddered. I was worried about reclaiming the castle and wondered: would it even be reclaimable? 
 
    We watched the parade of the creatures go by for a few minutes. Then I noticed something: The procession of ghouls and specters and demons was slowing. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and glanced at Professor Farryn, who nodded. The message that passed between us was clear: Perhaps we should go now. 
 
    We waited for several heartbeats after the last ghoul had drifted past, then looked out onto the castle hallways. They were deserted, save for the last ghoul slowly drifting around the corner and out of sight. 
 
    “We’re three floors below my office,” Professor Farryn whispered. “I know a shortcut, so we won’t have to use the main center staircase.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I answered.  
 
    I hoped Chance and Brendan and Renée had gotten into the castle okay, and would eventually meet up with us, on the way or at Professor Farryn’s office to retrieve the book. 
 
    The coast was clear, and Professor Farryn led the way. He was almost a foot shorter than me, being a mountain gnome, so I instinctively crouched as I followed him.  
 
    “Put your hand on my shoulder,” he whispered, “so I know you’re close by. I don’t want to worry and have to stop and turn around.” He continued tiptoeing. 
 
    I nodded, then realized he couldn’t see my nod. “Okay,” I whispered. 
 
    I suddenly felt a hand on my shoulder, and a cold creeping fear traveled up my back. 
 
    I stopped and looked back. 
 
    It was another swamp hag. She was staring into my eyes, and I saw her own eyes were half-lidded and covered in a milky film. Her hand was wet with goo, and the dampness was dribbling onto my shoulder. 
 
    Without thinking, I ducked and scampered up beside Professor Farryn, and past him. 
 
    “Huh? What?” he whispered, then glanced back and saw the approaching hag, and he ran to follow me. 
 
    We high-tailed it down the corridor a dozen feet, not looking back. Fear filled me. 
 
    That thing freaked me out. 
 
    “Here, here! Holly!” Professor Farryn grabbed the back hem of my shirt. I jump in surprise and whirled around. 
 
    He was pushing aside a huge, heavy tapestry that was hanging against the wall. He gestured to me. “Come on,” he whispered. 
 
    I ducked my head and followed him. 
 
    Behind the tapestry was a wooden door set into the stone. He opened it and, after I was through, he shut it carefully behind us. 
 
    I straightened. “What is this place?” 
 
    A narrow spiral staircase led both up and down. The stone wall here was curved, and there was a window where sunlight came in. The window was small, maybe five inches wide and two feet tall. There were windows up and down the curved staircase, two for every outer wall curve. 
 
    I peered down the curving staircase, then turned my head to look up. 
 
    This is incredible clever and very useful. 
 
    “These passageways are used by the staff, to get somewhere fast. Maids, nurses, all cleaning staff, really,” he whispered. “The teachers use them a lot, too.” 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    Professor Farryn started up the spiral steps. “Come on,” he whispered. 
 
    We climbed the stairs slowly. 
 
    The slit windows did not have glass in them. I asked the professor about it. 
 
    He stopped and looked out the window I’d indicated.  
 
    “Hmm. Arrows. From a long time ago,” he said. 
 
    “To shoot arrows from?” I asked him, then glanced back out the little window. “Like an old Irish castle?” 
 
    Professor Farryn stopped and gave me a look.  
 
    I blinked. 
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    This is an old Irish castle, you ninny. 
 
    We continued the climb. Just as we passed the next arrow window, we heard a scream and a commotion outside. 
 
    I stopped, put my hand out to the curved stone wall to steady myself on the narrow staircase, and looked out the narrow window. 
 
    I screamed. 
 
    Professor Farryn glanced out the window. 
 
    The ghouls had spotted us through the slits in the stone. The ghouls on the dragon, which was now rocketing toward us at full speed. The evil things were screaming and gesticulating and yammering to each other, pointing at us, and the lead ghoul in front on the dragon’s neck was slapping the reins and kicking its heels to make the dragon fly faster. 
 
    The dragon was diving straight at the castle wall, straight at our window. Straight at us. As we looked out at it, the baby dragon stared back at us. 
 
    It was coming fast. 
 
    “MOVE, MOVE, MOVE!” I ran up the stairs, bumping shoulders with the tiny professor.  
 
    We both rushed to trot up the spiral staircase, which, unfortunately, was so narrow and we became wedged at the shoulders. 
 
    My feet peddled and got nowhere. 
 
    I glanced back out the narrow window. The dragon was much closer. 
 
    Oh, God... 
 
    I whipped back my arm, and Professor Farryn was able to run up the stairs. He got five more steps before stumbling and tripping on the slick stone. 
 
    OH, GOD... 
 
    The situation was far too dire to fall back on social niceties, so I ran up to where he was kneeling on the stair struggling to get back on his feet. 
 
    Just as I reached him, he took another step. 
 
    I lowered my shoulder, wedged myself against the professor’s backside, and heaved. Just as Professor Farryn rose another few steps, the dragon hit the wall with a massive crash. 
 
    The stone walls shuddered, and I heard crumbling stone falling.  
 
    The spiral staircase was such a tight fit that we were able to brace ourselves on the walls;  otherwise, I was sure we would have been knocked back down the stairs. 
 
    The wall next to us shook as the dragon hit it again. Rock started falling as the stone edifice began crumbling away. 
 
    I tumbled half out of the hole the dragon had made. 
 
    I felt Professor Farryn grab my coat sleeve, and I held on to him for dear life as my feet dangled out in the cool air. 
 
    I glanced down in panic, then looked up and met the professor’s eyes. 
 
    He was holding on to me with one hand, grasping my coat sleeve in a death grip. 
 
    My body slid part-way out of the coat. It was buttoned, but like all jackets, it was looser than it needed to be to hold a fully grown person from falling. 
 
    To her death. 
 
    I looked back down. 
 
    I swung my arms and tried to grab onto the rock of the crumbled wall, but it just kept disintegrating as my finger struggled for purchase. 
 
    I pedaled my legs, trying to swing them up to catch at the edge, but I was too far down, and the movement just ended up wriggling me an inch lower. 
 
    “Hold on!” Professor Farryn cried. 
 
    I looked back up at him. I knew he wasn’t strong enough to pull me up. He was a three-foot-tall mountain gnome, plus he was an old man. He might have been able to hoist me to safety in his younger days, but... 
 
    What was I thinking? No mountain gnome was strong enough to lift a hundred-and-twenty-pound girl. They were of the smaller fat folk variety and... 
 
    I stared at Professor Farryn, watching him... 
 
    What is he doing? 
 
    The science teacher was fumbling for something in his coat. I thought he should have been trying to grab me with his other hand, maybe trying to brace himself so he could pull me up that way, but... 
 
    I heard a scream and whipped my head around to see the ghouls riding the baby dragon were coming around for another run. The dragon opened his mouth and shot out a five-foot blast of flame. 
 
    If he gets close enough with that, he could set me on fire. 
 
    I heard Professor Farryn muttering to himself, and I turned my head back to watch the professor. He had a stick in his hand and he was... 
 
    OMG 
 
    He was casting a spell, pointing the wand at me. Hope sprang alive in my chest. 
 
    I felt an inner glow and a lightness. 
 
    Professor Farryn’s levitation spell lifted me up a few feet, and he was able to pull me into the castle. 
 
    I grabbed at the crumbled stone edge, with the professor’s help, scrabbling my feet and pulled myself in, just in time. 
 
    “Run!” I exclaimed, and we hastened up the spiral stairs at a fast trot, our running footsteps on the stone stairs loud in my ears, traveling up to the top. 
 
    I could hear the faint sounds of the dragon hitting the walls again, and the arguing ghouls, unhappy their prey had gotten away. 
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    Chapter Thirty 
 
    Inside the Haunted Castle 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Professor Farryn whispered as he opened the door leading from the spiral staircase to the inner castle a few inches. “I believe this is the floor my office is on.” He peered out, moving the heavy tapestry to look. He turned back and nodded. “Yes, this is it. Come on.” 
 
    We tiptoed out past the wall tapestry, still cautious. We didn’t know if the ghouls and spirits and marsh hags had made it this far. 
 
    There’s a good chance they haven’t. We’re pretty far into the castle up here, near the top. 
 
    I should have known. 
 
    “My office is on this level,” said the science professor, “but it’s on the other side of the castle.” 
 
    “So,” I murmured, “we have to walk all the way around to the other side?” 
 
    Professor Farryn thought for a second. “I believe it will be three different hallways.” He glanced up at me. “There is no other way to get there.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Okay, let’s do this,” I said. 
 
    He nodded and led the way. 
 
    We began walking slowly, me slightly crouched, along the wide stone hallway. To our left was the open airway where the large main stairway ran down the center of the castle, joining all the floors together. You could see all the way down to the center interior courtyard from the highest floor.  
 
    I remembered wistfully the good times I’d had with my friends, the lunches, the engaging conversations, the laughing and the camaraderie.  
 
    I also remembered the teasing I’d gotten my first year, the mob mentality of the students, the fear I’d felt when they’d ganged up on me. 
 
    I remembered Father having to address the entire school in the assembly we’d had, and how he’d made it a royal request for the students to look out for me, to protect me. He’d made it so they felt a responsibility laid on their shoulders by the king himself. 
 
    And even then, it hadn’t worked one hundred percent. 
 
    I felt sardonic and jaded, but only briefly. 
 
    The castle, Titania Academy, was home to me. It was extremely important to my identity now. I’d been here as a resident student, going on five semesters. 
 
    Nearly two-and-a-half years. 
 
    I felt a surge of protectiveness for the castle. I knew we had to get it back under our control, away from these... creatures... falling out of the rift in the sky that led to the land of the dead. The land Professor Farryn had called Ghûlheim. 
 
    I shuddered suddenly, goosebumps rising on my arm as I walked. 
 
    I moved away from the stone and wood banister of the inner corridor, over which the open air led to the main staircase and a ten-story drop down to the courtyard. I didn’t want to be anywhere near where I could be surprised by one of those levitating ghouls or spirits. 
 
    “This way,” Professor Farryn whispered. He turned and led the way down the short corridor and out onto the main stone walkway. The castle floor was vast, and the walkway was at least eight feet across to allow plenty of room for students, professors, staff, and anything that needed to be moved. 
 
    We were trying to be quiet and keep an eye out for anything that we might encounter. 
 
    The castle floor was dim, with most of the light there coming from various small windows and up from the center open area.  
 
    We rounded another curve in the passageway and came upon a sight that made me stop in my tracks. 
 
    The corridor on this floor in the castle was about twenty feet high. There were offices interspersed with narrow windows to the outside sky. Since we knew the dragon and the ghouls were still out there, probably looking in and searching for us, we paused every time we came upon a window and looked out at the next section of stone corridor, then hurried past so they wouldn’t see us, if they happened to be looking in. 
 
    The windows here were high up: about seven feet off the ground. They were about a foot wide and maybe nine feet tall. Some were set with elaborate stained glass windowpane insets; they were really gorgeous, but you could still see through them.  
 
    A few windows were cracked, and one or two were completely shattered. 
 
    The window just ahead of us was not only shattered, but the whole wall had a massive crack running vertically from floor to ceiling. It began at the top left corner of the wall and split a few feet wide by the time it reached the stone floor at the bottom right. The window was next to the crack, and it was clear that whatever had split the stone had also smashed the window. A breeze blew in, tossing leaves into the corridor and swirling them in circles. 
 
    But that wasn’t the worst of it. 
 
    Whether or not it was responsible for the cracked-open stone wall, a thick black trickling waterfall of goo was flowing in, drip by drip, from the top of the crack. 
 
    It coated nearly half the wall, and pooled on the floor, covering the entire corridor for a good ten feet. 
 
    The puddle of black liquid was viscous and stinking, and it swirled and bubbled on the floor as if it had a life of its own. 
 
    We approached within a few feet of it and surveyed the situation. 
 
    “What are we gonna do now?” I whispered, almost to myself. I stared at the puddle, so much bigger than the puddle in the forest, which had been deadly. Other than the size, this one looked no different. 
 
    I glanced back up to the wall. A slow but steady flow of black liquid oozed down from the top point. 
 
    “It’s probably dripping down from the breach,” Professor Farryn said quietly. 
 
    “Might have flooded the floor above, too,” I said, glancing at a few other places where black drips dropped ooze down onto our floor. 
 
    “Well, we have to get across somehow,” the science teacher said. “There’s no other way to the office.” 
 
    I made a mental note to suggest alternate routes through the castle, after this was all over and done with. 
 
    If this is ever over and done with. 
 
    I was not confident this could ever be repaired. The crack in the castle wall was bad, really bad. I worried the supports of the castle might be compromised. 
 
    Not sure Titania Academy castle will ever be won back from these forces, repaired, and be fit for students to attend classes in again. 
 
    We heard a noise from below and jumped a foot when a huge phantasm suddenly appeared, screeching, rising in the air in the center space. 
 
    It seemed to be traveling slowly upward and was almost past our floor when it spotted us. 
 
    It slowed and stopped, howling in interest at the sight of two living beings in a castle it no doubt thought had already been overtaken and overrun by the creatures of the dead. 
 
    Professor Farryn grabbed my sleeve, and we ran into a nearby alcove, crouching there as the thing floated down a few feet and lurked, floating in the air just out of sight on the other side of the stone railing. 
 
    We held our breaths. 
 
    We heard the thing settle down, or at least stop screaming, and all that was left were small shuffling noises as it moved vertically along the other side of the barrier. 
 
    Then: nothing. For a long stretch of minutes, utter silence. 
 
    We waited. We didn’t trust anything at this point. 
 
    We could see the thing’s shadow through the slats in the stone balustrade, small though they were. A darkish cloudy lessening of light, that’s all it was. But it was enough to let us know something was there. 
 
    Ten minutes passed. At this point, I had sat down, my back against the alcove stone wall, and Professor Farryn was on one knee beside me, ready to leap up at any moment. 
 
    Me? I was getting tired. Even though we’d been at the castle quest for less than two hours, I was bone tired. 
 
    I thought for a moment, then reached into my pack and withdrew a small waterskin that the headmistress had insisted each of us take. I unscrewed the cap and took a sip, thinking it was water. My eyes widened in surprise when I found out it was, in fact, lemonade. 
 
    Giving a silent thank you to the Faun Café’s proprietor, I drank a second time, more deeply. 
 
    I was tipping it back for a third time, idly looking out at stone railing where we thought the phantasm was still hiding, when I saw the thing rise a few inches above the rock and peek over it at us. 
 
    I choked as I saw its eyes staring straight at us. 
 
    Professor Farryn started and grabbed my arm in surprise. 
 
    That thing knows exactly where we are. 
 
    I hastily screwed the cap back onto the lemonade-filled waterskin and tucked it back into my pack without looking. 
 
    My eyes were held by the ghostly eyes of the phantasm.  
 
    They glowed with an inner sickly blue light tinged on the edge with yellow, as if they were sick. The thing stared at us, still mostly hidden behind the stone railing. Then it slowly, almost lazily, drifted a few inches higher and blinked. 
 
    I held my breath. 
 
    The phantasm rose higher and higher above the edge of the bannister. Then, when it had risen high enough to allow it to stretch itself over the top, it began to drift over it. 
 
    Toward us. 
 
    It was less than halfway over the stone when Professor Farryn and I hastily got to our feet, and, our backs to the wall so we could keep an eye on the thing, shuffled back the way we had come. 
 
    The hallway curved back, thank goodness, and we were able to get out of its line of sight. We continued a dozen more feet, until we came to a door, which we quietly opened and slipped through. 
 
    We found ourselves in a small closet, filled with cleaning supplies, barely four feet square. We squeezed in, and Professor Farryn slowly pulled the door shut. He was about to click the latch closed when the doorknob was wrenched out of his hands, and the door flung open wide. 
 
