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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            The World Below

          

        

      

    

    
      Shadows darken the dappled sunlight warming my body. I lazily roll onto my back and stretch, moving out of the boy’s shadow to recapture the sun. My eyes droop closed, only to flick open as a bee gently lands on the flower by my nose. Ears twitching, I swipe and miss, scaring the annoying buzzy thing into going on its way.

      I close my eyes and imagine I am on my sun-soaked cushion on the window seat. Buzzing by my ear ruins the illusion, and I am back in the noisy, busy street with the boy my mistress sent me to watch. I had argued with her, of course, but it didn’t work. It never does. I replay the argument, wondering if would I still be here had I done something differently.

      ‘All I want you to do is follow the boy, Snake, and report back to me each evening.’

      ‘Must I?’ I ask, not even bothering to open an eye.

      ‘It is only for a couple of days. I promised his mother I would look out for him.’

      Why don’t you go do it, then? The thought pops into my mind, but I do not speak the words. Instead, I studiously lick my paw and rub it over my head, hoping she will take the hint.

      ‘Come, my friend. I think you have become too comfortable by that fire.’

      I ignore her.

      ‘Please. I ask so little of you, and this is such a small thing.’ Her fingers scratch behind my ear and I lean into her hand.

      When the pleasure gets to be too much, I stand and stretch my back into an arch. ‘Will I be home in time for dinner?’

      ‘Perhaps.’ She flicks her hand as if sweeping me outside, and I instantly find myself on the front doorstep. ‘Thank you,’ I hear her voice say in my head.

      After a couple of false starts, I had found the boy waiting outside a school—  Edgington Elite Academy for Girls. He has been standing across the road, half hidden by a tree, for hours. We have been here for so long, I am beginning to wonder if his mother wanted him watched because he was likely to do something unseemly to one of the girls.

      I lift a paw and check for dirt. I turn it this way and that, cleaning it with swift flicks of my tongue. Out of the corner of my eye, I see the boy tense. I pause and follow his gaze. He is interested in a group of girls chatting outside the gates. I can tell which one he is here for. Her essence shines so bright I cannot bear to look directly at her.

      Her power is like a magnet attracting all my attention, and the boy is halfway down the street before I realise he’s even moved. I rise to my feet, take one last swipe at the bee before creeping through the bushes lining the path as I follow the boy who follows the girl.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Come on, P. It's only afternoon tea to celebrate the end of school. You’ll regret it if you don't come,’ Agatha’s voice rises above the others as I turn to head home.

      ‘I've gotta go. Mum will make my life a misery if I miss tennis, especially as this is my last lesson.’ I fling the words back over my shoulder as I keep walking, hating having to say them, hating that my parents have never allowed me the same freedoms my friends enjoy.

      ‘You’re eighteen, P—time to cut the apron strings,’ Jeanna says with a sneer. She is one person I will not miss seeing after this week.

      Still, she is right. I am eighteen, and after the summer holidays, I will begin university. I should be able to do what I want now, but a deal is a deal, and I did promise my parents I would toe the line until after our family holiday in a couple of weeks’ time.

      The early summer sun warms my arms through my blazer. I want to take it off, but there are still three more days of the school year—three more days I need to wear this horrid, old-fashioned uniform. Then one more week away with my parents—which adds up to ten more days until I can begin making my own decisions.

      As I walk along the main road, traffic crawls past me, and I chant, ‘No more tennis, no more karate, no more French, no more piano.’ Okay, maybe I would still do karate, but piano was definitely going.

      I am so engrossed in my personal end-of-school celebration that I don’t notice the hairs stand up on the back of my neck until a cold shiver down my spine finally gets my attention. I pause outside a bookshop, stretching out my awareness, trying to identify what is different.

      I am used to watching out for attacks. I mean, I live in London, so it is part of keeping yourself safe in a large city. And this would not be the first time someone has followed me home.

      Using the window, I search for the source of my unease. All I find is a black cat across the road. It idly flicks its tail before darting under a rose bush.

      The hairs on my neck still warn me that danger is close by. It is not just my parents’ constant reminders about the level of violence making me hyperaware. Someone is definitely following me. I glance over my shoulder as I straighten my straw boater, but I still see nothing out of the ordinary.

      I warily continue on my journey, and when I am waiting at the crossing, I spot him. A male in jeans, a black Led Zeppelin T-shirt, and a hoodie has stopped at the bookshop. He appears normal enough, but there is something about him I can’t quite place my finger on. When he glances surreptitiously in my direction, our eyes meet briefly and my nerves go on high alert; if I had hackles, they would be raised.

      As the signal changes, I walk briskly across the road; no Edgington Academy girl would ever run in public. I take the first left and rush the half block to the right turn that will take me into my street.

      I risk a quick glance behind. The man is just turning the corner. Now I run. I reach up to hold my hat in place, causing my backpack to bounce awkwardly against my back. I run until I reach the steps leading to my house.

      As I climb I let go of my hat and reach round, fumbling in the pocket of my backpack to pull out my keys. My fingers behave like they belong to someone else. The keys slip from them and clatter to the ground. Bending to pick them up, I find myself staring into two green cat eyes.

      Keeping the cat in my line of sight, I slowly straighten up. At the last minute, I break the connection and shove the key firmly into the lock just as my pursuer reaches the steps next door. The lock snicks, and I yank at the knob.

      I fling the door closed, and it slams behind me with a bang. Leaning my back against the solid wood, I sag with relief. Then I tense. Mum hates the door being slammed. I wait for her to shout from wherever she is inside. The house is silent. That’s odd.

      I slip my school bag off my shoulder, and it drops to the floor. I pick it up again. Untidiness is frowned upon too. I drag myself up the stairs, listening to the sounds of the house so I can work out where Mum is.

      Everything is eerily quiet. No one is home. Not even Susan, my used-to-be nanny, now sort-of housekeeper.

      I drop my bag on the bedroom floor and throw my straw boater on the bed. Chewing my bottom lip, I try to remember when I last saw my parents. They had left for work before I got up for breakfast today, but that is normal. In the weeks leading up to a holiday, they often work longer hours.

      Yesterday? No. I had gone round to Tanya’s after school. By the time I got home, they were out somewhere, and I ate dinner with Susan and went up to bed.

      Monday? Yes, I saw them early Monday morning. When I pulled the curtains, I had seen Mum opening the passenger door of the car, and watched as Dad leaned over to say something to her as she got in.

      I wander along the hall to their bedroom and opened the door, scanning the room for anything that would tell me why Mum is not here. I skim my gaze over the huge bed to the right, past the two wingback chairs on either side of the window, and round to the doors of their dressing room and ensuite.

      Their bedroom is immaculate, but then, it always is. As a child I wondered if they just kept this room for show, and they actually slept somewhere else. I had spent hours looking for their secret hideout, but had never found it.

      Today I go left, open the door to the closet, and walk in. Mum never leaves home for any length of time without taking at least one case, and her luggage is sitting in its usual place. My brow draws into a frown. Only one pair of shoes is missing from the colour-coded shoe wall—the pair she had on when she left for work on Monday.

      It is Wednesday today. Mum is always here on Wednesday to take me to my tennis lesson. I am capable of getting there myself, but Mum says she would never miss our mother-daughter time. I often tease her, saying she only comes because she fancies my coach.

      I have no talent for tennis at all, but it is fun, and it is better than some of the other edifying things my parents have signed me up for over the years out of guilt because I am an only child and because they travel so often for work.

      A quick check of my father’s closet, with its rows of suits, shirts, and shoes, shows nothing that would indicate he has been called away either.

      As I wonder what is going on here, a loud bang jolts my mind back to the present. It is the noise made when somebody forgets to hold onto the doorknob and it swings into the table behind.

      ‘I shut the door,’ I mutter as I speed along the hallway, stopping just before the landing. If I closed the door, then it would have locked automatically…. I peek around the corner and check down the stairs. The front door is wide open, revealing a view of the terraced houses across the street.

      It slammed shut. I heard it. How can it be open now?

      On silent tiptoes I rush down the stairs and into the living room before screeching to a halt. Standing in the middle of the room is the man who followed me home. Up close he is younger than I had first thought, perhaps only around my own age.

      I eye him warily. Standing more than a head taller than me, he is lean, but his loose hoodie makes him appear bulkier. As he takes a step towards me, his hand outstretched, I automatically begin assessing his weaknesses as I move into ready stance. I have learnt from experience that good looks and a friendly smile are no guarantee he will not attack me.

      ‘Don’t move. I’m a black belt in karate.’ Okay, I’m almost a black belt, but he doesn’t know that.

      Standing still, he flicks shaggy brown hair out of sea green eyes and laughs as he raises his hands in the universal sign of surrender. ‘Don’t hurt me. I come in peace.’

      ‘Who are you? Why are you following me? What are you doing in my house? Wait a minute…. How did you even get inside?’ I add the last question as I remember the fancy burglar-proof lock on the door Dad is so proud of.

      The guy’s grin widens. ‘Which one of those do you want me to answer first?’

      Glaring at him, I’m opening my mouth to give him a piece of my mind when he says, 'Snake Fieth, at your service.’ He lowers a hand towards me as if he wants me to shake it, but my hands turn in to fists, and he returns it to its original position.

      ‘What sort of a name is Snake?’ I snort.

      ‘A better one than Priscilla Crown.’

      He has me there. If there is a name worse than Priscilla, I would love to hear it.

      ‘You may call me Pris.’ The response is automatic.

      ‘I thought your friends called you Princess P.’

      Hold on. He knows my name and my nickname? Who is this guy? ‘You’re not a friend,’ I spit at him.

      He takes a step back and starts to lower his arms. ‘Look, I don’t have time for long introductions or⁠—’

      ‘Why? You got somewhere better to be?’

      His eyes widen as if he is surprised by my question. ‘Yes, of course.’

      ‘Then why did you follow me? Why did you break into my house?’ I narrow my eyes at him and try to look tougher than I feel. Blood is pounding in my ears, making it difficult to hear his answer.

      ‘Because I thought your parents might be here, or that you could at least lead me to them.’

      ‘Sorry? What? My Parents?’ My eyes narrow even more. Does he know my parents aren’t here? I eye him warily. ’Why do you want them?’

      He ignores my questions, runs his hand through his hair, and glances around the room. There is something kind of desperate about him. ‘They’re not here, are they? I’m too late.’

      My stomach tenses, and I frown, hoping the expression disguises the fear racing through my veins. ‘What makes you think that?’

      ‘Are they home?’ His voice is barely more than a whisper.

      ‘They’re at work, but they should be home soon,’ I bluster, but my voice is uncertain even to my own ears.

      His arms drop all the way down and his shoulders slump. ‘Really? I don’t think they will be.’

      He raises his head, and his green eyes rake over me as if they can somehow drag the truth from me. Finally, he says, ‘I am too late. I had hoped because they were last on the list....’

      ‘List? What list? What’s going on here?’ I take a step forward. What game is this guy playing?

      ‘Your parents were taken by the…. You are not going to believe this… but there is no other way to say it. They were taken by the Bad Fairies.’

      ‘Bad fairies?’ I scoff. ‘You mean bad fairies of the “it was the bad fairies” fame?’

      He stares blankly at me.

      ‘You know, like when you trip over something and your mum says, “That must have been the bad fairies.”’

      As I speak, my mind is whirring. I have a right one here. A real lunatic, and I’m alone in the house with him. I plot my escape route in case things get tricky, but I still think I can take him, unless he is on drugs or something—which is a definite possibility given the way he is acting.

      Snake glares at me. ‘No, not those ones. Well, yes, sort of those ones. They are like the police for creatures like us.’ He chuckles, ‘I guess they would more correctly be named Fairies for the Bad.’

      He is speaking gibberish. This is worse than I thought.

      I toss my plait over my shoulder and attempt to placate him. ‘Creatures? That’s not a nice way to speak of anyone. Do you need one of my parents to help you with something?’

      My mother is a human rights lawyer, and my father is the Chief Exec of Homeless London. They deal with some troublesome clients, they talk about them all the time, but this is the first one who has come to our home.

      Snake shakes his head, and those lovely eyes look at me with disbelief. He turns and picks a backpack up off the floor.

      ‘Wait, where are you going?’

      I can’t let him leave if he needs help—that is not what our family does. Besides, he might be crazy as all hell, but he worked out that my parents aren’t home, and he believes they have been taken somewhere. And whether I like to admit it or not, I’m worried—quite worried.

      I mean, I can go days without seeing my parents when they are on a work trip. But they usually tell me where they are going and when they will be back. And their wardrobes appear not to have been touched since Monday.

      He stops but doesn’t turn around. ‘I thought you knew,’ he whispers, and I am not quite certain I hear him correctly. ‘I can’t be doing this,’ he says, louder this time.

      ‘Doing what?’

      He turns to face me. ’I can’t be teaching you about our world. I need to focus on stopping this nightmare’

      ‘I am sure my parents can help, if you would just wait until⁠—’

      ‘They… are… not… coming… home.’ He forces the words through gritted teeth. ‘If you want to see them again, you need to come with me.’

      The more the intruder talks, the more my stomach churns, and I begin to wonder if something really has happened to Mum and Dad. I am now torn between not letting on that I know my parents won’t walk through the door any moment now and asking him what he knows about where they are.

      In less than a blink of an eye, he is by my side, grabbing my arm and pulling me towards the door.

      I don’t think. I just react. I twist my arm to break his grip and sweep my leg to throw him off balance. Next thing he is on the floor, and I am on top of him, my knees pinning his biceps.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I look up into piercing blue eyes that are common in her kind but are all the more startling with her olive skin. She is quick—quicker than I expected—and that is saying something because I am no stranger to creatures with enhanced speed. Through half-closed eyes, I assess her, wondering what abilities she has and how they might help us.

      ‘Don’t look at me like that,’ she hisses.

      I start, then frown. ‘Like what?’

      ‘Like you’ve just been served a delicious dessert.’

      I grin. I can’t help it. I know it will only make her angrier, but she just described the trickle of sensation forming in the recesses of my mind. It is buried beneath the fear and worry that have been my constant companions for the last couple of days, but it is there all the same.

      My smile fades as she presses her boney knees more firmly into my arms. I gasp and grimace. I can probably push her off me, but I just broke into her house, and I want her help. So if this is what it takes for her to be comfortable around me, I’m okay with that. Besides, if she feels any more threatened, she may break something, and I need everything in working order for what is to come.

      When she has my attention, she speaks slowly and clearly. ’My parents aren't lost.  They are away for a couple of days, and will be back on the weekend.’

      I study her face for telltale signs of a lie. Their names were on the list. I saw them when I snuck it out of the fairy’s pocket.

      Had they disappeared to evade capture? It was possible. Still, they will not be returning. The Bad Fairies always get their creature.

      Calling on the voice I use to make a good impression on adults, I say, ‘I think you'll find that if they have not been taken yet, they soon will be. Once they are, I can help you find them.’

      Her lips press firmly together. I have not managed to convince her… yet.

      My hands are starting to go numb. I wiggle my fingers and say, ‘If we can just go and sit down—’ I nod towards the sofa, hoping she will take the hint. ‘—perhaps we can talk this out.’

      ‘Who are you? And why do you believe my parents are lost?’ She leans forward, pinning me with an intense gaze. ‘And why are you so sure you can help me find them?’

      I need to try something different or I could lose my hand. ‘When did you last speak to your parents?’

      Her eyebrows twist into a frown, and she appears a little less certain. ‘I remember seeing them on Monday morning…. What’s it to you?’

      ‘Two days ago?’ I’m surprised. ‘They were taken that early?’

      Her head tilts to the side as she peers at me, making her appear a little less threatening. Perhaps I should push her a bit harder now. ‘I think I may be able to find them, but it would be better if one of your kind is with me.’

      She instantly tenses, and I lose any ground I made with her. ‘What do you mean one of my kind? How does being Black make a difference?’

      I can’t help it—a laugh escapes, and I try to swallow it, but I can’t. I splutter, ‘Not being Black—being an elf. Having an elf with me will open doors I can’t even knock on.’

      That look she had before comes back over her face, the one that tells me she thinks I’m stark raving mad.

      The pressure on my arms increases. ‘Can I call someone for you? Someone you trust who can come and pick you up?’

      Then it dawns on me. ‘You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?’ Confusion takes over her face for a moment before she schools it back in to reflect professional concern.

      ‘How can it be possible that you don’t know who you are?’ This is going to be way harder than I thought if she doesn’t even know she has elf blood running through her veins.

      She takes a deep breath. ‘You clearly believe what you are saying—that I’m an elf, and that. So, what does that make you?’

      From the tone of her voice, I sense she is placating me. Still, I tell her the truth. ‘I’m a gnome.’

      ‘A gnome?’ She laughs, and it comes from deep in her belly. ‘I thought gnomes were short and round, and elves were tall and graceful. You’re taller than me, and where are my pointy ears?’

      She must have had training on how to handle the crazy. She is pointing out what she believes to be the flaws in my logic, hoping to bring me back to reality. If only she knew. I sigh. I can’t help it. Why am I the one telling her what all creatures learn before they can walk?

      ‘Every creature knows that in the human world we take human form. It is only when we are in the World Below that we can be who we truly are.’

      ‘Is that some sort of law or something?’ She sneers at me.

      ‘Yes, actually, it is. Before 1832, when we withdrew from the World Above almost completely, many of our kind would appear as we are, but equally as many took on human form. Then, when we began setting up ministries in the 1890s to ensure balance was maintained between the worlds, we appeared as humans to disguise our presence. It has been that way ever since.’

      ‘You make it sound so plausible, almost like a history lesson,’ she says, easing the pressure on my arms a little.

      I open my mouth to tell her that it is history, our history, but she carries on before I can even form the first word. ‘Okay. If you’re a gnome, can you do magic?’

      I snort. ‘Of course. How do you think I opened your door?’

      She glares. ‘You must have picked the locks.’

      ‘Too hard to pick. Easier to persuade them to open for me,’ I tell her, and I can’t help but smirk as I answer. I actually did pick them because I am not meant to use magic except on official business.

      Her face is still set in disbelief mode. I lie still and resist the urge to say anything. She doesn’t speak for a while, and I think perhaps she’s processing. My blood begins to flow again and my fingers prickle with pins and needles.

