
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Book description

Humans can’t use magic. But he’s cast a spell on her heart.

Snowdrop has given up on ever using fairy magic. As the daughter of an ousted evil queen, she learned a dark version of magic that she refuses to use. Without magic, she’s an outcast in the fairy community—unable to participate on a work crew and shunned by the others.

Then a fairy elder offers to teach Snowdrop proper magic. If she can’t learn from Larkspur, she’ll never be able to learn. She agrees, even though it means leaving home for the first time and traveling across the continent. Even though she’ll have to travel with humans.

One human, Arley, is more annoying than she ever could’ve imagined. He never stops talking. He never stops grinning. At least he stops flirting when she orders him to. (Ugh, she hates flirty men!) Amid all the talking, Arley lets her drive the horses. He asks about her past. He teaches her to dance. And when his attention wavers, Snowdrop has to admit the embarrassing truth: she’s fallen for Arley.

The Magic Seeker has a loner heroine and a sunshiny hero in a low stress world that’s perfect for fans of Wooing the Witch Queen by Stephanie Burgis. Each book in the Sylvania series can be read on its own but might contain spoilers for previous books. The Magic Seeker contains love scenes.
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[image: A map of Sylvania with a compass showing the four directions, with north to the top. A forest covers the bottom, with the coast running along the right side and a few mountains at the left; north of the forest are grasslands. A road runs from the top to the bottom with two cross roads; the road curves east below the southern cross road. At the top, an arrow points to Nor Bay, and at the bottom an arrow points to Tidal Creek and Sar Bay. The villages in the middle, from north to south, are Mountain Rest at a cross road, Woods End at the edge of the forest, Knotty Knob, Forest Crossroads at a cross road, Woods Rest, and Woodglen, which is on the coast. East of Forest Crossroads is Cliffside at the coast. West of Woodglen is the Fairy Enclave in the woods. Hidden in the northern part of the forest is a pig. Two waysides are also labeled along the main road.]
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Chapter 1
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Snowdrop leaned her broom against the rocky wall of the underground passage. She cupped her hands together and gently enclosed the crane fly flittering along the rock. The fragile insect must’ve slipped into the caverns by mistake.

“There’s no mates for you in here, little one.” It bounced against her fingers. She didn’t dare adjust her hands for fear of hurting its long, delicate legs.

She turned toward the mouth of the passage and walked carefully along with her arms out in front. Only dimly glowing lamps powered by sun magic lit the space. And if she tripped, she might hurt the crane fly.

She could try to reach the insect with her own magic—the tiniest bit, communicating her desire to help it. If she could calm it, it might ride in her hands without the needless fluttering, risking damage to its wings. Could she use magic properly this time? Slowly, she sent peaceful thoughts out into the air and toward the crane fly.

But something dark stirred in the back of her mind.

She closed her mind off, wiped it blank, stared at the rocks around her as she walked, all to ground herself in the mundane setting. The darkness inside her mind faded.

Snowdrop sighed—she’d known it would happen. Why had she even tried? The very thought of using magic could bring on the dark feeling she dreaded—menacing, dangerous. If she continued trying to reach the crane fly, she risked killing it in her attempt to communicate with it. Because her magic always came out wrong.

She passed through the barrier marking the edge of the caverns—not a solid barrier but a magical one that appeared solid to humans. As a fairy, she could see it but she could walk right through.

The caverns weren’t exactly secret anymore, not since Queen Oleander had been overthrown. But after a human had wandered in and gotten lost, the fairies had decided to maintain the illusions at the entrances. To a human—without magic—the outer entrance resembled any old rock. And even if someone did get through and came down the steps, they’d find a short passage ending at a rock wall. They’d even feel the solid rock if they touched it. They’d need a fairy to teach them how to pass through it.

Besides, it wasn’t like the humans had any right to come wandering through the fairy caverns. The fairies didn’t barge into human homes, walking around gawking at things. But the fairies could now visit the human villages and occasionally traded for the strange tools the humans made. And a few fairies had gone to live in Woodglen and Woods Rest, the two nearest villages. That had happened only after Oleander was deposed. Oleander had forbidden the fairies from leaving the caverns, much less venturing into a human village.

Oleander. Also known as Mother.

The passage sloped upward and a warm breeze touched Snowdrop’s face. She hadn’t been outside in a few days. She’d forgotten the season. Shade and sunlight dappled the steps ahead. She squinted as she reached the bottom of the steps and the daylight brightened. The breeze brushed down on her, sifting through her ashy white hair. She climbed into scattered patches of morning sunshine, breathing deeply the forest scents of grass and earth and decaying leaves. Oak trees surrounded the exit. The season was still summer, but barely—the smattering of brown and orange among all the green overhead hinted at the coming change.

She opened her hands and the crane fly bobbed out, adjusting to the breeze. “It’s still warm out,” she told it. “There’s time to find a mate and lay your eggs before fall.”

It hovered over her hands. Maybe it would land and rest a moment. But a breeze caught it and it cartwheeled away until it disappeared against the craggy branches and the bright blue sky beyond the trees. Snowdrop exhaled, wishing the little insect well.

She paused a moment. Even without anyone nearby, the forest made more sounds than the caverns—leaves rustling, morning birdcalls, the harsh caw of a crow somewhere in the oak branches, the drone of insects. The early sunlight fell softly in broken patches that shifted with the stirring leaves. The damp ground beneath her bare feet was cool, but sunlight warmed half of her left foot as if inviting her to step forward into its full glow. Her long bangs blew across her cheek and into her eyes. When she tucked them back, her rough fingertips scratched against her skin.

She could live out here. Most of the fairies had homes in the trees and used their rooms in the caverns only when the cold of winter drove them inside. Some didn’t even return for the winter. After being kept underground by Oleander for so many seasons, they never wanted to go back inside.