    We both jumped a foot as the phantasm, its hand on the door edge, poked its head in, eyes wide, to look at us. 
 
    We both shrieked in terror. 
 
    The phantasm’s eyes opened even wider in apparent surprise, and it jumped back, turned around, and quickly fled down the corridor until it was out of sight. 
 
    I watched the thing zip away and realized we had frightened it. 
 
    Maybe these creatures, at least some of them, are just as scared of us as we are of them. 
 
    We spent a few minutes in the broom closet, catching our breathes and our wits, before proceeding down the corridor once again. 
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    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    The Black Tar 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We scanned the corridor where the phantasm had disappeared, but there was no sign of it. 
 
    “Guess it’s gone,” whispered Professor Farryn. 
 
    I leaned out to look for a third time. “Guess so,” I murmured.  
 
    Hope so. 
 
    I took a deep breath and checked to make sure my lemonade-filled water pouch was secure in my bag, then we proceeded down the corridor. 
 
    We reached the edge of the black tar puddle in no time. We stood and surveyed it. 
 
    It was steaming: Opaque white vapor rose lazily from the surface. Fumes were emanating not only from the puddle surface, but from all along the wall where the stuff was dripping down, all the way to where the ceiling met the wall, and alongside the broken window and the huge crack to the outside.  
 
    The dragon flew past, the ghouls on its back laughing and pointing, one of them half fallen off and grabbing to climb up again. 
 
    We ducked back out of sight of the wall crack. 
 
    “Did it spot us?” I whispered.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” Professor Farryn answered. “They were flying sideways. Their attention was on something else.” 
 
    I straightened and pulled my jacket back down. “I guess that’s a good thing, for us.” I glanced down the stone corridor both ways. “Come on.” 
 
    We walked back up to the puddle. 
 
    “We need to get across somehow,” Professor Farryn said. “I suggest we...” He stopped mid-sentence as something big rippled just under the surface of the thick black liquid. 
 
    What the heck was that? 
 
    The puddle should only have been an inch deep, or less. The surface was swirling and bubbling, and although it was an accumulation of what had been dripping down the wall, it looked like the puddle had created some kind of interdimensional portal, just as the black tar puddle in the forest had. 
 
    It looked like a small lake with a sea serpent in it, of all things. 
 
    It made me nervous. 
 
    “Maybe we could go around it somehow?” I ventured. 
 
    Professor Farryn looked skeptical, but we walked over to the side that met the stone railing adjacent to the central open space.  
 
    The puddle was big. It had grown even bigger while we’d been dealing with the phantasm, so that it extended to the edge of the stone railing, and was dripping through the openings to the floors beneath. It was also dripping down to the stairwell that led to the floors beneath. Soon, the stairs would be covered. 
 
    We both leaned over to get a good look at it. 
 
    “Great,” I muttered. “Now it’ll contaminate the whole castle.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Professor Farryn agreed as he stood beside me, looking down at the globs falling through the air. “All the more reason to hasten our quest, get the book, and seal the rift.” He straightened and faced me. “Then we can get this material cleaned up and make the castle safe for students again.” 
 
    “Do you think we can really do that?” I asked in a small voice. 
 
    “Yes, Miss Ó Cuilinn, I do.” He looked resolute. “It seems daunting now, but it is, in reality, simply a project with a thousand small steps. Together, those steps represent the solution. Now, let’s get to work.” He turned back to the puddle. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    We both studied the black tar puddle for a minute. 
 
    “I think we should fly over it,” said Professor Farryn. 
 
    “You mean, levitate?” I sounded worried even to my own ears. I remembered my flying lessons. I had done okay, but that was over the grass of the school front lawn. This was over a sticky black puddle that led to the underworld. I swallowed nervously, watching the surface of the thing ripple again. 
 
    What the heck is under that? 
 
    “Miss Ó Cuilinn, even though you are a beginner, you need to try and do this. I will help you,” the science professor said. 
 
    “I... I guess I’m just worried about my concentration,” I murmured. 
 
    “There’s no other way,” he said. “You should be just fine. you just need to keep above the surface of the thing.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll try,” I whispered. 
 
    “Good girl,” said Professor Farryn. “Er, I mean, ‘Good Young Lady.’” He winked at me. “It’s too bad your flying instructor isn’t here, but let’s do this.” 
 
    I took a deep breath.  
 
    “Concentrate. Now watch me,” the teacher murmured, and rose into the air a few feet. 
 
    It was a good thing the ceilings were so high in this part of the castle, because I was so nervous that when I performed the flying spell, I shot five feet into the air. 
 
    “Whoa!” I shivered and dropped like a rock. “WHOA!” I caught myself just in time, and hovered maybe six inches off the ground. 
 
    “Good, good. Now, stay calm. Remaining calm and even-keeled is the secret to a stable ascent,” said Professor Farryn. He looked out over the black tar puddle. “Now, let’s try to get across.” 
 
    He floated a few feet, and out over the edge of the black puddle. “See? It’s easy!” 
 
    “It’s easy for you. You’ve been doing this for over a hundred years,” I said in a quiet voice, then glanced sharply at the teacher to see if he’d heard me. 
 
    Professor Farryn stared out across the expanse of space we’d have to cross, and a small smile played on his face. 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    He knew. 
 
    The teacher floated back over to where I hovered.  
 
    “You can do this, Miss Ó Cuilinn. I have faith in you.” He smiled encouragingly. “And even more: I have faith in your faerie instincts. Trust me, they kept me alive and out of harm’s way for the first fifty years of my life.” 
 
    That sounds promising. 
 
    “Yeah, but did you ever have to deal with flying over a mini-portal to the land of the dead when you were sixteen?” I mumbled under my breath, then glanced again at the teacher. 
 
    He dipped his head to hide his smile. 
 
    “Let’s just try, shall we?” he said. “That’s all anyone can ever really do.” 
 
    “Now you tell me,” I murmured, looking uncertainly at the surface of the black tar puddle, which had begun to ripple once again. 
 
    I eyed the glistening ebony liquid as it swirled back and forth as if it were alive.  
 
    As if something is just under the surface. 
 
    It was an optical illusion. The puddle was maybe an inch deep on the stone surface, if that. 
 
    Even if it did create a small portal to the land of the dead, hopefully that was just like a window, not a door. I figured as long as I didn’t touch the surface, I wouldn’t pass through, and nothing in there would know I was nearby. 
 
    Right? 
 
    Right?! 
 
    I mentally crossed my fingers and took a deep breath, closing my eyes momentarily in concentration. 
 
    I felt myself lift a few more inches and float forward. I opened my eyes and surveyed my progress. 
 
    Not too bad, let’s go a bit farther. 
 
    I proceeded out, inch by inch.  
 
    I was now about a foot over the black tar puddle. I watched the surface like a hawk, every inch of my progress. 
 
    Little by little, I made it a few more feet. I was now about a third of the way over the puddle. 
 
    Doctor Farryn floated alongside me, drifting ahead sometimes, then turning to float back to me, circling me, chatting me up the whole time. I had to concentrate that much harder. 
 
    Wait a minute. 
 
    The surface of the black puddle was still rippling, still moving. I kept telling myself that it was just the wind. 
 
    Just the wind. 
 
    But there was no wind, none at all. My platinum hair, messy and bushy, hadn’t even stirred a centimeter. And my hair was always the first thing I noticed moving when there was a breeze. 
 
    Why would there be a breeze inside the castle? 
 
    I glanced at the huge crack in the wall.  
 
    Wind could come inside from there. It’s only a few meters away, after all. 
 
    I stared back at the black moving puddle. The surface rippling, looking thick and viscous, looking like there was a sea monster just under the surface, like the Loch Ness monster... 
 
    Oh, God... 
 
    I dropped a few inches. 
 
    I felt a surge of panic. 
 
    I began hyperventilating. 
 
    “Hold firm, Miss Ó Cuilinn,” murmured Professor Farryn, close by. “You can do this. Just concentrate.” 
 
    I nodded, closing my eyes and taking several deep breaths. 
 
    I heard the teacher’s swift intake of breath, and my eyes popped open. 
 
    “What?” I asked, staring at him. His eyes were riveted on the surface of the black puddle. 
 
    I felt an icy trail of terror run down my back as I turned my head and looked down at the black puddle. 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    I could see nothing out of the ordinary. A black rippling viscous liquid, almost lazily moving slowly along... 
 
    My eyes went wide. 
 
    What was that?  
 
    I craned my neck, leaning forward. In doing so, my toes tipped a little toward the ground and I lost a few precious inches of altitude before I noticed and reared my head back, startled. 
 
    “Miss Ó Cuilinn, I can carry you, if you want,” Professor Farryn said quietly. 
 
    I swallowed hard. 
 
    I can do this. I’m the daughter of the king, for God’s sake... 
 
    “No, I think I’ll be all right,” I whispered. I cleared my throat and smiled bravely at the science teacher. “I should be able to do this by myself. I did pass the Flying class. Got an “H2.” 
 
    “Oh, well, that is great,” said Professor Farryn. “That’s fantastic!” He cleared his throat. “Just curious, why the minus? What kept you from getting a full mark?” 
 
    My face went red. I glided another few inches. I did not really want to have this conversation while I was floating a foot and a half off the surface of an active portal to the land of the dead, but okay. I cleared my throat. “I... uh... I got marked down on the final... for ... uh...” I looked down. My eyes went wide again. 
 
    The black tar puddle had begun to boil. Thick, large black bubbles were slowly rising to the surface and, as I watched, burst with wet, syrupy-sounding ploops! 
 
    I stared, mesmerized, and my forward movement slowed. 
 
    “What the heck is this, now?” I said, finally feeling something other than fear. “Really? All the things this stuff has done and now this?” I stared down at the puddle underneath me. “Really?!” 
 
    The puddle responded with several large, fat bubbles rising to the surface and bursting so wetly I saw drops splatter on my boots. 
 
    “Eww,” I couldn’t help it. It looked like black snot on my feet. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” murmured Professor Farryn, looking down at the bubbling black liquid. 
 
    I glanced at him and saw a look of deep concern on his face.  
 
    He raised his head to look at me. “Miss Ó Cuilinn, perhaps you should hasten your progress. We can finish our conversation about your academia after you’re back on the stone walkway.” 
 
    I blinked. What? 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “What? Professor, what do you mean?” I asked. I felt confused, like a thousand different things were vying for my attention. 
 
    The teacher drifted closer to me, reaching for my sleeve. “I mean you should expedite your journey across this most concerning...” He glanced down and something held his eyes, and he stared at the puddle, transfixed. 
 
    The icy feeling moved from my back, running up my neck, and flopped into my stomach. I felt a nearly overwhelming urge to vomit. 
 
    Professor Farryn let out a loud, involuntary gasp of surprise. 
 
    I experienced a surge of fear as I felt something GRAB my foot. 
 
    I yelped in dismay and stared down wide-eyed at the strange limb covered in the thick black tar-like substance that made up the puddle. It had a firm grip on the arch of my boot. 
 
    I shook my leg and pulled, and I fell backward onto my rear with the movement. 
 
    Great. 
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    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    Caught 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank goodness my faerie instincts kept me hovering in the air when I fell, or I’d have been on my rear stuck in black muck and probably sinking into the portal on my way to the land of the dead, butt-first. 
 
    As if was, I was mostly on my back, hovering about a foot and a half off the surface of the black tar puddle, my right leg bent at the knee and my foot halfway sunk into the puddle, a huge black tar-covered demonic looking hand wrapped firmly around the middle of my shoe. 
 
    I yelped again and began kicking at the thing, trying to get it to dislodge my foot. 
 
    “Get it off! GET IT OFF!” I cried, feeling frantic. 
 
    Professor Farryn floated behind me and tried to lift me upright again by slipping his hands under my armpits from behind. He heaved mightily and I struggled, and I was halfway back on my feet, so to speak, when the teacher’s hands in my armpits tickled so much that I began to squirm and laugh in a pained manner. 
 
    “Let go!” I screamed. 
 
    The science professor ignored my words and kept lifting me.  
 
    “LET GO!” I yelled again, but Professor Farryn only took his gripping hands from me when he saw I was able to maintain a standing position. 
 
    I took a breath of relief when he removed them, and the tickling stopped. Now I could concentrate. 
 
    I made sure I was levitating the center of gravity near my solar plexus and leaned sideways and jerked at my leg, but the thing held it in an iron grip. 
 
    I looked down. 
 
    Professor Farryn was floating down lower, upside-down, trying to use his wand to beat off the hand that held my foot. Small zaps of miniature lightning arced from the end of his wand to the black goo-covered hand, but to no effect. 
 
    The teacher was hanging upside-down, and his face was growing redder by the second. 
 
    The hand that had hold of me was muscular and looked like a human hand, except it was at least twice the size, and the digits... Each finger ended in a deadly looking claw, curved and sharp. 
 
    It was holding me, and I was wriggling and kicking my leg, trying to get it off. It seemed the hand had its arms full with just maintaining its grip on my foot and holding it steady, what with me wiggling my leg, Professor Farryn sending bolts of electricity at it, and all the screaming issuing forth from both of us.  
 
    I could almost see it thinking. It needed help if it was to keep up its end of the attack. 
 
    And help came. 
 
    A second hand, then a third, both covered in thick, black liquid, both very muscular and ending in sharped, curved, two-inch claws, reached up and took hold of me. One of the new hands gripped my heel, and the other reached up high and grabbed the base of my ankle. 
 
    I screamed louder, and began to thrash in earnest. 
 
    At this point, no less than three demon looking, overly muscled, clawed hands, covered in thick black goo, had a hold of my foot and were digging their claws into me, little by little. 
 
    It began to hurt. 
 
    It had started out as me being caught and held as I floated above the black puddle. Now I could feel the claws, which I had not realized were quite as razor sharp as my senses were now telling me they were, piercing my flesh. 
 
    “Jesus Christ THIS HURTS!” I went nuts. I thrashed and kicked and ended up turning in the air, and my arms went flailing out sideways, and I didn’t know how on earth I was remaining upright, but thank goodness I was able to, from a psychological perspective. 
 
    Because next up was the pulling. 
 
    I could feel the razor claws, all fifteen of them, hooked onto my flesh, in some cases through my boot, and it hurt bad. But then the creature or creatures — I am not sure how many had hold of me — began pulling my foot. 
 
    They were pulling it closer and closer, inch by dreaded inch, to the thick black liquid portal from which they’d emerged. 
 
    I’d been pulled down several inches before I realized what was happening.  
 
    Professor Farryn was upside-down. He’d given up trying to shock the hands with electricity, and was now physically hitting them with a small hammer he’d somehow gotten ahold of. 
 
    Probably out of his bag. 
 
    Being a mountain gnome, he probably carried mountaineering equipment around with him, the way I had a pocket full of flowers. 
 
    He was screaming instructions in a barely controlled panic. “Miss Ó Cuilinn! Kick them with your other foot!” 
 
    “And risk them grabbing that one, too?” 
 
    “Well, they’re dragging into the portal, don’t just let them!” 
 
    I barely noticed I was keeping myself above it; the flying had started to feel natural, but now that was the least of my worries. 
 
    “Okay, fine! I’ll risk the other foot. Whatever!” I kicked at the claws digging into my ankle, because at this point those were the only ones I could reach with my other foot. 
 
    I kicked at the clawed fingers and, on the second kick, I smashed the claws deeper into my foot. 
 
    I screamed in pain. 
 
    I had had it. 
 
    I lifted my face to the stone ceiling, barely staying upright in the air, and I shrieked as loud as I could. 
 
    Louder than I have ever been before. 
 
    Several things happened at once. 
 
    First, my two arctic wolf familiars popped into the air beside me. They were hovering there in midair. 
 
    In the back of my mind, behind everything else that was going on, I thought, Huh, I didn’t know they could do that. 
 