      She gnaws on her lip as she contemplates me a bit longer. ‘All right. Let’s say I believe you, that we are both mystical creatures. Why were you following me, and why are you so certain someone took my parents?’

      Ah, finally, a step in the right direction. I put on my most charming smile as I answer. ‘I've been following you because I was unable to find your parents at work. I thought you might be able to lead me to them.’

      She nods a couple of times. ‘And what made you think my parents would be taken by these… um… Bad Fairies?’ She says the words as if she cannot believe they are coming out of her mouth.

      ‘As I said, I snuck a look at the list the Bad Fairy who took my mother had in his pocket. Your parents’ names were on it. In fact, they were the only other names.’

      She froze. ‘Your mother's been taken?’

      Okay, not quite the response I was expecting, but maybe telling her about Mum will convince her I’m not a lunatic.

      ‘Yes, on Monday afternoon. Fortunately, I was home to see what happened. I tried to talk the Bad Fairies out of taking her. When I couldn’t, I distracted one of the officers, lifted the warrant from his pocket, and discovered that your parents’ names were there as well. I hoped with their being more powerful, they might be able to help my mother.’

      The expression on her face is more quizzical than worried, and she is no longer glaring at me. I can tell she is not convinced the fairies took her parents, but she seems more open to what I’m saying now and less defensive.

      ‘I believe my parents are missing. I’m not saying I buy into your Harry Potter worldview, but if we put that aside, where would you suggest we start looking for them… and your mother?’

      ‘We need to go visit the Witch in the Woods. She helps London creatures who are in trouble.’

      Pris’s face freezes, and I wish I could take my words back.

      ‘You almost had me believing you⁠—’

      ‘Look, you don’t need to believe she is a witch or anything. But she is a friend of my mother’s, and she will probably know where our parents are… or at least be able to tell us where to start searching for them.’

      She gnaws on her lip again. I can’t tell whether she is assessing me or considering her options. ‘Okay. Where do we find this woman?’

      ‘In Wimbledon. We can take the tube and be back here by dinnertime.’

      Pris runs a hand over her hair. Dare I hope she is actually considering going with me?

      ‘What will you lose if you come along? An evening of your time?’ I encourage her. ‘And it’s not like you’re in any physical danger. You’ve already proven you can take me down if you want to.’
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        * * *

      

      I can’t believe I’m actually considering going to Wimbledon with this lunatic. I glance down at him. He's very relaxed even though his arms must be aching. A brief flicker of fear in his dark green eyes is quickly hidden, telling me his confidence is a mask. Is he afraid of me? Or afraid I won’t help him?

      I narrow my eyes as I study his face, but I quickly school my features, not wanting to let him know what is going on inside my head. I’m obviously not going to tennis lessons today—no great loss. And then there is the undeniable fact that something odd is going on with my parents.

      I don’t believe in his magic malarkey, but on the off chance his friend in Wimbledon might be able to give me some information about where my parents are, I should go with him. Besides, if he is in trouble and he believes I can help, it would be the right thing to do.

      My right thigh begins to cramp, and I ease the pressure off Snake’s arms. As I move, a thought pops into my head.

      ‘If someone took our parents, we should go to the police.’

      Snake snorts, and I mean actually snorts!  And not for the first time. Who does that?

      ’You're kidding, right? We’re going to go to the police and tell them our parents have been taken by creatures from another world—creatures from fairy tales.’

      A wave of anger washes through me. ‘If you truly want to rescue your mother, surely you’re prepared to drop this charade for long enough to talk to the police.’ I dig my right knee in a little for extra emphasis.

      Snake closes his eyes. Maybe I really hurt his feelings this time. He takes a deep breath and expels the air slowly before opening them and looking back up at me. ‘There’s a reason why we’re not allowed to show ourselves.’

      ‘Why?’ I ask, barely keeping the contempt from my voice.

      ‘Because people no longer believe in us. They banished creatures to the realm of fairy stories a long time ago. Even if we wanted to come clean, no one would listen. I mean, you’re one of us and you don’t believe me.’

      He’s right; I don’t believe him. But he’s obviously invested in this alternate world. Perhaps it’s his way of dealing with the loss of his mum, or stress, or something.

      ‘Besides, humans can’t go where our parents have been taken. Not without being invited.’

      His voice is calm, and he sounds rational. He makes me want to believe him, but he is talking utter rubbish. I decide to test his commitment to this other world idea.

      ‘Won’t we need to “pay a cost” as well?’ I ask, remembering the tales I read as a child which always told of magical creatures demanding payment.

      ‘Perhaps, but I am sure we will be more than up to the challenge.’

      I can’t stop the frown this time. ‘Do you actually have a plan for our parents’ rescue?’

      He smiles a crooked smile. He’s quite good-looking when he’s not acting crazy. I am suddenly very aware of the fact that I am straddling him, and parts of my body are thinking some very inconvenient thoughts. I should move, but I am reluctant to give up my advantage until I am certain of him.

      ‘Not a plan as such.’ His shoulders shift in something of a shrug. ‘I guess we could always beg.’

      My astonishment must be written on my face, because he bursts out laughing, and I knew I had been got.

      ‘Actually, I thought that once we talk to the Witch of the Woods, we will be in a better position to plan our next move.’

      Sounds logical, I think, but I am still skeptical. ‘How can you be so sure this… woman will help us?’

      ‘She’s helped Mum in the past, and I’m hoping she still thinks kindly of her in spite of what has happened.’

      Those alarm bells go off in my head again. ‘What exactly did your mother do, Snake?’ I silently add, She didn't murder someone, did she?

      Snake lowers his eyes. ‘She and your parents have been accused of the heinous crime of profiting from magic in The World Above.’

      I can’t have heard him properly. ‘Profiting from magic?’

      A blush creeps up from Snake’s neck and over to his cheeks. ‘Creatures who live in the human realm are here to help the people of the World Above, and to maintain the balance between worlds. We agree to live as humans do and must only use our special abilities when assigned a task.’

      I nod for him to go on, hoping that amidst the mystical explanation, I will be able to figure out exactly what his mother, and therefore my parents, are actually accused of.

      ‘We gnomes are⁠—’

      ‘Good at digging underground?’ I offer, Lord of the Rings springing into my mind. ‘Or are you more like garden gnomes?’

      Snake snorts again. ‘Garden centres have a lot to answer for, and it’s dwarves who dig underground in Tolkien’s book,’ he says under his breath. Then carries on as if I hadn’t said anything at all.

      ‘We gnomes are skilled at finding and taking things. My family was tasked with tracking misplaced magical items and returning them to their true owners. In particular, my parents retrieved magic artefacts so they could be returned to the World Below.’

      ‘Is your explanation going to take long?’ I ask. I’m tired of all the magic nonsense, and my leg is cramping again.

      ‘You could let me up and we could finish this in comfort,’ he offers.

      I chew my bottom lip.

      ‘I promise you on my mother’s life, I will do you no harm.’

      His voice is encouraging and sincere. I hate to admit it, but I am no longer afraid of him. Besides, as he pointed out, I’ve already proved I can deal with him if he gets out of line.

      I rock back on my heels, stand, and stretch. I then sit back on the floor, cross my legs, and face him.

      Snake looks at me questioningly. I nod, and he sits up, crossing his own legs to mirror me, arms resting loosely on his knees.

      ‘When my father returned below, my mother was unable to take on some of the bigger jobs, so our income was barely enough to pay the bills.’ Snake glanced around the ostentatious living room, and I imagine he is thinking I have never experienced what it is like to live hand-to-mouth, and he is right, but I can imagine.

      ‘That must have been hard,’ I say, urging him on.

      ‘I tried to help out, but with school I could only work on the weekends. There just never seemed to be enough to make ends meet. Mum began stealing food and little things that I needed for school. None of it amounted to much, but, apart from it being illegal here, it's a big no-no using our powers to steal for our own benefit in the human world.’

      Snake colours again, as if he is ashamed of what his mother did. I say nothing, hoping he will tell me more. My patience is rewarded.

      ‘It is one of the unbreakable rules we all agree to follow when we live here. It was a long time ago, though, and she paid for her transgression. I don’t understand why this is being brought up again now.’

      ‘Why didn't you and your mother return to the other world with your father?’

      The boy frowns. ‘Why do you want to know that?’

      I almost blurt out, ‘I want to make sure you’re not completely crazy,’ but I don’t want to make him angry.

      ‘I just want to… know why your father isn’t helping your mother now.’

      He nods slowly, as if he can now understand my curiosity. ‘Mum didn’t share all the details with me. All I know is, Dad just disappeared without a word, and I suspect her pride kept her from running after him.’

      His voice cracks a little as he says this, and a niggle of guilt for doubting him tugs at me. I’m also angry. His father should not be let off the hook that easily.

      ‘Didn't your father have to look after you? Like here in the human world where fathers pay towards the keep of their children?’

      ‘Of course, but we don’t need anything from him. I have been able to help out more recently, so I thought we were doing better, but maybe we weren’t. If she did do something wrong again, she did it for me, and... I can’t let her be punished for it.’

      A tear slides down Snake’s face, and I catch my hand reaching out towards him. I snatch it back before he notices.

      ‘Surely your gnome friends in the human world know what’s going on and will help your mother,’ I suggest.

      ‘As if! They might decide not to help at all because if my mother is found guilty of breaking this law, my father’s family will be brought into disrepute. They will have to tread carefully to ensure this doesn’t happen. So, it’s up to me to rescue my mother, and I will do whatever it takes—whether you're with me or not.’

      His expression hardens and all signs of vulnerability are gone. His support of his mother touches me more than anything else he has said, and I want to help him find her.

      More importantly, though, Snake’s concern has raised my anxiety levels. If his mother has done something wrong and my parents are somehow tangled up in it, they could be in serious trouble too.

      I stand. ‘Wait here. I'm going to change.’

      ‘You mean right here?’ he asks cheekily.

      I smirk, and my cheeks warm. ‘No, you can wait in the hall or take a seat. I won’t be long.’

      I take the stairs two at a time and rush into my bedroom, almost tripping over my bag. I walk to my closet and stop. What do you wear when going to visit a witch? Something similar to what Snake is wearing? No, I can’t do the scruffy look. I grab a denim jacket, my favourite white T-shirt with the stylised cat on the front, and my purple skinny jeans.

      I look down at my feet. High-tops? No. I pick up my white Mollini trainers with the leopard trim—perfect. Once I’m dressed, I pull my unruly hair into a messy ponytail and run some lip gloss over my lips, then rub it off; it’s not like this is a date or anything.

      Grabbing my wallet, I check to make sure my Oyster card and my platinum Visa—only to be used in emergencies—are safely inside. I shove it, along with my phone and keys, into my favourite Coach shoulder bag. I am ready to face anything.

      When I return, Snake is sitting on the second step from the bottom, elbows on his knees, shoulders slumped, head resting in his hands. For all his confidence before, he actually looks lost, almost forlorn.

      He needs help. I tell myself I am doing the right thing. Plastering a smile on my face, I say, ‘Come on. If we're going to do this, we’d better hurry. I must be home in time for dinner.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            The Witch of Wimbledon

          

        

      

    

    
      I manage to hide myself away from prying eyes under a bush. I wait patiently in the garden across the road from the house the boy broke into. He has some skills—I will give him that. The afternoon sun warms me, and I’d like nothing better than to sleep, but I must remain vigilant.

      He went inside a while ago. Perhaps he is not planning to come back out. Should I go home and report? No, my mistress will want me to find out what his next move is. I glare at the house. I suppose I could make it up to a windowsill. I might be able to find out what is going on if I choose the right room.

      A bird twitters nearby, and I rest my head on my paws. It is so warm here. Maybe I will wait a little longer, until the sun goes down.

      Just as I settle in for a long wait, the boy emerges with the girl following close behind. She closes the door and puts the keys in her bag before heading off along the street.

      Sighing, I stretch. I have no option but to follow. My stomach grumbles as I creep through the bushes conveniently placed in front of the houses. I hope they won’t be long. I want to return to my place by the fire and let my mistress reward me with some tasty morsels of food.

      Keeping to the shadows, I trail along the street behind them, hoping to overhear their plans. Then maybe I can simply meet them at their destination. They tell me nothing, and I endure listening to that girl ask the most stupid questions. How can one who shines so brightly be so ignorant?

      ‘If you’re a gnome, and you’re not like the garden variety, where do you fit in, say, compared to me?’ she asks.

      The boy answers her more patiently than I would. I mean, she is clearly an elf, perhaps from the Unseelie court in the north. She should know all about this stuff. I flick my tail in frustration.

      ‘Gnomes are quick of hand and of mind. We love puzzles. In general, we are bound in service to elves, but some of us, like my family, become…. Well, I guess you could call us detectives.’

      I mean, honestly, everyone knows gnomes are simply lesser elves—well everyone who matters.

      ‘If there are others like you in London, how can you tell if someone is one of them?’

      I groan out loud, and she turns at the noise as I dart behind a car. I must be more careful.

      ‘Our magic causes a glow if we do not know how to contain it. If you watch people carefully, occasionally you can see a shimmer that will tell you who they really are,’ Snake explains.

      The elf starts to stare intently at people passing by. When someone mutters, ‘How Rude,’ her gaze drops to the pavement.

      ‘Perhaps you should be a little more subtle,’ Snake chuckles.

      Honestly, how can he put up with her? Mercifully, I am able to fall behind when increased foot traffic means I have to duck behind a fence, and I no longer have to listen to her inane prattle.

      I finally find out what their plan is when we are almost in front of an underground station. They stop by the map outside and discuss their options.

      ‘We’re here, at Ladbroke Grove. If we head to Hammersmith and change to the District Line going to Earl’s Court, then we can take a train to Wimbledon from there,’ the girl says, and the boy nods his agreement.

      Oh no, this is going to take a lot of energy. My tummy rumbles again. And on an empty stomach too!

      I cast my spell and follow them through the tube station entrance, confident that now no one will see a black cat.

      As I enter the nondescript Victorian brick building, I brush past a woman in a floral summer dress. She squeals and stumbles into a tall gentleman carrying a briefcase.

      ‘Excuse me,’ she says, turning bright pink.

      ‘Not at all, my dear. These things happen in a busy station,’ the man responds and almost steps on me. I jump out of the way. I do so dislike travelling like this.

      I keep my eye on the boy and girl as they wend their way through the bustling station, heading for the turnstiles. I rush to catch them up.

      A train pulls into the station as I reach the platform. I spot them just as the blips sound. Slipping into the carriage just as the doors close and quickly raising my tail to make sure it doesn’t get caught, I find an out-of-the-way spot under a seat and sit down.

      I stick close to the humans I’m following so that I know when to change trains. Finally, they find two seats together and sit. I don’t let go of my spell though. It wouldn’t do to let people see a cat travelling with them. Imagine the chaos!

      Just as I am getting comfortable, the driver calls our stop, and we are on the move again. I sigh with relief when we leave the Underground and it is again all right for me to be seen.
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        * * *

      

      I loathe taking commuter trains. They are always packed, you never find a seat, and the carriages reek of stale sweat. When we finally get out at Wimbledon, I heave a sigh of relief as I gulp in the fresh air.

      As I follow Snake through the meandering paths of Wimbledon Common, I sneak a sideways glance at him. He hasn’t spoken a word since we entered the Underground. His jaw is tense and though his hands are now shoved deep into his pockets, during the train trip they had fiddled incessantly with the cord of his hoodie.

      He catches me looking at him and I turn away, suddenly interested in a group of dog walkers standing around chatting. I am so intent on avoiding looking at Snake, I forget to check my surroundings. Normally when I find myself in a new place, I scan the area for potential hiding places for attackers. This evening I am so off balance, I completely forget my father’s training.

      We are almost at the edge of the common when I realise my mistake. I catch a movement in the bushes, and I don’t react immediately. This small hesitation is a mistake. I jump and am almost pulled off balance as a hand roughly grabs my arm, and moments later, I am held tight against my attacker’s chest.

      A sharp point sticks me around kidney height. I gulp back a gag as I am engulfed in the scent of cheap beer and cigarettes clinging to the fabric encasing the arm around my neck. I struggle briefly before muscle memory takes over.

      I allow my body to go limp. A smile curls his lips, the only bit of his face I can make out under his hoodie, and I catch a glimpse of the knife as he raises it to strike. This is my cue to act. I twist out of his grasp, then use my momentum to swing back around and punch him in the jaw.

      I don’t stay to see the effects of my handiwork. Grabbing a hold of Snake’s sweatshirt, I pull him into a run. Moments later, we are off the common and in relative safety on North View.

      ‘What the hell was that?’ he gasps when we finally slow to a walk.

      ‘It’s Wimbledon Common, so I guess it was a mugger,’ I respond as I check behind to make sure we are not being followed.

      He stops, and a few steps later I do too, turning to see what is delaying him. I find Snake staring at me as if I have gone bonkers.

      ‘What?’ I ask.

      ‘A mugging? In broad daylight? When you are walking with someone?’

      ‘Of course.’ I shrug. ‘What else could it be?’

      His eyebrows shoot up. ‘Does this happen to you often?’

      ‘Probably only as often as it happens to other Londoners,’ I respond.

      ‘You don’t think it has anything to do with who you are?’ he asks, his brows forming a frown.

      Who I am? I’m no longer exactly sure. Wanting to change the subject, I say, 'Where does the witch live? These houses must cost a bomb. I can’t believe the residents are happy about a witch living on the common…. It’s so close to their homes.’

      Snake’s frown deepens, and he doesn’t answer for a moment. I am sure he is going to say something more about the attack, but then he relaxes, and I hope he has decided to let our previous conversation go. ‘She doesn’t live on the common.’

      He begins walking again, checking off house numbers before turning into the drive of a three-story, semi-detached house. Taking the steps two at a time, he knocks firmly on the door.

      I remain on the driveway, not wishing to waste energy climbing the six steps only to be turned away.

      A boy of about four or five years old with a mop of curly black hair opens the door. He looks like he’s stepped out of a Gap Kids catalogue, further confirmation that Snake must be out of his mind. Witches do not live in Victorian mansions on the edge of Wimbledon Common or dress their kids like that.

      ‘Yes?’ the boy asks as a black cat slips through the opening. The boy’s eyes follow the animal as it disappears down the dimly lit corridor. ‘Nan, someone is at the door for you,’ he yells after it.

