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        To play or not to play, that is the question.
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      You will never be free of me, Adrien Thorn! the Unseelie Queen screamed.

      Her use of his true name sent an agonizing ripple of power through his chest.

      The roaring of the crowd echoed in his ears, too, a hollow cacophony of cheers, hoots, and snarls from the gathering of fairies who had sat in the stands of Unseelie Pitch, watching Fairy Realm history in the making.

      He would remember her words forever.

      Know this, boy! When next your mortal baseball team the Unicorns hold their tryouts, you will participate, and when you do — at that very instant! — you will return to my side. Do you hear me, Adrien Thorn? You will never be free of me! Never! Never! Nev⁠—
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        * * *

      

      “Adrien?”

      Adrien gasped as the soft voice of Benji Amberman, sitting at the desk across from him, arms folded and leaning on their elbow, snapped him out of the memory he had been reliving.

      Adrien pressed his knees together and dried his sweating palms against his thighs.

      He hated that memory. He hated, too, that even after months, the moment could still sweep over him with enough force to leave him trembling.

      “You’re thinking about the Fairy Realm again,” Benji said in a voice soft enough to keep the pair of girls the row over from hearing. Benji’s eyes sparkled with purple shadow, and the angle of their masculine flat cap gave them a conspiratorial air.

      “No,” Adrien replied after too much time. He hated the way Benji’s face lit up whenever the topic of the Fairy Realm came up.

      “Don’t bluff with me.”

      “I’m not bluffing,” Adrien said, holding onto his lie despite knowing it wasn’t going to fly.

      The memory flashed through him again.

      But, breathing calmly, Adrien forced himself to hold on to the here-and-now: he wasn’t on that accursed baseball field any longer, but in the mortal world, in the twenty-first century, attending his long-delayed senior year at Pattersonville West High School. Specifically, he was in English class, sitting across from Benji, his reading partner, as they worked through Oedipus Rex, the play Mrs. Rodriguez had assigned them.

      He scowled at the text laid out on his desk.

      Mrs. Rodriguez had described it as being about the inevitability of fate.

      No wonder he’d relived that moment when, after a century of the Unseelie Queen’s domination in the Fairy League, fate had intervened by sending another mortal player, Emily DeWitt, to the Small Folk. After a century of the queen holding on to the Web Gem, hence controlling all aspects of the Fairy Realm, her Unseelie Court baseball club had suffered the greatest upset in Fairy Realm history.

      She had lost the Web Gem.

      Perhaps as damaging, though, she had also lost Adrien, the mortal player she’d bound to herself that century before, beginning his long sentence as her Designated Hitter.

      That was the thing about such fates and bindings.

      As in Oedipus Rex, they had a way of twisting about themselves.

      Miss Em, who had made the Small Folk victory possible, had also given Adrien the first glimmer of hope he’d had in a century. She, and Callie McMasters, another free agent mortal player, had conspired to save him. It took no effort to remember them both that fateful night, Callie standing firmly at home plate with Emily, Emily turning her beaming face on him, ready to cross with him back into the mortal world.

      After a century of using his unworldly hitting to do the queen’s bidding, he was finally going to be free of her. He was done with baseball, too, he had realized even as he approached Miss Em that day. Just the idea of holding a bat in his hand now turned his stomach with the sour residue of her indenture.

      He was happy, though. He had missed so much. Lost so much.

      What would be changed? What would still be the same?

      For the first time, he had the ability to find out.

      The idea of freedom felt like a fresh cloud of warm, popcorn-scented air, and home plate lay only a single step away.

      Then, as he raised his foot to take his last step, the queen’s voice crashed into his head like it had so many times before.

      Never, though, so riven by fury as it had been then.

      From the minute he’d stepped foot back in the mortal world, he’d worked hard to keep that memory and the curse the queen had laid upon him buried down deep. He had been certain of his distaste for baseball. He was free of the game, now. He had no intention of trying out for the Unicorns, which meant the curse would never be triggered, so there was no point in worrying about it.

      He’d rather go out for theater, especially given how Mrs. Rodriguez claimed his old-fashioned way of speaking made him a natural Shakespearean actor.

      The question, though, was whether theater was interested in Adrien.

      This play was testing his resolve. He’d prefer A Midsummer Night’s Dream, even if that one was full of fairies. Or Romeo and Juliet, even if girls in this modern age made him feel awkward and out of touch. Maybe better The Taming of the Shrew, which was both funny and did not touch on the Fairy Realm at all.

      “Are you thinking of going back?” Benji asked.

      “Back to what?” Adrien responded before he understood what Benji meant, then followed up with an overly firm: “No!”

      The girls across the row jumped. One let out a squeaky exclamation of surprise, and both glared at him.

      Adrien hunched his shoulders and lowered his voice. It was as if his non-binary friend didn’t realize how dangerous the fey folk were.

      “No, Benji. I’m not going back.”

      “I would.”

      “Of all the people here, you should know better.”

      The Amberman family had an uncertain tie to the Realm, Adrien had learned. So, it was reasonable to say they should know how fraught such a transit would be—which made it that much more infuriating each time Benji tried to nudge Adrien into talking about it. But while Benji had been a help to Emily, they hadn’t come into the Realm themself. That meant, for Benji, the idea was still cloaked in romance and fantasy. They didn’t know.