    The two wolves paced back and forth, surveying the situation, then went to work attacking the clawed hands that were pulling me down. They lunged and bit the fingers, drawing blood. A minute later, one of the hands let go of my foot and took a swipe at one of my wolves, I couldn’t tell which.  
 
    The wolf yelped and yelped, and I saw that her snout was cleaved in two, starting at the nostrils and going back several inches. 
 
    It was a gruesome injury: The slice opened up almost an inch as the wolf yelped in pain. 
 
    The hand that had injured the wolf snapped back onto my foot. 
 
    The second thing that happened was that Professor Farryn put away his small hammer, which hadn’t been doing any good that I could see, and flew up to my shoulders and grabbed my left arm, hooking both his arms under my elbow, and pulled upward. 
 
    My descent slowed to nearly nothing. 
 
    The second wolf kept snapping at the hands, although she was being more cautious after seeing what happened to their sister. 
 
    So, there I was, stretched between a flying aged mountain gnome professor, and three black demon clawed hands trying to pull me into hell. 
 
    I felt like saltwater taffy on a spindle. 
 
    Everything had happened so fast, and things had gotten so loud. 
 
    Professor Farryn kept an iron hold on my left arm, and called out encouraging words. 
 
    “Miss Ó Cuilinn, hold on! I am sure they will let go in a minute.” 
 
    “I know you can hold on, don’t stop fighting, you can do it!” 
 
    “Kick at the hands, keep them busy that way.” 
 
    “These things may just be a part of one creature. Try to strike out at each hand in turn to weaken it.” 
 
    “If you swing your other foot around, I think you can dislodge the claw on your ankle, going sideways.” 
 
    “I’m sure your familiar can be healed. Mrs. O’ Bambury can heal any wound.” 
 
    “Or maybe the wolf will heal when she returns to her own dimension. Yes, I think that would be the best course of action. Miss Ó Cuilinn send her back home.” 
 
    “When this is all over, I promise to give you extra credit in class for this outing, which has gone far beyond anything I imagined. I would never have suggested such a dangerous quest had I though your life would be endangered.” 
 
    At this last sentence I started crying. 
 
    I had been wailing and raging and cursing, what few curse words I knew, all at the clawed hands and the situation in general, loudly and vociferously. But at my teacher’s words I went hysterical. 
 
    I thrashed like I had never thrashed before. I reached down and pounded the clawed hands with both of mine, ferociously and wildly. I ended up knocking Professor Farryn off me, I was lashing out so wildly. I kicked out over and over, sometimes driving the claws farther into my ankle, sometimes kicking downward enough so that the fingers holding me started to bleed. 
 
    I screamed so loudly and raged so ferociously that I forgot everything, I forgot my powers. 
 
    My powers. 
 
    A peace suddenly filled me. I calmed my thrashing. 
 
    Professor Farryn grabbed my armpits and pulled upward. 
 
    The hands holding me moved more slowly, but they kept their claws in me. 
 
    I closed my eyes and thought of cold. 
 
    Ice cold. 
 
    Freezing temperatures. 
 
    COLDNESS. 
 
    And my hand glowed with fire. 
 
    I looked down and directed the palms of my hands downward, and blasted heat so hot at the hands holding me that they started to glow red hot. Heat blasted at them until the black sludge was burnt off the clawed fingers, revealing the true color of the flesh that held them: red. 
 
    Red. 
 
    It was a demon holding me. 
 
    “Holly,” whispered Professor Farryn, “it’s from hell. Try using your cold.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and imagined heat as hot as the hottest, driest, most deadly desert. Hotter than anything. 
 
    My hand glowed with ice. 
 
    I blasted the puddle beneath me, and the three muscular red hands, ending in clawed tips, with blinding blue-white frozen ice. 
 
    The hands slowed their writhing. 
 
    I blasted the cold at them in a steady stream and forced myself to not waver from my target. 
 
    After a minute, the clawed hands let go. 
 
    One of the fingers was so frozen it broke off as I kicked myself loose. 
 
    Ewww. 
 
    The hands were withdrawing. The cold was too much for them. I was free. 
 
    I rose in the air a few more feet, my head coming near the stone ceiling. 
 
    I heard a wolf whine and turned to see Tundra with her horrific wound. 
 
    I winced, and tears sprang to my eyes. 
 
    “Tundra, Aspen, go home,” I choked out, uttering the spell to force them to return to their own dimension. I was confident she would heal instantly upon her return home. 
 
    I took a deep breath and tried to calm down a bit, then turned to stare down at the black tar puddle. 
 
    There were no signs of the three demon hands that had reached up to grab me. There were no ripples or swirls. The surface was still and quiet, almost glassy. Icy crystals had formed at the edges; the geometric patterns were beautiful, hiding the deadly portal. 
 
    But I knew what lay underneath. I would stay far, far away from the black sludge. 
 
    I concentrated and rose a few more inches, putting even more distance between me and the damnable black tar puddle. 
 
    “Is it frozen?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on it,” whispered Professor Farryn. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” I muttered. 
 
    We both turned and floated over the puddle, which had grown twenty or thirty feet more during our struggle. 
 
    We both saw the things at the end of the corridor at the same time, and we both reached out and grabbed each other’s sleeve with a hand. 
 
    Ghouls.  
 
    At least five of them. 
 
    They collected in a tight group on the edge of the black tar puddle. I could see them jostling together, trying to be the first to touch us, but at the same time, I could see them careful keep their toes from touching the edge of the sticky black puddle. 
 
    Aha. 
 
    I had an idea. 
 
    I pulled Professor Farryn close as we hovered in midair, and whispered in his ear. “Let’s try to push the ghouls into the portal puddle,” I whispered, barely making any sound, my lips an inch from his ear. 
 
    He drew back and nodded to me slowly.  
 
    The message was clear: Good plan. 
 
    Suddenly, we heard running footsteps, and Chance, Brendan, and Renée came running around the corner behind us. 
 
    “We heard screaming,” said Chance. “Is everyone okay?” 
 
    “Holly, you were screaming?” said Renée. 
 
    “Oh,” said Brendan, spotting the ghouls. 
 
    Professor Farryn and I were hovering over the puddle, halfway across. 
 
    “Come join us, you three, we’re on our way to my office,” the science teacher said. “To retrieve the book.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you guys,” I murmured as the three floated up and over, joining us. I smiled gratefully and embraced Chance in midair. 
 
    We quickly brought them up to speed on what had happened to us thus far, and about my thoughts on the ghouls at the end of the corridor. 
 
    The ghouls were in an agitated state at the sight of three more Fae Folk. 
 
    Chance and Brendan, Renée and I, and Professor Farryn were soon ready with a plan. 
 
    “I think this is going to work,” the professor said.  
 
    “Just be sure to stay well above the black puddle,” I said, nodding. 
 
    Luckily, I was the most inexperienced flyer, and I had gotten much better in the last twenty minutes. Being close to getting pulled through a portal to the land of the dead will make you learn flying faster than most anything else. 
 
    Chance and Renée were very good at it, being upperclassmen. And Brendan was nearly as good as Professor Farryn. 
 
    We nodded to one another, then turned and faced the ghouls. 
 
    As one, we screamed fiercely and rushed the creatures. 
 
    We’d decided that being on the offensive was a far better strategy than being on the defensive. And I’d had enough of defense halfway through my puddle-claw emergency. My ankle was going to need the healing touch of Mrs. O’ Bambury when this was all over with. 
 
    We flew rapidly toward the ghouls, overwhelming them. I led, with an icy blast issuing forth from my hands, and the others used their special gifts and powers, too. 
 
    Brendan was in his normal, smaller form. He zipped around to the back of the ghouls, while they were distracted by our attack. Then he immediately transformed into his larger size, and hit them from behind like a bowling ball slamming into a bunch of pins. 
 
    We had flown up to the ghouls from the ceiling level the whole way, so when Brendan hit them from behind, they fell forward, into the black tar puddle, every mother’s son of them. 
 
    As they landed in the puddle, which should have been just an inch or two deep, they all sank into it, like rocks thrown into soupy mud.  
 
    Hey, it’s a portal to the land of the dead. We’re just sending them back where they came from. 
 
    They sank so fast bubbles rose from the displaced sludge. 
 
    Within less than a minute they were gone. 
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    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    A Massive Roadblock 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I could not believe how lucky we’d been, dispatching the ghouls into the puddle portal so quickly. Compared to the problem right before that, it was a walk in the park. 
 
    Maybe everything will be much easier from here on out, especially now that we’ve all been reunited. 
 
    I smiled at Chance and gave him a side hug. 
 
    “Everyone okay?” asked Brendan. “Anyone need anything before we go on? Water? Bandages?” He eyed my right lower leg and foot. My boot had been damaged, but it had held up pretty well. The ankle was bloody, though. 
 
    I sat down and pulled up my pant leg. 
 
    “Ugh.” I peeled back my sock. It was soaked in blood and black tar goo. 
 
    Brendan kneeled next to me and brought out a med kit. “Let’s get you cleaned up, Holly.” 
 
    I smiled at him gratefully. 
 
    Brendan had been helping me for years, he had been there many times when I’d gotten hurt. 
 
    He removed my shoe and sock, and examined the small claw wounds. They were already turning a sickly shade of green. 
 
    Brendan didn’t even blink. He reached into his med kit and drew out antiseptic, healing gel, and bandages. He was done cleaning, salving and bandaging my leg within a few minutes. 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    “You’re fast,” I said. 
 
    He grinned as he pressed the bandage on. “I’ve been Jess’s apprentice for a few decades, and I learn fast.” 
 
    “A few decades? You still have more to learn?” I couldn’t help myself, I had to ask. 
 
    Brendan just smiled, patted my ankle, and said, “Let me know if it pains you.” And he stood and stepped away. 
 
    Chance held out a hand and helped me up.  
 
    My leg felt much better. “Wow, that stuff he put on me really works fast.” 
 
    “It’s aloe vera gel,” said Chance. 
 
    My head snapped up, “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    Chance chuckled. “Only partially. It’s aloe vera gel made from Jess’s garden and mixed into a special salve in her apothecary. It’s infused with magic.” He winked at me. 
 
    I glanced after Brendan. 
 
    “Oh,” Chance leaned in and whispered in my ear, “Brendan and Jess are besties, that’s why they spend so much time together.” 
 
    I look at Chance. “Are they... together? I mean...” 
 
    Chance grinned. “No, Jess is much older than Brendan. She’s like a favorite aunt of his.” 
 
    “Of everyone’s,” I smiled. 
 
    “Exactly,” he kissed my cheek.  
 
    “Okay,” said Professor Farryn, “Everyone ready to get going?” 
 
    We all nodded.  
 
    I, for one, couldn’t wait to finish this quest. Something about this haunting, and the rift in the sky leading to the land of the dead, well... I couldn’t wait to get the book and seal the rift and get the castle back to normal. Third-year classes were supposed to be fantastic, and I wanted to get back to the business of learning magic. 
 
    I hoped Professor Farryn’s ancient grimoire would be able to defeat the creature Lilitu, whom I seriously loathed. 
 
    We began walking the corridor again, all of us together again. I was in high spirits, walking and holding Chance’s hand. He held me close as we walked. It seemed like our short separation had been harder on him than me, but not in the way I’d first thought. 
 
    Chance was my protector, charged by the king with guarding my life. Yes, he knew, or at least hoped, that I’d been with Professor Farryn, who was a more than adequate defender, but he’d probably been a nervous wreck, just being separated from me. A charge to protect a princess for life is a serious thing. 
 
    Plus, we were in love. 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    We rounded a corner in the castle, Chance, Renée, and I leading the way. 
 
    We stopped abruptly. 
 
    Our way was blocked by what looked like a living mountain. 
 
    The creature, if it was indeed just one creature, was enormous.  
 
    The thing’s face alone was as big as my dorm room bed. 
 
    I took it all in in one glance, but I did see that it had two eyes and a massive nose, and greenish yellow snot was dribbling out of one nostril, and down its chin. 
 
    Its eyes were glazed over with a solid white, and they looked deflated. The skin of the thing was grey and mottled, and its flesh was half rotted off. 
 
    We could see its ribs through a large decomposed area on its side that wrapped around to its chest and back. 
 
    It took a few steps, and I could see that its feet left mucky footprints. 
 
    It was like the creature’s whole body was a festering, rotting mess. 
 
    In the split-second it took for me to see all of this, and take it all in, I wondered one looming thought: How did it even get into the corridor? 
 
    The thing barely fit. It had to double over and duck its head to even walk without impediment. Its arms reached from one side of the corridor to the other, without even stretching out all the way.  
 
    We’d come around the corner at normal walking speed; I think it would have seen us if it had been able to see with the rotten white eyeballs in its head. 
 
    It had been facing away from us, but it must have heard us walking because it slowly turned around to face us, and took a few steps in our direction, before turning to face sideways and putting its hands on the stone bannister to face out toward the open-air center stairwell. 
 
    We took all this information in after a second or two, and seeing the huge creature startled us. 
 
    Chance and Renée backed up immediately, dragging me with them. Chance turned his head to whisper urgently behind him, “Back up, back up, back up!” 
 
    We retreated a dozen feet back the way we’d come, back around the corner.  
 
    It hadn’t spotted us, so we slowly and quietly ducked into the nearby side recess and skulked down it.  
 
    We knelt together to discuss this new problem. 
 
    “Okay,” Chance whispered, “it’s blocking the way to your office, isn’t it, Professor?” 
 
    Doctor Farryn nodded. “I’m afraid it is. I can take it up with the headmistress and the school council after this emergency is all over and done with, but for now, I’m afraid this corridor is the only way to get there.” 
 
    Brendan huffed. 
 
    “What?” I asked in a low whisper. 
 
    “I think it’s a troll. I hate trolls,” said the dwarf. 
 
    “You think it’s a... what?” I asked. 
 
    “Bren, its flesh was rotting off,” said Renée. “Its eyes were glazed white.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I whispered in realization. “I’ve seen these things. I mean, not this size, but, well, actually: the last time I was in New York, to retrieve the Book of Gramarie, in fact, I cut through a cemetery and phased into the land of the dead, remember? The land there, at the cemetery, the people I encountered phased into their true forms, and they were...” I trailed off. 
 
    Chance sat back on his heels and gave me a look. “Zombies.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Renée took a deep breath. “Are you telling me... that that thing back there... is a troll zombie?” 
 
    Brendan looked thoughtful. 
 
    “I ... I think it is, actually,” I said. “From what I saw.” 
 
    “It’s a troll and its eyes are glazed over white, and its flesh is half rotted off,” said Brendan. “It’s a troll zombie.” 
 
    “A troll zombie,” Renée said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Yes,” confirmed Brendan. 
 
    “What do you think, Chance?” I asked. 
 
    “I think I’m really glad it didn’t see us,” Chance whispered. 
 
    Professor Farryn began to laugh. 
 
    “Shhh! Seriously. It’s going to hear you,” Chance said. 
 
    The science teacher quieted to a chuckle, but seemed unable to stop completely. 
 
    Chance sighed in exasperation. 
 
    “Okay, listen,” said Brendan. “This is the situation: That... thing... is blocking our way. Just like that black tar puddle portal to the land of the dead blocked us. This is serious. We need to get to the professor’s office. We have to cross past the... the troll zombie. Thoughts? Ideas? Strategies?” He looked at each of us, his eyebrows raised and his lips in a tight line. 
 
    “Well,” I said. “Let me just...” I crept up and tiptoed back to the corner and peered around it to look at the troll zombie. 
 
    It was stepping in what was, for it, a small circle, walking around and around, acting for all the world like a young, impaired child. I backed up again and pointed this out. 
 
    “Couldn’t we try talking to it?” I asked. “Reasoning with it? Maybe even bribing it with a candy or something? I don’t know. What do trolls like to eat?” 
 
    Professor Farryn dipped his head down to hide a chuckled, which I heard anyway. 
 