But Snowdrop couldn’t live out here. The fairies didn’t want her living among them. For one thing, she couldn’t manage any of the tasks the fairies needed help with. Gardening, crafting, foraging . . . they wove their magic into everything they did, either to get it done faster or to make a better result. That was why she swept the caverns. Cleaning was about the only task she could do.

But also, she didn’t want to make everyone uncomfortable. Even the sight of her frightened the others—she could tell by the way they shied away from her or flinched if she lifted her hands. They were scared of her magic. Not the normal fairy magic, the kind she couldn’t perform.

The magic she could do was what scared them.

Snowdrop turned back to the steps. The chill of the rock hit her soles and whispered around her bare ankles and calves below her cut-off trousers. Living alone in the caverns all summer wasn’t so bad. She stayed in the rooms she’d shared with Oleander and her servants. She had more space than anyone.

But before she descended, she gazed around at the trees one more time. Nature always brought comfort. She was content with her life in the caverns. She didn’t expect more. Yet seeing the sky and trees and feeling the wind and sunlight made her feel . . . like she had a friend? She had to remember to come up here more often, even if only for a moment.

A tiny brown wren swooped across the clearing and landed on the nearest trunk—its little claws gripped the bark, holding on sideways as its tail flicked up for balance. It looked at her. It opened its beak and let out a volley of chirps.

Snowdrop sighed. “Hello, Marshmallow.” She didn’t need to understand whatever the wren was trying to tell her. Only Dustan would send a bird to find her, and Marshmallow was his most eager messenger.

Marshmallow darted off the tree toward her but veered sideways—as if he thought better of landing on her. He perched on a low branch. His beady eyes stayed on her as his head twitched this way and that. Her brother must want something.

“Fine. Let’s go.” She started along the path out of the copse and toward the gardens, and the bird swooped by. As she cleared the trees, the sunlight slanting in warmed her. The packed dirt was cold from the night but that wouldn’t last on such a clear day. Marshmallow flitted along on her right, one tree to the next, occasionally rooting around in his downy feathers with his beak before fluffing himself up and taking off. She let her senses reach out to him, only listening, and a vague sense of pride came to her—the silly bird was glad she was following so he could impress his favorite fairy.

She stopped herself from trying to learn more. If only she could use her magic! Communicating with animals would be so . . . so . . . It would be so fun.

Snowdrop walked around the gardens. Tangles of dried-up vines filled this side of the empty garden, with the last few summer squashes and cucumbers clinging to them. A few blossoms dotted the thick green stalks amid the browning leaves, but the first frost would come before they produced fruit. She passed the garden supply sheds, one with tools and one with seeds and the long third one with the transparent roof where the garden crew sprouted seedlings. This late in the summer it housed sacks of potatoes for planting next spring and the baby strawberry plants that would soon go in the ground. Beyond was the open pavilion where the crews bundled garlic and packed root vegetables for storage, and where they would sit around laughing when they took a break from the work.

A distant hammer blow rang out behind her. North of the gardens was a rocky courtyard where the fairies had a forge. The absence of trees and plants made the walled-in courtyard a safe place to use fire. This past summer, two new wielders of fire magic had been found. Only a few fairies possessed fire magic: the skill of turning dragon fire into the powder that would keep a fire burning hot with no fuel. The two had been working with their dragons in the forge all summer. And since one of them was a child, her mother was there as well, practicing her blacksmithing.

The trail wound south past one of the orchards. Voices called through the apple-heavy trees. The low sun pierced through the leaves as Snowdrop located the workers on the far side. Some were up in the trees and others held baskets on the ground. She ducked her head and her bangs slid forward to hide her face as she kept walking into the shade of the trees.

“Good morning, Snowdrop.”

Snowdrop startled and looked up. She blinked as her sight adjusted to the shade. Holly stood at the edge of the trees with a full basket in his arms. The older fairy led one of the garden crews, consisting mostly of younger fairies who now clustered behind him. A few were her age—they all stared at her and in back, one leaned in to whisper to the fairy beside her.

“Good morning,” Snowdrop whispered. She cleared her throat as her hands curled around the hem of her tunic. Words bubbled up—to tell them she’d been sweeping the caverns, that she did contribute, she wasn’t just dallying in the forest while they worked. But no one was accusing her of anything. Should she ask about the harvest? Would that sound normal?

“Here.” Holly balanced his basket on his knee and handed her an apple from the top. “Fresh off the tree. It’s a plentiful harvest.”

“Thank you.” She tried to smile at him—at all of them—but the smile stretched unnaturally across her face. She nodded a few times and started walking again. Marshmallow chirped from a branch and darted after her, and the whispers of the fairies followed her.

The apple filled her hand, a rosy red fading to light green. Her belly rumbled and a flat taste leaked onto her tongue. She’d forgotten to eat that morning. And she hadn’t eaten much yesterday, come to think of it. To partake in the fairies’ community meals, she had to leave the caverns. She tried to arrive late to avoid the worst of the crowd, but sometimes she was too late and other times she simply forgot.

She took a bite of crisp, cool apple, sweet and fresh like being out under the stars. For some reason, her chest tightened and she needed a few deep breaths to loosen it back to normal. She continued walking on, eating the apple.

At the south end of the gardens, the path wound into real forest. She walked past rope ladders and under treehouses the fairies had built. Unlike the caverns, the forest was filled with murmuring voices. When she reached the clearing where the fairies held dances and other gatherings, she couldn’t help gazing in. Children ran laughing across the grass, and a couple lounged on a blanket in the sun.