      Rather than get upset at Adrien’s brash dismissal, Benji simply shrugged.

      “It’s a part of my heritage. I can’t just close it off forever. That’s not healthy.”

      “Yeah, well. Neither is doing nothing but hitting home runs for a hundred years. I’m shocked I didn’t give myself scoliosis with all the twisting.”

      Benji laughed.

      “Look,” Adrien said. “Let’s focus on this play. I need to get it right or I’ll never get a part.”

      Benji leaned back. A smile tugging at the corners of their lips told Adrien he wasn’t getting off the hook so easily. “You and I aren’t so different, Adrien Thorn. This stuff gets into your blood, you know. Just like baseball. You can’t deny that sort of pull, and trying to fight it only gets you right where you’re already headed.” Benji paused, then turned the screws by pointing to the manuscript on the desk. “That’s what the play says, right?”

      Adrien clamped his jaw and shook his head, hearing echoes of the queen’s voice again: You will never be free of me, Adrien Thorn!

      “I’m not stupid, all right?” Benji said, voice even lower. “I know you’re all tangled up in stuff over there. I’m just saying, now that you’re free and everything, a chance to go back, to see the good parts of the Realm, might do you better than a day at the spa, right? Besides, tryouts are coming up soon. You want to be at your best, physically and mentally, when that signup sheet goes up.”

      A flare of anger heated Adrien’s cheeks.

      “Stop it, Benji.”

      There was nothing good in the Fairy Realm. And even if Emily’s friends among the Small Folk were a decent bunch, they weren’t worth risking the dangers that lurked beyond their lands. There was no way Adrien Thorn would ever try out for the Unicorns.

      The girls glanced at them again, then scooted their desks further away.

      Benji, who had played third base for the Unicorns last year, and who had been on Adrien to try out for the team with as much vigor as they’d shown while giving Adrien the third degree about the Fairy Realm, gave a smile that said they had no clue how utterly horrifying everything they’d just said was.

      “What part of ‘I’m done with baseball,’ did you not understand?” Adrien said, working to calm himself down.

      “All of it,” Benji said with a fresh wave of smugness. “I don’t believe a word.”

      “Well, you’re wrong.”

      Adrien folded his arms across his chest. He was not playing baseball ever again. Not in this century. Not in the next. And, most definitely, not in the Fairy Realm.

      He was done with all of it.
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      On a hot night on the cusp of true summer, when the sun had sunk well below the horizon and the tiny pixies were starting their lazy evening dance through air that hung thick like curtains amongst the tree trunks, when any reasonable gathering of fairy folk would be excitedly chattering about the new baseball season which would start with tomorrow’s exhibition game between the Wild Hunt and the River Kin, the lords of the Seelie Court gathered in the darkened smoking room of the greatest among them: the Duke of the Silver Forest.

      The room was dark not because of any purposefully set mood, but merely because nobody had yet lit the fire. Nobody had likewise laid out the smoking materials or properly filled the wine decanter on the sideboard. And though an intricately woven bell cord dangled gracefully from the wall with its fine golden threads sparkling invitingly with the pixie light from outside, if any of the lords were to pull it to request that the work be taken care of, nobody would answer the summoning chime.

      Such was the sorry state of the Fairy Realm these days, these interminable days and nights that had followed the unexpected, unbelievable, unwanted victory of the Small Folk’s baseball club over the reigning champions of the Realm, the Unseelie Court, that a lord of high birth and pure, noble blood, must sink to serve his own needs with his own two hands.

      His Grace, the Duke of the Silver Forest, knelt to the task of lighting his own fire, and though he himself did not show any outward recognition of the great insult he was enduring, his guests felt no need to censor themselves.

      “This madness must stop,” said the Viscount of the Autumn Hills as the fire flared and a scent of hickory filled the chamber. “Not a single dwarf in my entire household to do the carpentry, nor a brownie to see to the mending and washing up. I’ve had enough of the feel of soot under my nails, not to mention how I am developing calluses. Mark me, my lords, the Small Folk must be brought back to heel.”

      The Countess of the Subterranean Castle gave a delicate, ladylike snort as she brought the tobacco box down from its shelf and set about preparing the Duke’s exquisite array of pipes. Her sharp fey features glowed in the new firelight, drawn with anger and yet still smooth and beautiful. “As if the work is the worst of the indignities we’ve suffered of late. If I have to eat one more ‘home-style dinner’ or attend one more rustic country dance, I will become violently ill. This is not the Way Things Should Be.”

      In the middle of the room, the Earl of the Gray Moors fell gracelessly into the largest, most overstuffed armchair among the duke’s furniture and moaned. “How could the Unseelie Queen have allowed the Small Folk to win the Web Gem from her? She’s held on to it for more than a century. Evil, yes, but running the Realm competently for all that. Nobody ever had anything to complain of under her rule. Except for the Small Folk.”

      He waved a single elegant hand to highlight the unimportance of such complaints.

      The countess glided over to him and held out a pipe. “She lost, that’s all there is to it. And, since she so admirably followed the rules of the game as well as those of her ridiculous bargain with the mortal players she and the Small Folk dragged into our affairs, our excellent Seelie King has declared there is nothing to be done about it. Everything about the ending of the last Fairy Season Series was by the book. Thus, we are stuck.”