    My cheeks flamed. I said nothing. 
 
    I saw movement out of the corner of my eye and turned to see Brendan roll his own eyes. 
 
    I huffed. 
 
    This is getting to be too much. 
 
    Chance spoke up, his voice very low so as not to attract the attention of the troll zombie. “Trolls are, when alive, extremely mean, violent, and unpredictable, Holly. They seem to act like young children because they have really tiny brains. But also, remember, this is a troll zombie. The movies did get one thing right: Zombies try to eat brains.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” I said, feeling amazed. “I thought that was just a thing Hollywood made up. You are kidding, right?” 
 
    Chance slowly shook his head. “Zombies, which are very, very rare, and usually only found in the land of the dead, do indeed try to eat brains. More specifically, they try to catch any living being, be it dog or human, Elfen or Faerie, and the first thing they do when they’ve got a living creature is, well, it’s really disgusting...” His words tapered off. 
 
    “Tell me.” I had to know. Plus, it drove me crazy when someone started a sentence and didn’t finish it. 
 
    Chance shrugged. “They like to eat the contents of the skull. It’s their favorite part. They savor it. I once saw a film made by the Faerie Council, to educate children. It was an Elfen zombie they’d trapped. They gave it a goat. It took the poor animal, and while it was still alive, the Elfen zombie pinched the goat at the base of the skull. The goat’s brains came squishing out of its eye sockets. The zombie licked it up like it was toothpaste coming out of a tube. The goat screamed and struggled, but... well... apparently becoming a zombie imbues you with super strength. The zombie held the goat with one arm like it was nothing. The goat took a long time to die.” He looked down at the ground with a sigh. 
 
    I turned to the side and vomited. 
 
    Chance patted my back, “Oh, Holly, Oh, I’m sorry. I am so sorry.” 
 
    I felt embarrassed. I had insisted Chance tell me the story. I heaved a few more times, emptying the entire contents of my stomach.  
 
    I wiped my mouth with my sleeve, then wretched again. Spitting out stomach acid, I shook my head. 
 
    Stupid stupid stupid. 
 
    Chance tried to talk again, but I just put my hand out to stop him. I had had enough. 
 
    He continued to slowly rub my back as I finished. 
 
    A few minutes later, Professor Farryn handed me a waterskin, this one filled with actual water. Which was a good thing: I think even a sip of lemonade would have gotten me started heaving all over again. 
 
    I took a sip of water.  
 
    “Spit,” the teacher said quietly. 
 
    I obeyed. 
 
    I took a few more sips and spat them out after swishing my mouth clean. Then I drank a few mouthfuls of the water. My stomach roiled and threatened to upchuck again, then settled down uneasily. 
 
    I handed the waterskin back to the professor. As he took it and screwed the cap back on, he said quietly, “I know the film Chance is talking about. It’s shown to all Fae Folk children when they’re about five years old. Everyone I’ve seen watch it has had the same reaction as you. There’s a reason for this: Zombies may be rare, but they are deadly. DEADLY.” 
 
    I looked up into his wise old eyes and nodded. 
 
    I stood and comported myself, then turned to Chance and the others. 
 
    “Zombies only exist in the land of the dead,” he said quietly. “This one won’t last long here; they can’t survive in our realm for long. The only way it can survive is if Titania Academy castle is somehow pulled into the land of the dead, which I suspect the ghouls and other creatures bleeding out of that sky rift are trying to do.” 
 
    We checked on the zombie to see its progress, but when we peered around the corner it was still in pretty much the same position. It had sat down, though, plopped its rear right in the center of the stone corridor. When I looked this time, I tried to see how it could have gotten in. 
 
    I saw another hole in the castle walls, this one much bigger and higher up on the wall. I pointed it out to Chance and he nodded. 
 
    The troll zombie had fallen out of the rift in the sky, directly onto the castle. It had fallen into the corridor, by happenstance. 
 
    We backed up again to discuss our next steps. 
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    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    Strategies 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Okay, here’s what I think,” whispered Brendan, shrinking down to his normal small size. “Trolls have terrible eyesight, and the zombification process makes that even worse. What if... we crawl on our bellies to get past that thing? You know: sneak!” He looked at us, his eyebrows raised, and nodded, with a smile on his face. 
 
    Chance rolled his eyes. “Dude, you saw that same film I did. Trolls, and zombies, too, for that matter, can crush skulls with one slap. Plus, trolls might have bad eyesight, but they have an excellent sense of smell.” 
 
    Brendan hung his head and mumbled, “ ‘zonly thing I could come up with. Sorry.” 
 
    Chance patted him on the back.  
 
    Brendan didn’t react. 
 
    Chance nudged his friend’s arm. 
 
    Brendan ignored him. 
 
    Chance punched him in the shoulder. 
 
    I saw a small grin on Brendan’s face. 
 
    I exhaled in relief. 
 
    “What about...” Chance said slowly. “We could, um, did any of you see how far the corridor goes, you know, beyond where the troll zombie is?” 
 
    “It ends a dozen feet past it,” said Professor Farryn quietly. 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Chance. 
 
    “Let’s hear your idea, Chance,” said Renée. 
 
    Chance took a deep breath. “Okay, well, what if... um... what if we use our familiars to... lure the troll zombie back down the corridor, you know, past this alcove we’re in, and back that way, and when the zombie’s attention is farther up the corridor, then we slip ahead to the professor’s office, and dismiss the familiars. Good idea?” 
 
    Brendan shook his head slowly. 
 
    “What?” said Chance. 
 
    “If the familiars lead the troll zombie farther back up the corridor, it will have to pass our hiding spot right here. It might smell us, it might turn toward the smell. Or sound. They do have ears, you know. Even if we cloak ourselves somehow, we are still taking the chance the thing turns down into this alcove,” Brendan pointed out. “We’d be trapped. We’d be toast.” 
 
    “Or the troll zombie could somehow trap us against the black tar puddle,” Renée pointed out. “There are too many ways to be trapped, if the troll zombie is on the move.” 
 
    Chance slowly nodded his head and then shrugged. He looked at the rest of us and sighed. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I think Chance’s suggestion is possible, but with some changes. What if...” I took a deep breath. “What if we have the familiars lead the troll zombie toward the black tar puddle, while we slip past it to the other end of the corridor? You know, crawl and sneak past it like Brendan suggested.” Even as I uttered the words, I knew it would never work. I tried again. “If we have our familiars lead the troll around the corner to where the black tar puddle is, while we wait at the far end of the corridor. Then the troll zombie would be the one near the black tar puddle.”  
 
    Nope, still sounds ridiculous. 
 
    “That that would mean somehow slipping into the end of the main corridor without being detected by the troll zombie,” Chance pointed out. “And hoping it follows the familiars, even after probably seeing us in this alcove or at the end of the corridor.” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    This was hard. 
 
    I turned to Renée. “Do you have any suggestions?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I was going to say what Brendan said, but it would never work. We’d be crushed for sure.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean ‘killed’?” I asked. 
 
    Renée just looked at me. 
 
    “Just, oh, right, it’s a troll zombie, and it... probably kills by... crushing... right. Sorry,” I let my voice dribble off into silence. 
 
    I felt defeated. 
 
    We had come this far. How were we going to solve this last problem? 
 
    “I have an idea,” said Professor Farryn in a quiet voice. 
 
    He gestured for us to go and check on the creature; it was important to keep tabs on the thing. 
 
    We snuck and peeked around the corner. 
 
    Yep, still there. 
 
    It had not moved. 
 
    Professor Farryn drew us back into the alcove.  
 
    We huddled together and whispered. 
 
    “Okay,” the teacher said. And he proceeded to explain his plan. 
 
    I couldn’t help myself. “Flying?! Again?!” I exclaimed nervously. 
 
    Professor Farryn nodded, a smile on his face. 
 
    He always looks so hopeful. 
 
    I shuddered, remembering how my recent flying venture had nearly ended in catastrophe. My foot still hurt from where that thing had grabbed me. 
 
    “No, listen,” he explained. “On the left side of the corridor is a stone railing. The open space is right there: empty open space, and a lot of it.” 
 
    “Professor, that’s a nearly two-hundred-foot drop,” Brendan said quietly. 
 
    Professor Farryn nodded, “Yes, but flying a few feet above a walkway is no different than flying a thousand feet in the air. The mechanics are exactly the same,” he said. “It’s even safer, in a way, because you have a lot of space underneath you, which means you have time to catch yourself if you lose concentration and begin to fall.” 
 
    Really?! 
 
    I was beginning to feel sick to my stomach again. 
 
    “Hmmm, wait a minute,” said Renée slowly. “Something else about the professor’s idea. If the troll zombie sees us, and tries to get us, it’s so heavy it’ll just crash through the stone railing and fall through. To the first floor.” 
 
    “That is going to make a heck of a mess in the front hall,” Brendan mumbled, trying to hide his smile. 
 
    “This might work,” said Chance. 
 
    “Please tell me you’re kidding.” I looked at each of them. My stomach fell into my guts.  
 
    This can’t be happening. 
 
    Professor Farryn was nodding. 
 
    “Okay,” I said quietly, holding up a finger. “What if...” I cleared my throat gently. “What if... I... fall?” I looked up at them, my eyebrows raised in question, my chin tilted to the side. 
 
    I know I have a valid point. They have to acknowledge I have a valid. point. Isn’t this a valid point? 
 
    “What if we hold you?” Chance suggested. 
 
    My eyes opened wide, and I gave him a look. 
 
    Dammit, Chance. 
 
    “I... I don’t really feel I can do this, guys. Guys?” I whispered. I felt tears fill my eyes. Oh, hell.  
 
    My shoulders fell. 
 
    Chance got to his feet and held out his hand to help me up. “You’ll do fine, Holly. I’ll hold you, and if you lose altitude, I’ll catch you.” 
 
    “But... how can you catch me if you’re already holding me...?” I mumbled. 
 
    “I’ll catch you, Holly,” whispered Brendan, tickling my ear. 
 
    I sighed, feeling defeated. 
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    Five minutes later we were lined up against the stone railing. The troll zombie was just around the corner, maybe ten feet away. We could just see it if we leaned out over the stone. 
 
    I looked down the center airy space. It had never bothered me before; I wasn’t sure why I was suddenly acrophobic. 
 
    Chance took my hand and gripped it. 
 
    “No, see, like this,” Professor Farryn demonstrated. We were to grip each other’s wrists, entwining our forearms, on both sides. 
 
    We hooked wrists. We were a chain of Fae Folk.  
 
    Brendan nodded. 
 
    Renée nodded, too, and smiled encouragingly. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Chance said. 
 
    Professor Farryn glanced at me. “You ready, Miss Ó Cuilinn?” he asked. 
 
    I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. 
 
    What am I doing? I’m acting like the weakest link in a chain. A chain of my friends. And we’re trying to save a castle, our home. Titania Academy. I’m a third-year student at school, sixteen years old, a year older than Chance was when he came and found me. Alone. He came alone, to the human world. To New York City. He was brave, and he was only fifteen. He was a second-year student. And I’m a third-year, and I have learned a ton through these last two years at the Academy. And here I am acting like a scared kid. I’m Holly Ó Cuilinn, the daughter of The Holly King. I’ve got an incredible birthright. And oh! I just remembered — we learned in flying class last semester that your faerie instincts will stop you from landing hard, remember? You’re an idiot, Holly Ó Cuilinn, that’s what you are. And you have no business with a head full of unfounded fear. 
 
    I opened my eyes, feeling resolute. 
 
    I turned to Professor Farryn, rose off the ground an inch, and said, “Let’s do this.” 
 
    He grinned and nodded. “Up and out!” 
 
    We all rose off the ground and drifted five feet up. 
 
    We were off. 
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    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    The Last Corridor 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Arms locked, we floated up over the stone railing and out into the open-air center of the castle.  
 
    It was colder out here, and the wind whistled vertically through the castle so fast it lifted my hair and tossed it about. 
 
    I looked up and saw the top of the castle had been partially blasted away, and my heart fell. 
 
    It can be repaired. It can all be repaired. 
 
    I took a deep breath, and a feeling of determination surged through me. 
 
    We’re going to succeed.  
 
    I looked toward the troll zombie. It was still idle, sitting in the middle of the stone corridor. Dilly-dallying around with nothing. 
 
    I studied it from where we hovered. We were about twenty feet away from the creature. I could see its flesh rotting off as I watched. Pieces of it fell wetly from its body, plopping onto the stone with a soggy plunk. 
 
    It was disgusting. 
 
    “See there, Miss Ó Cuilinn,” Professor Farryn whispered, “it cannot survive long in our dimension. It is rotting faster than anything. In the land of the dead, it would take decades for even a small part of it to decay like that. Here, it can last no longer than a few days, if that.” 
 
    I nodded. It was both disgusting and fascinating. Watching it, my stomach did one last flip-flop, before the determination from my mind demanded my body settle itself. 
 
    And then I felt no more nausea. 
 
    I could watch the decaying troll zombie from a clinical point of view, with the eye of a scientist. 
 
    We hovered there for a few minutes. I think we really hoped the troll zombie would see us and fall to its death. 
 
    But it did not. It was half-deaf, or ignorant, or impaired or... 
 
    I felt a twinge of impatience. 
 
    Apparently so did Renée. She let out an audible sigh, blew dramatically at her hair, and said, “Come on. Somebody do something to attract its attention already.” 
 
    Brendan needed no further prodding. He pursed his lips and blew, and let out an ear-splitting whistle that they probably heard in Dublin. 
 
    The troll zombie’s head snapped up sharply. 
 
    “See, it can move fast, when it wants to,” Chance murmured. 
 
    I nodded, my gaze transfixed on the enormous creature. 
 
    It got to its feet and shambled a step closer to the railing, peering out at us. 
 
    It spotted us. 
 
    It seemed puzzled. 
 
    Brendan let out a second ear-splitting blast. 
 
    The troll zombie focused on us, actually telescoping its head a few inches in realization. It gave out a loud roar, so loud it seemed it would rattle the stone walls of the crumbling castle. Brendan grinned. “Oi, troll! Come and get us!” 
 
    The creature reared back and roared again, louder. 
 
    My ears rang. 
 
    It stomped and stomped, and I realized it was running back and forth against the stone railing. 
 
    It’s not going to jump out at us? 
 
    Just as the thought ran through my head, the troll zombie, unable to hold back any longer, blasted against the stone railing, which crumbled like sawdust. 
 
    That railing is solid. I’ve leaned against it a hundred times. And that thing snapped it like matchsticks. Jeez. It must weigh ten tons. Or more. 
 
    The troll took a step, leaned out, and tried reaching for switch one arm. It lost its balance, and almost in slow motion, teetered out into the open air and fell. 
 
    Before it began proceeding down, its hand reached out for its prey. 
 
    For us. 
 
    The fat, decaying fingers of the troll zombie got within a couple of inches of Brendan’s face. 
 
    The dwarf was smooth as silk, cool as a cucumber. He smiled at the creature, and did not even break a sweat. The troll zombie’s expression changed from one of rage to one of surprise, and Brendan blew in its face. 
 
    Then, it fell. The wind created from it falling out of the area we were in buffeted against us momentarily. 
 
    Gravity claimed the huge weight, and the troll zombie, staring at us as it fell, plummeted to the ground floor. 
 
    Over two hundred feet. 
 
    We watched it fall, as we hovered in the air, our arms still tightly entwined.  
 
    As heavy as it was, the creature seemed to take a long time to fall. But it finally landed with a SPLAT! and lay still. 
 
    Green liquid arced upward from the body, at least fifty feet. It splattered against the massive center stone staircase in a wet smear that created a small waterfall dripping back down. 
 
    I stared down. The troll zombie no longer looked much like a troll zombie, or any other kind of troll.  
 