Even when Oleander had had everyone trapped in the caverns, the fairies had made friends, fallen into lust or love, and sometimes had children. Oleander couldn’t stop them from living their lives any more than she could stop the cycle of the seasons. Even Oleander’s four sons had managed to build lives and have adventures. Only Snowdrop had been stuck, forever by Oleander’s side.

Marshmallow dove past Snowdrop’s face with a chirp. She had drifted to a halt while watching the children.

“I’m coming,” she told the bird. “Hang on.” At the edge of the clearing were the remains of the morning’s breakfast. Val was just clearing the dishes. Snowdrop took the last bite of her apple and tossed the core into the bin of scraps for the compost pile. Val looked up.

“I could take the dishes,” Snowdrop said.

Val smiled gently. She was small and quiet, just like her name plant, Lily of the Valley. “Thank you, Snowdrop. But you washed them all yesterday. I can do it.”

Snowdrop nodded and smiled back. Her smile felt natural this time. If it weren’t for her past, she and Val probably would have been friends.

She followed Marshmallow away from the clearing and onto a side path to the tree where her brother and his mate lived. The ladder was down. Marshmallow clung to the trunk as Snowdrop climbed, hopping along and chirping as if she needed encouragement. As she neared the top, he launched himself upward and disappeared, trilling like mad. By the time her view cleared the wooden patio floor, Dustan was waiting outside the cottage to give her a hand off the ladder.

Dustan was the youngest of her four older brothers and had always been her favorite. Mostly because he was the least awful . . . although she couldn’t truly call him awful anymore. Since he’d fallen in love with Rose, he’d become a lot more caring. She eyed his dark messy hair.

“What are you doing awake this early?” she asked.

“Rose got me up.”

“Why don’t you ever comb your hair?”

“Rose likes it messy.”

“Stars, you’re hopeless,” she said, but she smiled a little.

He ran a hand over his head, making the peaks of hair worse. “Thanks for coming.”

“Is something wrong?”

“Didn’t Marshmallow sing? Marshmallow was supposed to sing cheerful songs to let you know it wasn’t an emergency.”

“Oh, that’s what the chirping was about. I thought he was trying to show off.”

The wren swooped out the open cottage door and landed on Dustan’s shoulder. Dustan usually gave the birds seeds after they helped him, but Rose must’ve done it because Marshmallow wiped his beak a few times on Dustan’s shirt, pecked him once (lovingly, of course), and flew away.

“So nothing’s wrong?” Snowdrop asked again.

“Um, no. No, I— I don’t think so.”

“You’re not convincing me.”

“Come on in and I’ll explain,” Dustan said. “Have you eaten?”

“Holly gave me an apple.”

Dustan crossed to the cottage door and disappeared inside. Snowdrop followed slowly, scanning the leafy branches and the shady patio. A pair of chairs against the cottage wall faced outward so one could sit outside and gaze into the trees, and a rumpled blanket rested on one seat as if someone had recently stood and left it behind. A low railing marked the edge of the wooden terrace.

Living here in the forest must be nice. Rose and Dustan had hinted many times that she could live out here. They would help her clean up one of the old treehouses or build a new one if needed—she knew they would.

But what right did she have to live out here like any other fairy? As if she could leave behind the caverns and everything she’d done there. Everything she’d been a party to. Nothing she could do would ever make up for the harm she’d helped Oleander cause. And even if the other fairies said it wasn’t her fault, no one really wanted her here.

Light filtered in the treehouse windows as she entered. They were open to the summer air. Like most fairy abodes, this one had only the barest of furnishings: a solid wooden table at which Dustan now sat, a shelf with pottery bowls, the woodstove for heat in the cooler seasons, a woven rug on the floorboards.

Rose came out of the back room carrying a bowl. She’d changed since the first time Snowdrop had seen her, when she’d come to the caverns to rescue the half-human children Oleander had used as servants. Rose had the same bright green eyes and chin-length dark hair. But while she’d projected confidence that first time, now she was imbued with it and completely at home in the forest. Maybe falling in love with a fairy prince and being chosen as the fairy queen had given her unlimited confidence.

Rose beamed at Snowdrop. “Come in. Here, this is for you.” She set the bowl on the table. It contained yogurt covered with blueberries and golden bits of something crunchy looking. Oats?

Snowdrop took the seat near the bowl and Rose sat beside Dustan, who reached for her hand as if he couldn’t be beside her without touching her. Snowdrop resisted rolling her eyes. She didn’t want to be cynical about how sappy the two of them were, when she truly was happy her favorite brother had found someone—even if that someone was half human.

“Are you going to watch me eat?” Snowdrop asked, picking up the spoon. She scooped yogurt onto it with a berry and some of the oat clusters. She peered at the odd food.

“The humans call it granola,” Dustan offered. “It’s delicious.”

“Because it’s made with an excess of honey?” Humans had terrible eating habits.

“Just a little,” Rose offered. “Besides, the oats are healthy.”

“Did you call me here to feed me?”

Rose bit her lip and folded her hands in her lap, leaving Dustan’s hand empty on the table. She looked at him. He cleared his throat but stared at the bowl of yogurt.

Snowdrop ate the bite on her spoon. Tangy yogurt, sweet berry, and wow, the granola was tasty. She crunched through it. “Did you make the granola?” she asked Rose.

“What? Oh, no. It’s from the village baker in Woodglen.”

Snowdrop narrowed her eyes as she scooped another bite. “What’s with you two? Have I been banished? What don’t you want to tell me?”

“Of course you’re not banished,” Dustan said, not picking up on her sarcasm. He faltered again. He looked at Rose with big eyes, and Rose caved like a house built of sticks. She turned to Snowdrop, the smitten-with-Dustan light lingering in her eyes.

Ugh, the two of them!

“We’re worried about you,” she said. “All summer you’ve stayed in the caverns. We barely see you.”