      She grimaced, and her fine fey features turned dark and sinister, revealing her to be a creature of shadow and nightmare beneath her aristocratic exterior.

      The Viscount of the Autumn Hills accepted his pipe from the countess’s pale hand. “Stuck until the end of this next season, when the Web Gem might be won back from the Small Folk. They don’t have their precious mortal with them this season, do they?”

      “But the Wild Hunt have one!” The earl slammed both fists on the arms of his chair and bared his teeth in a snarl worthy of the hunters he spoke of. “Those filthy mongrels don’t deserve the Web Gem any more than the Small Folk. I’ve seen the mortal in their ranks play in their scrimmage this pre-season. The girl is a real threat, make no mistake.”

      The countess whirled to face him again. “I will not wait until the completion of another season to have a properly cooked meal or a ball where the servants know their place amongst the décor!”

      The duke, satisfied with his fire, rose from the hearth, brushed the soot from his hands, and turned to face his gathered guests. He graciously accepted a filled pipe from the still-seething countess and declined the space the earl made for him on his own armchair with an easy shake of his noble head.

      “My lords, my lady,” he said, nodding to each in turn. “Your complaints do not fall on deaf ears. But I must admit, even these problems pale in comparison to what I see happening in our fair Realm.”

      He stood before the fire, letting the flickering light outline him in the way he knew made him look his most powerful. As he expected, the eyes of all three of his guests remained upon him, glittering in rapt anticipation.

      He took a puff from his pipe, and let the earthy flavor of the smoke linger in his mouth and nose a moment before blowing it out in a fine, silvery ring.

      “The Small Folk have committed a grave crime since coming into power. This thing they’ve done threatens not merely our way of life or the richness of our meals. What we have to fear at their grubby little hands is far worse than all that.”

      He passed his gaze once more over each of his guests. The viscount, the countess, the earl. All three hung on his every word as they ought.

      “The Small Folk have broken a piece from the Web Gem.”

      A stunned silence hung in the thick, humid summer air.

      “Is that even possible?” the countess said. “The Web Gem is one of the ancient artifacts. It has withstood the churn of eons and witnessed the rise and fall of thousands of baseball teams within the Fairy Realm. Surely, such powerless creatures as the Small Folk couldn’t even dream of breaking it?”

      The duke let out another smoky breath. “My spies are reliable. The Web Gem has been divided into two pieces. But that’s not the worst of it.”

      He waited another heartbeat.

      “They have given the small piece to their mortal player, their Miss Em. It resides now well out of anyone’s reach, safely tucked away within the mortal world. If we knew her true name, we might be able to simply call for her and pluck the piece right out of her unworthy hands. But as it stands, we do not have that knowledge, and the Small Folk guard it carefully. As long as she holds that piece for them, no matter who wins the Web Gem in this season or any other, the Small Folk will always maintain a meaningful hold on the power it grants.”

      “The little fools!” thundered the viscount, dropping a great clump of ash from his pipe as he leapt to his feet. “The little upstarts! They’ll bring the wrath of the spiderkin down upon us all!”

      The others voiced their dismay at this revelation. The spiderkin, having created many powerful artifacts, had left the Fairy Realm, and been gone from it or any other known world for so long that no one living today could know for sure how such beings would react to the destruction of one of their pieces. But it was a good bet they would be displeased to learn of the fate of their most powerful creation.

      In the Seelie Court, it was a commonly accepted truth that the spiderkin held all the world’s rules — all its natural and constructed laws — like so many flies suspended in the threads of their webs and that, when the spiderkin grew bored of toying with their prey, they had wrapped each individual edict up in their silken magic, thus creating a powerful artifact for the rest of the Fairy Realm to use as solid proof of the immutability of the Way Things Should Be.

      Such law spinners would be within their rights to express their wrath at any puny fey who dared to break a rule, and the Duke of the Silver Forest believed the ancient weavers would be unconcerned with ensuring only the Small Folk got their punishment. He, and his guests, were all too aware that, to such old powers, there was little difference between the grubbing Small Folk and the fine, elite nobility of Seelie Court.

      But while the viscount, the countess, and the earl vented their rage and fear in the flickering firelight and dancing shadows of the smoking room, the duke remained calm and composed. He took another pull from his pipe, savoring the evolution of the smoke as the embers burned through the dried leaves. A sweet aroma had emerged from the earthy beginnings. A flowery note that spoke of chances yet remaining.

      It set his blood thrumming pleasantly within his veins.

      “My lords,” he said lightly over the grumbling. “My friends. Have no fear. I am not without resources, as you know.” He let himself feel the resonance in his blood once more, verifying.

      Yes. The results of his preliminary search still felt right.

      Oh, little mortal Miss Em, he thought. I may not know your name, but I have other means of reaching you.

      He smiled at his gathered friends, letting the fire and smoke mingle with the glow of his own power.

      “My friends,” he said once more, “I have a plan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      The illumination of the golden swirl of magic faded, leaving the Duke of the Silver Forest standing in a drab, muted place. He was no longer in the vibrant world of the Realm, but instead in the magicless plane that mortals called home. He almost choked on the empty air, and had to clutch the carefully wrapped Web Gem against his chest for a moment to regain his composure.