    It looked like a pile of mashed potatoes. 
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    We levitated back to the stone hallway, gently arcing over the rubble of the stone railing, and down to the firm floor of the corridor. 
 
    “Like a boss,” I murmured, smiling. Secretly, I felt a tiny speck of happiness at being back on terra firma. 
 
    We grinned and laughed, happy to have gotten that problem solved. 
 
    We looked around and saw a bit of damage the troll zombie had done, but we walked past it and to the end of the corridor. 
 
    I turned around in a full circle twice, happy to have the way clear. 
 
    “Well,” Professor Farryn said. “Just one hallway left and then my office is just there.” 
 
    I looked to where he pointed, down the last corridor. 
 
    This last stone walkway was shaped like a horseshoe. Another black tar puddle lay stretched across part of the stone. 
 
    Not a problem. I felt like grinning like an idiot. I had conquered my fear, and felt very confident in my abilities. 
 
    “Well, this shouldn’t be a problem,” said Renée. “The other one was much harder, huh?” 
 
    I nodded happily. This puddle was not even a third the size of the first one.  
 
    We slowly walked up to the black tar, which, this time, was leaking in from the same breach through which the troll zombie had fallen into the castle. 
 
    A small rivulet ran down the stone and collected there, in a puddle. 
 
    We walked up to the puddle and scanned it. 
 
    It looked calm, with a placid surface.  
 
    No ripples, no swirls, no clawed hands reaching up out of it... 
 
    Uh oh. What’s that? 
 
    The surface of the puddle had begun to move slightly. 
 
    I took a deep breath. 
 
    Maybe it’s my presence that draws these things out to the surface of the puddles. 
 
    I thought back to the front lawn, littered with numerous black tar puddles. 
 
    I thought about the one we’d first encountered in the forest. I knew we’d have our hands full cleaning all the black stuff up. 
 
    I turned and walked back the way I’d come. Chance and Renée followed me. 
 
    Brendan and Professor Farryn stayed closer to the puddle. 
 
    I walked all the way back to the stone railing, a good thirty feet. 
 
    “Is it still swirling?” I called out.  
 
    Chance shushed me. 
 
    “We’re still in danger; there’s ghouls everywhere,” he whispered. 
 
    Professor Farryn and Brendan had walked back. 
 
    “What’s up, Holly,” Brendan asked. 
 
    “I’m worried that the creatures in the black tar puddles are drawn to me,” I said in a quiet voice. “It looked as though the puddle was clear and still, but then when I walked up to it, I saw a ripple move over it.” 
 
    I felt foolish saying it out loud. 
 
    Professor Farryn glanced back at the black liquid pooled on the stone. “It might be so. Different kinds of magic are drawn to different kinds of Faeries, and as well all know, Miss Ó Cuilinn is a unique type of Fae Folk.” 
 
    I looked over at the black wetness. 
 
    “Well,” said Chance, “the ceiling is still quite high here, maybe we should just fly up to the top and drift over quickly.” 
 
    “That’s an idea,” said Renée. 
 
    Brendan turned to me, “How ’bout it, Holly; sound good?” 
 
    “I guess so,” I said slowly, feeling uncertain. Alarm bells were going off left and right inside my head, the longer I stood there and stared at that black tar puddle. 
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” murmured Professor Farryn, as he rose in the air a few inches. 
 
    I took a deep breath and nodded. I closed my eyes and took another deep breath, trying to calm my instincts. 
 
    I heard Renée gasped suddenly, and opened my eyes. She was staring at the black liquid. 
 
    I looked over at it as well, and I felt like a bucket of ice water had been poured over my head. 
 
    Professor Farryn fell back down to the stone so suddenly, he stumbled and almost fell. 
 
    Brendan caught him and steadied him. 
 
    Chance saw what Renée was staring at, and his eyes went wide. 
 
    We stood there and stared, every one of us in shock. 
 
    At the edge of the new black tar puddle, less than a foot from the dry stone corridor, a hand was emerging. A large, muscular hand, with five fingers ending in claws, reaching up out of the sticky black liquid. It was coated in the black tarry wetness, but the liquid was dripping off of it, exposing skin that was a deep blood-red. 
 
    The hand slowly reached skyward, stretching a few feet, the finger wiggling experimentally. 
 
    After a few moments, it was joined by a second hand. Then a third. 
 
    Then a fourth. 
 
    Then a horned head slowly emerged out of the puddle. The face was animated, and the eyes were intelligent, and it slowly turned in the thick black liquid until it saw us. 
 
    It focused on us. 
 
    This creature was not stupid like the troll zombie. There was an intellect behind those eyes. An understanding. 
 
    When it saw us standing there, still thirty feet away, it slowly grinned. 
 
    Then it moved its four arms to the edge of the black puddle and placed them on the stone edge, and began to lift itself out of the puddle, the way a swimmer rises up out of a pool. 
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    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    The Demon 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My blood ran cold as I watched, mesmerized, while the red skinned creature rose up out of the black tar puddle. It had to be an optical illusion, because a huge, muscled, eight-foot-high winged red demon with clawed hands and sinister horns didn’t usually climb out of a one-inch-deep puddle. 
 
    Didn’t usually climb out of anything. 
 
    This was the first time I’d seen anything like this, outside of a Ridley Scott movie. I had had no idea such creatures were real. 
 
    Demons. 
 
    Say it. 
 
    I suddenly shuddered, an icy chill running up my back. 
 
    This, or something like it, was what had hold of my foot at the other puddle. 
 
    I felt goosebumps rise along both arms as I stared at the thing. 
 
    The thing was huge, buck naked, and grinning like an evil scientist. Its legs ended in hooves, not feet. Huge hooves, like a moose. The cloven appendage splayed open as the full weight of the creature pressed down on it. 
 
    Its blood-red skin was darker in the creases, deepening to an almost smoky black color at its armpits and under its chin. 
 
    The horns grew out the back of its head, and they were huge. Each horn was at least four inches in diameter, and curved out and down, and curled back to the center, looking for all the world like weird hair. 
 
    Its wings were hairless and looked like giant bat wings folded tightly against its back. As it rose out of the puddle and straightened to stand before us, it unfurled those wings and flexed them, as if they’d been confined for a long time. The skin between the spine ridges fluttered with a life of its own and seemed gleeful to feel the air play along its skin. The wings were so large they dragged the ground on this nightmare from hell. 
 
    It folded its arms in front of its chest and regarded us, smirking. 
 
    I swallowed as I felt stomach acid rise to the back of my throat. 
 
    This is no time to vomit. 
 
    The demon faced us, and there were a few moments when we all held our breath as the creature grinned at us, the look on its face revealing that it knew exactly the fear and surprise its sudden appearance was causing. 
 
    It slowly unfolded its arms and extended its red clawed finger and pointed it straight at me. 
 
    I held my breath and heard my heart beat so loud it was like cannon fire in my ears.  
 
    Then, I felt Chance, standing beside me, grab my arm in a vise grip and pull me back so fast I stumbled and nearly fell. He dragged me backward in almost a run, back around the corner, down the first corridor, and into the side alcove. 
 
    We all clustered at the end of the alcove, next to a narrow window I hadn’t noticed before. We were silent for a minute, each of us trying to gather our wits and catch our breath. 
 
    I finally spoke, unsure why I was the first to recover. “I thought hell wasn’t real.” 
 
    That broke the spell. 
 
    “Hell, as portrayed in human literature and in the movies,” explained Professor Farryn, “isn’t real. What we are dealing with here is the land of the dead. The realm, or dimension if you will, where creatures who were once alive go when their physical bodies decay and cease to exist.” 
 
    Wait. What? 
 
    “So, that means, like, hell. I guess,” I said slowly. “Hell is full of dead people. Right?” 
 
    Chance shook his head. “You’re thinking like a human, Holly. If hell, the way it’s usually described, existed, that would mean heaven did, too. But they don’t. Ghûlheim is not full of evil souls; it is full of the dead. And although it’s hard to grasp, every single creature who has ever lived and died is there. 
 
    “Okay, but what is that thing back there? It looked like a demon. A very large and powerful devil demon,” I said. “And it seemed to single me out.” I glanced behind me to make sure nothing had crept up while we’d been speaking. 
 
    There was nothing there. That I could see. 
 
    I shivered and held my arms close. 
 
    Chance put his arms around me. 
 
    Doctor Farryn continued. “Holly, the creatures coming out of the rift are not dead souls, they are the creatures that exist only in the land of the dead, in Ghûlheim, he explained. “These things are alive, unlike the dead souls of living creatures, and their intentions range from mischievous to deadly. Most of them cannot survive long in our realm. Days or hours, usually. But they can cause an immense amount of damage while they’re here. And they may be trying to stretch their dimension into ours, so they can move into our world, little by little. The black tar puddles may be how they’re doing it, dripping into this dimension through the tear in the sky. 
 
    “That thing back there is not a demon in the conventional sense of the word; it is a powerful archfiend. They are rare, from what we know, and usually command the lesser beings that follow them. Ghouls and spirits and the like. Some we haven’t even encountered yet. There are all manner of brutes and goblins, and hellions and imps, that exist in the land of the dead. There are probably hundreds of different creatures that inhabit Ghûlheim, just as there are in our world here. Thousands. Hundreds of thousands, if you count all the insects.  
 
    He glanced back the way we’d retreated. “This one seems alone, so I’m not sure what it is doing, but it does seem to have singled you out. And that is concerning.” He took a deep breath and looked troubled. 
 
    Chance held me tighter. “I won’t let anything happen to you,” he whispered. 
 
    “That thing is so big, and I could feel the power emanating from it,” said Renée. “It was blasting out multiple waves of fear and panic. It was all I could do to stand still.” She shivered. “I wanted to run away, run out of there. It was…” She shuddered. 
 
    I hadn’t felt any panic. This is weird. 
 
    “I felt fear, just from the sight of it,” I said. “But I wasn’t aware of any waves of panic pulsing out from it. Did everyone feel those?” I glanced around. 
 
    Chance and Renée were nodding, and Professor Farryn nodded slightly. I looked at Brendan, who nodded reluctantly. 
 
    “Why didn’t I feel anything like that?” I asked in a whisper. 
 
    “Could be any number of reasons,” Doctor Farryn said. “I think the important question is: How are we going to get around this thing?” 
 
    “… or battle it and win…” Brendan interjected. 
 
    “… to get to my office?” the teacher finished. 
 
    “Uhhh, I don’t think we’d win in a battle with that creature,” Renée said slowly. “I think it would be suicide to try.” 
 
    I felt a growing irritation in the pit of my stomach. I was angry. “Why wasn’t any of this explained before we started on this expedition?” I asked. “It would have been helpful if we’d been better prepared for what we might encounter.” I looked from the professor to Chance and Renée, finally resting my eyes on Brendan. “You all probably knew about these different creatures, but I wasn’t aware of any of it. I wasn’t raised in Fae Folk culture; I didn’t see that film when I was younger. Really, you could’ve told me.” 
 
    Chance and Brendan ducked their heads in shame. Professor Farryn looked very sad and regretful. Renée just mouthed, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    My eyes rolled. 
 
    From now on, I am going to research and insist on a complete briefing before rushing headlong into new territory. 
 
    “Miss Ó Cuilinn,” Professor Farryn said quietly, “we are doing the best we can with what little we have. The teachers are just trying to solve the problem of the open rift to the land of the dead. No one, even the humans, knows everything about everything. Unknown things can crop up at any time, in any place.” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips and gave him a look. 
 
    “And yes, I think it’s a good idea that from now on we brief everyone about all foreseeable possibilities before we start on an expedition,” he added in a small voice. “And I’m sorry everything wasn’t made clear to you ahead of time; that was my mistake.” He stared at me. “Sometimes I forget you weren’t raised in the Faerie community. I apologize, Miss Ó Cuilinn.” He bowed deeply. “Please forgive an old man.” 
 
    “Oh, stop,” I playfully batted his shoulder. “We’ll do better next time, I’m sure. The thing right now is: How do we get to your office with that thing blocking the way?” 
 
    “Has anyone checked on it lately?” Renée asked, glancing back. “It didn’t follow us, so I wonder what it’s up to.” 
 
    “I’m going to go check,” whispered Brendan. He made a comical sight, crouched and tiptoeing to the corner. 
 
    We followed him, unable to stop ourselves. 
 
    We didn’t see the red archfiend in the main corridor, so we crept down it, going as quietly as we could, until we got to the next corner. 
 
    Brendan turned to us and put a finger to his lips, then nodded. He turned and slowly peeked around the corner. 
 
    His shoulders slumped, and he straightened, then craned his next to look farther. Then we all peeked around the stone wall. 
 
    The archfiend was gone. 
 
    The black tar puddle lay where it had been. A few drops and splashes were visible where the red-skinned creature had lifted itself out of the puddle, but other than that, the corridor was utterly empty. 
 
    Where had the thing gone? 
 
    I swung my head around, stepping a few paces around the corner, looking for any sight of the archfiend. It shouldn’t be hard to spot, being an eight-foot-tall blood-red winged demon-looking creature. 
 
    But the archfiend was nowhere to be found. 
 
    It was gone. Just… gone. 
 
    Brendan shrugged. “Let’s go, then.” 
 
    Everyone seemed to agree with the large dwarf, so we walked cautiously closer to the black tar puddle, looking out for the archfiend or any other thing that might come at us. 
 
    When nothing appeared, I felt lucky. No, it was more like luck tinged with suspicion. 
 
    This had not been our fortune so far. 
 
    Well, maybe it’s time for some good luck, then. 
 
    We were certainly due some. 
 
    We hooked arms and rose as one into the air, until our heads gently bumped the ceiling. 
 
    I glanced around the area constantly for some sign of where the creature had gone, but my eyes were met with just stone walls and stone ceilings, and a sticky wet portal to Ghûlheim below us. 
 
    We glided at ceiling level over the deadly puddle, and touched down on the other side. 
 
    Straightening his tunic, Professor Farryn nodded. “Well, that was easy. Things are starting to look up, eh?” He smiled at each of us, then turned to proceed the rest of the way down the corridor. 
 
    We walked around the last stone curve and at last faced the heavy, aged, wooden door of Doctor Farryn’s office and quarters. 
 
    I remembered the last time I’d been here for any length of time. It had been an evening party, and the Ambrosia had run freely that night. 
 
    With a small smile, I followed the science teacher through the doorway and into his office. 
 
    “Once we get the Book of Gramarie, we’ll bring it back to the Faun Café so we can finally get to work on sealing this horrible rift,” the professor said as he led the way past several desks and easy chairs. He proceeded through another doorway, and turned to a heavy tapestry, which he pulled aside to reveal a rough stone wall and a heavy metal doorway. It was small, the perfect size for the short mountain dwarf.   
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    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    Brendan 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Professor Farryn withdrew a small ancient metal key from an inner pocket and inserted into the lock on the door. He turned it and we heard an audible click, and it made me realize I’d been holding my breath. We’d all been holding our breath. 
 
    We were expecting something to go wrong. 
 
    The archfiend just disappearing like that, after presenting a nearly impenetrable obstacle between us and the office, well, it was just too easy to be true. 
 
    Not with our luck. 
 
    Professor Farryn slowly pushed open the metal door, and it creaked as it swung away from us. The teacher glanced at Brendan beside him. “If you want to come in, you’re going to have to shrink back to normal, at least to get through this door. It gets bigger once you’re inside.” 
 
    The large dwarf nodded, and a look of concentration came over his eyes, and suddenly, he was shorter than the professor. He grinned at Professor Farryn and nodded. “All set.” 
 
    The teacher nodded to him, then glanced back at the rest of us and lifted his eyebrows. “Ready?” 
 
    We all nodded yes, but I was puzzled. 
 
    I thought this was just the professor’s office. Yeah, this little door, concealed behind the tapestry, is kind of creepy, but… why is he asking us if we’re ready? 
 