“You know you don’t have to clean down there,” Dustan added, but Rose took his hand and squeezed, and he hushed.

“It’s wonderful you contribute that way,” Rose said. “We just want you to be happy. But it seems lonely for you to be down there all the time.”

“I am happy,” Snowdrop said automatically. “Not everyone needs . . .” She gestured around at the cottage. A loving home. Friends, partners, family. She couldn’t quite meet Rose’s gaze.

Dustan cleared his throat again. “Snowdrop,” he said gently, and the unexpected tone made her throat tighten. “What our mother did to you wasn’t right. She kept you isolated.”

“And who let her do that?”

Dustan ignored her jab. “She should’ve let you learn to use your magic with the other children. You should’ve been allowed to make friends—”

“No one wanted to be friends with me. No one wants to be friends with me.”

“They would if they knew you. No one blames you for the things Oleander did.”

She shifted in her seat. He didn’t know that. “But they fear me.”

Her brother didn’t argue. Fairies as a rule were bad liars. Although some of them had sneaky ways of getting around the truth.

“You could learn to use magic,” Rose said. “I learned to see through illusions, and Rowan learned to use his fire magic this summer. You don’t need to start as a child.”

Hope prickled inside her, but Rose was wrong—she could never learn. “I don’t need magic. Humans get by without it.”

Dustan leaned in. “But learning magic might make you feel more connected here.”

“You don’t understand,” Snowdrop said. “I’ve tried. And I can’t.”

An awkward silence followed.

“We need help with something,” Rose said.

Snowdrop looked up. “Help?”

Now Rose was making a pleading face and her hands lay flat on the table. Dustan reached for one and it trembled as he took it. Snowdrop narrowed her eyes. Half fairies weren’t so bad at lying. But Rose was awful at it. What was she nervous about?

“Yes,” Rose said. “We need help and we thought of you.”

Snowdrop sighed. “What do you want me to do?”

Rose straightened. “The Council of Villages is having their first official meeting. It’s in Mountain Rest to the north. Representatives are gathering from all the villages across Sylvania. Guests are even coming from Norland and Merlandia.”

“You don’t want me to go, surely?” Having her represent the fairies at such a meeting would be ridiculous.

“Not alone. Larkspur is going as our representative, and we’d like you to travel with her as an assistant.”

“Larkspur?” Larkspur was one of the fairy elders. Snowdrop had encountered her a few times—most notably when Oleander’s child servants had become sick. Larkspur and her friend Thistle, the fairies’ best healer, had come to take the children away, one by one as they succumbed. Remembering those times still brought on a mess of emotions—the ache and the guilt and the anger.

“Dustan was going to go,” Rose continued. “But something has come up and he needs to travel to Tidal Creek, in the opposite direction.”

Dustan’s fingers on the table curled into a fist, and he pulled his hand holding Rose’s hand toward him. This “something” was the thing causing their nervousness.

“What has come up?” Snowdrop asked quietly.

Rose again turned to Dustan and this time she nudged his arm.

He reluctantly sat up. “The village elders in Tidal Creek sent a message. Odd things have happened in the past moon and they can’t figure out why. Things like animals disappearing and crops dying. They asked if the fairies could send someone to investigate.”

“But why you?” she asked. Dustan was skilled with magic, but many of the fairies could use their skills to investigate—questioning the local creatures about anything they had seen and identifying signs of illness among the plants.

“Some travelers passed through the town who weren’t merchants or researchers or the like. The men wouldn’t give any details about themselves. And the problems started shortly after. Ever since, the townspeople have spotted figures in the swamps who disappear into the mist when the townspeople call out. They think it might involve rogue fairies.”

“You know a few fairies left this enclave when Oleander lost power,” Rose added.

“The bad ones,” Snowdrop muttered.

Rose deflated. Snowdrop couldn’t understand how she always saw the best in people. Even Rose had to admit some of the fairies had done terrible things to gain Oleander’s favor. “We hoped the ones who left would find somewhere to live and not cause trouble,” Rose said. “But if they are interfering with humans, it’s our responsibility to stop them.”

“I still don’t see why it has to be Dustan, though.”

Rose looked to Dustan and when he didn’t speak, she continued. “We think it might be your oldest brothers causing the trouble.”

Snowdrop shuddered. Aside from Oleander, her twin brothers Beech and Sycamore were the meanest fairies she knew. The one silver lining was they were both terribly unskilled at using magic.

“But what harm can they do?” she asked. “Those two couldn’t convince a mouse to do anything for them, much less a herd of livestock.”

“There are tools more powerful than magic,” Dustan said. When Snowdrop shook her head, he added, “Human inventions.”

Dread crept up her spine. The humans invented all kinds of things using wood and metal and fire. Some of the inventions were useful, like clever garden implements beyond the simple tools the fairies used. But others were awful, like their guns, which existed only to kill other living things, or the glass chambers they used to imprison other creatures. If her brothers had turned to human inventions, they might be even worse now than they’d been in the past.

“So Dustan has to deal with our horrible family,” Snowdrop said. “But what makes you think Larkspur will travel with me?”

“She asked for you,” Dustan said.

“She did? Me?”

“Aye. She, um, she offered to give you magic lessons.”

Snowdrop sat up, her eyes wide, and her next breath was filled with hope. Larkspur was one of the oldest and most skilled fairies. If anyone could help Snowdrop learn, it would be her. Maybe she’d have ideas on how to stop the dark magic from rising the way it did each time she tried.

“Why would Larkspur ask for me, though? Why would she offer to teach me?”

“You’ll have to ask her.” Dustan’s shoulders relaxed, projecting the calm confidence he lived with that things would always go his way. And they did go his way. But Rose’s fingers tapped on the table and her eyes darted between her mate and Snowdrop.