      He leaves the door open and returns to whatever he was doing before we interrupted him. My mouth drops open in shock. Who leaves their door wide open with strangers on the doorstep in the middle of London?

      Snake catches my eye and, as if he has read my mind, he says, ‘I don’t think anyone would dare enter this house without an invitation.’

      I close my mouth and join Snake, trying to brush off the ominous undertone of his words. Moments later, a woman appears in the doorway. She is tall and graceful with long black hair caught in an untidy bun. She is obviously related to the boy, as they have the same piercing blue eyes.

      I grab Snake’s arm, an apology for disturbing the family this close to dinner ready on my lips. I pause when the woman’s face breaks into a smile as she catches sight of Snake.

      ‘Snake, finally,’ she says pulling the door open wider. ‘Come on in.’

      She leads Snake along the hallway to the back of the house. As I follow, I catch glimpses of a dwelling tastefully decorated with what I assume are all original Victorian features. The woman raises her hand, and I jump at a bang behind me, and I half turn to find the door has closed by itself. A shiver runs up my spine. Was that magic or the wind?

      The kitchen at the back of the house is bright and modern, and as I enter, the woman moves in behind a butcher block and begins chopping carrots.

      ‘I expected you earlier, young Snake. You know you are always welcome here. Although, now that I see who you are with, I can understand why you delayed your visit. Having an elf on your side will make things a little easier for you.’

      I stand in the doorway. This whole thing is surreal, and I can’t quite get my head around it. ‘You're a grandmother?’ The thought pops into my head and out of my mouth before I can stop it.

      The woman who Snake claims is the Witch of Wimbledon smiles at me. ‘Yes, my dear—many times over. Carlos is just the youngest. He stays with me while his mum works in the health food shop on the High Street.’

      She turns her attention back to Snake. ‘You know you are welcome to stay here through this troubling time, but I sense you want something else from me.’

      Snake shuffles his feet a bit, as if he is trying to make up his mind what to say. ‘Ma’am, I was hoping your friendship with my mother means you might help me rescue her from The Court—and of course, Pris’s parents too.’

      The last bit about Mum and Dad was definitely an afterthought. I try not to mind too much. I mean, it is not as if I believe in any of this.

      ‘I am sure that the last time we met, I told you to call me Eleanora.’ Her piercing gaze swings round to me. ‘They took your parents too. I can’t say I’m surprised.’

      I nod, unwilling to speak because I am not sure I’ve bought into all this other world stuff yet. Still, this woman is talking as if she knows my parents. Perhaps she is a part of whatever my parents are involved in, and she might be able to tell us where they have gone.

      Eleanora cocks her head to the side and stares at me for a long moment before turning her attention back to Snake. I get the feeling I have been assessed and found wanting. I stiffen as anger at being so readily dismissed threatens to make me lose my cool.

      ‘I expected you to come and ask for my help when I found out your mother was taken,’ Eleanora says to Snake.

      ‘Does that mean you will help us?’ Snake’s voice is so eager, it almost breaks my heart. Not waiting for an answer, he rushes on. ‘I believe there are ways to wrangle an invite to The Court, I just don't know how. If you could set us on the right path, I’ll do whatever it takes to attend and plead my mother’s case.’

      My jaw drops. I know I must look like a moron, but I can’t help it. Snake is talking to this woman as if the subworld he talked about is real. At best, this urbane woman will laugh at his flight of fancy, and at worst she will throw us out. This last would be bad because she did offer to take Snake in, and he could do with somewhere to stay and get his head straight.

      ‘And what about you, Priscilla?’ I flinch at the use of my full name. ‘Will you do whatever it takes to help your parents? Even if it means suspending your current beliefs and committing to attend spring court in the World Below?’

      ‘I…. But surely….’ I don’t know what to say. She sounds like she believes this nonsense is real. Perhaps it’s code for some sort of nefarious activity. Is someone listening in on our conversation? What are my parents mixed up in?

      The woman’s mouth curls with amusement. ‘Yes, my dear, I do believe in all this stuff. I am a witch, as I am sure Snake already told you. He and his mother are indeed gnomes, and you are an elf.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘Perhaps if your parents spent more time with our community, they would not be appearing before The Court now. Then again, I must thank them because now Snake has a high-status elf to help him on the journey he must undertake.’

      I am speechless, and that is something that doesn’t happen often. The whole world has gone mad. The anger I have been holding in check bubbles inside of me, and flashes of red distort my vision. I glare at the elegant woman Snake told me would help us, annoyed I have wasted my time.

      ‘You seriously expect me to believe my parents were abducted because they used magic for profit?’ I sweep my hand around the room. ‘Apart from the fact the very idea is absurd, we are no wealthier than you. Why weren’t you taken too?’

      Ice-cold blue eyes stare at me, and for a moment, I wonder if I have gone too far. All warmth has gone from Eleanora’s voice as she says, ‘My family and I have been working on the surface for centuries. One of my ancestors fell in love with and married a human. He left this house to her when he passed. We never, ever use our skills to gain from humankind, and it is the greatest insult for you to even hint at it.’

      Eleanora’s eyes pierce my soul, driving home her words. Even though my stomach is curdling, I meet her gaze unflinchingly.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Great. The one person who can help us get to The Court and Pris has pissed her off. I must have been out of my mind to bring her here. I mean, sure, her elf blood will open doors, and she has as much of a stake in this as I do. On the other hand, she has shown she knows nothing about our world, and she just demonstrated how much of a liability that can be.

      I insert myself between the two women, holding up my hands, palm outwards, and saying, ‘I am sure Pris didn’t mean any offence.’

      Pris’s sharp intake of breath makes me pause—just for a second though. Clearly, she doesn’t like anyone speaking for her, but at the moment, her injured pride is the least of my worries.

      ‘She doesn’t know much about our ways, but she shouldn't be punished for her parents failing to teach her,’ I finish.

      Eleanora’s shoulders relax a little. ‘The Queen should never have let her parents choose this path,’ she says, followed by, ‘If it were not for Petunia….’ She returns to chopping her vegetables, although the aggressive way her knife rises and falls has me wondering if she has actually let go of her anger.

      From behind, I hear Pris mutter, ‘Who’s Petunia, and what has she got to do with this?’

      I ignore her. ‘I would appreciate your help getting to the Midnight Court,’ I say, hoping to distract Eleanora and gain her support at the same time.

      She vigorously chops a few more carrots. Her ferocity makes me think she is imagining Pris on the chopping board. Finally, the knife pauses, and she places it on the worktop. Wiping her hands on a towel, she says, ‘All right. I guess I do not get to choose who comes to me for help or how they behave when they get here.’

      Pris shuffles behind me, and I sense her moving to the side. I take a step, keeping myself between her and Eleanora. She does not realise the massive insult our hostess is choosing to overlook.

      ‘A creature who is not a member can attend the Seelie Court if they receive an invitation from the Queen or if your attendance is endorsed by four senior members of The Court. Above ground, that means you must approach the senior creatures of four races and ask them to approve your attendance.’

      It sounds too easy. There must be a catch. ‘So, if you endorse us, then we only need to find three more,’ I say, feeling Eleanora out.

      She laughs. ‘You of all creatures should know that nothing in our world is ever that easy. I may be a member of the Seelie court, but I am a minor representative. If you want the witches to endorse your entry, you must speak to the most senior of our kind in England. Only she can grant what you desire.’

      ‘You’re saying it can’t be just any court member, but the most senior of each kind living in the human world?’ I ask.

      Eleanora nods, then adds, ‘And they must be approached formally at the source of their power in the World Above.’

      Damn it, this makes things more difficult. Instead of being able to approach their representatives in London, we must travel to find the creatures we need to speak with.

      ‘Can you give us an idea of who is most likely to support our petition?’ I ask, hoping to save some time by only calling on those most likely to help.

      ‘I am sorry, Snake, but the witches gave me leave only to tell you how you might gain entry to The Court. If I help you directly, you may not be allowed in.’

      ‘Can you at least tell me where and when The Court will be held?’

      Sighing, Eleanora again wipes her hand on the towel and reaches into her pocket. Her hand emerges, clasping a piece of paper. ‘You must solve this riddle to find The Court and to gain entry.’

      I take the piece of paper and open it. I read the words and splutter, ‘You’re joking, aren’t you? How are we supposed to decipher this?’

      Pris moves behind me, and I turn so she can see the paper.

      “When the old man’s face looks down on earth, and two hands meet in the dead of night, the underwater ball begins.

      “Pass the gatekeeper the token and the gold, heads up tails down, before speaking the word for that which needs our breath but cannot breathe to prove your worth.”

      ‘Two hands meet in the dead of night. That must be midnight. And the old man’s face. That’s what my dad calls a full moon,’ she says.

      I look to Eleanora to confirm Pris’s guess, and although she is trying to remain impassive, a smile tugs at the corner of her mouth.

      ‘That’s amazing,’ I tell Pris. ‘If only the rest were that easy.’

      ‘I’m sure that with a little time, we can work out the rest of the riddle,’ Pris says.

      My stomach clenches. ‘If you’re correct about the when bit, then there isn’t much time for us to figure the rest out—the full moon is in seven days.’

      I point at the calendar hanging on the fridge, then look at Eleanora. ‘Is that right? We only have seven days to get four endorsements, solve the riddle, and make our way to wherever they are holding The Court?’

      Sadness clouds Eleanora’s eyes as she answers. ‘As that is part of the riddle, I cannot answer your question. All I can say is, your knowledge of our law will help you.’

      My knowledge of the law? My mind is spinning as I look at the paper again. Nothing is coming to me.

      Fingers gently squeeze my arm, and a hand takes the riddle from me. ‘We don’t need to work this all out now. Why don’t I put this somewhere safe, and we can figure it out later?’

      I allow Pris to fold the paper and put it in her bag. I’m numb. In my mind, the Protector of London was going to invite us to The Court as her guest and all we would have to do is count down the days. This wild goose chase is completely unexpected. Then again, it was obvious if I stopped to think about it—nothing to do with the Seelie Court is ever that easy.

      ‘I have done all I am able. With so little time for you to complete your quest, you had best be getting started.’

      I slowly shake my head to clear my thoughts. Eleanora has done the best she can to help us under the circumstances. Remembering my manners, I say, ‘Thank you, Eleanora. You have been a great help. And yes, we must get going now.'

      Pris opens her mouth, and the cross set of her face tells me she is not thankful at all. I grab her shoulders and turn her around, bundling her through the door before she can say anything to anger Eleanora further. She may only be a second-tier member of the Seelie Court, but she is a powerful witch.

      ‘Good luck to you both, and I hope to meet you again when The Court convenes,’ Eleanora calls after us.

      The door opens as we reach it, and I push Pris through before she can say what is on her mind.

      As we walk back across the common, Pris turns angrily. ‘How can you be so polite to her? She gave us a riddle and told us to seek out endorsements, which means she gave us very little.’

      I stop and stare at the ground, wondering again why I had thought bringing Pris along was a good idea. Sure, as an elf she can go places I can’t, but how helpful will she actually be if she doesn’t know a thing about our world? I raise my head, ready to tell her I will continue on my own and do what I can to help her parents as well as my mother.

      I can’t say the words. My gaze follows the line of tears trailing down her cheeks, and I find my own fears and worries reflected in her face. She roughly brushes the tears away as I realise I can’t leave her like this.

      ‘Lesson one about the Seelie Court. Invitations are issued by the Elven Queen. Only those with invitations or a royal appointment can attend, and in some instances, they can invite another creature. I had hoped Eleanor might have made arrangements for me at least to attend with her.’

      Pris opens her mouth to respond, but before she can say anything, I rush on. ‘For some reason Eleanora was not given leave to invite us. Instead, she found a way for us to enter by ourselves… and that means she must have called in a lot of favours.’

      Springs of black hair blow across her face. She pushes them away distractedly as she processes my words. Her anger slides away as quickly as it came, and a blush colours her cheeks.

      ‘Oh my goodness, did she really go out on a limb for us? And I was so rude to her….’

      I grin at her. ‘Yes, you were. I would not be asking any favours of her for a while if I were you. And next time when you are talking to her, try and remember she could turn you into a toad with a thought.’

      Laughter dances in her eyes as her smile lightens my heart. ‘Okay, I’ll try.’ Her eyes suddenly go dark, and she says, ‘All this is new to me, Snake—this other world you talk about. I am not sure I quite believe in it yet, and I certainly don’t understand it.’ She draws her bottom lip between her teeth. ‘But I am trying, really, because I want to find my mum and dad.’
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      Standing on the doorstep with my mistress, we watch Snake and the elf talking. In spite of her rudeness, I am still attracted to the girl’s shining magic. Then again, that is always the way with elves. They are rude and entitled, but everyone is drawn to them.

      ‘He has his hands full with that one,’ my mistress says. ‘And I am not sure whether she will be more of a hinderance or a help.’

      Something moves in the bushes beside them, and my mistress stops speaking. I catch the flash of a knife, and my mistress mumbles something and points. There is a tingle of magic in the air, and the figure falls to the ground with the barest rustle of leaves.

      ‘They are safe. He will sleep for a long, long while,’ my mistress says before turning her attention back to the two figures. ‘I wonder if they know the full extent of what they are up against.’

      My stomach is full, and all I want to do is to go back into the lounge room and curl up in my basket over the radiator and sleep off my meal. I fear it will be a long time before I am allowed such luxury, as I can guess what is coming next.

      My mistress pulls in some magic and casts a spell so we can speak.

      ‘I promised Ginth that should anything happen to her, I would take care of Snake.’

      ‘You have. You gave him a way to rescue his mother.’

      She considers my words for a moment, and I allow a small flicker of hope to warm my gut. Then The Witch of Wimbledon sighs, extinguishing that flame.

      ‘It is not enough, my lovely. Other forces are at play here. Someone wants to make sure the Crowns are no longer a part of The Court, and that someone must be powerful if they are prepared to take on royalty, however distant they are from the throne.’

      ‘I thought we were helping Snake.’ My tone is petulant, but I can’t help it. I just want to go inside.

      ‘Ginth being taken is obviously meant to sow seeds of disorder in the higher echelons of gnomes. Her husband’s family are as close to the royal line as their kind can get.’

      I say nothing. I don’t think I am expected to. Eleanora is merely processing her thoughts out loud.

      'What I cannot work out is whether someone is making a play for dominance here in the human world, or are they making a power play in the World Below. I fear these two young creatures may be in more danger than they realise.’

      With her words my fate is sealed.

      ‘My lovely, I hate to ask this of you, but I need you to stay with them and report any unusual activity to me.’

      ‘What can I do if someone comes for them?’ I ask, still hoping beyond hope she will relent and let me stay.

      ‘Maybe nothing, but there may also be something.’

      ‘If it is your wish, then I will go.’

      I pause a moment in case she changes her mind. No, nothing. I stretch and start down the steps.

      ‘I will contact you on the tenth hour each night.’ I throw the comment over my shoulder.

      I reach the bottom step as she says, ‘Percival.’ I pause. ‘Please be careful.’

      I am grumpy, but it is hard to stay that way when she sends such love and gratitude with her words. I glance back, but she is already inside.

      Dodging the evening traffic, I reach my travelling companions in time to catch the elf girl saying, ‘I‘m tired, and we need to figure out where we go from here. Let’s go home and see what Susan is making for dinner.’

      She slips her arm through Snake’s and leads him towards the tube station. Instead of following them, I close my eyes, and cast one of my favourite spells.

      When I reach my destination, I creep around the side of the house and jump up onto the window ledge. Peering in to a large open-plan kitchen and dining room, I find them empty. I thought the Susan person was supposed to be making dinner.

      Not my problem, I think. My problem is that I will be seen if I remain here. I find a hiding place under the garden furniture and nap while I wait for the others to join me.
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            There Are Elves. And Then There Are ELVES

          

        

      

    

    
      The train carriage rocks gently back and forth as it makes its way back to central London. Dusk is settling, and I catch Snake’s and my reflections in the window across from us. His hands are shoved into his pockets and his face reads as despondent.

      I study my own reflection. Do I look different after the revelation that other life-forms share the world with us? Hold on—not us. If Snake is to be believed, and I am starting to believe he should be, I am not human. I am an elf.

      I don’t look any different. Same corkscrew hair and copper brown skin as my father, and the ice blue eyes I got from my mother. The face staring back at me is mine, and it shows nothing of the inner turmoil finding out about my origins is causing.

      Moving my gaze to the other people in the carriage, I try to find the ‘glow’ Snake spoke of before. There is nothing. Part of me hoped to see a small sliver just to confirm I am not going mad. My eyes slide sideways to Snake; surely, he must have it. I think I almost catch a glimpse of… something, then it slips away as he raises his head to look at me.

      ‘You can stay in our spare room tonight. We can eat and decide what to do next,’ I say to him, and perhaps I can take some more time to get my head around all this.

      He turns his head slightly so his eyes meet mine in the window opposite. ‘Or we could go to Mayfair and meet with the Regises.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Giles and Amandine Regis—the most senior fey in the upper world. If we visit them tonight, and if you convince them to endorse us, then we will only need to find three more races to help.’

      My stomach roils. The inner turmoil I had begun to tame by planning our evening rears its head again. ‘Oh, so we just knock on their door and ask them to give us an invite? It’s as easy as that, is it?’

      ‘I didn’t say it would be easy.’ Snake turns in his seat so he can look directly at me. I want to meet his gaze, but I concentrate on the houses rushing by out the window. ‘None of this will be easy,’ Snake says. ‘But if we can convince the Regises to endorse us, then that will hold some sway with the others.’

      ‘How about you go, and I head home and let Susan know we will have a guest tonight.’ I cross my arms over my chest.

      Snake snorts. ‘You think they would let the likes of me inside their home?’

      My head pivots round. ‘Why wouldn’t they?’

      ‘Because they are fey, because they have royal blood, and because I’m a gnome. They won’t even speak with me without you.’

      This time I turn round to face him. ‘And what makes you think they will speak with me?’

      ‘This is so strange, me teaching you about this,’ he mutters.

      I blush, suddenly ashamed of my lack of knowledge of this other world I am a part of. All those years I accepted Mum and Dad’s tales of how they both had no family and so we had to be there for one another. What if even that is a lie?