      He pitied these mortals, truly. The poor wretches didn’t even know what they were missing by living in such barren surroundings. The ones who lived today didn’t know, at least. Some of them, though, came of fey stock. Descended from short-minded fairies who had thought life on the other side of the border might suit them better. The duke had no pity for them.

      However, he couldn’t deny that the poor decision of one of his own ancestors was coming in quite handy at this moment. A blood connection meant he didn’t need to exert greater power to track down an adequate accomplice for his plan.

      Once the spots in his vision dissipated, he relaxed his hold on the Web Gem and cast a glance around his new surroundings.

      The room he’d pulled himself into was an office belonging to someone who, despite his poor situation here in the mortal world, appreciated the finer things in life. The carpet under the duke’s feet was fabricated of something unnatural, but was plush enough that he could, if he closed his eyes, imagine he stood upon a thick bed of moss. The walls were paneled in dark-grained wood, and from the ceiling hung a modest, yet beautiful, set of witch-light globes. At least, the duke presumed they were witch-lights. A desk dominated the space, also made of fine, dark wood, and held a selection of leather-bound volumes and fancy styluses propped in readiness for their owner to begin writing his records of business.

      The Duke of the Silver Forest approved. He approved quite heartily, in fact, and was chuckling in appreciation when the long-distant relative he’d come to call upon entered the office.

      “What the hell are you doing in here?” said the mortal man. For a powerless human, he was robust, and his anger made his pale skin flush deep red. The antagonistic rounding of his shoulders had the gray suit jacket he wore creaking as if he were about to burst through the expertly tailored seams. “I’ll call the police, sir!”

      The Duke of the Silver Forest ignored this threat and peered around his relative. Beyond the open doorway was the showroom of a shop, one which appeared to be well-stocked with rather fine-quality baseball equipment. The duke’s respect for the little mortal ticked up another notch.

      However, a few mortal customers were milling about the showroom, and the proprietor’s outburst was beginning to draw their attention away from their shopping.

      The duke turned his attention to his relative directly. “I would recommend you close the door. What I have to propose does not bear scrutiny from the likes of them.”

      “Look, buddy, I don’t know who you think you are, but I am Fred McMasters, and you’ll get the hell out of my office before I call the police if you know what’s good for you!”

      McMasters poked his thumb at his own chest as he named himself, baring his teeth as if he thought his identity would send any intruder scampering to obey.

      The duke smiled in genuine pleasure. “I know who you are, though I appreciate you providing me with your name so… politely. Won’t you close that door, Fred McMasters?”

      His words sparked with a deft touch of magic, and McMasters closed his office door completely unaware he’d been controlled into doing so.

      “Now, then,” said the duke. “I hope you’ll forgive my intrusion, especially once you hear the mutually beneficial deal I’ve come to propose.”

      McMasters’ less-than-intimidating scowl transformed into a shrewd expression of interest. Still, he was no simple fool, a fact which the duke appreciated fully.

      “A deal? Well, now, I’d be delighted to do business, of course. I’m afraid I’m rather busy at the moment but, if you’ll just make an appointment with my secretary, we can go over your proposal. Now, if you’ll excuse me⁠—”

      The duke put an arm out to halt McMasters’ attempt to brush past him to his desk. McMasters bounced back comically, but to his credit, he did not splutter or gape. His eyes went wide, that was all.

      The duke bent so his face hovered over McMasters, letting his fey essence shine through. “Fred McMasters. By authority of the noble blood we share, I claim an appointment with you right now.”

      He lifted one hand from the wrappings of the Web Gem and laid a single, long finger along McMasters’ cheek. Where he touched, the light of the fey rippled and spread. The mortal man’s eyes widened further as the light entered them, and he gasped a soft, almost inaudible sound of wonder.

      “Our noble blood…,” he murmured.

      “Yes, ours. I am known as the Duke of the Silver Forest. And if your ancestors had stayed in the Fairy Realm instead of relocating to this drab world, you, too, could have claimed the title of duke. Your lands would have been adjacent to mine. You would have made a fine showing as the managing lord of the Seelie Court’s baseball team, I’m sure.” He pulled his touch away, but the light he’d awoken lingered for a few breaths before slowly fading. But the pinpricks of light that had brightened the mortal man’s dull eyes remained.

      McMasters coughed, then tugged at the bottom of his jacket to straighten it with a sharp snap. He stepped around the duke to his desk and touched one of the devices on it. “Carol, cancel the ten o’clock commercial shoot. Tell the boys we’ll reschedule for … some other time.”

      A feminine voice started to reply, but she was cut off as McMasters removed his finger from the device. He lowered himself into the leather-covered throne and chuckled at its squeak of protest. “Long-lost fairy royalty, huh,” he muttered, shaking his head.

      Then he turned his attention back to the duke, all traces of levity replaced with a fiery drive the duke recognized innately.

      “So, cousin. What is this business proposal you have for me?”

      The duke approached his side of the desk, perfectly willing to let his mortal cousin claim that place of meager power for now. He removed the wrappings fully from the Web Gem and placed the trophy in all its glory on the desk, right in front of Fred McMasters.