“What aren’t you telling me?” Snowdrop asked.

“Nothing,” Dustan said, but he winced. “We simply want you to travel with Larkspur as a companion and assistant, and she’ll help you with your magic. And you’ll see the continent and get out of those caverns for a bit.”

Snowdrop turned to Rose. She lifted her brow and waited.

“You’d be traveling with humans,” Rose said. “Not many, but Larkspur arranged to ride with the representatives from Woods Rest.”

“I don’t mind humans,” Snowdrop said, and Dustan snorted. “What?”

“You’re somewhat critical of humans,” he said.

“I am not. It’s their stupid behaviors I criticize. And how they put sugary syrups on everything they eat and how they talk loudly all the time.”

“Well regardless, you’d be traveling with them. You’d have to be polite.”

“I’ll be polite.”

“So you’ll go?” Rose asked, and her big green eyes were wide. She gripped Dustan’s hand on the table and bit her lip again.

“Fine,” Snowdrop said.

Rose beamed even brighter than before as Dustan pushed out his chair and stood. “Wonderful. Pack your things and I’ll take you to Woods Rest on Redbud. We can be there by nightfall.”

“What, today?”

“The traveling party leaves tomorrow morning,” Dustan said, as if packing up and leaving home for a moon or two were no big deal. Maybe it wasn’t for him, but other than a few visits to Woodglen, she’d never been outside the fairy enclave.

“But don’t you have to go to Tidal Creek?”

“I’m waiting for Larch. I promised Rose I wouldn’t try to deal with them on my own. So I have the time to bring you to Woods Rest.” Dustan came to take her hands. “Snowdrop,” he said, and he used the gentle voice again. He was probably using some kind of magic on her, to calm her. Maybe he’d made a potion and put it in the granola. “Give it a chance. Try going somewhere new, try learning magic again. Larkspur will watch out for you. The humans will be friendly. You deserve to be happy, too.”

She nodded. But he was wrong. She didn’t deserve any such thing.
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Chapter 2
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After leaving Dustan and Rose, Snowdrop crossed the fairies’ clearing to reach the closest entrance to the caverns. Val and her cart of dishes were gone. On this side of the central fields, a work crew knelt in the dirt, transplanting seedlings. She kept her face down and circled around the gardeners. Maybe this whole “travel with Larkspur” thing was a ruse to get rid of her for a while. To give the fairies a break from seeing her lurking in the shadows. She wouldn’t put it past her brother.

But if Larkspur had asked for her . . . ?

Maybe Larkspur truly wanted to help with her magic. Maybe she felt sorry that Snowdrop was still an outcast even now that Oleander was locked away.

Or maybe Larkspur wanted to atone for the way she’d misled Snowdrop about the sick children—making Snowdrop think they had died. Anger flared hot and sharp in her chest. She understood why the older fairies had deceived her. But thinking the children were dead had devastated her.

Snowdrop breathed in and out deeply to calm herself. That was the past. Maybe Larkspur really could help with her magic. She’d focus on that.

As she descended the steps into the familiar cool dimness of the caverns, she exhaled and her fists unclenched. Almost no one had been down here all summer. She could move through the passages without the constant tension of watching for others.

But soon she’d be traveling! She was tempted to go to the enclave’s library to check the large map of the continent that hung on the wall but she had no time.

And besides, she had stared at that map so often she had it memorized: The forest to the north ended at a human town called Woods End (humans were so unimaginative!) and a grassland spread out toward the warmer northern region. What must that look like—all grass and no trees? She’d be able to see clear to the mountains, if the map didn’t lie. And maybe the humans wouldn’t be too annoying. They might not know anything about her past—that would certainly help them like her. She could start over.

She grabbed a satchel from a storage room and hurried to her chambers to pack her clothes, comb, and twig toothbrush. Her short-sleeved cream-colored tunic would be fine for today, but she stuffed her long-sleeved knitted sweater into the bag. She took a few stretchy bands to tie up her hair. One of the fairies had invented them last winter using thin knitted bands and elastic spider silk—and magic, of course.

As she finished packing, unease gnawed in her belly. She’d never left home for more than a day. She’d never slept anywhere but her pallet in Oleander’s rooms—her rooms now. How did one even find a place to sleep in a human village?

Never mind—Larkspur would know what to do.

Should she take shoes? Like most fairies, she went around barefoot, but the humans might find the habit strange.

Well the humans could deal with it. If she needed to wear shoes for the meeting, Larkspur would know where to find a pair.

She glanced around the room. A few of Oleander’s possessions remained on the shelves, dusty and dull. For all her dislike of humans, Oleander sure liked their pointless trinkets. Snowdrop didn’t need anything else. She was done here.

Unless she wanted to visit Oleander before she left.

Her chest tightened at the thought—not with the nervous excitement of leaving the fairy enclave but with dread. She hated visiting Oleander. Dustan said she didn’t have to, but if she didn’t, no one would. And if she didn’t go, Oleander might become angry.

Not that it mattered. Oleander couldn’t hurt anyone anymore. But Snowdrop had lived most of her twenty-three winters avoiding making Oleander angry. She couldn’t shake the habit. Once a moon, she forced herself to walk down the tunnel to the fairy prison. It had three small apartments and only Oleander lived there. She must be lonely.

But each visit was the same: Oleander whining about how the fairies kept her locked down there, blaming Rose (like Oleander’s horrible behavior was Rose’s fault), and wheedling Snowdrop to let her go. As if Snowdrop could! The fairy prison didn’t work like the human version—it didn’t have human locks and keys. Magic kept it shut and the only way for Oleander to get out was to become a better fairy.