      I want to be angry at them, but I am too worried about where they might have been taken. Then a thought hits me—what if the reason they kept everything secret is because something bad happened in the past?

      Snake takes my hand, sending a tingle of electricity up my arm. I look up in surprise. I did not expect that. I mean, he’s cute and all, but we only just met. Besides, this other world thing he has introduced me to is just plain weird, and I don’t quite know what to make of him. His next words tell me Snake obviously did not feel the same frisson.

      ‘I’m sorry, Pris. Getting your head around everything must be difficult.’

      I draw a deep breath and try to concentrate on the task at hand. ‘Okay, explain exactly why you need me to go with you.’

      ‘The Regises will at least listen to you because you are an elf—one of the fey. They are obligated to ask you in and offer you hospitality by the rules of our society. Also, the rules that operate in the World Above make them responsible for those of their kind who work here.’

      His tone is patient and his explanation is logical, but it does nothing to make the situation less surreal. How can people I have never met be obliged to offer me hospitality? It’s too strange, like something out of Greek history. I’m not sure I can face any more strange people.

      ‘I just want to go home. I feel… overwhelmed. I’m not at my best, and I don’t want to be with strangers who know more about who I am than I do.’

      My words are cross and sharp, and Snake flinches, but he keeps hold of my hand.

      ‘This is hard, but it will be harder if you are left up here alone, trying to deal with the disappearance of your parents. Don’t you want to do everything you can to find them?’

      Harsh, I think. Before I lash out, returning the favour, I stop myself. Although he must be worried about his mother’s disappearance, there is genuine concern for me in his eyes. And, frustratingly, he is right—I want to find my parents.

      ‘Perhaps,’ I say, buying some time to process my swirling emotions.

      Knowing my parents have lied to me my entire life makes me simultaneously want to hit something and hide under my duvet and forget this ever happened. Unfortunately, self-indulgence is not a luxury I can afford. With only seven days until the solstice, I need to put on my big-girl pants and do something to save them.

      Snake must have read my change of heart from my face because he lets go of my hand to pull his phone from his hoodie pocket. ‘Okay, if we get off at Bond Street it’s a short walk to Grosvenor Square. If we change onto the Circle Line⁠—’

      ‘Hold on…. How do you know where the senior elves live? I mean, is there some sort of online directory, or an app?’

      He laughs so loud, the elderly couple down the other end of the carriage turn and stare at us. Their glare sobers Snake up, and his laughter subsides to a chuckle.

      ‘Our kind are not that tech savvy, and besides, they would be worried the information would fall into the wrong hands. A lot of our rules about living in the world above are to ensure our presence remains a secret.’

      This is like talking to a politician—I ask one question and he answers a completely different one. ‘You still haven’t said how you know this,’ I point out impatiently.

      He looks sheepish. ‘Sorry, I didn’t want to rub your nose in something else all creatures know.’

      I forgive him instantly. After all, it isn’t his fault my parents didn’t teach me these things. ‘So…,’ I prompt him.

      ‘Yeah, well, because the senior members of each race of creatures are responsible for their kind in the World Above, there is a designated place for us to contact them. Sometimes it’s where their kind come and go from this world, sometimes it’s their base of operations. All creatures learn these contact points much like human children learn the address and phone number of family they can call on.’

      ‘And you’re telling me that the contact point for elves is in Grosvenor Square?’

      ‘Yeeesss.’

      The word is drawn out, almost like he can sense what is coming.

      ‘So, I am guessing in this instance the elves actually live there?’

      ‘I believe so. In Blackburn Mews.’

      My temper explodes again, although, recognising I am in a public place, I spit my next question out in a whisper. ‘How is it my parents are accused of using magic for profit when the senior members of our race live in one of the most expensive, exclusive squares in London? How can they do that without using magic?’

      Snake answers in the same tone teachers use when dealing with recalcitrant children. ‘They don’t own the house as such. Well, on paper they do but only because humans would become suspicious if they didn’t. But it’s perhaps best to think of the house as an Elven Embassy. When the current family are recalled, ownership will be transferred to the next inhabitant. It has been this way for generations, since long before Grosvenor Square became a sought-after address in London.’

      My head is spinning. I have gone from thinking Snake insane talking about elves and fairies and gnomes, to beginning to think it may all be true, to finding out they built up a whole infrastructure aimed at keeping their identity secret during their hundreds of years of residing in England.

      Snake takes my hand in his again, and I find his touch strangely calming.

      ‘You know, it wasn’t always like this. Once our people mingled with humans, coming and going as they pleased.’

      ‘What changed?’ I ask, intrigued. History has always been one of my passions.

      ‘Religion changed. When Henry the Eighth started the Catholic-Protestant divide, both religions became more dogmatic. You were one or the other; there was no room for a third category. Those of us who wanted to remain in the upper world changed themselves to appear more human to fit in.’

      ‘And that is why we take human form now?’ I guess.

      ‘We?’ Snake raises an eyebrow.

      My cheeks warm. When had I started to think of myself as one of Snake’s creatures? I’m not sure, but somehow, I have.

      ‘Yes, that is why we take human form. But soon even appearing human wasn’t enough. In Oliver Cromwell’s time, the border between worlds in England was closed to preserve our kind. A few chose to stay above ground, but most creatures returned to the World Below.’

      Snake falls silent as the doors open, and a young couple enters. He scowls at them, and they react as you would expect most Londoners to. They immediately head down the other end of the carriage, distancing themselves from potential danger.

      ‘I’m sensing a “but” here,’ I encourage once we are alone again.

      ‘That was when we found out that the World Below and the World Above were linked. I guess if the two realms were people, you could say they are linked by a common aura.’

      ‘Only if you believe in that sort of thing,’ I say under my breath.

      Snake frowns at me. ‘Magic and auras and world energies may be a leap of faith for you, but they are as real to our kind as air and water are to humans.’

      He pauses as if waiting for me to make another facetious remark. I bite my tongue, wanting to hear the rest of what he has to say.

      ‘Anyway, when things are in turmoil up here, there is turmoil below. You get the idea?’

      I nod. I may not believe it all, but I do understand what he’s saying.

      ‘In 1690, the Seelie Court called a full council and decided to open the border and allow a few of our kind to come here and keep the humans on the right track. Rules of interaction were drawn up to keep our secret, rules we still follow today.’

      I appreciate how this potted version of his history fits with English history as I know it, but it still feels a little like Snake is telling a story. Notting Hill Gate is announced. We jump off and head to the Circle Line platform.

      As we travel the three stops to Bond Street, I feel Snake’s eyes on me, as if he’s making sure this new info dump hasn’t broken me. I want to reassure him that I am fine, but I’m not. When I think about this new world I am a part of, everything keeping me anchored to who I am slips from my grasp, my head spins, and I no longer know who I am.

      My hands shake and I clasp them together. I take a shuddering breath as I make a decision. The only way I can cope with my parents’ disappearance at the moment is to deal with this other world stuff and who I really am later. If I want to find my parents, I need to focus on the task in front of me, and hopefully it will take me one step closer to my goal.
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        * * *

      

      As we exit Bond Street tube station, Pris is still distant. She has disappeared somewhere inside her head. When I found out she knew nothing about who she is, I didn’t want to take on the responsibility of bringing her up to speed. Now I’m worried I have broken her.

      She walks beside me, hands stuffed in pockets, shoulders hunched and head down, dejected and alone. All I want to do is hug her and tell her it will be all right, that we will get through this together. Not in a romantic way… Not that she isn’t attractive…. I mean, I could get lost in those eyes, but she is a bit buttoned down for my tastes.

      Still, when she sat on me before… No, I don’t want to imagine running my hands up her legs and kissing that mocking mouth. She is an elf, and they are all about the purity of their race. Even my offering her physical comfort would be frowned upon and, this close to the elven stronghold, I don’t want to take the risk of being seen.

      Damn it. Focus, I tell myself. The objective here is to get all of your parents back, and you can’t do that if she is a total mess.

      With my actions suitably justified, I take her hand and give it a squeeze. Okay, it isn’t a hug, but I think she needs to know someone is here for her. And the warmth spreading through my body at the contact is totally beside the point.

      She smiles wanly at me, and my stomach does a somersault. My body obviously doesn’t know what my head does. We turn around the corner into Blackburn Mews and a shiver runs down my spine. Someone is watching us.

      I pull Pris to a stop and check out the area. I can’t see anything obvious—no shimmers from invisible fairies and no creatures in human form loitering in doorways. Perhaps the attack on Wimbledon Common has set me on edge.

      ‘What is it?’ Pris asks.

      She is already overwhelmed, so there is no need to burden her with my overactive imagination. ‘Just stopping for a quick briefing,’ I improvise. In fact, that’s not such a bad idea. Things will go more smoothly if she knows what she’s letting herself in for.

      ‘You’ll need to do all the talking once we’re inside,’ I carry on. ‘I’m only able to speak if the Regises ask me a direct question.’

      Her eyes focus on my face, and she frowns. ‘You’re kidding, right? That sounds so servile and, well, medieval.’

      My cheeks warm, and I look at the ground, attempting to hide my embarrassment. This is one piece of creature law I had hoped to avoid for a while.

      ‘Snake, what is it?’ She tugs at my hand and I let go.

      If I distance myself from her, I won’t feel so bad when she realises what gnomes really are, and she no longer wants to have anything to do with me.

      Deciding to own who I am, I raise my head and look her in the eye. ‘Gnomes are lesser elves. We are those with elven blood who perform the menial tasks true blood elves do not want to lower themselves to do.’ There. Finally, it’s out in the open.

      Pris laughs. ‘You’re kidding, right? You’re not kidding?’ She shakes her head. ‘You mean other elves treat you like servants…. No, worse than servants—like indentured labourers?’

      I say nothing, but I am surprised as her cheeks redden. At first, I think she is embarrassed by being seen with me. I couldn’t have been further from the mark.

      ‘That is barbaric, and wrong on so many levels. I…. I….’ Her words are angry and a lot louder than they were moments ago.

      I can’t let her go where she wants to with this. Although it warms my heart that she doesn’t buy into the whole lesser creature thing, I need her calm and collected and acting like the elven highborn she is when she meets the Regises.

      ‘Calm down,’ I say and immediately regret it when I see a flicker of fire in her eyes.

      ‘Doesn’t it make you angry? I mean, in this day and age, to treat someone as if they are little better than a slave—you can’t tell me it doesn’t bother you.’

      I shove my hands in my pockets. ‘Of course it bothers me, but I’m not going to be able to change that in the next few minutes. We have to work with what we have, so, for the moment, that means you must behave like other elves.’

      She stares at me blankly, as if she can’t believe what I’m saying. I don’t back down. My mother’s life may depend on what happens in the next few minutes, and I will not risk her life to salve my ego. Perhaps Pris’s thoughts are running in a similar direction. Her jaw loosens and she takes a deep breath.

      ‘Okay. Tell me what you need me to do.’

      ‘You are elven royalty, but so are the Regises. The only thing we have over them is that you are closer to the throne than they are, since Giles and Amandine are, at best, cousins—distant cousins.’

      ‘I’m royalty? For real?’

      ‘Um… yes?’

      She throws her head back and laughs, then stops suddenly. ‘Hold on, how royal?’

      I shrug. ‘I’m not sure exactly. Your mum’s a princess, so I guess⁠—’

      Pris squeals. ‘I’m some sort of a princess.’

      Passersby are giving us strange looks, and that’s never a good thing in London—especially not in this swanky neighbourhood.

      ‘Calm it down, will you? People’ll think you’re nuts,’ I say.

      Pris sobers up but can’t wipe the grin off her face. ‘I always thought Dad calling me Princess P was a family joke. Do you think I‘m actually, like, Princess Anne royalty, or more like Princess Beatrice? No… don’t answer that.’ Pris chews her bottom lip. ‘Whatever this means in the other world, it means nothing here—I am still just me.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘But it matters to them, doesn’t it? That’s why you told me.’

      I nod.

      ‘You want me to play the princess demanding her right to be heard—to be given their endorsement?’

      ‘Exactly.’ I grin, happy I don’t need to explain the details.

      ‘And what about Plan B?’

      ‘No. What? Why would we need that?’ I am confused.

      ‘Because it is my experience that people who love wielding power are not so keen when others use their authority against them.’

      That stops me in my tracks. I have never been in a position of power. Can this really be how it works?

      ‘My experience of bullies is that when someone bigger and stronger fronts up to them, they back down,’ I argue.

      She nods. ‘True, but they will always find a way to hit back. I wonder if we might get a little more from them if we try stroking a few egos?’

      ‘But—’

      ‘How about we try it my way first? If it doesn’t work, I can go all imperious.’

      Argh, she’s good at this. And, of course, she makes a fair point. After you demanded something and get nowhere, it is difficult to back down and then ask politely.

      ‘All right, we’ll do it your way.’

      She starts down the street. ‘Which house?’ she asks.

      I point to the white five-story affair. As she turns to ascend the steps, I grab her arm. ‘Don’t forget to tell them I am your bodyguard.’

      ‘My what?’

      ‘Bodyguard. If you don’t, they’ll make me wait outside.’

      ‘This is madness,’ she sighs, 'but I guess you know best.’

      She starts climbing, and I follow one step behind. As we reach the door, voices and music drift out into the night. Through the window in the room to the left, I can see figures moving around, mingling in groups, chatting and laughing.

      ‘Sounds like they are having a party of some sort,’ Pris says, sending a questioning glance my way before dropping the knocker.

      I fold my arms across my chest, standing firm.

      ‘What if they’re… you know… a little tipsy? We might not get a fair hearing,’ she presses.

      I relax a little. ‘I guess we could come back tomorrow, although alcohol may⁠—’

      ‘Make them a little more relaxed,’ Pris finishes as the thump of the knocker rings out.

      Almost immediately, the door is opened, and a petite blonde woman glittering with sequins and diamonds smiles in welcome. Her face soon changes to a frown. ‘You’re a little… underdressed. Ahh, you’re not here for the party, are you?’

      ’No, we’re not. I was wondering if I can speak with⁠—’

      The door is wrenched open wider, and another woman appears and gives us the once-over. She is an older, taller, thinner, blonder version of the first woman, and she looks down her nose at us as Pris starts again.

      ‘I am Priscilla⁠—’

      ‘I know who you are. You had best come in. Elodie, could you be a dear and go ask Giles to meet me in the library.’

      ‘Of course,’ the younger woman says but doesn’t move. She is assessing us, clearly wanting to know why we are here.

      ‘Now!’ It’s a command, and the younger woman reluctantly departs.

      The older woman turns her ice-blue gaze to Pris and says, ‘Follow me.’

      Pris does as she is bid, and I follow her.

      ’Not him. He waits outside.’

      Pris’s eyebrows rise, and I realise she didn’t completely believe me when I said I wouldn’t be granted entry. Please just do as I asked, I plead with her inside my head.

      ‘He’s my bodyguard, and he goes where I go,’ Pris says. Her tone is firm and authoritative. A smile tugs at the corner of my mouth. She has obviously taken to being a princess like a duck to water.

      The woman doesn’t even bother to answer. I close the door behind me and heave a sigh of relief at having passed the first hurdle. Squaring my shoulders, I follow Pris down the hallway into the… library?

      The room may well have been a library once, and certainly one wall is filled with bookshelves, but there isn’t a single book in sight. The shelves are filled with filing boxes. In front of them sits an oak desk with a closed laptop placed in the centre. A sofa and a few chairs are set on a Turkish rug in front of a fire, and this is where Amandine leads Pris.

      ‘Please, take a seat,’ the woman directs. ‘My husband will be here any minute.’

      Amandine Regis is very, well, very elven—cool, aloof, and entitled. All I know about her is her reputation for enforcing the rules of our kind to the very letter, and usually to her advantage.

      I take up a position just inside the door and stand to attention, hands behind my back, trying to look like I would know what to do if Pris were attacked. In reality, as she had already demonstrated today, she would have more chance defending herself than waiting for me to save her.

      Pris sits in the furthest armchair, where she can see me and whoever comes through the door. Amandine remains standing, silent and imposing.

      We do not wait for long. Moments after Pris is seated, an elegant, tawny-haired man enters the room with what most would take as a welcoming smile plastered on his face, only there is no warmth in his eyes. I pray Pris is not taken in, because if rumours are correct, this man makes his wife look like a pussycat.

      ‘Ah, Priscilla, so wonderful to finally meet you. No, don’t get up. I am afraid it is my daughter’s birthday, and she has friends over, so this won’t take long.’

      Pris raises an eyebrow at Giles Regis’s approach and his lack of introduction. Stick it to him, I will her. Deflate that ego. Go on! Do it!

      ‘I assume you are Giles Regis, and this is your wife Amandine. So pleased to meet you too.’ Without rising, Pris holds out her hand and Giles is forced to shake it.

      She looks every bit the princess greeting her subjects, and the slight drawing together of Giles’s brows tells me he has noticed this too. A flicker of doubt crosses his face, but it is gone so quickly, I am not totally sure I didn’t imagine it.

      ‘I apologise for gatecrashing your daughter’s birthday, but it is unavoidable under the circumstances. I learnt today that you are the only person who can help me find out what has happened to my parents, and so I came here immediately to request your help.’

      Neither of the Regises moves.

      ‘You do know my parents were taken to the World Below, don’t you?’

      The Regises share a quick glance before Giles takes a step forward. ‘Ah⁠—’

      ‘Oh, but of course you know. You are the most senior elves in the human world. I am sure nothing goes on up here amongst our kind without you hearing of it,’ Pris continues.

      ‘Of course, my dear. Tragic for you. But I am not sure how we can help,’ Giles says. ‘If we had been able to do anything, we would have prevented the arrest itself.’

      Giles presents his hands palms up as if to show he has nothing to hide. I’m immediately suspicious and want to find out what Giles knows but isn’t telling us. Pris’s face shows no reaction at all.

      ‘Obviously, my parents’ situation has hit you hard⁠—’

      ‘And if we can do anything to help you while they are gone, we will, of course, for you are still one of our charges,’ Amandine interrupts, the chill in her voice making a mockery of her words.

      ‘So kind of you to offer, and so timely, given that I found out today that if you endorse my bodyguard and I, we can go to the next sitting of The Court and help my parents.’ Pris presents this as a done deal, almost daring them to refuse. Well played. I suppress a grin.