      Rays from the witch-light globes glinted off the artifact’s crystal facets to run in rivulets down the golden body. That light scattered in rainbow prisms across McMasters’ face as he gaped down at the treasure before him.

      “This is a great and powerful artifact of our people, Fred McMasters. It is capable of granting the one who rightfully holds it immense power, so long as it is whole.”

      The duke’s voice sank to darkness as he pointed at the one point of imperfection, the twisted, tarnished spot where a single crystal had been severed from the whole. Fury flared within him as he looked at the defilement.

      McMasters’ voice came as a low growl, too. “What happened to it?”

      “What happened is that those who ought to know their place thought they could win the right to control the Web Gem’s power, and in so doing, nearly destroyed everything. My peers and I risked much to wrest it from their unworthy hands, but even I cannot keep it hidden from them for long, especially not while a piece of the Gem remains with one of them.”

      The duke splayed both hands upon the cool wood of the desk, one on each side of the Web Gem, and leaned forward so the artifact’s light shone on his face. “Fred McMasters, I require the help of someone I can trust implicitly. Who better than one of my own blood, however diluted it may be by now? I see what you have made of yourself in this barren place. I see how you’ve risen above your meager beginnings. Will you help me?”

      McMasters frowned down at the Web Gem. “I am a businessman, your grace. I’m all in to help you, of course. But time is money, as they say, and my time comes with a higher price tag than most.”

      “Oh, you will be compensated for your efforts, I assure you. And the efforts themselves are not so much to someone like you. All I require is that you keep this precious artifact safe for me while I deal with cleaning up the mess those miscreants have left behind in the Fairy Realm, and that you help discover who here holds the stolen piece of our treasure, then convince them to return to the Realm with it. For these acts, you will earn the right to use the Web Gem’s power to enhance your business as you see fit.”

      The light glowing in McMasters’ eyes told the duke he needn’t bother exerting his will over the mortal. What little effort he’d already expended with the knowledge of Fred McMasters’ true name was more than enough to convince him of the Web Gem’s abilities. McMasters’ ambition did the rest of the work for him.

      “The missing piece is here, you say?” McMasters pressed the tip of one finger to his lips. His eyes never left the soft glow of the Web Gem.

      “The Small Folk gave their piece to a mortal who played for their team last season. We are unable to track her ourselves. The lack of magic in this world blocks her from our sight.”

      That wasn’t the full reason why the Duke couldn’t find the one who went by Miss Em, of course, but he couldn’t very well point out how he needed to know someone’s true name in order to have any power over them. Not when their business was proceeding so well now.

      Fred McMasters continued to stare at the Gem, his finger now tapping against his lip arrhythmically. “I have contacts I can use. But they won’t be enough, not after that idiotic hoo-hah with my daughter at Unicorn Field last season. Do you have any leads I can follow? Anything I can get a start with?”

      The duke paused, considering this worthy question. His power here in the magicless air of the mortal world was limited, and what little he had he needed to use to get himself back into the Fairy Realm. But the Web Gem did have power, even mutilated as it was.

      “Perhaps a demonstration is in order,” he said. He beckoned for McMasters to stand and join him in placing their hands on the crystal facets of the Web Gem.

      Power flowed, ice-cold as a glacial river, red-hot as molten rock, smooth, harsh, and full of stars.

      Fred McMasters screamed silently.

      But he did not let go. The duke watched as the mortal held on to the rushing power with sheer force of will. A sensation of true admiration pulsed through him at the sight. This was his little cousin, distant and deprived, but making his birthright known.

      Carefully, almost like a father teaching a child how to bat, the Duke of the Silver Forest showed Fred McMasters how to finesse the magic of the Web Gem, how to tame that raging river of power and bring it to his will.

      When they were riding the power together, the duke finally put forth a command to it.

      “Show us the mortal who last laid hands upon you,” he said. His words reverberated against the crystals, setting them vibrating.

      In their vibrations, an image appeared. A girl. A young woman, mortal, looking stern and commanding as she directed a field full of fantastical creatures with horns and hooves and sharp teeth through a series of baseball drills. She stood not in a baseball field, but in a small forest clearing, twinkling fairy lights filling the air around her.

      McMasters choked in recognition.

      “The Wild Hunt’s newest recruit,” said the Duke.

      “My daughter,” said McMasters, a cold emptiness to his voice as he turned away. “So that’s where she ran off to, huh? Fitting that only a pack of monsters would let her play baseball after everything she’s done.”

      The duke nudged his attention back to the image. “Now, now. That’s no way for a father to speak of his children. Especially given that such a child is ideally placed to act as a conduit should that father require aid in his work.”

      “I won’t need help,” McMasters said. Then he relaxed his bunched shoulders and put on a thoughtful expression. “But a shrewd businessman never closes any opportunities off entirely.”

      His eyes, thin and snakelike, flicked back to the Web Gem itself.

      “You say I can use this thing to enhance my business as I see fit. Could it restore my daughter’s reputation among the athletic clubs here and make my flesh and blood a star player once again?”

      Slowly, the duke removed his hold from the Web Gem, until only Fred McMasters was touching it. “It could, yes.”

      McMasters matched his grin of delight.