    As Professor Farryn ducked and entered through the small door, which reminded me of the tiny door in the Willy Wonka movie, he turned and murmured, “Remember, we are here to just get the book, turn back around, and get out. We have to get back to the Faun Café as soon as possible; they’re waiting for us. And the quicker we can get back, the faster we can seal that rift. Got it?” 
 
    “Understood, Professor.” 
 
    “Yep, got it.” 
 
    “Okay, Professor.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    We passed through the doorway and into Wonderland. 
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    Stone steps took us spiraling down several floors. This secret room had obviously been built into the castle, and as we descended down to the bottom, Professor Farryn explained. 
 
    “When Titania Academy castle was first being built, a very long time ago, I was a young professor, but I was in charge of three different departments, and they gave me first pick of quarters,” he said. “I scouted all of the offices out, and spotted this one. It had originally been built was an extra set of storerooms, but I quickly laid claim to it, expanded and altered it to my liking, and it’s been mine ever since.” 
 
    We were speechless. 
 
    Upon reaching the end of the stairs, we entered a large double room enclosure. Books lined several walls, and there was a glistening green mirror at the far end. An alcove was set into the inner wall, a foot above the ground, and a large circular metal wheel set into the stone. It looked like the handle on the door of a submarine, of all things. 
 
    The whole floor was dimly lit, and Professor Farryn seemed deeply concerned about this. 
 
    “There shouldn’t be any light coming in here at all,” he said. “Nobody wander. I have to investigate.” 
 
    He hurried off into the next room, through an arched open doorway. I admired the deep mahogany wood from which the arch was created; it looked like it had been hewn from one massive piece of wood. 
 
    Just like a hobbit house. 
 
    Chance took several steps, scanning the room and turning around. “It looks like everything is intact,” he said. 
 
    “You been in here before?” I asked. 
 
    He just smiled. 
 
    Oh, duh, of course he’d have already been in these rooms. What am I thinking? 
 
    I smiled back at him. I was still on the first step of the spiral staircase. He stepped back up to me and took my hands in his. 
 
    I stared down at him and smiled. 
 
    He lifted his eyes to mine and smiled as well. 
 
    Oh, God, he’s so cute, I want to kiss him… 
 
    Chance squeezed by hands gently in his and leaned forward. 
 
    This is it! He’s going to kiss me! 
 
    The sound of Professor Farryn’s scream of dismay was loud in the secret rooms, it echoed off the stone walls and shocked us apart. 
 
    Chance leaped back, startled. 
 
    Brendan raced toward the other room. Renée followed closely behind him. 
 
    I closed my eyes in defeat. What now? 
 
    “I can’t believe this. Oh, God, what am I going to do? The King is going to kill me! I borrowed this set from him two years ago, I promised to take good care of them, I assured him they were in good hands! Oh NO!”  
 
    “Jesus Christ!” came Renée’s voice. 
 
    I sighed and stepped down onto the stone, and walked toward the other room.  
 
    It’s like one emergency after another. 
 
    “LOOK OUT! IT’S COMING THROUGH THE HOLE!” Chance yelled. 
 
    My eyes went wide, and I whipped out my stick. I hadn’t used it that much, and I was still far from proficient, but I thought it might come in handy. 
 
    I rounded the corner and trotted into the second room. 
 
    The first thing I noticed was the black puddle that covered half the room. 
 
    Chance was on the other side, with Professor Farryn, and they were leaning on the wall, trying to hold up a huge stack of books that were on a bookshelf. Behind the bookshelf, the dragon had blasted another hole in the outer stone wall, and it had collapsed a sizable hole into the room. 
 
    That’s what the light had been coming from. 
 
    Another few books fell from above the professor, tumbling down, bouncing off the teacher’s shoulders and flipping into the black puddle, where they immediately sank out of sight. 
 
    Professor Farryn was in extreme distress.  
 
    “Oh, OH! No, God no! This can’t be happening!” He was crying. His face was screwed into an anguished expression and tears ran down his face. 
 
    “Watch out, Holly! The puddle!” Renée held her hand out, cautioning me. 
 
    I skipped to the side and the edge of the puddle crept out another centimeter. 
 
    I looked up and saw black goo dripping into the hole from the outside, running down the side of the affected bookcase, and puddling onto the floor. 
 
    Brendan was trying to reach and steady the professor, who was in serious danger of tumbling into the black tar puddle himself. 
 
    “Professor, be careful!” Chance exclaimed, himself pressed up against the tottering bookshelf, trying to steady it. 
 
    Professor Farryn was three feet up, and I saw he had climbed a library ladder that was affixed to the teetering bookshelf. The whole thing looked like it was about to come down. 
 
    If it did fall, it would land right smack into the black puddle, and take Professor Farryn and Chance with it. 
 
    My eyes went wide, and I was immediately distressed. 
 
    It was loud chaos in the room. 
 
    I pointed my stick, closed and reopened my eyes, and uttered a freezing spell. Light arced from the tip of my wand and hit the bookshelf squarely two thirds of the way up to the top. It shimmered for a second and then seemed to freeze. There was a sound like crackling ice, and then the bookshelf became an unmovable object. It was saved. The books and wooden shelf were frozen in place, even the three books that had been in the process of tumbling off the shelf to join their fellows in the puddle. 
 
    I took a deep breath. I had been practicing the spell in my dorm room all summer, and the only thing I really had to practice on was my own small bookcase. Freezing objects in place was the one spell I was really good at. It had come in handy. 
 
    I put my stick back in the inner pocket of my jacket. 
 
    “Renée, Brendan, please help Chance and the professor down, and everyone get clear of this new puddle,” I said. I stood up straighter and smiled inwardly. I had sounded like a responsible adult. 
 
    Doesn’t happen every day. 
 
    I chuckled to myself. 
 
    “What’s so funny, Princess?” Chance asked as he stepped down onto the stone and away from the black tar puddle. 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” I smiled up at him. 
 
    He grinned and impulsively leaned down and kissed me. 
 
    My heart raced. I’d been hoping for a kiss the whole day, but events had gotten in the way. 
 
    “There you go, Professor,” Renée said, patting the teacher’s shoulder as he stepped away from the puddle. He was still extremely distressed.  
 
    “The books…” he looked sadly down at the puddle. The surface was glassy and still. There was no sign of any of the books that had tumbled in. 
 
    “Those were antiques, a beautifully preserved set on loan from The Holly King himself!” He started crying again. 
 
    “Professor Farryn,” said Brendan, “Where is the Book of Gramarie? It wasn’t on this shelf was it?” 
 
    My eyes went wide again. NO! 
 
    “Oh, no, no. That book is in the safe,” He sniffled and pointed to the first room. “But these books, oh dear, oh, no!! 
 
    I stepped forward and patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry. We saved most of them. I’ll speak to father, explain everything.” 
 
    Professor Farryn’s chest heaved in distress. He was really, really upset. 
 
    “AHH!” Renée exclaimed. I whipped my head around and saw three new ghouls fly in from the hole in the wall. 
 
    “Back up! Watch out!” Chance called out. 
 
    Professor Farryn and I stumbled back. 
 
    Renée ducked and jumped to the side when the ghouls tried to divebomb her. 
 
    Chance grabbed a broom and took a couple swings at the evil little things. Of course, they dodged, and he missed them. That was the sort of day we were having. 
 
    Brendan made a grab for one of the ghouls, but missed. The thing started taunting the dwarf. 
 
    Brendan scowled, put his thumb in his mouth, and blew. There was an audible pop! And suddenly Brendan was his huge size again. His head was almost at the ceiling. He leaned out and grabbed at the ghoul that was taunting him. It squealed and tried to duck, but Brendan’s huge hand cuffed it on the side of the head, and the thing dropped. It hit the puddle and sunk like a rock, sucked into the portal we all knew was just under the surface. 
 
    The other two ghouls grabbed on to the frozen bookshelf and hung there, each from one arm. They began taunted Brendan, making rude gestures and hooting and hollering at the giant dwarf. 
 
    “Brendan, watch out,” said Chance. 
 
    “Bren, careful!” called out Renée. 
 
    Brendan was leaning out again, over a large part of the smaller puddle, trying to knock another ghoul into the portal. He swung once, then twice, and on the third try he hit one of them on the leg. 
 
    It went down, but at the last minute, before the ghoul sunk out of sight, it grabbed the closest thing it could reach. 
 
    Brendan’s foot. 
 
    The weight of the pulling ghoul was doubled because the thing was in the black tar puddle and getting sucked down in the muck, and the portal underneath the sticky black liquid acted on it as well pulling the ghoul into the land of the dead. It sucked at the creature like a vacuum cleaner. 
 
    So Brendan, all of a sudden and completely unexpectedly, was caught off balance.  
 
    He spun on the spot, and slowly fell backward. 
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    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    The Land of the Dead 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chance leaped forward and caught one of Brendan’s arms as they pinwheeled helplessly in the air. Renée and I leaped to capture the other arm, and we managed to grab Brendan’s hand. Renée was there first and caught his hand, and I grabbed onto Renée’s waist and help her pull. 
 
    Together we were able to stop Brendan’s backward motion, and he was saved from falling backward into the black tar puddle. 
 
    But the ghoul, which had now sunk out of sight, still had hold of Brendan’s foot. 
 
    Brendan fell sideways, his foot in the black sticky wetness. Chance and Renée had hold of him, and I had hold of Renée, and Brendan was on his hip and shoulder, with his foot in the puddle. 
 
    The other ghoul screamed and rushed at us, and Professor Farryn grabbed the broom Chance had been using, and swung at the ghoul like a batter trying to hit a home run. 
 
    The ghoul flew across the room and hit the opposite wall. It got up slowly, seemed very rattled, and turned and flew out the hole to the outside. 
 
    Brendan yelped suddenly, and our eyes swung from the ghoul flying out the hole-turned-window, then back to the huge dwarf on the floor. 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    Brendan’s had been pulled farther into the black tar puddle, so that his leg up to his knee was no longer visible. 
 
    “Grab him!” Chance yelled, struggling to get a better handhold on his friend. 
 
    Brendan screamed in pain again. 
 
    I stared. His foot and been dragged underneath the thick black liquid. It reached up his pants leg and up to his knee. I looked closer and gasped. The liquid was eating away at the fabric of his trousers. 
 
    I grabbed the fabric at his waist and leaned back to pull. My heel slid out from under me, and I fell down flat, but still I pulled. 
 
    I felt him slip out an inch, then another inch. 
 
    Everyone — Chance, Renée, Professor Farryn, and I — had hold of some part of Brendan, and we pulled hard, throwing our weight against the puddle. 
 
    It became a real tug of war: We had succeeded in pulling Brendan a few inches out of the black liquid, and his knee had emerged from the stickiness. 
 
    “Pull! Pull me out!” he cried. 
 
    But then, suddenly, I felt something in the puddle yank him back. 
 
    What is going on here? 
 
    “Something’s got him!” Chance cried. 
 
    Brendan threw his head back and screamed again. “It’s squeezing!” he cried. “It’s got me!” 
 
    It was all happening so quickly. If this kept up, in the space of just a minute or two, we were going to lose Brendan. 
 
    The dwarf slipped in another inch. 
 
    Then another. 
 
    His other leg was splayed out on the stone floor, and he was tilted away from the black puddle, his arms reaching out; each of us had hold of him, and we were leaning back, pulling with all our might. 
 
    But he was being pulled, slowly, into the portal. 
 
    His voice tight with the exertion of pulling Brendan’s arm, Professor Farryn murmured, “If we lose him to the land of the dead, he will not survive.” 
 
    I looked at my science teacher sharply.  
 
    He lifted him face, and his eyes met mine. “It will be instantaneous.” 
 
    I was filled with panic. 
 
    Brendan had heard Professor Farryn, we had all heard him.  
 
    Chance, Renée, and the professor pulled even harder, their faces red with the exertion. 
 
    I had to do something.  
 
    I murmured the spell to bring my familiars to me. They popped into existence next to me, both of them completely healed from their earlier injuries. 
 
    They looked straight into my eyes. I whispered in their minds to grab the dwarf and pull him out. 
 
    Instantly, each arctic wolf grabbed parts of Brendan’s clothing in their teeth and leaned back, pulling against whatever was yanking the dwarf into the portal. 
 
    Professor Farryn pulled out his wand and muttered a spell, pointing it at the puddle. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    The teacher tried to cast a spell on Brendan himself. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    The teacher moaned in frustration; he was almost in tears. 
 
    Chance pulled out his own wand and tried throwing an electricity spell into the puddle, to stun whatever was inside. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “Tried that before. Didn’t work,” Professor Farryn murmured tightly. 
 
    Brendan was going to die. 
 
    Like hell he is. 
 
    I kept hold of Brendan with one arm, and lifted the other one, closing my eyes and summoning my Faerie gift.  
 
    Warmth. 
 
    Ice shot out of the palm of my hand and hit the black tar. It had worked before. 
 
    “His leg is still in, you’ll freeze it!” cried Chance. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    Wait a minute. 
 
    I closed my eyes, my mind racing back to all the lessons I’d learned, and all the help Professor Farryn had given me in the private lessons I’d had with him. What was something I could do that would help? 
 
    “Holly,” whispered the teacher. 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked sharply at him. 
 
    “Wind,” was all he said. His face was bright red from the effort to keep Brendan from being dragged further in. 
 
    My eyes went wide. I scrambled to my feet. “Hold him!” I cried. 
 
    I hurried to stand beside Renée and Chance, and lifted my hands. I closed my eyes and summoned the hurricane. 
 
    I had only done it once, and it was extremely hard to do. I usually had to picture the opposite of what I wanted to produce. But there wasn’t really anything the opposite of wind, so I had to trick the faerie power in me, I had to work around it. 
 
    Calm. Stifling calm. Deathly calm. 
 
    A blast of air shot out of my hands and hit the black tar puddle like a cyclone. The thick liquid was sprayed out, flecking the walls and books and shooting out the window, basically spraying out from the ground like a firehose. 
 
    The portal was revealed: It was still there, even without the black goo.  
 
    I stared down as my hands blasted down.  
 
    Ghûlheim. 
 
    I stared, mesmerized.  
 
    I was looking down from a great height. Below me I could see a vast expanse of land. It was a desert: sand and rock as far as the eye could see. Far below, I could see an enormous city, it appeared to be built of rock and sandstone. Ghouls and other creatures swarmed the city and the land around it.  
 
    The atmosphere was a sickly yellow, as if I was seeing it through a sandstorm. Or some kind of radiation in the air. It filtered up to us and burned my eyes. 
 
    A faint, small, fitful red sun hung low in the sky. It looked diseased and miserable. 
 
    I saw several archfiends, many imps, zombies of different types, and in the middle of it all, growing up from the center of the city, a massive plant. From this plant rose a vine, black with a strange mottled green, that appeared to be covered in some kind of fungus.  
 
    It rose in the air, up to where we looked down from.  
 
    It was wrapped around Brendan’s ankle. The ghoul hand must have let go when the plant-thing tethered itself to him. 
 
    It hooked several times around, enveloping the dwarf’s foot and lower leg, and as I watched, the coils grew tighter, squeezing drops of blood from Brendan’s leg. 
 
    Brendan screamed in pain. 
 
    The plant vine swirled and warped at the wind buffeting it, the cyclone from my hands. But I saw it was unaffected in the end: It was too big. 
 
    My wind could not break its grip. 
 
    “Holly, stop the wind for now,” called Professor Farryn. To the others, he directed, “Hold him secure; don’t let go, whatever you do.” He stood and withdrew the small hammer I’d seen earlier. 
 
    “Professor,” Renée called out. “Here, take this, too.” She reached out and handed him a curved knife, a little more than a foot long. The blade extended from the handle about eight inches, and it gleamed in the light coming from the break in the stone wall. 
 