      The smiles freeze on the Regises’ faces. They had not expected this.

      Giles looks at his wife and says, ‘Well, Priscilla, of course⁠—’

      ‘What Giles is trying to say is, there would be no point. You would still need three other endorsements to gain entry, and as you have never been part of our world, you are unlikely to get any more, and⁠—’

      ‘And it would be cruel of us to give you false hope,’ Giles finishes for his wife. ‘What we can offer you is our guidance on how to deal with the authorities. Help you with the paperwork pertaining to your parents’ disappearance and such. We must ensure no one asks any questions that might shine an unwelcome light on us.’

      From my position by the door, I can see Pris stand, drawing herself up to her full height, which isn't very tall at all, ready to put Plan B into action.

      ‘Mother, Father, how could you?’

      I jump. The voice comes from right beside me, and I hadn’t even heard the girl enter. She is almost an exact duplicate of the woman who had opened the door, except her face openly shows distress.

      ‘If you were taken somewhere I would expect all the elves up above to do anything in their power to help me find you.’

      ‘Verona, you do not understand all the forces at play here.’ Amandine strokes her daughter’s arm as if to soothe her. It doesn’t work.

      ‘Would you be breaking any laws if you gave her your endorsement?’

      Giles shakes his head. ‘No, but⁠—’

      ‘Then give it to her and come back to the party,’ the girl pleads.

      ‘It may be the only one she gets,’ Giles says again. ‘What good will one do her?’

      ‘What good? Why, it will show her that at least her own kind are prepared to help her,’ Verona says. ‘Come on, Daddy. It’s my birthday.’ She takes her father’s hand and smiles up at him. ‘It would ruin my party if you refused her.’ She pouts prettily at him. This girl knows how to get her own way. It’s very impressive.

      Giles catches Amandine’s eye above his daughter’s head and sighs. ‘What harm can it do?’ he asks.

      His wife scowls. Clearly, she doesn’t agree. When Giles does not respond, she purses her lips. ‘I must go and attend to our guests.’ She turns on her heel and leaves the room.

      ‘It seems it is your lucky day, Priscilla,’ Giles says as he moves to the desk and opens a drawer.

      As he reaches inside, Pris mouths, ‘Thank you,’ to Verona, and the elf smiles in return.

      Pulling out a shiny black box, Giles carries it over to Pris. Sitting on the chair beside hers, he opens it. I am so engrossed watching the two, I have forgotten Verona. When her hushed voice sounds from right beside me, I can’t help but jump. Perhaps bodyguarding is not really my thing. Maybe next time I should masquerade as a servant.

      ‘Be careful, gnome. Dark forces are at work here. I have done what I can to help you. It may still not be enough. Good luck.’

      Before I can turn my head to respond, she is gone, and Priscilla is walking to the door, escorted by Giles. ‘You will each need to gather three other pieces to complete the endorsement—that is, if you want to take your bodyguard with you.’

      ‘Thank you so much, Giles. I will not forget our meeting,’ Pris says as he opens the front door to escort us out.
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        * * *

      

      I keep my back straight and my head high as I walk past Giles and leave the Regis house. Our host’s face is impassive and his body tense. He hadn’t wanted to give me the token of his endorsement. As he passed the two quarter coins to me, his eyes flicked to where his daughter had stood. Seeing her gone, he had hissed under his breath, ‘You and your family are no true elves. You are no better than that gnome by the door. Don’t ever come back here. You are not welcome.’

      I was shocked by the hatred in his voice, but I kept my expression blank and considered how to respond. Remembering Snake’s words about our relative stations, as I stood to leave, I said, ‘Is that how you speak to someone of high blood? Perhaps my extended family will be interested to learn of this insult.’

      The words sounded childish to my ears. The threat was hollow, as I had no idea who my family was. Giles clearly did, though, as he blanched and went all stiff and formal on me. Who were my family that wielding their name could put someone as high up as Giles in their place?

      The door closes behind me and my body relaxes, but only a little. We have what we came for, and we are one step closer to finding our parents. I should feel satisfaction, or at the very least relief, but my stomach is churning as my world continues to spin off its axis.

      Snake places his hand on my arm. ‘Are you all right?’

      His voice comes from far away. I lift my head, and it takes a moment for his face to come in to focus.

      ‘He hates me.’ My voice is barely above a whisper. ‘I only just met him, yet he despises me.’

      I don’t know why this upsets me so much, but it does. I want to know why a complete stranger bears me such animosity, but at the same time, I want to go home, curl up under the duvet, and forget this strange new world exists. Unfortunately, that will not help me find my parents.

      Snake gives my arm a gentle squeeze. ‘Hey, you did well. You got us our first endorsements.’

      I shake my head. ‘No, I didn’t. Verona did. If she hadn’t intervened, Giles would have sent us away empty-handed. I wonder why she cared?’

      Snake leads me down the steps, then helps me thread my way through the people crowding the streets. I look around me, suddenly aware that while my life is in crisis, the world still goes on. Londoners are heading home from work or are on their way out to enjoy an evening’s entertainment.

      As we turn towards the tube station, I’m suddenly hungry and weary to the core. I can’t face the crowded trains. I think this may be time for my trusty emergency Visa to make an appearance.

      When we reach Grosvenor Square, I hail a taxi. I give the driver my address, he closes the partition, and I finally relax.

      Turning my head slightly, I find Snake resting his head back against the seat, his eyes closed. He has been doing this for two days already, and the tension doesn’t totally leave his face. As if he senses me watching him, his eyes open to meet mine.

      ‘Verona gave me a warning, you know. She said other forces are at play, and we should be careful.’

      My stomach clenches. Why would she do that? Especially as her parents clearly did not want anything to do with us. ‘Snake, do you trust her? I mean, she had no reason to help us.’

      His startled expression tells me he wasn’t expecting the question. ‘I don’t know if she is trustworthy. Rumour has it, she was sent below for a while because she was drawing too much attention to herself. I mean, she was in the society pages almost every week. It might have something to do with that. Perhaps she is hitting back at her parents—or perhaps she has her own agenda.’

      ‘Maybe.’ But Verona’s skillful manipulation of her father seemed like more than childish rebellion to me. My brain is too fried for me to put this into words, so I stare out the window as familiar streets flash by.

      The seat moves as Snake sits forward a little. ‘The more important question is, what did she mean? Up until now, I believed Mum was taken as part of a cleanup of above world practices—that’s what the Fairy Guard said. Now, I’m not so sure. But I can’t think of any other reason why she might have been taken.’

      On top of everything else today, this is too much for me to even start to contemplate. My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I am relieved to have something to do that is not associated with this madness.

      The text is from Susan. I swipe my passcode and read, ‘Sorry Pris, emergency at home. Dinner in fridge. CU tomorrow.’

      I stare at the screen, trying to make sense of the words. Susan always lets my parents know her whereabouts, and then they tell me. So why is Susan texting me herself today? Then it hits me—she already knows Mum and Dad aren’t coming home. Is she part of this other world too?

      ‘Snake, do you know if Susan, our au pair, is an elf, or someone from, you know, below?’

      ‘What makes you ask that?’

      I show him Susan’s text. ‘She knows Mum and Dad are missing. That’s why she sent the text to me.’

      Snake looks up from the phone and smiles. ‘Pris, remember what I said about elves. No self-respecting elf would take a position as a servant. She may be a gnome, but I can’t say for sure.’

      My heart starts to pound in my chest, and I can’t breathe. And just like that, my brain shuts down. I can’t go on like this. Not if I am going to find my parents.

      ‘Snake, I can’t do this.’ My voice waivers.

      Beside me his body stiffens. ‘Find our parents?’ His voice is tired, uncertain, fearful.

      I reach across the seat and entwine my fingers in his. The warmth of his touch gives me the courage to speak.

      ‘No, I want to do that. But I can’t deal with all this other world stuff. There is too much I don’t know, and the enormity of it is paralysing me. I need to ignore that side of things, otherwise I am going to be no help at all.’

      Snake’s laugh is hollow. ‘How are we going to do that when we must track down three different races of creatures?’

      All right, my plan is not foolproof. I draw my bottom lip between my teeth as I think.

      ‘I guess we can’t ignore it completely. How about we treat this as a normal human search, and you limit your lessons to what I need to know to get my parents back. Everything else I can sort out later… with them.’

      Snake thinks about this a bit. ‘Aren’t you and I a bit old to play pretend?’’

      ‘Perhaps, but I guess even adults can be a little childish sometimes,’ I tell him, certain that this is the way to go for me to retain my sanity. My head is already spinning less.

      ‘You do know you must face who you are and where you come from at some stage, don’t you?’ His voice is gentle as his fingers curl around mine.

      ‘Yes, but I can’t deal with being someone else… something else, and focus on finding our parents at the same time. It’s too much. Every time I think about being a… you know… elf’—I lean in and whisper the last word in case the driver can overhear—‘all I want to do is hide in my bed. I’m afraid if I don’t ignore that fact for the moment, I will fall apart.’

      Snake keeps his own voice low as he replies, ‘I believe you are stronger than that, but it is totally up to you. We can play at being humans for now, concentrate on finding the endorsements, and deal with the rest later… if you’re sure that’s what you want?’

      ‘It is,’ I say as the taxi pulls up in front of my home.

      After paying the driver, I resist the urge to rush inside, away from the turmoil of the day. As I open the door to let Snake in, I realise that without my parents waiting for me, this is no longer my safe haven—the place where I can escape the world; either world.
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      Once inside, the uncertain girl from moments before is gone, and Pris is all business, giving me the impression that she goes into organising mode when she is stressed. Leading me upstairs, she shows me to a guest room that would take up half of Mum’s and my entire flat.

      ‘The bed should be made up, and your bathroom is through there.’ She waves a hand towards a door to the right.

      I drop my backpack on the bed, take a look at the pristine white duvet cover, and move it to the floor. I pull off my hoodie, fold it up, and place it on the chair beside the bed. My T-shirt is a little wrinkled, but there isn’t much I can do about it because I’m sure whatever’s in my pack is little better.

      What I can do something about is the fug of stale sweat reaching my nostrils. I poke around in the front pocket of my bag, then reach under my shirt, spraying my armpits before returning the canister to its hiding place. I pass the bathroom sadly as I head downstairs—I’d love to hide under the soothing water of a shower, but there isn’t time.

      Sounds of movement from the back of the house draw me along the corridor. I enter the kitchen in time to catch Pris sticking her head inside the most enormous fridge I have ever seen. Pulling out a large dish covered in cling-film, she asks, ‘Lasagne all right for dinner?’

      My mouth waters. My last meal was a hasty breakfast before I left home this morning, and I’m suddenly ravenous.

      I politely answer, ‘That would be great, thanks.’ Mum would be proud of me. My stomach voices its approval, and the effect is lost.

      Pris chuckles. ‘I’ll get this sorted quick smart, then.’

      I watch her as she moves around the kitchen, feeling somewhat like a spare wheel. I need to be doing something… anything. ‘Can I help?’

      She stops unwrapping the meal and tilts her head to the side. ‘I’ve got this covered. But… um… I put my laptop in the dining room. I thought we could eat and work in there. The office is next door. Could you grab us some supplies?’

      I raise my eyebrows. ‘And the dining room is where?’

      She laughs. ‘Next door. And the office is the next one along.’

      I head back down the corridor to the second door and open it tentatively. I can’t help feeling like a burglar as I turn on the light and survey the room.

      The only window is a thin strip of glass above the bookshelves in front of me. To the left, an antique wooden desk takes up most of the space, and to the right is a comfortable chair by a faux wooden filing cabinet.

      On the shelves opposite the door, I spy a world atlas. As I reach out a hand, I find tucked in beside it an old, dog-eared atlas of England and take that instead. From the shelf closest to the desk, I grab one of the legal pads from a neat pile before pulling a couple of pens from the holder on the desktop. I turn off the light and pull the door closed behind me.

      Pris is already seated at the dining room table when I enter, shovelling salad into her mouth with her right hand and logging on to a laptop with her left. I drop my supplies beside a second bowl of salad.

      ‘I’m so hungry, I thought this would do as a starter while the lasagne heats up.’

      ‘Thanks,’ I say, sitting down at right angles to her, my back to the door. The salad barely touches the sides as I wolf it down.

      ‘So, how do we do this?’ Pris asks.

      On the trip back from Wimbledon, I’d been thinking about how to approach the other races, especially as we only have a short amount of time.

      ‘Creature strongholds are dotted all over England. I think we would make best use of our limited time if we decide on a region with a creature cluster, so to speak.’

      Pris stops, her fork dripping leaves halfway to her mouth. She places the potential mouthful back in the bowl and stares at me.

      ‘Why don’t we just head straight to the gnomes. I mean, if it's good enough for me to go to the elves, why don’t we go to them next?’

      My stomach lurches, and the salad threatens to reappear. That we would get to this point was inevitable, but I didn't think it would be so soon. I like Pris, in fact I more than like her, if I’m being honest. Still, I’m not sure I’m ready to trust her with something this important—this personal.

      ‘It's complicated,’ is all I say.

      ‘So was my going to the elves,’ she presses.

      How can I put her off this idea without telling her the truth? ‘It's political, and you just told me you don't want to know about that sort of thing.’

      I hate using her fears against her, but I’m just not ready to talk about my relationship with the gnomes yet. Her eyes narrow, and I can tell she is trying to decide whether or not to press her point. Let it go, I will her, hoping my fear doesn’t show on my face.

      Pris studies me for a moment longer, then says, ‘Just out of interest, if we had no other option but to ask for the gnome’s endorsement, where are they based?’

      I've been let off the hook, or so I think. I catch a glint in her eyes, alerting me to the fact that a plan is formulating in that head of hers. Although I don’t want to, I must tell her the truth because this may prove to be important later. Besides, I think I can work out where she’s going with this.

      We don’t want to travel too far away from Cornwall, where the gnomes are, to gather the other tokens because if I am forced to throw myself on the mercy of our leader in the upper world, then we don’t want to have to travel days to meet with him.

      ‘Cornwall,’ I say.

      ‘And if we were to head towards that part of the country, is there a chance we would find some other creature strongholds on the way?’

      Taking a deep breath, I open the atlas and flick to the map of South West England. I study the area, searching for some place names I memorised as a child.

      Finding the elves was easy because they’re London based, but they are the only race whose stronghold is situated in England’s capital.

      Although I know the names of the creature strongholds, I’ve never actually visited them, and my knowledge of England is limited. I’m embarrassed to admit Mum and I never leave London—not even to go to visit the gnomes in Cornwall. Whenever we met with other gnomes, we did so on neutral ground close to our home.

      I scan the map and am relieved to find three names I recognise on the way to Cornwall. We can complete our endorsements without having to resort to the gnomes. Phew. I’m reaching for the pad to write down the locations when my eyes are drawn to another name.

      ‘Hey, Pris, do you have the riddle handy?’

      ‘I can get it.’

      Her chair scrapes across the floor, and she leaves to return a moment later with the piece of paper. She opens it and places it in front of me. Then she leans over and looks at where my finger is marking a place near Godalming.

      ‘What’s that? It looks like some sort of park with a lake.’

      ‘The Underground Ballroom,’ I say.

      ‘Underground Ballroom?’

      ‘Yes, I remember overhearing my father talking about attending court.’ I think back to the conversation they had while Dad helped me build some Lego. It is one of the few happy memories I have of my father. It hurts to dwell on it, but if it will help Mum, I will put aside my personal feelings. ‘He was telling Mum about the amazing ballroom underwater. And see, here in the riddle, it says “under water ball.”’

      Pris grins ‘So we know where and when we have to roll up for The Court.’

      And we have our first endorsement, I mentally add. After two days of treading water, today I finally achieved something that could lead to freeing my mother.
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      I return to my laptop and search for the place Snake believes The Court will be held. I don’t want to dash his hopes, but he must have it wrong. The Underground Ballroom is an abandoned folly under a lake?

      ‘The Underground Ballroom hardly looks big enough to host the Seelie—is that the right word?—Court,’ I start in gently, ‘and it’s….’ I search for the right word. I want to say derelict, but I go for abandoned.

      Snake’s shoulders rise and fall in a somewhat unconcerned shrug. ‘The World Below is hidden from humans, so things aren’t always what they seem.’

      ‘But it’s in the middle of a lake that’s part of a conference centre. If magical creatures were using it, I am sure someone would have noticed by now—and there’s nothing on the internet,’ I press on with my objections.

      Snake’s jaw takes on a stubborn set. ‘You didn’t know another world existed under your very nose, and now you’re an expert?’

      Ouch. That hit home. For a moment, I consider hitting back, but we have more pressing matters. ‘We can argue where the ball is later, once we wrangle our endorsements from the other three races.’ I change the subject. ‘So, do any of these places on the way to Cornwall ring a bell for you?’

      ‘Yes. Bodmin Moor in Cornwall is the home of the sprites. Wistman’s Woods in Devon is the goblin stronghold. And here, the White Lady Waterfall in the Lydford Gorge is the witch’s source of power in England.’

      Ignoring the surreal vibe in the room as we discuss witches, goblins, and gnomes in the same way we might talk about people from other countries, I chew the end of my pen. I reach for the legal pad Snake scribbled on.

      ‘That makes four potential sources for endorsements. Should we visit them in any particular order? I mean, we don’t want to offend anyone,’ I say.

      Snake shakes his head. ‘The elven token means no one will object to supporting us on political grounds for fear of upsetting them. So, we should be able to do what works best for us, time wise.’

      Part of me wants to ask what were the other grounds they might object on, but the minute I think of that, my head starts swimming with possibilities. I need to focus on something more tangible.

      The timer on the oven pings, rescuing me. I hurry out of the room and immerse myself in the normalcy of serving dinner. I dish the lasagne onto the two plates, then take them into the dining room. By the time I return, I have regained control of my thoughts.

      In my absence Snake has been flicking through the book of maps. As I place food in front of him, he says, ‘I hope all these guys are happy to support us, because the next closest race stronghold is the fairies’ in North Wales.’

      I push my laptop out of the way to make a space to eat. ‘I thought fairies and sprites were the same thing,’ I say before chomping down on a large forkful of food. I can hear my mother groaning over my table manners, and my cheeks heat at the thought.