      Then Fred McMasters’ expression grew both firm and clouded. Resolved in a way the duke understood. Fred McMasters was holding something inside. And he had found a plan.

      Fred McMasters’ eyes glistened with the artifact’s prismatic glow.

      “It can do more, too, can’t it?”

      “Yes,” the duke replied. “It can, indeed.”

      By the time the Duke of the Silver Forest drew himself back into the Fairy Realm, he knew that in his fierce little cousin, he had an ally he would be able to count on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SUMMER SEASON

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      After a tangle of misunderstandings, contract snafus, and plain old bureaucratic nonsense that was equally as asinine and convoluted here in the Fairy Realm as it was in the human world, baseball was finally happening in star player Callie McMasters’ life once again.

      The Summer Season in the Fairy Realm was ready to begin.

      Not mere scrimmage, not simple games of catch, not the agonizing, painstaking work of coaching her new team into something resembling an enthusiastic group of players.

      Real baseball.

      The very air she breathed as she sat on the polished wooden bench in the dugout of the Other Field smelled of leather gloves, good, clean sweat, and maple resin ready to be lovingly rubbed into the grain of the bats.

      Underlying it all was the unmistakable spice of magic.

      Callie smirked as she laced up her cleats. She’d been looking forward to playing her first real game here at the main baseball diamond in the Fairy Realm. Hell, she would have jumped at the chance to play again even if the season-opening exhibition game was being held at the monstrously creepy Unseelie Pitch, instead.

      She’d gone way, way too long without a real game, especially one that wouldn’t end with dire consequences for herself or her friends.

      The last time she’d played real baseball, she’d found herself kicked off the Bulldogs, her high school team, for cheating. She hadn’t been cheating, not really. She’d been trying to rescue Emily DeWitt from this very place, thinking her rival had fallen into the clutches of some evil fey creatures. And she’d succeeded, sort of.

      Then, when she and Emily had worked together to return to the Realm and tie up all of Emily’s loose ends, Callie had been barred from playing in the final series games between the Small Folk and the Unseelie Court due to some of those notorious tangled-up contract shenanigans. The frustration she’d felt then still stung her at night sometimes, when she couldn’t sleep for turning plays over in her head.

      But in the process of helping Emily’s team, the Small Folk, win their trophy and their freedom from the Unseelie Queen, Callie McMasters had found herself quite willingly agreeing to sign on with the Wild Hunt’s team here in the Fairy Realm. Her blacklisted status back home meant the college scout who had been so excited about her earlier had gone sour. She had no hope of ever playing baseball again, not for real. But the fairies didn’t care about any of that. In fact, rules being somewhat more malleable in the Fairy Realm, some of them looked upon her supposed “cheating” as being a sign of a good player.

      Despite that last bit, Callie had found little to complain about during her time in the Fairy Realm so far. No fairy, no matter how malicious and greedy, could come close to touching the corrupting business practices of her dear old dad, who’d been all too happy when his star player daughter’s only competition mysteriously disappeared.

      Just being away from his toxic expectations was doing Callie a world of good.

      She was taking a gap year — a common enough practice among kids her age. Trying to figure out what to do after graduating high school was rough for a lot of people, not just those whose parents were more concerned with them winning rather than succeeding. A chance to work out who Callie McMasters could be without her dad’s influence was more than welcome.

      Though most kids didn’t run away to spend their gap year in the Fairy Realm.

      That part was uniquely Callie.

      But the place wasn’t so bad, despite the warnings DeWitt had given her when she’d shared her plans. And it wasn’t like Callie meant to stay here forever. Just for a season, long enough to figure out what she wanted to do with her life. That had been a part of the contract finagling she’d drawn the red line on. Once the Web Gem had been won, the contract was complete. Sure, the Hunt leader had tried to slip high-grade weasel wording into the deal that would have required the Wild Hunt to be the Web Gem winners before they considered her commitment fulfilled, but she’d squashed that clause right away. One and done. That was the deal. The fact that she’d be able to play baseball while she did her deep life thinking was the cherry on top of the ice cream.

      Today, as the season’s opening festivities were in full operation, instead of an air of oppression overlaying the excitements of this day, as would have happened in previous seasons as the Small Folk drudged to serve the other, more powerful factions of the fey folk, a happy buzz of camaraderie filled the stands. Fairies from all corners of the Realm had worked together to decorate the field and the stands for this festival game, and now took turns offering each other refreshments or getting up to move the awnings as the sun moved across the sky and the heat of the day built to uncomfortable levels.

      She knew a lot of the current good atmosphere here in the Fairy Realm was due to the diligent work of Fennoc, the faun leader of the Small Folk, who had taken his new duties as ruler of the entire Realm quite seriously.

      Everyone was ready to watch an exciting match, and nobody was going to have to suffer for anyone else’s enjoyment.

      Now if only Callie could guarantee her current teammates would make a good showing at this exhibition.

      She glanced over at the cluster of pelt-draped centaurs, blood-encrusted Red Caps, and moss-covered rock trolls who filled the bench beside her, and pressed her lips together. One of the Red Caps was carefully skinning the baseball he held, a wide grin of utter glee stretching his little pink cheeks. The others were either watching with barely veiled interest or else outright egging him on.