But Oleander hadn’t become better at all. Not only was she not sorry for the things she had done, but she also seemed to have no inkling of which actions had caused her to be locked in the prison in the first place. She’d harmed innocent people, fairies and humans. And children! But she recalled “the old days” with longing. After five minutes with her, Snowdrop would be irritated. She’d let her mother talk as long as she could stand to listen and then make an excuse to leave. And she would feel guilty the rest of the day: for leaving her mother, for the children, for everything.

She wouldn’t visit. But how long would this trip take? She might be gone a whole moon. Oleander would be upset with her if she left without saying goodbye . . .

So what? What could Oleander do? She was contained in the fairy prison. She couldn’t use her dreadful magic to hurt anyone anymore.

Snowdrop swung the satchel over her shoulder, closed the door to her chambers, and started along the passage. She had enough on her mind today without a visit to her mother. She’d visit when she returned.

She hurried through the passages to the northeast exit, the one that came out next to the barn. The sun was rapidly climbing the sky as she ascended, and the shade of the trees that surrounded the exit was shrinking. Behind the barn, a few goats grazed out in the pasture.

Inside the barn, the dark silhouettes of the horses were framed by the wide entrance at the far end, which opened onto the pasture. Clover was sweeping out one of the stalls. As Snowdrop entered, ey looked up, squinting into the sudden light streaming in the open door.

“It’s Snowdrop,” she said, and quickly added, “Dustan’s meeting me here.”

Clover’s shoulders relaxed. “Are you riding today?”

“He’s taking me to Woods Rest on Redbud.”

Clover looked to the horses and a single breath passed in silence before her brother’s horse, Redbud, snorted, rubbed noses with the others, and plodded into the barn toward Clover. Snowdrop watched as the short-haired fairy stroked Redbud’s side with a callused hand. Clover was so lucky, getting to manage the stable. Maybe in a different life, Snowdrop could have been eir assistant.

Redbud was a beautiful dark brown horse with a chestnut mane. Snowdrop had always been jealous over her—why did her brothers get horses and all she ever got were ingredients for the tinctures Oleander wanted her to brew? When she’d asked, Oleander had said Snowdrop didn’t need a horse because she never went anywhere, as if it were simply a fact and not Oleander’s will keeping Snowdrop at home.

Oleander had used the brothers—Dustan, Larch, and the older twins, Beech and Sycamore—to bring her things from the human village or to travel across the country for ingredients, like the sweetly scented vanilla the sea merchants brought to Nor Bay or the cranberries that grew only in the colder climate to the south. Snowdrop would have loved to escape the caverns and travel on errands like that. Especially if she got to do it on a horse.

She hovered inside the door. Clover looked up. “You can come in if you want.”

Snowdrop edged closer and reached her fingers out to Redbud. The horse rubbed her soft nose against them and Snowdrop stroked her forehead.

“She likes you,” Clover said. Eir green eyes watched her and for once Snowdrop looked back. Only a pace separated them but Clover didn’t twitch away from her.

“She said that?”

Clover nodded. “Your brother still rides bareback, if I remember.”

“Yes.”

“I’ll leave you to wait for him. Let me know if you need anything.” Ey patted Redbud one last time and stepped away, retrieving a bucket from the stall ey’d been sweeping and heading past the other horses into the sun. The horses lumbered after em. Ey hadn’t even asked why Snowdrop was going to Woods Rest, as if it were a normal occurrence. Maybe the other fairies didn’t notice her as much as she assumed.

Redbud snorted against Snowdrop’s fingers. A moment later, Dustan entered the barn. His gaze darted over Snowdrop.

“Here,” he said, lifting a bundle in his hands. “Fire powder in case you need it, but let the humans manage without it if you can. We still don’t have a lot. Besides, humans take great pride in starting the campfire.”

“Now who’s being snotty about humans?”

“I’m making an observation. But about that . . .”

He hesitated, and Rose wasn’t in the barn to help him out. Snowdrop dropped her chin and lifted her brow.

Dustan inhaled and made eye contact. “I know humans can have odd habits. But most of them are very nice. You could make new friends if you give them a chance.”

Snowdrop squinted one eye. “Okay . . .”

Dustan sighed. “Sometimes you come across as very rude.”

“Me? Rude?”

“You make sarcastic comments and I know you mean to tease, but to someone who doesn’t know you, you sound condescending and cruel.”

Snowdrop’s mouth dropped open.

“I want people to know how kind you are, and I want you to try to be friendly on this trip.”

Snowdrop stared and Dustan looked away. He patted Redbud’s nose and she butted up against his hand.

Snowdrop shook her head, trying to clear her confusion. People thought she was rude? She never insulted people to their faces. But Dustan worried that people would find her disrespectful. She blinked a few times and shook her head again. “Okay,” she managed to whisper.

“I brought the rest of the granola for you,” Dustan said, changing the subject, to her relief. “Pack it up and we’ll get going to Woods Rest.”

She knelt on the dirt floor to open her pack and add the new items. “How big is Woods Rest?”

“Not big at all. We’ll find Larkspur easily.”

“Dustan,” Snowdrop said as she stood, “the children are in Woods Rest. Not Elle, but the others Rose rescued.”

“Aye, what of it?”

“I don’t want to upset them.”

“Why would you upset them?”

“If they see me. I took care of them for many winters. They might remember me. And their mother, Maryanne, she’s the one who hates fairies, right?”

“I wouldn’t say she hates—”

“I heard you and Rose talking about her.”

Dustan paused. “Maryanne is not fond of fairies. But you’re worrying for nothing. I can hide us if she’s around.”

Dustan was skilled at all types of magic. He probably couldn’t make an entire horse with two riders invisible, but he could change his own appearance with no effort at all. And if he took her hand so they were touching, he could change hers as well.

Dustan stroked Redbud’s back and vaulted himself on. He held an arm for Snowdrop, and she gripped it and pulled herself up behind him.