      ‘Don’t ever say that to a sprite or a nixie,’ Snake laughs. ‘Think of them as cousins. Fairies get all the good press. Nixies and sprites are sort of the black sheep.’

      ‘So, are you saying I should ignore everything I ever read about magical creatures?’ I ask, still trying to find some sort of order in the chaos of this new world.

      ‘Yes and no,’ Snake says between mouthfuls.

      ‘Not helpful.’ I respond.

      My voice sounds tart to my own ears, so I am not surprised when Snake freezes.

      ‘Sorry,’ he mumbles. ‘The stories you heard were once true. Over the years, humans distorted them, turning the tales into fantasies to explain away things their minds couldn’t comprehend⁠—’

      ‘Which means there is always a little truth to the tales,’ I finish for him.

      He nods and carries on eating. That makes sense in a way. I push the plate away. My meal is only half eaten, but I no longer have any appetite.

      ‘If the different races can be approached in any order, I suggest we start at the closest and make our way down to Cornwall last.’

      I start tapping keys, bringing up train times and making notes on of potential routes. Where I cannot find a train going to where we need to be, I search for local bus routes. My planning stops at Bodmin. I can do no more until Snake tells me exactly where to find the gnomes.

      I shut the lid of my laptop before ripping the pages off the pad. On a fresh sheet, I write our schedule and push it across to Snake. While he reads it, I take our dishes into the kitchen and start cleaning up.

      I bend to start the dishwasher, and when I stand back up, I find myself face-to-face with a set of green eyes staring through the kitchen window. I bite back an involuntary scream as I twist to look for a knife to defend myself. When I turn back, carving knife in hand, the eyes have gone.

      A nervous laugh escapes. This has been a strange day. I must have been imagining things.

      ‘Pris, are you okay?’

      I turn at the sound of Snake’s voice, wondering what he is on about. I follow the line of his gaze and my eyes land on the knife clenched in my hand.

      I smile, suddenly feeling rather foolish. ’Yeah, some animal outside startled me, that’s all. Do you want some coffee or tea?’ I ask, placing the knife back in the block on the bench.

      ‘Do you have hot chocolate?’ Snake asks. ‘I might need a little something to help me sleep after tension the last couple of days. Not to mention, your schedule is pretty hectic. I will need all the rest I can get tonight before tackling that.’

      I grin. Our train tomorrow leaves Paddington at 6:30 in the morning, so perhaps hot chocolate is in order—the good kind. I grab milk from the fridge, decant some into a jug, and put it in the microwave to heat.

      From the cupboard above Dad’s super-deluxe coffee machine, I extract two chocolate balls wrapped in cellophane and two mugs. I pour the warm milk over the balls and stir each cup slowly with a spoon before sprinkling some baby marshmallows on top.

      Snake picks up the cups, and I finish putting everything away, then follow him back into the dining room. The chocolate moustache over his upper lip tells me he’s already sampled his drink.

      ‘This is heaven in a cup,’ he says, taking another mouthful.

      I have my first sip and I have to agree. ‘This is my mother’s patented down-in-the-dumps drink,’ I tell him. ‘She says things are always better after drinking chocolate.’

      A wave of sadness engulfs me as I think of the times my mother’s made this drink to cheer me up. Memories of curling up on the sofa together and watching girlie movies threaten to overwhelm me.

      Snake reaches out and places his hand over mine. ‘We will find them and bring them home,’ he says.

      He sounds so sure we will succeed, but I’m not, so there is little comfort to be found in his words. Still, I am grateful he tried, and his touch helps me feel a little less alone.

      I take another couple of sips of my drink as I scan my notes to see if I missed anything. My gaze is drawn to the list of creatures we are to visit, and something occurs to me.

      ‘Snake, in fairy stories you have to give something up to get something from magical creatures. Is this one of those things that has been exaggerated over the years, or is it true?’

      Snake is focused on getting the last of his chocolate from the bottom of his cup with a spoon. He suddenly looks much younger than I thought he was, and it occurs to me I am relying on him to lead us on the quest to find our parents when I know nothing about him, not even how old he is.

      This thought disturbs me as I reflect on the few “more-than-a-friend” feelings I had for him today. What if he is still a kid? Or do gnomes age differently? Is he actually much older than me?

      Unaware of my inner turmoil, Snake continues to scoop melted chocolate from his cup as he answers. ‘I’m not sure. I mean, you didn't give anything up for the elven token.’

      ‘Perhaps I didn’t need to because Verona asked for it as a birthday gift.’

      Snake raises his head, a smirk twisting his lips. ‘I wondered if you had realised that. Look, we will have to give something to them, but we have no way of knowing what until we face each creature. So, there is no use worrying about it until we need to.’

      I want to ask more, but he is right. You can’t plan for the unknown. Which now takes me back to my new problem: finding out a little more about my travelling companion.

      My phone vibrates, and I glance at the text. It’s from my friend Amalie. It says, ‘Do you want to meet for breakfast before school tomorrow?’

      School. I forgot about school. I finished my A-Levels last week but had returned to school as part of a community outreach programme supporting potential scholarship kids through the selection process. I enjoyed working with the candidates, and it was especially close to my heart as my best friend Amalie was a scholarship student.

      My screen flashes with another text. ‘Pris, you home?’

      I picked up my phone, reluctant to answer. We only have one more week of school, then Amalie will be working all summer before heading off to Edinburgh University. I, in turn, would have been off on a family holiday and then interning for my mother in the remaining weeks before taking up my place in Cambridge.

      I was throwing away my last few days with the person who had been like a sister to me, and I would be damned if I would lie to her about it.

      ‘No can do,’ I text. ‘Heading off on family trip early. Call u when I am back.’

      Okay, not full the truth, but close. This was a trip, and it really was for my family.

      I scroll through my contact list, find the number I am looking for, then head next door to the office. Using the landline, I dial and, using my best impersonation of my mother honed over years of practice, leave a message for the school, giving the same reason I gave Amalie to excuse my absence for the rest of the term.

      My phone beeps. ‘Bummer. Why now?’

      ‘Family crisis or something.’

      ‘Cu when ur back.’

      I text a thumbs-up as I return to the dining room.

      Snake is leaning back in his chair, feet stretched out in front of him. ‘Problem?’

      ‘No, well, sort of. I was catching up with my friend before school tomorrow, and it reminded me I needed to tell them I won’t be round for the rest of term.’

      His eyes narrow as he assess me. ‘I don’t know why, but I sort of had the idea you were like me, finished A-Levels and finished with school. But that was stupid, of course, since I found you at school today.’

      Chuckling at his confusion, I say, ‘I am finished. I was just helping out for a couple of weeks until the end of term. They are sticklers for uniform, even if you are technically no longer a student.’

      ‘Good, because this could have gotten tricky if we had to explain to the authorities why you weren’t turning up to classes.’

      I nod, aware for the first time that I really am free of school and all the constraints being a child placed on me. I no longer have to answer to anyone. Thump! From the heady heights of freedom, I drop back to reality. The people I usually answer to are no longer here to question my choices.

      As if sensing the change in mood, Snake stands and stretches.

      ‘It’s late. We should sleep. Let me tidy up while you head to bed.’

      He places his hands on my shoulders and steers me out of the room. My feet do the rest, taking me to my bedroom of their own accord. As I reach for the handle, I glance towards my parents’ suite, wishing I could simply walk down the corridor, open the door, and find them safely inside.
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      I learn from my mistakes. This time, I wait until the lights are out downstairs before making my way back to the house. I tell you, that girl took away one of my lives, appearing in the window like that. One moment the room was clear, then she popped up out of nowhere.

      I should have used a ‘don’t see me’ spell, but I could not help it, I froze. Fortunately, she turned away for a minute, and I was able to escape into the shadows, hiding under the patio furniture again.

      Once my heart stops pounding, I begin considering my options. I must find out what Snake and the girl are planning so I can report back to my mistress. I stretch as I ponder, then freeze. There is another presence in the garden, and a tingle in the air tells me they are using magic to cancel themselves.

      Fortunately, cat sight has its advantages. In the gloom, I find something crouched in the corner of the stone wall, watching and waiting.

      The lights on the ground floor blink out, and the other creature moves ever so quickly. The presence disappears for a moment, reappears, then is completely gone.

      I wonder if they found what they were looking for. Regardless, I need to know what they wanted. Keeping to the shadows, I pad to the door, incant a simple spell in my mind, and the lock clicks open as I reach it. I slip in through the smallest of gaps and sniff the air, trying to get a sense of the place.

      Snake and the elf did not spend much time in the kitchen. I follow their scents to the dining room. Papers are spread over the table. I jump up, sending a pen clattering to the floor. Freezing, I wait for the sounds from upstairs telling me I have been found out. All is silent.

      I walk over the papers, and they move under my paws, no matter how light-footed I am. Then I see it: the faint glow of magic where the other visitor touched the pad just for a moment.

      I peer down and read what appears to be travel plans. Ah, they are going after endorsements in the West Country. Smart move. The density of magical creatures in the area should give them ample opportunity to complete their tokens.

      I take note of where they are going, ready to relay the details back to my mistress. She will do what she can to help from her end.

      For a moment, I think of my bed by the radiator and sigh. I will not be home for some time. My mistress is right; some other force is interested in what Snake and his friend are up to, and I will need to stay close to them if we are to find out who is behind this.

      I return to the kitchen, jump onto the bench, and flick on the cold water tap for a quick drink before dropping down and heading to the fridge. I leap up and grab hold of the handle, hanging off it until the door opens.

      I jump back onto the bench, and I survey the contents. On the top shelf are two sausages covered in cling film. One of them will do nicely. I leap across and hang from the shelf. It wobbles a bit, unable to hold my weight for long. My back feet find purchase on the door of the freezer.

      I make sure I am stable before reaching up to slice the cling film with a nail. I hook a sausage and fling it towards the door before letting myself drop gracefully to all four paws.

      Finally, I leap and push the fridge door closed. I take the sausage and leave, using magic to shut the door to the garden behind me. Of course, I could have used a spell to steal the sausage, but it is so much more satisfying going old school.

      Back under the patio furniture, I finish my meal before lying down and clearing my mind so I can report to my mistress
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      It is still pitch black when Imagine Dragons blare out “Radioactive” in my ear. Reaching under the pillow, I grab the phone to turn off the alarm. Still half asleep, I stumble to the ensuite and use the shower to fully wake up. After changing into my one clean set of clothes, I fold the dirty stuff into a plastic bag before stuffing it into my pack, followed by my phone and e-reader.

      After making the bed and ensuring the room is left as I found it, I can’t help but smile. Mum would be proud. My eyes tear up at the thought of her and how far away she is. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I pick up my hoodie and backpack and head downstairs.

      Early though I am, Pris is even earlier. She is scraping scrambled eggs from a pan onto a plate, frowning as they tumble onto buttered toast.

      ‘What’s up?’ I ask.

      ‘I could have sworn there were two sausages in the fridge last night, but when I went to get them to add to the scrambled eggs, I only found one.’ She looks at me, eyebrow raised.

      I hold my hands out in front of me, palms facing outwards. ‘Hey, it wasn’t me. I was stuffed after all that chocolate and lasagne.’

      Pris rinses out the pan and places it on the draining board, the frown deepening as she tries to work out what happened to the missing food.

      ‘Look, eggs by themselves are fine,’ I tell her. ‘In fact, they’re more than fine. I have eaten better since meeting you than I have for days.’

      The smile she gives me sends heat rising up my neck. Get a grip, I tell myself. Spying the large pack by the backdoor, I opt for a change of subject.

      ‘Good, you found some camping gear. Hopefully, you packed a tent?’

      Pris plonks a plate down on the counter in front of me.

      ‘You’re kidding. That’s my clothes.’

      Clothes? How many clothes do you need for a week? Fortunately, I didn’t let that thought out. ‘Oh, okay.’ I eat some of my eggs. ‘Do you have a tent? I’m happy to carry it.’

      ‘A tent? What for?’

      Man, this is like wading through treacle. ‘Where do you think we’re going to be sleeping this week?’

      Pris doesn’t miss a beat. ‘Motels, hotels, B&Bs.’

      I stop eating as I think of the small amount in my bank account. As it is, I will have to work every free hour to pay for uni next year, I probably won’t be able to go if I use all my money now. I shake my head. What am I saying? Of course I will use every penny if it means getting Mum back. Still, I may not have enough to pay for accommodation and food for an entire week. ‘They cost money, Pris—money I can’t afford,’ I reluctantly admit.

      Pris studies me for a moment before saying, ‘My parents gave me an emergency credit card, and I would say this is an emergency.’

      ‘Still, it will have to be paid back.’ I am embarrassed at her offering to pay for me, while at the same time a little relieved most of my savings will still be there once this is over.

      ‘Think of it this way: my parents will be happy to cover the costs if we rescue them. And if we don’t….’ My heart clenches as tears well in her eyes. It nearly breaks when she brushes them away almost angrily. ‘If we don’t, it will be my money to dispose of anyway.’

      This is the first time I allow the possibility of failure to enter my head, and the thought turns the food in my mouth to sand. I put the fork down and take my plate to the bin. Scraping the leftovers into the rubbish, I refuse to think about not getting Mum back. I can’t leave her down there alone in the World Below.

      Pris grabs my plate, rinses it, and puts it in the dishwasher. I bag up the rubbish and take it to the bin out back. I’m not sure, but I think there is a shadow under the patio furniture. A fox or a cat, perhaps? It is watching me as I return to the kitchen, and the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end at the thought.

      Pris is standing with hands on hips, looking at my backpack. Oh my goodness, what is she wearing? The jeans and designer sweatshirt are fine, but the Converse high-tops are not going to be any good for hiking.

      ‘Don’t you have any walking boots… something more suitable for rough terrain?’ I ask.

      She frowns and stares at me like I’m speaking a foreign language. ‘I was just about to ask if that is all you brought for the next seven days. We're going to be together a lot, and I don’t want to put up with… you know… unwashed boy odours.’

      ‘This is all I need: one set to wash and one to wear. I was hoping to find laundromats along the way.’

      ‘We won’t have time to…’

      I don’t catch the rest because Pris takes off down the corridor. Footsteps thump up the stairs before fading into nothing. I check the time on my phone. We have to move, or we will miss our train.

      I pick up our packs and head to the hallway, meeting Pris at the foot of the stairs. She is carrying some walking boots, an identical pack to the one her gear is stowed in, and an assortment of clothes. She dumps it all on the floor before sitting down and unlacing her trainers.

      ‘These are Mum’s boots—they should fit. The clothes and pack are for you. Some of Dad’s things. They might be a little big, so I grabbed a belt. You can also use his pack. Come on. We have to hurry.’

      Still in a daze, I shove the stuff from my pack into the larger one before holding up one of the two pairs of jeans from the pile on the floor. Right length, but Pris is correct, they are at least a size bigger than I would buy. I roll them up, along with a couple of plain black t-shirts, a red-and-black checked shirt, and a zip-up hoodie.

      Three packages are left on the floor. Two contain new underwear, and one is an unopened three-pack of socks—all from M&S. I look at them as if they are alien.

      ‘Dad always keeps a few new packs around for when he travels,’ Pris explains. ‘He won’t notice any of this is missing.’

      I shove them inside the larger pack and put my own backpack on the top, thinking it might come in handy. As I transfer my phone and wallet to the outside pockets, I can’t help thinking how the other half lives. The clothes I am borrowing cost more than my entire wardrobe, and Pris has virtually given them away without a second thought.

      Pris shoves her high-tops into the top of her pack and hauls it over her shoulder. Picking up her keys from a bowl beside the door, she looks at me. ‘Are you ready? The taxi should be here now.’

      ‘Taxi?’

      ‘Of course. There’s no way I am missing the train because of delays on the tube.’

      She opens the door and bundles me out towards the black cab idling by the curb.

      ‘Damn it,’ Pris says from behind. ‘I won’t be a mo.’

      I head down the steps and say, ‘Hi,’ to the driver before opening the door into what must be the oldest London cab still in action. The driver obviously isn’t a morning person as he doesn’t even acknowledge me.

      I have just hauled my pack over to make way for Pris, when she jumps into the cab, waving sheets of paper in a plastic document wallet. ‘I almost forgot these,’ she says. ‘Won’t get far without our itinerary. And I left a quick note for Susan saying I will be staying at Amalie’s for a few days, just in case she isn’t, you know, one of us.’

      As she shoves the wallet into the front pocket of her pack, she pulls out a D&G cap, pulls it down firmly on her head, and tells the driver, ‘Paddington Station, please.’
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        * * *

      

      I slump into my seat as the train lurches away from the platform. Snake dumps his pack across from me and settles down beside it. I take a moment to catch my breath as he leans forward, arms resting on the table between us.

      ‘I was sure we were going to miss it,’ he says, panting.

      ‘Who would have thought traffic would be so busy this early in the morning,’ I grumble. ‘Still, we were lucky the train was running a few minutes late.’

      As we pull out from the station, I relax a little, and Snake sits back in his seat. The trip to Lydford will be over four hours, giving us plenty of time to plan our attack.

      Snake reaches into his bag and pulls out his phone and some earbuds. He slips them in, rests his head against the window, and closes his eyes. Clearly, we won’t be doing any planning together on the trip.

      I, on the other hand, am too keyed up to sleep, and I always perform better when I am prepared for whatever life throws at me. I pull a book from my bag. I found it in Dad’s office when I went to look for a plastic folder for our itinerary. The title, Magical Places of Great Britain, caught my eye. It was exactly what I needed for this adventure. I put it on the table and search for my earbuds.

      As I slip them in place, I look up and find Snake eyeing the cover, his lips forming a smirk. I snatch the book off the table and hold it in front of me, aware I am being overly defensive. Snake double taps his right ear.

      ‘I see you brought some research. Just don’t take everything you read as gospel. Things aren’t always what they appear to be in the human world.’ He taps his ear again and closes his eyes.

      I find my pen pal Ausgirl04’s playlist she made to introduce me to her kind of music on my phone. I settle down and open the book. As Bic Runga’s sultry tones form the lyrics to “Drive”, I search the index for White Lady Waterfall, Lydford, flick to the page, and begin reading.

      I’m so engrossed I do not realise Snake has moved until he touches my shoulder. I pause my music and look up at him.

      ‘Would you like a tea or coffee?’