      “Hey,” Callie said, clapping her hands sharply. The Red Cap squeaked, jumped, and looked up at her before guiltily hiding the half-skinned baseball behind his back.

      Callie didn’t give him any ground. Tightening her scowl, she snapped her fingers before holding her hand out, palm up, expectantly. “We don’t do that to baseballs,” she commanded, beckoning with her twitching fingertips.

      A moment passed, one of the centaurs shifted his weight awkwardly onto one of his back hooves, and the Red Cap slumped his little shoulders while handing Callie the mutilated ball.

      “And?” Callie said, hand still out.

      The Red Cap sighed, his breath a faintly sour puff.

      She didn’t even wrinkle her nose, though. She was long past reacting to her teammates’ attempts to unnerve her delicate mortal sensibilities.

      Seeing she wasn’t going to be swayed, the Red Cap finally set the flaying knife in Callie’s hand alongside the ball.

      “Very good, Thacker,” she said, smoothly pocketing both items without looking at them closer. “I’m so glad to see your enthusiasm today, but let’s focus more properly, yes?”

      Thacker the Red Cap looked up at her through his grimy eyelashes, another grin curling across his lips. He was short, the top of his blood-colored baseball cap barely reaching Callie’s hip, but where the gnomes of the Small Folk were squat, Thacker and his kind were gangly and knobby, looking a bit as if they were on the verge of dying of thirst. “Aye, Mistress Cal. D’you think we’ll be able to carve some scales from yon River Kin today?”

      Callie grinned herself. “Only if you can manage to make them slide home. You’ve been practicing your catches?”

      In answer, Thacker sat back on his haunches and pounded his little fist into his other gloveless hand before raising both hands, talons crooked, in anticipation of a throw. He looked more like he was preparing to spring out of a bush at some unsuspecting prey than like a catcher squatting behind home plate, but Callie couldn’t really fault his form.

      “Nice,” she said with a nod of approval. Over her month of training her wild teammates, she’d found that, varied though they appeared on the surface, they all shared a deep love of positive reinforcement. From the littlest Red Cap to the biggest, strongest centaurs, they all loved earning Callie’s approving nods.

      The only one who appeared not to be so easily moved was the wolflike leader of the Wild Hunt. At every practice she’d held during their off-season training period, he’d kept himself apart from the rest of the pack and maintained a steady, slightly judgmental eye on her, as if waiting for the moment when she’d inevitably do something to void her contract.

      She didn’t understand that. He had been delighted to have her join his roster at the end of last season, and she had no desire to leave the team until this season was over. Frankly, creepy teammates aside, she was exactly where she wanted to be.

      She let her gaze slide to the bullpen, where the leader was throwing his warmup pitches. As usual, he was throwing with full strength, a habit that had Callie biting her tongue against the admonishments that pressed against her lips. If a mortal player threw that hard before the game had even begun, she’d get a well-deserved reaming from her coach for jeopardizing her shoulder.

      But one did not go around lecturing the leader of the Wild Hunt. Not if one wanted to keep one’s skin relatively free of arrow punctures.

      “Mistress Cal,” came a gravelly voice by her elbow. Callie turned to see one of the centaurs looking down at her, a keen light in his black eyes. He’d made the effort to comb his long black mane and beard, she noticed. And, while he hadn’t washed, necessarily, he did seem to have applied a scent of some kind — something light and pleasantly floral — to cover his hunting odors.

      When she met his eyes, a faint dusting of pink appeared on his wind-roughed cheeks.

      “Trace,” Callie said, fighting back her blush and straining to maintain her sense of authority over the team. She’d never had anyone back home show the kind of interest in her that the wiry centaur did. Most of the kids she interacted with were too intimidated to develop a crush, let alone act on it. But Trace had no scruples, it seemed, openly courting her — as the fairies called it.

      She still hadn’t decided what to think of his attentions. She liked him, certainly. And he was without question the most enthusiastic about baseball among the hunters. But they were hardly compatible. Right?

      Out on the field, the River Kin’s warmups sent the crack of a bat on a ball rippling through the Other Field, and Callie realized she’d been staring into Trace’s face like an idiot for too long.

      “Uh, yes. Trace. What, um, what can I do for you?” What was she doing with her hands? She never fluttered them like that. Quickly, she put both fists in her pockets, then immediately smothered a wince as her thumb brushed up against the edge of Thacker’s knife.

      Trace’s smile turned fond. “I wondered which position I ought to play today. Perhaps left field?”

      Finally, Callie managed to get herself under control enough to smile at him like a normal person. “You can check with Grangle. She’s keeping the official lineup stone, remember?”

      She pointed to the other end of the dugout, where the smallest of the Wild Hunt’s rock trolls was hunching over a slab of marble. Grangle was in the middle of scratching a thick stylus across the pale gray surface, making a mark as easily as if the slab were regular paper.

      “Ah,” said Trace. “But I was hoping to discuss the subject with you.”

      He highlighted the riposte with a wider smile and the presentation of a single white daisy. Callie didn’t want to know where he’d gotten it from.

      “Plucked from the Other Field’s third baseline itself, my sweet,” Trace said as if she’d asked anyway. “A good luck charm for your work in the hot seat, as you called it.”

      “Hot corner, you mean?”