    That gleam looked deadly. 
 
    I remembered Renée telling me about her ancestral knife: She had said it was so sharp it could cut without any effort. “If you were cut with this knife, you would not know it. It’s that sharp,” she had said. Seeing it in front of me, it looked very plain, but I was impressed, nevertheless. It was black, made of ebony, with a dark bone handle made from a mammoth bone.  
 
    Worn down by centuries. 
 
    Professor Farryn took the knife from Renée and turned to the vine. 
 
    It was a few inches thick, and looked strangely muscular, as if it were an animal. 
 
    It could well be an animal, who knows? This realm of the dead is unimaginable. 
 
    Chance, Renée, Tundra, and Aspen held Brendan. I stood ready to apply my magical cyclone at a moment’s notice. Professor Farryn took his wand out again and muttered a spell, and a strong rope leapt forth from the end of the wand and whipped around a metal ring embedded in the stone wall. The teacher wound his arm around this rope and leaned down to hit the vine with his hammer. 
 
    I remember that rope spell. I learned it last summer. 
 
    I cast the same spell and was soon secured and leaning over to reach the vine. Professor Farryn handed me Renée’s family knife, and I took it, holding it securely. 
 
    Renée will kill me if I drop this down into Ghûlheim. 
 
    Professor Farryn hit the vine repeatedly, and fire sparked with each time he struck it. I realized it must be a magical hammer. 
 
    Of course, it would be, belonging to Professor Farryn. 
 
    I leaned out and sliced at the vine. The thing was tough, and the blade was only able to produce a shallow cut, but I was satisfied to hear the vine creature cry out in pain from far below. 
 
    Guess that’s where its mouth is. 
 
    I slashed at it with Renée’s knife again. Purple sap welled up from the cut. 
 
    I glanced at my arm to reassure myself that the rope was wrapped securely around it, then leaned out even farther, and sliced the vine, over and over and over again. It was like chopping at the trunk of a tree. 
 
    It screamed, and purple sap dropped from its wounds down onto the city far below. 
 
    Professor Farryn hit it repeatedly with his magic hammer. 
 
    After a while, the vine had had enough. I had nearly severed it through, and Professor Farryn had produced numerous dents and flat spaces; together, we had produced a copious flow of purple sap. 
 
    The vine slowly uncurled and withdrew, the cries of the creature growing fainter as it retreated. 
 
    We scrambled back, pulling Brendan with us, then we helped him as he limped back into the outer room. He was hurt, but being very brave about it. 
 
    We clustered around him, hugging him and patting him on the back, offering words of support and encouragement, as Professor Farryn went to the far end of the room. He knelt and unlocked the floor safe, and reached inside. He withdrew it and held the heavy book aloft. 
 
    The Book of Gramarie. It was finally in our possession. 
 
    Professor Farryn nodded, a wide smile on his face. “Let’s get out of here,” he said. 
 
    As we walked to the broken stone wall, we saw that the portal to the land of the dead had closed. The floor was plain stone, once again. 
 
    But the slow black drip of sticky liquid, falling from the rift in the sky above the castle, was still coming. It hadn’t ever stopped. It had not had the chance to collect yet, but we could see that the slow drip was accumulating enough that it would soon drop down the side of the wall and create a new puddle. 
 
    And a new portal. 
 
    Let’s get out of here. 
 
    We gathered at the break in the stone wall, and hooked our arms together again. It was a much more stable way to fly in a group. 
 
    “You know, I’m glad to have gotten to the floor safe,” Professor Farryn said conversationally. “I had enchanted it so that only I could open it.” 
 
    “Oh my God, I can’t believe you would do such a thing, Farryn,” exclaimed Brendan. 
 
    “What?” the teacher said. 
 
    Brendan blew out a large gust of air in a huff. “Well, what if you had died? How would we have gotten the book? It would have been lost to the ages!” 
 
    Professor Farryn looked thoughtful. “I guess I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    “Idiot,” mumbled Brendan as we rose into the air and out of the castle. 
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    Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
    Dragons and Dreams 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As we emerged into the fresh air, several things happened at once. 
 
    “Look out!” 
 
    The dragon came swooping down from above, like it had been waiting for us. 
 
    The ghouls riding it laughed insanely and gibbered back and forth. 
 
    We had the presence of mind to keep our arms intertwined, and that was a very good thing. Without that stabilizing force, we’d have scattered, and some of us surely would have dropped out of the sky. 
 
    As it was, we were able to fly as if we were one wing. We swopped down and to the side to avoid the baby dragon, which looped down and around and back for another run. 
 
    “Let’s go there,” cried Brendan, pointing his uninjured foot to the left. There was a shorter parapet we could hide behind and gain our bearings. We turned as one and began floating toward the lower tower. 
 
    Halfway there, the dragon, forced by its riders, came rising up to us. It opened its mouth and a flame shot forth, growing slowly but steadily and aimed straight at us. 
 
    Chance and Renée were on the end closest to the lower tower, and they touched down onto the short ledge around it, and pulled the rest of us in hastily. 
 
    The flame from the baby dragon was growing longer. Reaching out for us. 
 
    Professor Farryn touched down, then I set my boots down, then lastly Brendan. I immediately swung around to face the diving, flaming dragon, extending my palms outward. Water shot from my hand and hit the dragon right in its open mouth, squelching its fire with a loud CRACK! and plume of heavy smoke. 
 
    “You’ve been practicing.” Chance smiled. 
 
    “I certainly have,” I said with a nod. I kept the waterspout aimed at the dragon, continuously dowsing it until it was waterlogged. The ghouls on its back sputtered and fell, one by one. 
 
    The dragon, wings soaked and looking miserable, fell out of the sky, wingtips fluttering dejectedly. We watched it fall. It landed in some bushes and bounced once before lying still. We still watched it. A minute later, the dragon raised its head and looked around. 
 
    “It’ll be all right,” said Renée. “I’m pretty sure.” 
 
    I heard a muffled OOOF and turned to see Chance lose his footing and fall over the side. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “Grab hold of my hand, Chance!” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Chance dangled from the battlement for a minute before his hand, sweaty and filthy from his castle travails, slipped. He fell about five feet before his familiar popped into our realm, already huge and directly underneath him. 
 
    He righted himself immediately as he grabbed hold of the feathers on the hawk’s neck. 
 
    I grinned and leaned over, cupping my hands around my mouth. “You’ve been practicing, too, eh?” 
 
    Chance steered the hawk in a lazy circle and directed it to flap its wings and rise to where the rest of us were waiting. The hawk drew close to the small parapet and grabbed the side of the stone and held steady while we all climb onto its back. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I have been practicing,” Chance said as I climbed aboard. He kissed me lightly and grinned. 
 
    Brendan blew in his thumb and shrunk back to his normal size before climbing onto the giant hawk’s back. 
 
    We flew down to the forest, and the hawk skillfully dipped into a small clearing next to the Faun Café, where everyone was waiting for us. 
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    An hour later, we were all reunited, and sitting at the Faun Café tables, recounting our adventures. 
 
    “You would not believe how far we had to go to get some of these spell components, Holly,” Liesl was saying. She and the headmistress, along with Jack, Laura, and Tam had returned about half an hour after we did. They looked like they’d been trekking through a swamp. Mud and dust covered every inch of them. They’d had to wash their faces several times to peel back the layers enough for us to see their cheeks, which ended up flushed and squeaky clean after all the bathing. 
 
    “We even met several goblins on our way back,” Laura said. “The rift in the sky is leaking so many creatures from the land of the dead they’ve spread for a dozen miles.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve got the book,” I said, glancing toward the inside door of the café, through which Professor Farryn and disappeared with Professor Ó Baoghill, Mrs. O’ Bambury, and a few other teachers.  
 
    Brendan had gone inside the minute we got to the café and had emerged ten minutes later, his foot bandaged and feeling much better. “See? Good as new,” he’d said. “No more limp.” 
 
    I had released tension I hadn’t known I was carrying; I’d been far more worried about the dwarf than I’d initially shown. 
 
    We’d provided a quick description of what we’d seen of the land of the dead, and the headmistress had made sure to note down every detail. She planned to report it all to the Fae Folk High Council. 
 
    Before the headmistress had returned, Professor Farryn and the rest of us had sat and destressed, drinking Ambrosia and waiting for the other teams to return. 
 
    The teacher had let us know he had the old grimoire ready and knew just the spell we were going to use on the rift. “It’s been used before, to do much the same thing,” he smiled and tapped his head. 
 
    Then he proceeded to tell us the story of what had happened over two thousand years ago, when a young apprentice magic user, who was half Fae and half divine, had used the Book of Gramarie, the oldest grimoire to be known to exist, against the demons who were terrorizing the place where her father hung dying. 
 
    “Oh, you already told us this story,” I said. “Remember?” 
 
    “I have done no such thing, Miss Ó Cuilinn,” said Professor Farryn. “I would remember if I had.” 
 
    “No, really,” I insisted. “Just before we left to go to the castle, just this morning.” I glanced at Chance and Renée. They slowly shook their heads. I turned to look at Brendan, who was back to his larger size.  
 
    He just shrugged. “I’m sorry, I don’t recall the professor telling us this, although I’ve heard the history before.” 
 
    I blinked.  
 
    What is happening? 
 
    “I know I have heard you tell me this, and not too long ago,” I said quietly. “The man was being crucified, he was a carpenter turned prophet, and the humans had deemed him a threat.” I looked at the science teacher. He had a very odd look on his face.  
 
    I continued. “His daughter had been sent to live with sages, because she herself was half Fae, and her magic was strong. You told us that demons and ghouls were rare in those days, but not unheard of in the land of the living. You also said that the multiple small breaches to the land of the dead had been sealed since that time.” 
 
    Professor Farryn had a very strange look on his face. “Holly, I have never told you this story. Not ever.” 
 
    “I distinctly remember you telling… Oh, wait.” I paused and thought to myself. “Wait, hold on a second. I remember hearing it in kind of a dreamy way, when I was knocked down by the falling ghoul.” I looked up at them. “Right at the beginning, when we went to retrieve the book from inside the castle. I’d thought it was some kind of dream or hallucination, or something.” 
 
    I stared at Professor Farryn, who had a very startled look on his face. 
 
    “Who knew it?” said Brendan softly. “Our little Holly-girl is an Oracle.” 
 
    Chance put his hand over mine and gave it a small squeeze. “I knew you had hidden gifts,” he said with a kiss to my cheek. 
 
    Doctor Farryn was just slowly shaking his head back and forth, a dreamy, amused look on his face. 
 
    Renée sputtered. “Holly, you… I… I can’t believe it! I mean, I do believe it. It’s not completely unheard of, but really! The last known Oracle in the faerie world was in the sixteenth century.” 
 
    “And he was an extremely irritating curmudgeon, to be sure,” mumbled Brendan. He looked sharply over at me. “Not that I think you’re like that, Holly. No, you’re more like the opposite.” He grinned. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Are you telling me that dreaming things that are going to happen soon isn’t common among the Fae Folk?” 
 
    Professor Farryn slowly shook his head. 
 
    “Well, it’s not totally unheard of, is it?” I asked in a higher-than-normal voice. “I mean, I don’t want to be a total freak, do I?” 
 
    “Not sure if that’s possible at this point, Holly,” Renée said quietly.  
 
    “What? I’m a freak?” I frowned. 
 
    “More like you’re extremely special,” Chance gave me a side hug. 
 
    Great. 
 
    Well, and also, Holly, you were knocked out pretty bad when that ghoul fell on top of you,” said Brendan. “Way worse than you probably realize.” 
 
    “Hey, I never even asked you guys about that,” I said. “Was I out long?” 
 
    Chance and Professor Farryn and Renée and Brendan all gave each other weird looks. 
 
    “What?” I asked. “I feel like I missed some big event.” I smiled. 
 
    “Pffttt. You were the big event, Holly,” said Renée. 
 
    I stared at her. What does she mean? 
 
    “Holly, your heart stopped,” said Brendan. “Chance had to give you mouth-to-mouth to get you even breathing again.” 
 
    I stared at him, then turned my gaze to Chance. 
 
    “It’s true, Holly. Your heart was stopped for several minutes, while we worked on getting it started again,” Chance said quietly. 
 
    I turned to stare at each of them in turn. They hadn’t told me any of this. I didn’t know whether to feel upset at being kept in the dark, or jubilant at not being dead. I just stared off into space. “Well,” I said in a small voice, “I guess that’s when I thought I’d taken part in the conversation about the grimoire spell.” I looked up at Professor Farryn. 
 
    He nodded, grimly. “I guess so.” 
 
    “Well, did I get it all right? Was that what you were going to tell us? About the young magic user banishing the demons from the crucifixion?” I asked him. 
 
    He nodded slowly. “You indeed got it all right,” he said, a bemused expression on his face. 
 
    “Well, I’m all weirded out now,” said Renée. 
 
    I shoved her shoulder, and she laughed. 
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    “They’ve been in there just ten minutes, and I’m done eating,” said Chance, shoving the last of his turkey and bacon-on-rye sandwich in his mouth. He patted his stomach in pleasure. “Holly, why don’t we go practice the Queen’s charm? So you can get the hang of it before you need to use it? I have an idea we might all be called on to channel our power, to help Professor Farryn cast the banishing spell.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Let’s go!” I said, relieved to be doing something normal and not having visions while temporarily dead. 
 
    Sheesh. 
 
    We headed to the clear space where Chance’s hawk had landed and spread out a bit. Liesl and Renée stood to the side, along with Laura, Tam, and Brendan. 
 
    Chance stood with his feet apart in a stance. “Okay, the way charms work is. …” 
 
    I know how they work. We had that class last spring, remember?” I asked. 
 
    Chance’s eyebrows rose. “Okay, why don’t you show me what you know.” 
 
    I smiled. Then I remembered that class had been the first in a series of five that progressed from introductory to advanced; it had been titled, Beginning Charms.  
 
    Hmmm. 
 
    I took a deep breath and drew out the charm the Queen had given me. “Well, the way I think it works is that, you hold the charm in one hand, and you cast a spell with the other. And just holding the charm in your hand, it, um… it aids and elevates the power of the spell being cast.” 
 
    Chance nodded, “Okay, well, that is indeed how rudimentary charms work, but this particular charm is from the Queen. It is imbued with a speck of her power, which is massive. So with this charm, you have to concentrate and hold it back, so it doesn’t blow up in your face.” 
 
    Blow up in my face? Umm… 
 
    I took a deep breath. 
 
    “Why don’t you cast a relatively simple spell, while holding the charm. Get a feel for how it works,” said Chance. 
 
    “Be careful, Holly,” Renée whispered. 
 
    I glanced at her and nodded. She had a concerned look on her face. 
 
    I held grandmother’s charm in my left hand and closed my eyes. 
 
    A simple spell. Think of a simple spell. Hmmm… 
 
    I thought of one of the first spells I’d learned during my first semester at Titania Academy. A simple drawing spell, to bring something small to you. 
 
    I concentrated on the small white flowers that grew everywhere in the forest. I reached out with my mind, feeling for the scent and magical signature of this small flower. It was called a Snowdrop, and it was so tiny, so simple, so… 
 
    There. I located a small snowdrop flower nearby, within a few feet of where I stood. 
 
    I opened one eye halfway and peeked. I looked around and saw Chance and Brendan and Renée waiting. Brendan nodded encouragingly. 
 
    I looked to my right, down on the ground, and saw a few Snowdrops nearby. I focused on one of them, memorized its sight, and closed my eyes again. 
 
    I concentrated on the small flower. Then I squeezed the charm in my left hand. I could feel its power surging, flowing up my arm and into my mind. I gasped softly. Chance was right: it was incredibly powerful. 
 
    I mentally pushed back at the charm’s power, pushing it back out of my mind and back down my arm. 
 
    Stay there. Obey me. 
 