      ‘Tea with milk, please,’ I say, reaching for my wallet.

      He smiles wryly. ‘I can run to a couple of drinks.’

      My cheeks warm, and I’m grateful my dark complexion is likely hiding my embarrassment.

      He disappears down the carriage, and I glance at my phone. How long have I been reading for? Two hours? My eyes slip to Snake’s e-reader, which he left still running on the table. I read the upside-down title Where Science and Magic Meet. My eyes widen. From what I can gather from the text, this is proper science.

      ‘Just getting in some pre-uni reading,’ a voice says from behind me as Snake reaches over and places a cup for life on the table. ‘I’m going to need a lot of these over the next few days, so I did the right thing—save the planet and all that.’

      Funny, he appeared to be more embarrassed about caring for the environment than reading a science book for fun.

      ‘Thanks for the tea,’ I say. As he sits, I ask, ‘So you’re going to uni? What are you studying?’

      ‘Physics,’ he answers before taking a sip from his cup. ‘Ahh, coffee. I can’t function until I’ve had my first cup. What?’ he asks when he realises I haven’t moved. ‘Don’t tell me you have never met a coffee addict before?’

      I’m suddenly conscious that I am staring at him. ‘Physics?’

      Okay, so words have escaped me. To my eyes, Snake looks like your average guy. If I am honest, a little bit better than average with those twinkling green eyes and the floppy brown fringe he keeps flicking out of the way. And I sat on the guy. He is all muscles and sinew. He is not your regular geek.

      ‘Is there something wrong with that? My background gives me a unique perspective on the energies powering our world, don’t you think?’

      ‘You don’t seem the type,’ I say, floundering out of my depth.

      He grins at me. ‘No glasses and nerdy clothes, you mean. Things have moved on since the eighties.’

      Caught out stereotyping, I resist the urge to look away and am searching for something cutting to say when I stop—suddenly aware he’s right; I’m out of touch with the world.

      I’ve had most of the same friends since primary school. I spend my leisure time with them, except when we go on family holidays, always overseas and always somewhere educational. I’ve had very little experience of the world at large, and not even London at large.

      ‘Sorry, not many sciency people in my social group,’ I say to cover my confusion.

      ‘No magical people, no science people. You’re missing out on making some great friends.’ Snake grins and picks up his book. ‘We’re just the same as everyone else, you know. We eat the same food, listen to the same music, watch the same movies.’

      He focuses on his book, occasionally taking sips from his mug. I turn my music back on and close my eyes, wondering if he was talking about magical people, science people, or simply people who do not live in my exclusive world.
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        * * *

      

      Lydford Station is exactly what I expected from a country stop. The wooden building stands on one of the two concrete platforms separated by two railway lines—one for each direction. I am surprised to find it staffed, and by one of the most helpful station workers I’ve ever met. Then again, as I am well aware, my experiences of living in London have not prepared me for the way the rest of England works.

      George, as he asks us to call him, is happy to store our packs in a locked room, so long as we pick them up before 5:50 p.m. when his shift ends. We assure him we’re only going to walk the Lydford Gorge, and we should be back in plenty of time. Snake pulls his daypack out before leaning his bag up against mine.

      ‘So, you’re trekking the gorge,’ George says as he locks the door to the storeroom. Walking a few paces to the ticket counter, he then reaches over and scrabbles for something. Moments later he hands Snake a pamphlet. ‘This is the path to the gorge car park and a map of the track.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Snake says, shoving the pamphlet in his pocket.

      ‘It is a good two-to-three-hour walk, so you might want to nip across the road to the cafe. Myrtle does a lunch pack for hikers such as yourselves. Reasonably priced too.’

      ‘What a great idea,’ I say. ‘Thank you so much for your help.’

      ‘My pleasure,’ George responds, opening the door to his office, mind already on his next task.

      I walk, or more accurately float, out of the station, marvelling at how someone taking a little time to help us out has made my day.

      Snake insists on buying lunch, and I let him, realising that this was his way of contributing to our search. He has no idea that his very presence is giving me the courage to travel round the country, so far out of my comfort zone, and that is more than worth any amount of charges on my parents’ credit card.

      While I wait, I study my surroundings. Lydford is my idea of a typical English village: a mixture of ancient stone houses and modern new builds trying to blend in. Apart from the pub, which doubles as a B&B, I find a post office, the cafe Snake entered, and a local restaurant slash takeaway, which strangely does both fish and chips and Indian meals. I half expect a Miss Marple type figure to pop out of one of the doorways.

      As Snake emerges from the cafe, shoving water bottles, sandwiches, and fruit into his pack, I smile at a middle-aged woman jogging by who says, ‘Hello’ as our eyes meet. It’s odd being spoken to by a total stranger, but I feel compelled to acknowledge her friendly greeting.

      ‘Let’s get going,’ I say as Snake joins me.

      ‘Not quite Kensington High Street, is it?’ he says, accurately guessing at my discomfort as he hauls his pack over his shoulder.

      ‘Everyone is so nice and friendly,’ I say under my breath as Snake consults the pamphlet.

      ‘Odd, isn’t it. It’s so quiet, and the people are so chatty,’ he says, then points down the street, away from the station. ‘The track is this way.’

      By the time we reach the carpark, I’m over walking. We take a drink break before we start on the hike, and I ask how much further to the falls.

      Snake laughs. ‘I would say about an hour or so from here.’

      I think he is teasing me until I read the signs at the beginning of the track. The journey here had clearly not been part of the stationmaster’s calculations.

      As we walk the track through the gorge, I lose myself in nature. Everything is so green and beautiful, and everything smells… fresh. It’s the only way I can describe it. Most of the track is boardwalks interspersed with some gravelled sections. As I slip for the third time on the wet wood, I appreciate Snake suggesting a change of footwear this morning.

      ‘If you haven’t been out of London much, how did you know about the shoes?’ I ask when we stop at a viewing platform for yet another drink break.

      ‘My father used to go and visit some of the other races, and he always kitted himself out like this.’ He looks down at his clothes, and shrugs. ‘So, I thought it might be a good idea to be prepared.’

      Snake turns away and gazes down into the gorge, and the silence is uncomfortable. The way he looked at his feet makes me wonder if his shoes, like mine, were borrowed from a parent. I want to ask him about his father. I also want to ask my parents if their weekend hiking trips were to meet with representatives of the other races.

      I can do none of this. Instead, I pop my bottle back into the side pocket of Snake’s pack and say, ‘Come on, not long until the top now,’ and carry on walking before my body decides it’s had enough and refuses to go on.

      Near the top we meet an elderly couple who do not look nearly as knackered as we do, and I say an embarrassed ‘Hello’ as our eyes meet.

      ‘You’re almost at the falls, love. Keep it up,’ the woman, who must be seventy if she’s a day, says as she passes.

      I mumble thanks, and not for the first time, I think I really should fit some more cardio into my life. The woman is right though. As I climb, the roar of the rushing waters of the White Lady Falls fills my ears.

      I catch Snake up. He clearly spends more time walking than I do, even if he isn’t used to country treks. When we arrive at the top of the trail, I pause and take in the view.

      The falls are like nothing I have ever seen in real life. I could stand here and watch the water all day, following it as it froths and gushes over rocks and finally calming when it reaches the pool below. The frantic movement of the falls is a counterpoint to the serene greenery surrounding it.

      ‘Up here or down there?’ I ask, still almost too out of breath to form a full sentence.

      ‘Down, I think.’ Snake leans forward slightly over the railing to get a better look.

      ‘Of course,’ I say, glaring at the steps down to the pool at the bottom of the waterfall. I sigh and take a sip of water as I peer down the shadowy path again.

      I could have sworn I saw a black cat descending—well, the tail of one at least. When I look again, it has gone. Oxygen deprivation is obviously playing tricks with my mind. I place my foot on the first step—the sooner we get to the bottom, the sooner we leave, and the sooner I can be done with all this walking.
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        * * *

      

      I pause before following Pris down the path beside the waterfall. For the whole morning, I have successfully put off thinking about approaching the White Lady, the most senior of witches above ground. Although I made light of it to Pris, I am worried what toll she will exact from us in exchange for her endorsement.

      Will she ask too much? Will we have to turn her down? Will she even come when called? What if she turns up but won’t endorse us?

      ‘Snake, are you coming?’ Pris calls up.

      Standing here worrying won’t get the job done. I urge my body down the stairs. When I arrive at the viewing platform at the bottom, I find Pris already there, staring into the water.

      ‘Are you sure this is the right place?’ she asks, glancing around.

      I follow her gaze upwards to the top of the falls, which now dwarf us, and I nod, surprised she can’t sense the magic swirling around us.

      ‘What now?’

      I tear my eyes away from the mesmerising flow of water. ‘We call the witch.’

      Pris turns to me. ‘What, just say something like “White Witch, we want to speak with you?”’

      ‘Pretty much,’ I answer, and I can’t help but laugh as she raises an eyebrow.

      ‘You’re kidding.’

      ‘I don’t exactly do this every day,’ I tell her. ‘I’m sort of winging it.’

      I wait for a group of school kids and their teacher to head past before lowering my pack to the ground and facing the waterfall. I close my mind and let the magic in the air wash over me until the medallion on the leather strip around my neck warms, signalling that I am at one with the energies of this place.

      ‘I, Snake Fieth, request an audience with the White Lady.’

      My voice is loud and clear, and it rings around the gorge. Giggles drift down from the group of kids on the path by the waterfall, and I can’t help but be a little embarrassed.

      ‘Nothing’s happening,’ Pris points out.

      ‘Be patient. She doesn’t actually live here,’ I tell her, more confidently than I feel.

      We wait another five minutes, and still nothing.

      ‘Did I hear you call The White Lady?’

      I start at the voice so close behind. Swinging around, I come face-to-face—well, not exactly face-to-face, more like face-to-top-of-hat—with an elderly lady dressed like an advertisement for a walking magazine.

      ‘No, of course not.’ Pris colours as she answers, then drops her gaze.

      ‘It’s all right, no need to be embarrassed. Many come here to call her, but she doesn’t speak to them all.’ She waves as she heads back to the track. ‘Must be on my way, things to do, people to see. Good luck with whatever you want her for.’

      Pris waits until she has disappeared before saying, ‘Should we call for her again? Maybe make contact with the water when we do?’

      My medallion is still warm, so the magical connection is still active.

      ‘No, I think we should just wait. Perhaps we should eat our lunch.’ My stomach rumbles as I lower myself to the ground.

      Pris hesitates, starts to say something, then joins me. ‘If you’re sure.’

      I’m not sure exactly. Mum normally handled contacting the elders of our race and any inter-creature communications. Whenever she did, the medallion given to me by my father’s family at my birth always heated up.

      We eat our lunch in silence, facing the waterfall. The crusty ham-and-cheese roll is fresh and crunchy, just the way I like it. I’m finishing off my apple when I notice the waterfall begin to ripple. The air around us thrums as I nudge Pris and haul her to her feet just as a face appears in the water.

      At first it is a shimmery outline, but in moments it forms into a 3D head protruding from the flowing water, like some CGI thing from a movie.

      ’I was expecting someone more like the Witch of Wimbledon, not a hag like in the fairy stories,’ Pris leans in and whispers into my ear. She is trying to sound casual, but she can’t keep the excitement from her voice.

      ‘We don’t use the term hag,’ a melodic voice says. ‘Hag is what men threatened by our power call women like us as they burned my kind at the stake. Some of them even had the temerity to call me the Hag in the Bog—as if this place could ever be a bog.’

      ‘I’m sorry, I meant no offence,’ Pris quickly stammers as the image changes to one of a beautiful woman.

      ‘You prefer me like this?’ the voice asks. ‘Is physical beauty easier to deal with than a visage showing age and wisdom?’

      ‘Is this some sort of test?’ Pris asks. Her words are brave, but her voice is uncertain, and her hands are tightly clasped in front of her.

      ‘No, child; merely a comment on what society now values.’

      ‘This is going well,’ I say under my breath before taking a step forward. ‘Greetings, Eugenia, White Woman of Lydford and Earth Mother of England. Thank you for coming to meet with us.’

      ‘It is a pleasure to meet you again, Snake. You have grown a little since you and your mother returned my ancestor’s grimoire.’

      ‘That was a few years ago now.’ I smile, remembering how generous she had been with her thanks. Real diamond earrings for Mum, which had long since gone to pay some bill or other. For me, she brought my first guitar. She told me my family were gifted musicians and she was sure my talent for slight-of-hand was not the only gift I had inherited.

      ‘You summoned me to this place. What can I do for you today?’

      So, we were moving right on to the formalities. I had hoped for a bit more time on the catch-up, reminding Eugenia of our shared past before we got down to business.

      ‘This is Priscilla Crown⁠—’

      ‘I know who Priscilla is. I was one of the three of my kind who attended her christening, welcoming the new princess to the royal line.’

      ‘You know me?’ Pris splutters, and I place a hand on her arm. I cannot allow a repeat of our audience with Eleanora. For a moment, she tenses, then puts her other hand over mine. I let out the breath I was holding, relieved she will let me handle the audience.

      ‘We are here today to request your endorsement so we might attend the Spring Court to speak up for our parents at their trial.’

      ‘As I already suspected. Eleanora sent her friend to speak on your behalf, and I am inclined to support you both. However, we must follow the correct forms before you receive the tokens.’

      ‘See, I told you we would have to give something up,’ Pris whispers, worry creeping into her voice.

      ‘Not give something up, child, but give something of yourselves. I want to be sure you are honest and trustworthy and are prepared to fight for your parents’ freedom.’

      ‘What must we give to gain our tokens?’ I ask, suddenly wary. Personal information is common currency in the World Below, but one that can have unforeseen repercussions if you aren’t careful.

      ‘I want you to tell me what you most fear at this very moment.’

      ‘That’s easy,’ Pris says, stepping forward to answer. I again grab her arm before she can say anything more.

      ‘Our fears can be used against us. I want your promise that once you assess our commitment, you will forget you ever heard them.’

      Pris turns angrily to me, wrenching her arm out of my grip. ‘What are you doing? You don’t bargain with someone you are asking a favour of.’

      ‘No, child, the boy is correct. Knowing someone’s fear is a weapon beyond price, and Snake is right to ensure it cannot be used against you. As it is not my intention to ever use this knowledge beyond today, I agree to your terms. I will wipe my memory of whatever you tell me.’

      I move out of Pris’s way so she can answer Eugenia.

      She states her fear simply and directly. ‘I am afraid I will not be able to free my parents.’

      The White Lady’s lips form a smile. ‘Of course you are, but that is not the root of your fear, is it?’

      The tension around Pris’s eyes tells me Eugenia is right, and my stomach knots —we will not be let off the hook by offering up any old fear. She wants to see into our very core. I begin formulating an answer that will satisfy her without giving too much away, but I am distracted by Pris’s next words.

      ‘All right,’ Pris almost hisses. ‘I am afraid all this nonsense about magic and creatures and the World Below is real, which means my parents haven’t prepared me for who I need to be to rescue them. That scares me, but it also makes me angry.’ She folds her arms across her chest and glares at the image in the waterfall.

      Eugenia glares back, not giving Pris an inch.

      Pris’s shoulders slump, and she says, almost in a whisper, ‘I am afraid I don’t know who I am anymore.’

      I reach out and place a hand on Pris’s shoulder, but she doesn’t appear to even notice my clumsy attempt to console her. My hand drops back to my side as the witch finally speaks.

      ‘You are right to fear you have not been prepared well enough to complete your quest, but you are stronger than you think. If you work with Snake, you will do well enough. In the meantime, you might do well to remember that what you are is different to who you are.’

      Pris actually humphs as she drops back to the ground. She does not understand that in return for her honesty, Eugenia gave her some useful advice.

      ‘Now, Snake, what is your greatest fear?’

      My stomach somersaults. I have been so engrossed in the exchange between Pris and Eugenia, I have not fully prepared my answer.

      ‘I am worried I will not be able to save my mother and I will be left alone in the World Above.’ The words tumble out, and before I am even finished speaking, I realise it will not be enough.

      ‘Partially true, but you can do better.’

      I gaze into the water roiling at the base of the falls as I consider what to say next. Can I actually say the words that will unlock the fear that built inside me over the last eight years? I worry that if I do, my heart will break and I will be of no use to anyone.

      I gulp in air, suddenly unable to breathe.

      ‘Come on, Snake. You can say it. If you don’t, it will fester inside you and may prevent you from succeeding in freeing your mother.’

      Eugenia’s musical voice is gentle, and I can’t be sure she hasn’t put some magic behind it, because I find myself saying, ‘I am afraid I am more like my father than I would like to be, and that I will let my family down when they most need me.’

      Freeing my fear is like pulling out a rotting tooth: equal measures of pain and relief. Eugenia’s watery figure produces a hand that reaches out to me, as if to offer comfort in the same way I had to Pris moments ago.

      I wipe the tears from my eyes. Anger and sadness war inside of me as my head drops and I shove my hands in my pockets.

      ‘There is more to that story than you know, young man,’ the White Lady says, her voice compassionate but controlled. ‘What happened with your family eight years ago is very likely linked to what is happening now. Do not close your mind or your heart in the coming days or you may fail this mission.’

      I worry the coins in my pocket as I consider her words, and I come across some new odd-shaped ones. Drawing them out, I find the witches’ tokens.

      Pris reaches into my pack and pulls out the two we got from the elves. Taking one of her pieces, I give her one of mine. I then hold my two tokens together, and Pris’s eyes widen as they snick into place, forming a half coin. She follows my example and laughs as her pieces do the same.

      ‘Thank you,’ I say to Eugenia. I elbow Pris.

      ‘Yes, thank you. We appreciate your help.’

      ‘It is my pleasure. I just hope our support is enough. I fear darker forces are at work here. Good luck on your quest.’

      As Eugenia’s face merges with the waterfall again, I catch sight of a form behind the water. Is that a cat? I open my mouth to ask if Pris can see it too, just as the image disappears.

      As I bend to pick up my pack, Pris asks, ‘What does she actually look like, the White Witch? Crone or White Lady?’

      ‘Whatever she wants to,’ I reply. ‘Witches are amongst the longest lived of creatures in human years, and they use their magic to shape shift into whoever humans will accept.’

      ‘Cool!’ Pris says, clearly impressed.