“You know,” Snowdrop said as Redbud took a step, “I could ride Redbud myself. She wouldn’t have to carry both of us.”

“Do you think you could?”

Snowdrop shrugged. “The humans do it without magic.”

“But they use other tricks to communicate with the horse. They tap the horse’s sides with their knees, things like that. They have to practice.”

“I could learn.”

“Who would get her home?”

Snowdrop scoffed. “You know Redbud doesn’t need a rider to get home.”

“I know. I want to make sure you find Larkspur.”

He’d just said she’d be easy to find. Snowdrop closed her eyes and exhaled. He was right—she didn’t know how to communicate with a horse and riding off as if she did would be foolish. And besides, much as she’d love to ride Redbud alone, she was glad he’d be with her when she arrived in Woods Rest. Even if the village was small, she didn’t know where anything was located, least of all Larkspur.

Redbud clopped past the other horses and out into the meadow. Clover waved from across the grass by the pump as water gushed into eir bucket. Insects droned in the hot sun and the goats looked up as they passed. The goats were wild. They came down from the mountains for the winter and often showed up at the fairy enclave if food became scarce. Sometimes a few of the lady goats stuck around after the spring, sleeping in the barnyard and snacking on the goat treats the fairies made in exchange for their milk.

The fields had different scents than the forest, sweet and damp and grassy. She inhaled deeply. A trodden path began under Redbud’s hooves and broadened into a double track wide enough for a wagon. The track led into the forest. Redbud picked up speed and soon they were jostling along beneath the thick leaves.

The track took them to the forest road, as the humans called it, their wide passage through the forest from north to south. The same road continued all the way to Nor Bay and Sar Bay on the far tips of Sylvania. Redbud turned north toward Woods Rest.

“Hold on tight,” Dustan said, and the moment Snowdrop curled her hands into his shirt, Redbud took off.

Wind rushed over Snowdrop and through her long hair, pushing back the bangs that usually framed her face. She closed her eyes and inhaled as the air surged past her. Redbud’s hooves pounded on the dirt road, obliterating the rustling of leaves and birds.

Dustan tensed into a crouch in front of Snowdrop, holding them both on the rocking horse. He would let Redbud run as long as she wanted, Snowdrop knew. She clung tightly to her brother but turned her head and opened her eyes. The nearest trees flashed by.

She was leaving! She was going somewhere. She wanted to feel elated, momentous, but her insides were a stew of nerves and questions and uncertainty and doubt that she should be leaving home like this at all.

She’d seen the forest road before, and she had visited Woodglen a few times with Rose or Dustan. She knew what a human shop was and how humans lived in cottages on the ground and had bakeries where they bought bread if they didn’t want to make their own, and pubs where they gathered to drink ale and socialize, the same way the fairies gathered in the clearing. She knew humans segregated themselves into small families and came together only for occasions.

But she’d never spent any time among them. She’d never slept in one of their buildings or eaten in a bakery. Getting on Redbud and riding away from her whole life was strange.

At last Redbud slowed to a canter and Dustan settled on her back. Snowdrop loosened her grip. They rode in silence for a while.

“I didn’t say goodbye to Oleander,” Snowdrop said at last.

“Good.”

“You don’t think it was wrong?”

“You shouldn’t visit her at all. She wouldn’t visit you if you were the one in prison.”

“You don’t think she cares about us?”

Dustan paused. “I don’t know what goes on in her head. But she certainly never acted like she cared.”

Snowdrop didn’t reply. Her feelings toward their mother were so confusing.

“Look at what she did, Snowdrop,” Dustan said, as if he knew she was swimming in doubt and saw a chance to convince her. “Not only to the fairies, keeping them trapped in the caverns for so many seasons. She brainwashed all the fairies into thinking humans were a threat to us. She used the humans’ children as servants. She convinced us all that humans had the brains of a sheep and wouldn’t miss a child. When I refused to seduce Rose, she locked me in a cage.”

“I know.”

“Human mothers are different than fairies—they keep their children close for many winters, until they’re adults and even longer sometimes. They never stop caring about them. Taking a child away is about the worst thing you can do to them.”

“But did Oleander know that?”

“I don’t know. But I doubt she cared enough to find out. She was wrong to take the children, regardless.”

Snowdrop couldn’t argue. Oleander had hurt so many people. And if she never acknowledged it, the fairy prison would never let her out. Why couldn’t Oleander just admit she’d been wrong and try to change? Did any chance exist that Oleander might become a better fairy?

“How is Jane?” Snowdrop asked at last. “I heard hammering at the forge this morning.”

“They’re well. Rowan is already able to make fire powder, and Elle is learning fast.”

That was lucky. The fairies had almost run out of fire powder because no one had been able to make it for so long. Only it turned out there had been a fire magic user among them—Rowan, her brother Larch’s best friend. As children, Larch had sabotaged Rowan’s attempt to leave the caverns to go with his dragon and learn to use his magic.

Then last spring, a dragon had appeared in Woods Rest, called there by a half-human, half-fairy child named Elle who possessed fire magic. Quite ironically, Snowdrop thought, Larch had sired Elle by seducing Elle’s mother, Jane. He’d stolen Elle to be one of Oleander’s servants. But when Oleander was overthrown, Elle was rescued and returned to her mother. Who then fell in love with Rowan and convinced him it wasn’t too late for him to learn to use his magic, too. All summer, Elle, Jane, and Rowan had been camped out at the forge along with their two dragons.

Snowdrop knew all this only from talking to Dustan and Rose. She never went near the forge because she feared Elle would remember her. She had cared for the child for a turn of the seasons before Rose rescued her. And if Elle remembered her, seeing her again might upset the child.