    I could feel the Queen’s charm pulsating, wanting to aid the spell. I mentally picture my fist closed around it, and my power closed around my fist. I had to control this charm. 
 
    Okay, let’s do this. 
 
    I thought of the flower beside me. I whispered the simple drawing spell and felt a gentle pull as the flower was drawn to me. I made sure the power I used to perform the spell was small, even tiny. I smiled inwardly. 
 
    I think I got it! 
 
    “Holly,” Chance’s voice said gently. “Open your eyes. 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked down. 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    I was knee deep in Snowdrop flowers. There were tens of thousands of them at my feet, spilling out in a white pile, drifting gently with the breeze. The pile of little flowers covered the entire clearing and stretched a good twenty feet into the forest in all directions. 
 
    My jaw dropped open, and I looked up at Chance helplessly. 
 
    “We’re going to try that again,” he said gently, a small smile on his face. “But that was good, that was good,” he said encouragingly. 
 
    We spent the next two hours practicing with the Queen’s charm. 
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    Chapter Forty 
 
    The Closing of the Rift to the Land of the Dead 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The time had come.  
 
    All the teachers had filed out of the inner room where they’d been strategizing, inside the Faun Café. It was an hour before dawn, and we’d all been dozing and snacking. The tiki torches had all been kept lit all night, because no one could sleep, and we’d had no idea when we’d be starting our assault. 
 
    As the eastern horizon went from pitch black to navy, we’d all gathered and mixed the spell components necessary for the banishing to work. The Book of Gramarie had been set on the largest table. Everyone had consulted the spell incantation, and we’d familiarized ourselves with what was to come. If Professor Farryn fell while casting the main spell, any one of us could have taken up the enchantment and continued. 
 
    Even Tam was learning. 
 
    We all proceeded to the front lawn, to an open space that was too filled with black tar. A barricade had been set up, marking the safe regions on the grass. Once this stared, we knew crazy things could happen, and we wanted to know where it was safe to plant our feet. 
 
    A table had been set up, front and center. A large cauldron was next to this table, and it had a fire built under it, and the contents were already bubbling. 
 
    “When the time comes, Renée, you must take a ladle full of this brew and pour it into this plate.” Brendan indicated a small plate covered with several chopped-up herbs. Renée nodded and positioned herself next to the cauldron. 
 
    “Liesl,” Brendan said, “you must be ready with this powder here. After Renée pours the concoction onto the plate of herbs, sprinkle exactly one pinchful of the powder evenly over the plate’s contents. Do you understand?” He her in the eye. Liesl looked back and nodded earnestly. 
 
    Brendan continued to give instruction around the area. 
 
    I stood off to the side, holding my elbows and staring up at the castle. It was beautiful in the dawn light. My assigned duty was to enhance and feed power to Professor Farryn as he cast the spell. 
 
    “Hi, Princess.” Chance came up from behind me and put his arms around me. “Are you chilled at all?” 
 
    “No,” I said softly. “My jacket is good enough, plus I’m feeling so much energy at what’s going on, that it’s making me feel warmed.” 
 
    He nodded. “It’s a great thing, to see all these Fae Folk together to perform one massive magic spell, isn’t it?” 
 
    I nodded, inhaling the dawn breeze and watching the grass lighten with every minute. 
 
    “Okay, everyone,” Professor Ó Baoghill called out, “I think we’re ready to start. Please gather ’round, gather ’round.” 
 
    I turned to walk over to where Professor Farryn was standing. 
 
    “And Holly, you’re here.” Brendan indicated the spot to the right of Doctor Farryn, “And Chance, you’re right here next to her.” Brendan lined everybody up, and then took his place behind Professor Farryn. 
 
    We all looked out at the castle. The blazing sun was behind it. The mist had cleared somehow, although the low fog still clung to the grass, making it look like we were waist-deep in a smoky lake. 
 
    “Hey, what’s that?” Liesl pointed. 
 
    My eyes went wide. 
 
    A giant figure was standing up on the highest parapet. It spread its wings and lifted its arms. With the sun rising behind it, it looked black, but I had a chilling feeling that it was, in reality, red skinned. 
 
    The archfiend. 
 
    “Oh, no,” murmured Chance. 
 
    “Farryn, start the spell. Hurry!” the headmistress whispered. 
 
    Professor Farryn touched all the implements in front of him nervously.  
 
    He has to get this right.  
 
    I heard Liesl gasp softly and glanced back up at the archfiend on the castle parapet. 
 
    What was that? 
 
    There was a cloud gathering behind the archfiend; it looked for all the world like a cloud of birds. 
 
    Professor Farryn raised his hands and began to mutter. 
 
    “Now Liesl,” whispered Brendan. 
 
    Liesl ladled the concoction up and moved to pour it on the plate. She must have glanced up at the archfiend because she jumped, startled, and the ladle of elixir spilled on the table, missing the plate by inches. 
 
    “Oh no!” she cried softly. 
 
    I glanced up at the archfiend. It had begun to flap its wings, and was slowly rising into the sky. The flock of birds flew low and followed right behind it. 
 
    “Liesl,” the headmistress said quietly. 
 
    Liesl was frozen in place, ladle in hand, staring at the approaching archfiend. The closer it got, the more we could see its red skin and bat-like wings. 
 
    I remembered Liesl had no experience with the things that were infesting and haunting the castle, so she had no reference point to continue without being shocked into frozen stillness. 
 
    Brendan leaped and grabbed the ladle from Liesl, and spooned the concoction up and into the plate of herbs. He then jumped back onto his spot behind the science teacher. 
 
    Liesl’s hands fell to her side as she stared at the approaching demon. 
 
    The archfiend began descending, and we could see it was not a flock of birds following it, but a horde of ghouls. They came, jabbering and giggling madly. They looked the same as before, but somehow, they now had wings. In fact, it looked as though they had torn the wings off of blackbirds and ravens and attached them to their backs. 
 
    A chill filled me. 
 
    Chance joined hands with me and indicated I should put my left hand onto the shoulder of Professor Farryn, whose chanting was growing deeper, more throaty. I was momentarily amazed such a deep, sonorous sound could come from a small mountain dwarf. 
 
    The archfiend and the legion of winged ghouls were approaching the halfway point between Titania Castle and its residents. 
 
    As I watched, the sun came blazing into view and blinded me momentarily. I closed my eyes and turned my head. 
 
    “It’s coming through the inner courtyard,” Chance murmured. 
 
    I understood. The castle had tall, skinny windows all over it, including the front and rear of the center open area. The sunlight was coming through these windows and blinding us.  
 
    The headmistress whipped her wand out and muttered a spell, and clouds rushed to cover the sky in front of the rising sun. 
 
    We could see again. I opened my eyes and saw the archfiend and horde were at the halfway point. They were close enough for us to hear them clearly. 
 
    The archfiend was talking. “I am going to rend each and every one of you, limb from limb, then feast on your bloody meat for a week. I am going to destroy this castle, striking at it until it is dust. I am going to flood this land with so many ghouls and goblins, thieves and zombies, that it will be overrun, and we will seek out every single living thing and consume it.” 
 
    My blood ran cold. 
 
    I could feel Professor Farryn beside me shudder and his shoulders fall. His voice faltered. 
 
    Brendan came up behind him and put his hands under the teacher’s arms and lifted him back up. I saw him lean in and whisper to Professor Farryn, “You can do this, do not waver from your task. You’re our only hope, Farryn.” 
 
    The teacher began chanting louder, and he raised his hands higher. The spell was gathering force. 
 
    I had The Queen’s charm around my neck, and I could feel it pulsating. 
 
    The archfiend and horde of ghouls were raging now, their voices filled with hate and loathing for any living thing. The roar rose in the morning air like a terrifying discordant symphony as they rushed toward us, intent on tearing us apart. 
 
    Suddenly, an ethereal haunting screech filled the air, and out from the forest flew the ghost-like form of the Academy banshee. She flew straight for the archfiend and coming horde of ghouls. 
 
    Of course! The banshee is charged with protecting the school! 
 
    We watched as the banshee grew larger, and flew like an arrow straight toward the archfiend and the ghouls.  
 
    I stared, unable to tear my eyes from the drama playing out over the castle lawn. 
 
    The ghouls and archfiend seemed to falter at the sight of the Academy banshee. As we watched, their rage and ferocity turned into a terrified howl in an instant. They turned as one and fled.  
 
    The banshee screeched and raced after them, chasing them all back to where they’d been perched. The ghouls and the archfiend flew terrified, helter skelter this way and that; they passed the castle, and suddenly flew up into the sky directly toward the rift. 
 
    The Academy banshee was like one of Herne’s hounds. She chased them, throwing something at their heels, and the horde and the archfiend entered the rift, flying at breakneck speed, and were gone. 
 
    The banshee turned and flew directly down into the castle. We could see her zipping through each floor, through the breaks in the outer stone edifice, and she chased every ghoul, every zombie, every imp she could find. They all fled from her screeches. She cleaned out the castle in just a few minutes, and chased them all back up into the rift in the sky and back to the land of the dead. 
 
    At last, she circled the castle several more times. Then, satisfied, she drifted toward us. 
 
    “You have nothing to fear,” Professor Ó Baoghill said, and so we stood still, remained where we were, and awaited her arrival. 
 
    And arrive she did indeed. She came to hover right in front of Professor Farryn, who was still chanting, and stopped there, about fifteen feet away, placid and calm.  
 
    She glowed suddenly, and her appearance changed from that of an old, haggard ghostly woman, to the ghost of the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. She was the picture of ghostly loveliness. She looked straight at Professor Farryn and slowly bowed, then straightened and nodded and stood waiting. 
 
    Professor Farryn raised his hands above his head and his chanting became thunderous. I felt power channeling through me, and from The Queen’s charm, on to the amazing science teacher. We all channeled our magic to him, and it gathered in him until he glowed.  
 
    Then a thick beam of light leapt from the palms of his hands and his face, in an arc to the rift in the sky. 
 
    There was a mighty explosion of light, although it was utterly soundless. And when it cleared, and we were able to open our eyes again, the rift was gone. 
 
    The rent in the sky that led to the land of the dead was sealed. 
 
    As the last bit of light faded, and the sun came out again, there was a ghastly, utterly horrific scream of rage, heard in every corner of the forest. 
 
    As the sun came out again and the scream faded in our ears, there was a new flash of light and before us stood Titania, Queen of the Faeries, and her two sons, The Oak King, and The Holly King. 
 
    I took my hands from Professor Farryn and Chance and ran to my father, leaping into his arms and burying myself in his soft furry green-and-white coat. 
 
    “Oof!” laughed The Holly King, and wrapped his arms around me. He fell backward, and his throne suddenly appeared behind him, and all of a sudden, we were sitting back and cuddling. Father’s matching footstool appeared in front of him, and he lifted his shiny black boots and set them on top.  
 
    “I can’t believe you’re back! Oh, Father, I was so worried!” I cried, laughing with tears in my eyes. 
 
    “Oh, daughter, you did it.” He lifted his eyes to encompass all the teachers and all the students and everyone there. “You all did it! I am so, so proud of you!” 
 
    We all gathered ’round The Queen and two kings, and there were much smiling and many tears of happiness. 
 
    After a while of sharing and visiting, I was still on Father’s lap, and Liesl and Renée were sitting at his feet. Chance was there by his side, attentive as always. 
 
    And I had to ask, I was so full of questions. But before I asked, a deep sonorous, healthy voice spoke. 
 
    “Brother, tell me how you do that?” The Oak King asked, smiling. 
 
    Father turned to him. “You’re speaking of my throne appearing behind me when I fall back?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve seen you do it a thousand times, and I’ve always wanted to ask you,” said the now-healthy and whole king of summer. 
 
    “Well, it’s actually not my doing,” said The Holly King. “It’s a special charm.” Father turned and indicated Professor Farryn. “My good mountain gnome enchanted my backside, and it’s happened ever since.” He began laughing. 
 
    Oh, he must be kidding. 
 
    The Oak King regarded Professor Farryn seriously. “Can you enchant my backside as well?” 
 
    The science teacher stood up. “It would be my pleasure, sire.” And he stepped close to The Oak King. “Bend over, sire.” 
 
    The Oak King turned and put his hands on his knees and bent at the waist. 
 
    Professor Farryn took out his wand and traced an intricate glyph in the air directly at The Oak King’s posterior. After a minute, the seat of the king’s pants began to glow. It faded after a few seconds, and Farryn stood back. 
 
    “Is it done?” asked The Oak King. “I didn’t feel a thing!” He straightened and looked questioningly at Professor Farryn, who nodded. 
 
    “Sire, now all you have to do is fall backward. Kind of bend your waist at the same time, as if you are sitting back in an imaginary chair.” 
 
    The Oak King came to where Father was sitting, and he slowly and not a little uncertainly, fell back. 
 
    And a golden throne appeared behind him. 
 
    The Oak King’s eyes went wide, and his bushy eyebrows shot up, and he laughed in delight as if this was the best thing that had happened to him all year. 
 
    “Do me, do me!” cried The Queen. 
 
    Professor Farryn was so startled he fell down in astonishment. But he was up again in a flash, and bowing several times in a row, while saying, “Certainly, Your Majesty, certainly! Absolutely, it would be my delight and pleasure, Your Majesty!” 
 
    And as soon as he was able to gather his wits and not faint with the knowledge that he was placing a charm on The Queen’s behind, Professor Farryn had glyphed The Queen of the Faeries. 
 
    She stood up straight, and looked at the science teacher with raised eyebrows; and when he nodded at her, then bowed deeply, she came near her two sons and bent and fell back, and a golden throne magically appeared behind her. 
 
    And Queen Titania could not stop laughing in delight, not for many minutes. 
 
    Professor Ó Baoghill came forward then, and bowed deeply. She expressed concern that the royal family had not eaten. She summoned the servers from the Faun Café, who came forward with a delectable selection of various sweetmeats and desserts, which we all fell upon and began sampling. 
 
    “Father,” I said after a while. “There’s something I don’t understand.” 
 
    “What is it, my dear?” murmured The Holly King.  
 
    “Well, when you disappeared, it was very frightening, for everyone, I believe. Why didn’t you come back? Why did you all stay away?” I waved my hand to encompass The Queen and The Oak King, too. 
 
    “Ah, well, that is a story,” said The Holly King. “Perhaps it is best to leave it to Mother to explain?” He looked at The Queen. 
 
    Queen Titania sighed and looked pained. “It has to do with the curse the Dark Chaos creature Lilitu used to transport us three out beyond time,” she said. “You see, we could look in at the goings on that were happening to you all, we followed you all the way back to the surface, and to the Faun Café, and to the outer reaches to gather all the herbs and ingredients for the banishing spell, and also through the castle to retrieve the Book of Gramarie. We could see you, but whenever we tried to transport ourselves back to this realm, we could feel the threads of reality beginning to disintegrate. We could tell that if we did indeed come back to this dimension, it would destroy reality. It would destroy the world, Faerie and human alike.” She looked sadly at us. “So we had to wait, and hope you found a way to seal the rift, which was the magic preventing us from returning.” 
 
    I thought of something. “When I was hit by the falling ghoul, when I was unconscious, and they told me my heart was stopped for a while, I heard a voice,” I said, looking directly at my father. “A voice that commanded me to wake up. Was that you?” 
 
    The Holly King closed his eyes and tears fell. He opened them again and embraced me once again. “Yes, Holly. That was me.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dear reader~ 
 
    I’m so glad you read Faerie Devastation and I hope you loved it. I do hope you’ll consider leaving a review. It means so very much to hear what you think. 
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    Get book 6 of the series! 
 
      
 
    Faerie Crossroads 
 
     
 
    Coming out Spring 2021! 
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    Here ends Faerie Devastation, the fifth book of the Titania Academy series. The sixth book will be called Faerie Crossroads. 
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