      I check my phone. ‘Oh no, this has taken far longer than we anticipated. We’re going to have to leg it to get back to the station in time.’

      All thoughts of our quest leave my mind as we rush to rescue our luggage.
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      From my perch above the waterfall, I wait while Snake and the elf leave the clearing. A hand strokes my head, and I arch my back as it moves down my body. Eugenia tickles my ear, and I purr my pleasure.

      ‘Did you like my water show?’ she asks, and I shake my head. I think it was showy and unnecessary, as she had to also hold a vision of the waterfall as normal for other passersby. She would pay for that later.

      ‘What else was I to do when they did not recognise me in the flesh?’ She gestures to her elderly form encased in walking gear. ‘I blame the Harry Potter movies. Ever since they came out, everyone expects magic to look like something special effects technicians dreamed up.’

      I say nothing, but I think she enjoyed the show she put on rather too much.

      ‘Well, we can’t hang around here. I mean, I can, but you still have work to do. If the figure you saw last night was sent by the person behind this, then the goblins may already be considering not supporting Snake and Priscilla. You must go and persuade them otherwise.’

      I want to argue that I can do that just as well in the morning. That I will do better on a full stomach and after a good night’s sleep, but we have had this argument already. She will remain in Lydford tonight with Snake and that elf, and I will go talk with the goblins.

      Nasty creatures, goblins. They are rude and do not respect their betters, so they will have little patience with me, even if I go as Eugenia’s representative.

      Eugenia reaches into her pocket and pulls out a handful of cat kibble and places it on the ground. Not my favourite food, but I tuck in hungrily.

      ‘I can’t let you go on an empty stomach. Come visit me once you speak with the goblins, and I will give you a proper meal.’

      I finish the food as she walks away. Before I depart, I clean my face and stretch. I consider a five-minute nap in the last of the sun, but voices drift along the track and I am gone before the walkers turn the corner.
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        * * *

      

      George is pulling the station door closed as we rush down the road.

      ‘Wait, please wait,’ I yell as I put on a burst of speed.

      George grins when he finally catches sight of us. ‘Cutting it fine, you two. Another minute and I would be gone.’ He nods towards the car idling at the side of the road and raises his index finger to the middle-aged woman driver, indicating he will only be a minute.

      ‘Thank you for doing this,’ I say, following him into the station.

      We retrieve our packs and hurry out, not wanting to delay the kindly man any longer.

      ‘Next train out of here isn’t for an hour or so, so if you want a meal, the bistro at the pub is pretty good,’ George says as he locks up.

      ‘We were sort of hoping to stay here tonight,’ I say, and he raises an eyebrow.

      ‘Only B&B is at the pub, and they’re a bit old-fashioned. They won’t take kindly to two young people like yourselves staying without parents. Maybe better to head to a bigger place where they don’t mind such things.’

      I am about to tell him I am over eighteen and don’t need a guardian, but he is already heading towards the car.

      With no outlet for my anger, I turn to Snake. ‘We need to stay here because this is the best place for us to head out from tomorrow. I can’t believe they won’t let us rent a room without a guardian. I mean, it’s not like we’re going to share a bed or….’

      Snake smirks and I stop mid flow. ‘You didn’t think we were sharing a room, did you?’

      ‘It would be one way to save money,’ he says.

      My heart skips a little at the thought of him that close to me. Stop it. We’re just… what? Almost friends? The look in Snake’s eyes suggests he would not be averse to being something a little more. I haul my pack onto my shoulder. I am not going to go there. ‘Two rooms, but it’s moot if they won’t let us stay.’

      Snake shrugs, almost as if to say you can’t blame a boy for trying. ‘You could just glamour them,’ he says, and I actually choke on air.

      ‘Sorry? What?’

      ‘You know, elves have magical abilities. With not knowing you’re a creature, chances are no one has helped you discover your unique talents. It doesn’t matter, though, because the one thing all elves can do is glamour humans.’

      Is he mad? ‘You think I can persuade someone to do something against their will?’

      ‘Well, yes. You can’t tell me you haven’t done it before.’

      I turn to face him. He is serious about this. ‘Of course I have changed people’s minds before, but I did it by persuading them, and eventually they come round to my way of thinking.’ Why is he making such a big thing out of this?

      His head tilts to the side as he asks, ‘And how often does this happen? I mean, do you win most “arguments”?’

      He actually air quotes the word argument with his fingers. Really, who does that anymore?

      ‘On average, I win more than I lose, but I am good at building a convincing case,’ I tell him.

      ‘Okay, when is the last time you lost an argument against anyone but your parents when it was something you honestly wanted?’

      ‘Just last….’ I trail off. I actually can’t recall the last time I was not able to persuade someone to do something I believed was right, something I was passionate about. ‘You mean, I’m not great at turning people round to my way of thinking?’

      My world is starting to shift again as another thing I was so sure about myself turns out to be a lie.

      As if sensing my unease, Snake rubs my arm. ‘You probably are good at it. I also imagine that when you are passionate about something, you can push a little persuasion behind your words. Maybe you never actually glamoured anyone as such….’

      ‘Oh.’ I’m relieved but also somewhat disappointed. I really thought I could use magic. ‘If I haven’t done it before, how will I be able to do it now?’

      Snake frowns and runs his hands through his hair. ‘I was taught to use my magic, so I can show you. I am not sure whether it will be the same for you, but it’s worth a try.’

      I am distracted for a moment by how cute he looks with his hair all messed up. Focus.

      ‘When you want to win an argument, do you do anything differently to when you don’t care?’

      I chew my lip. Do I do anything differently? Mum once told me when she was helping me with debate prep that it’s important to look a person directly in the eye when you are trying to convince them of something they might be opposed to. My hands tremble a little as I remember her words, and a wave of loneliness washes through me.

      I clasp my hands together as I try to concentrate on what she actually said. Ah, that’s right—she gave me some speech about people being able to tell if you are genuine or not, and Dad had teased her about being too intense. Now, looking at things in a different light, I wonder if maybe Mum was surreptitiously teaching me to glamour.

      ‘I have an idea,’ I tell Snake.

      ‘No harm in trying, if you’re game?’

      I grin, excitement over the possibility of being able to do magic warring with my fear that this might all not be quite real. ‘Sure, why not. Hold on.’ My conversation with the Witch of Wimbledon comes back to me. ‘I thought we were not allowed to use our magic for personal gain.’

      Snake shakes his head. ‘Personal gain would be getting the room for free, not talking them into giving us the rooms in the first place. Or, if there was a legal reason for us not to stay, then it would be wrong to persuade them otherwise.’

      Nodding to show that I understand the distinction, I force my weary limbs to move along the road towards the pub. It was a typical whitewashed Ye Olde English building, with a B&B sign out the front. As we walk, I notice Snake looking around, checking alleys and scanning the rooftops.

      ‘Is everything okay?’ I ask.

      ‘Yes…. Um… I’m not sure. I thought I felt someone watching us,’ he says as he leans round me and pushes open the door. ‘But I must have been imagining things.’

      Although I am old enough to legally drink, my social life has been limited to cafes and clubs. This is my first ever time in an actual pub, and I am not impressed. The fusty smell of stale beer wafts over me as I enter, overpowering the supposed homeliness of the bright patterned carpet and the heavy wooden furniture. My overall impression is of walking back into a bad eighties sitcom.

      It is still early, but two of the tables are occupied by couples, and three men sit at stools in front of the bar, half-drunk pints of ale in front of them. Everyone turns as we walk in. A barman appears from nowhere and starts to ask, ‘What can I get…. Sorry, guys, I will have to see some ID before I can serve you.’

      Fumbling in my backpack for my driver’s license, I offer it to the barman. Snake, one step behind me, does the same. Having checked our ages, the bartender continues, ‘Now, what will it be?’

      ‘Actually,’ I say, ‘we would like a couple of rooms for the night.’

      The man freezes. ‘You must be twenty-one to book a room.’ His tone is terse and dismissive.

      ‘Is that a legal requirement?’ I ask.

      ‘House rules,’ he says, refilling the pint of the man sitting closest to him.

      ‘Why?’ I press.

      ‘Just the way it is, missy.’

      ‘We can pay in advance, if you’re worried we will skip out. And you can keep my credit card number and charge any damage we do to the rooms.’

      He concentrates on wiping the bar, making it difficult for me to catch his eye. ‘Everyone pays in advance. And you don’t look like the room-trashing types.’

      ‘We’re not,’ I agree, perplexed as to why he won’t let us stay if we’re so respectable. ‘We can vote, join the army and fight for our country, and you would serve us at the bar, but you won’t let us sleep here?’

      Sighing, he raises his head, and I use the opportunity to capture his gaze. ‘I can’t be responsible for you,’ he says, a tinge of sadness in his voice. ‘I am the only one here most nights, and I don’t have time to check up on children.’

      ‘We are more than capable of looking after ourselves,’ I say, but I get the impression there is more to this. ‘What is it you are really worried about?’ I ask.

      Nothing,’ he mumbles.

      ‘Tell me,’ I say, willing him to speak with all my strength. I feel a little foolish, staring intently at him and trying to push my will through my eyes.

      I’m about to break away when he says, ‘What if something happens during the night, a fire or the like? I might not be able to save you.’

      What an odd thing to say. I search his face and find a real fear in his eyes. ‘Has that happened before?’

      He nods. ‘A young lad stayed here once, and there was a gas leak. The boy almost didn’t make it.’

      Still holding the man’s gaze, I place my hand on his. ‘It’s all right. We can look after ourselves just as well as any adult staying here. We can get ourselves out if there is a fire, or if something else happens.’

      He pulls against my hand as if he wants to wrench away, but I refuse to let him. Throwing all my weight behind the words, I say, ‘If you rent rooms to us, everything will be all right, I promise.’

      Neither of us moves. It’s as if we are frozen in time. I am about to break away, feeling foolish at having even tried this, when the barman relaxes.

      ‘Yes, you’re right. Everything will most probably be fine if you stay tonight.’

      I bite back a smile and ready myself for one last push. ‘So, you will allow us to stay.’

      The room is silent and the air around me seems electric as the barman nods slowly. ‘Of course. You had best come through.’

      It worked. It actually worked! I want to dance and sing as we follow the barman through the door into the hallway, but I contain myself, aware every eye in the bar is on us.

      As we pass by the public toilets and a door with a sign saying, “Office”, I wonder if the real power of the elves is not to confuse or befuddle people into agreeing with them, but in finding the real reason for their resistance and offering a way out.

      I suddenly realise that the barman is speaking to me. ‘Sorry, what?’ I look around in confusion.

      Snake is leaning against a counter, signing his name in a register. ‘He said he has given us the two rooms at the end of the corridor, closest to the shared bathroom. Breakfast starts at six, and there is room in the bistro if we want to eat here tonight,’ he says as he reaches out a hand for the keys.

      ‘You’ll need to sign in.’ The barman pushes the register towards me. I add my details below Snake’s and hand over my credit card.

      ‘Tap all right?’ he asks, and I nod, still a little distracted, trying to work out how my glamour worked.

      ‘Right, top of the stairs and keep going. Bistro is already open if you want to eat.’ He slips back through to the bar and asks, ‘Who’s next?’

      The rooms continue the theme of bad eighties decor, but they are clean, when I sit on it, the bed is comfortable. My weary body wants to lay down and sleep, but Snake is already in the doorway.

      ‘Shall we eat?’

      I want to tell him all I need is a bath and bed, but he’s right, we should put food in our stomachs. Tomorrow will be another long day of walking, and we need to make sure we fuel up.

      After eating a surprisingly good meal downstairs of homemade pumpkin soup and fresh bread, I wait while Snake finishes off his steak, eggs, and chips. We head back upstairs, and he offers me first use of the bathroom. I don’t argue.

      I’m disappointed that there is no bath to stretch out in, but the shower is hot and strong, and as the water washes over me, my aching muscles begin to relax.

      After standing in the steam, my hair’s turned into a frizzy mess of corkscrew curls. I don’t have the energy to deal with it, so I comb through some leave-in conditioner and bundle it into a loose ponytail before slipping into my favourite oversized Minnie Mouse T-shirt and some cotton sleeping shorts. On the way back to my room, I knock on Snake’s door.

      ‘Bathroom’s free.’

      He mutters something, and I take that as thanks and head back to my room.

      Knowing I should not sleep so close to eating, I put my phone and earbuds on  to charge and grab my laptop from the bag. The B&B has Wi-Fi, but my laptop is set up to use my phone data, and I don’t like the thought of using a public connection.

      I bring up a web browser and begin researching the Underground Ballroom, looking for anything that might link it to the magical world. Dad’s book didn’t mention it, and I want to confirm whether or not Snake is right about it being where The Court will meet.

      The first page I open tells me it was built by Victorian industrialist Whitaker Wright on his estate in Surrey. It was once impressive but fell into disrepair after his death.

      ‘He was a dwarf, still is in fact, but he moved back underground. He couldn’t take the shame of being forced to lose his fortune; he was drawing too much attention to himself, and The Court decided he should disappear.’

      How on earth had Snake opened the door and made it to my bed without my noticing? I had been engrossed in what I was reading, but still…. And I wish he would put some clothes on.

      Snake is standing right beside my bed, a none-too-large towel wrapped round his waist. He is all lean muscle, and omg, get a grip, girl.

      He pulls a T-shirt over his head, and I manage to force my eyes away from the muscles rippling across his stomach and back to the screen. ‘A dwarf?’ I choke the words out.

      ‘Yep, they are attracted to gold and precious metals. They often became captains of industry in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Nowadays, they’re mostly merchant bankers, although some of their kind will do almost anything for money, not all of it strictly legal.’

      The heat from his body is making it difficult to concentrate. ‘You said he had to give up his fortune?’

      ‘Yep. It wasn’t the personal gain thing because he used to give a lot away to charity, but he was getting too well-known. Humans think he committed suicide, but he moved back below. Rumour has it, he’s a bit of a recluse.’

      ‘So, why don’t people, humans, use the ballroom now?’ I ask. Snake leans over to get a better look at the screen. As his arm brushes against mine, tingles shoot all over my body and heat rises up my neck. It is all I can do to bring up the next page.

      ‘The ballroom was built on what was once a door between the two worlds. I guess technically it still is, although it’s closed most of the time. Whit asked the Queen to place a glamour on it so no one would demolish it or use what he believed was his crowning glory.’

      An awkward silence follows his announcement as the tension in the room almost overwhelms me. I’m about to ask why he is here when he clears his throat and says, ‘Just popped in to suggest we head down for breakfast at six. I’m not a morning person, so I need to set an alarm if you want an early start.’

      I glance up, and there is a twinkle in his eyes, as if he is aware of how his presence is affecting me.

      ‘Six will be fine,’ I say, turning back to my screen. ‘Sleep well.’

      Then he is gone. An hour or so later, my hormones have settled down enough for me to feel drowsy, if a little lonely.
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      The sound of “Love Music, Pt.2” by Ren blasts in my ear through the pillow. I grab for the phone. I struggle to find it, and my fingers fumble as I try to turn off the alarm before it wakes the entire village. Love the song, but it’s a bit full-on for first thing in the morning—I guess that’s why it works so well as an alarm.

      I force my legs from under the warm covers. My body is heavy and still half asleep. I could do with another couple of hours kip, especially because I couldn’t sleep last night.

      I would love to say my restlessness was due to worry about Mum, but it was nothing that altruistic. No, my mind kept replaying the scene in Pris’s bedroom, and try as I might, I couldn’t help but wonder what would have happened if I had kissed her like I wanted to when I leaned over to read what was on her laptop.

      She looked so cute with her hair all messed and wearing that Mickey Mouse tee…. I almost forgot why I was in her room. I had to force myself to leave before the effect she was having on me became obvious.

      Any other girl, and I might have made a move. Not that I’m any sort of ladies’ man, but I do all right. And it’s not that I don’t like Pris—I do. And there is definitely a physical attraction—very definitely. But she is beyond my reach, both in this world and the other. Especially the other. The powers that be will never allow such a match between the races.

      I sigh and dress in the clothes I laid out last night. Before I leave my room, I make sure everything is in my pack, ready to go. I turn from locking the door and almost bowl Pris over.

      I suppress a smile. The only thing country walk about her is her shoes. Her denim jacket is lined with a purple-and-black-checked fleece that matches her purple jeans and black D&G t-shirt. Her hair is tucked under a slouchy black beanie.

      ‘Love the hat,’ I say to cover my chuckle.

      ‘You know, people have no idea how difficult this type of hair is,’ she grumbles as she leads the way down the hall. ‘Taming it will take time—time we need for walking.’

      ‘Hey, I loved the look last night, so don’t hide it on my account.’ The words tumble out before I can stop them.

      She half turns to check I’m not taking the mick, then her lips curl into a smile.  I follow her downstairs. At the counter, she pulls a pamphlet from the display box as we pass. I catch a quick glimpse of the title: The Lych Way.

      ‘We might need this,’ she says as she leads us through the bar to the bistro on the other side. The smell of breakfast has my mouth watering.

      The only other occupant of the dining room is an elderly lady. She looks familiar, and I realise she was the woman we spoke to on the walk yesterday. And is that a cat under her table? The animal shifts into the shadows as a harried middle-aged woman bustles through the kitchen doors.

      ‘Full English for you two?’ she asks.

      I nod enthusiastically, and Pris says, ‘Yes, please.’

      After placing a full plate in front of the other guest, the woman bustles back into the kitchen, and we take a seat.

      ‘Good morning,’ our breakfast companion says as she reaches for the pepper shaker. ‘Nice day for a walk.’

      ‘Yes,’ I respond as Pris opens the pamphlet so we can both study the map.

      ‘According to my book, the Lych Way is also called the Way of the Dead,’ Pris says as a pot of tea and two mugs are plonked on the table between us.

      ‘Nice,’ I say reaching to pour.

      ‘So, this map confirms what I thought. It’s about five hours to Two Bridges, and the route passes through Wistman’s Wood. Then it’s about another hour and a half from Two Bridges to Postbridge, where we need to catch the bus to Yelverton at 2:30.’

      My muscles groan at the thought of another walk today, especially such a punishing one, but I ignore them.

      ‘Is the bus from Yelverton to Plymouth the only option that keeps us on track?’ I ask, sipping my tea.
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