Elle’s presence at the enclave was another reason she had stayed out of sight in the caverns when the other fairies moved out into the forest homes in the spring. Jane would never bring her child back underground, so if Snowdrop stayed down there, Jane and Elle would never have to see her. Jane didn’t know who she was, but Rowan certainly did. Things were better this way.

“And Jane?” Snowdrop asked again. “Is she learning?”

“She’ll be a fine blacksmith with more practice. She made Rose a flower.”

“She made a flower?”

“Out of iron.”

“Why?”

“It’s pretty, I guess? Who knows. As long as she’s happy.”

“You think she’s happy?”

“She’s got Rowan tumbling her every night. What do you think?”

Snowdrop cringed behind her brother. As if tumbling were the secret to happiness. And why was he talking about Jane’s personal life that way? “How would you know what they’re doing?”

Dustan laughed. “She comes for tea with Rose sometimes. They talk about all kinds of things when they think I’m sleeping.”

“When you’re lazing about in bed, pretending to sleep.”

“Waiting for my love to come wake me up, so I can pull her—”

“Ugh, stop!” Snowdrop frowned at the back of Dustan’s head. Why did fairies think sex was the answer to everything? She’d tried it a few times when she’d first reached the age for it and didn’t see the allure. “I’m glad Jane has Rowan,” she conceded. “After how Larch used her, she deserved to find someone nice. Where is Larch, by the way?”

“He went on a merchant ship to the eastern islands as an ambassador. At least that’s what we told him. Mostly Rose didn’t want him around this summer while Jane is nearby. But he’s on his way back now that we have to investigate this situation in Tidal Creek.”

Larch was like a cross between her other brothers, Snowdrop figured. Sometimes he’d been kind, but he’d wanted so badly to impress his older brothers that he’d usually gone along with whatever scheme they were involved in.

Beech and Sycamore were the worst. They were many winters older than Larch and a pair of morons. Neither one of them could use magic well. Like Snowdrop, they hadn’t learned with the other children, but they probably could have. Oleander had let them do as they pleased. And all they’d wanted to do was drink elderberry wine and inhale moonflower dust and tumble anyone who’d have them. They never worked at anything or put effort into anything unless Oleander ordered them to.

After Oleander’s fall from power, the twins had disappeared. Without Oleander supporting them, they weren’t as much of a threat. But if they ever returned to the fairy enclave, they’d probably end up in the prison beside her. Whatever long-ago fairy had created the magic permeating the prison had done a miraculous job. When someone was inside it, the magic knew when to let them go. It knew when they had paid the price or changed inside, when they were truly sorry and had changed enough to live a better life.

“You’re quiet,” Dustan said.

“Do you want me to talk all the way to Woods Rest?”

“I just want to know you’re all right back there.”

“I’m fine.” The nervous knot in her stomach persisted, but nothing Dustan said was going to make it go away.

“I should’ve said this to you a long time ago,” Dustan said, and Snowdrop stilled. He took a deep breath. “It was wrong how we left you with Oleander. She let the four of us have freedoms you never did. And I don’t think she would have let us run around the way we did without you there to occupy her. All her attention was on you and we were glad of it because we didn’t want to deal with her. But it wasn’t fair to you.”

Snowdrop’s throat tightened for the second time that day. Inside, the familiar resentment simmered hotter. But Dustan couldn’t undo the past any more than she could. And at least he recognized the part he’d played.

“I’m sorry, Snowdrop.” He half-turned on Redbud’s back until he could look Snowdrop in the face. “I’m very sorry. And if I can do anything to make up for it, I hope you’ll ask.”

Tears pricked her eyes. “You’ve been kind to me,” she said. “You and Rose both.”

“You deserve more than your brother and his mate being kind to you,” he said. But she wasn’t sure she did.

He faced the road and they continued in silence. Noontime passed and they stopped for a rest and the lunch Dustan had packed and then resumed their journey. Late afternoon came before they left the thick woods and trotted out into a wide meadow—not as sprawling as the ones at Woodglen because here trees lined the edges of the fields. Recently shorn sheep rested in the shade under an elm alongside the road, behind a wooden fence.

A few minutes later, they ambled past a cottage. It resembled the ones she’d seen in Woodglen, with a thatched roof and a garden beside it. But the detritus of human life littered the yard—a wheelbarrow parked on the side, a leaky-looking barrel in front of the window, a pair of shoes in front of the door, and a lone sweet potato on the front stones as if it had fallen from someone’s load and no one had bothered to pick it up.

“Humans are so sloppy,” Snowdrop murmured to herself.

“Be nice,” Dustan replied.

Right. No more sneering at the humans. She had to remember.

They passed another cottage, and a cluster of taller buildings appeared ahead that must be the center of the village. People moved about in the open square and a hammer clanged on iron. Snowdrop shrank behind Dustan.

“Give me your hand,” he said, reaching out to his side.

She put her fingers in his and the tingle of his magic raced up her arm and over her head.

“What did you do?”

“Made your hair purple and gave you tusks.”

“Dustan!” She tried to pull her hand away but he held on. Everyone would stare!

But her brother laughed. “I’m teasing. I made your hair even longer and whiter and aged your face. No one will recognize you.”

She exhaled. “Thank you.”

“You know, you don’t look much like the Snowdrop of last summer anyway. Not with your long hair and the light color.”

She didn’t reply. Her mother had created a dye to color Snowdrop’s hair the stark brown most of the fairies had. She didn’t need another reason to stand out, her mother had said. So when Oleander was locked in the fairy prison, Snowdrop’s hair had shifted to its natural color. She could make the dye herself—it didn’t involve magic, just a color made from nuts that appeared brown even to other fairies. But she didn’t bother. And she’d let it grow long, not even trying to hide the pale tresses. Everyone was already staring and keeping out of her way, regardless.
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