      This time it was Trace who blushed. “Yes, Mistress Cal. The hot corner. That’s what I meant.”

      “I don’t need any charms or rituals to play good baseball,” Callie said, but she didn’t stop Trace from slipping the daisy between her ear and the brown fabric of her Wild Hunt ballcap.

      “Of course, you don’t,” Trace agreed. “But the Wild Hunt doesn’t bat until the bottom of the inning, so you won’t be able to use my real pre-game gift right away.”

      He shrugged his well-muscled shoulders, and the oaken bat he’d slung over his back slid forward. It fell into his hands, almost glowing golden in the dimness of the dugout.

      Callie knew she was gaping, but she couldn’t help herself. It was a beautiful bat, the grain looping in gorgeous swirls, the smooth, satiny finish thirsty for a baseball’s leather, the handle inlaid with the faintly glowing runes of Hunt cantrips.

      “I tested it myself,” he said. “I think you’ll be pleased. It should even retain its magical properties when you carry it back to your home on the other side of the portal.”

      He dipped his head down, displaying a touch of shyness when Callie’s fingers closed around the handle and brushed against his own.

      Callie pulled the bat out of his grip and hefted it. “The weight is perfect,” she whispered as she waggled it. The balance suited her measure exactly. She would know, too. She was Callie McMasters, daughter of the man who owned the premier sporting goods store in Pattersonville. She understood what it meant to have the best equipment.

      But the stuff her dad provided was purchased, prepackaged, and machined to pinpoint perfection. Cold and impersonal.

      This one smelled like the daisies Trace had sat amongst as he shaved the wood down and sanded it smooth. It had a pull to it, too, something that called to her inner self like a wolf in the night. Simply holding it made her blood thrum. She could do great things with this bat.

      “I can’t accept this,” she said as every fiber of her being longed to keep holding it close. She tore her eyes away from it to meet his hopeful gaze. “It’s too powerful for a nobody mortal like me. You should give it to someone who … who can commit to it,” she finished lamely.

      Because she couldn’t commit to it, or to him, no matter how much she liked him. She was leaving the Realm the moment this Summer Season ended, moving forward with her life back in the Real World where she belonged.

      Trace snorted, a rather horsey sound. “’Twon’t work for anyone else, mortal or fey. To all but you, that bat would only be a lovely bit of wood. And you look lovely with it over your shoulder.”

      The umpire’s call to play ball cut off whatever reply she might have made, and Trace trotted away from her as if the matter was settled. Well, she supposed it was. She still felt the warmth his compliments had brought to her face.

      She hated to have to set her gift amongst the other bats in the rack, but Trace was right. She couldn’t very well bring it with her to play defense for the top of the inning.

      But as she walked out to take her place at third, she couldn’t stop herself from running her fingers over the soft edges of the daisy’s petals. Even Thacker’s open snickering didn’t dampen the light, airy feeling growing inside her. Nothing would. Baseball was happening, and Trace’s lovely gestures helped smooth over the last of her remaining disappointment at not being able to pitch.

      She watched the rest of her team fan out across the field with a sense of satisfaction. Thacker squatting at home, Trace trotting out to center field, the other centaurs, satyrs, and Red Caps of the Wild Hunt all moving with purpose across the pristine grass.

      Their leader stalked up to the mound, his eyes glowing as if the light of a full moon fell on them. As the first of the River Kin’s hitters, a skittish little selkie, squelched up to the plate, the hunt leader tilted his head back and set up a howl.

      On instinct, the rest of the Wild Hunt joined him. Their voices wove together into a haunting cacophony. It set Callie’s teeth on edge, but each time she heard them do this, a small part of her almost wanted to join in.

      Some of the spectators did join in, adding their shrill hollers in jubilation. The stands rumbled as fairies got to their feet for the opening pitch. Up in the highest box, the faun leader of the Small Folk, Fennoc, stood with a few of his teammates, all of them beaming down at the game that was about to begin. Behind them was a dark shape, a square covered with a thick velvet cloth: the display case where the Web Gem rested, waiting for its grand unveiling at the end of the season opener.

      Callie clapped her hands as her teammates reached a crescendo. The very air vibrated with the sound.

      Then, all at once, with a slight signal from the Hunt leader, the sound cut off.

      A suspended moment of ringing silence enshrouded the Other Field.

      Then, the cyclops who served as the field’s umpire lifted one large hand.

      “Play ball!”
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        * * *

      

      The Wild Hunt’s intimidation tactics appeared to work for the first inning, with the River Kin getting only one runner onto first before the Wild Hunt registered their three outs. Callie never even touched the ball while she was out on the field. But she didn’t fret too much. She knew the Wild Hunt lineup had her batting third.

      And after Trace hit a sneaky slider out to left field good enough to make it to second, and a slim satyr who went by Pyrgin managed a sweet hit that skirted the foul line without ever crossing it, Callie knew she had the opportunity she’d been dying for — a chance to make a strong impression her first shot out the gate.

      She curled her fingers around the bat, and the carved runes gave way to smooth oak wood against her hands. She grinned her fiercest out at the naiad who stood on the mound. The bat was humming softly, eager to get a taste of leather and sinew.

      The naiad smiled coquettishly back, letting the sunlight flash off the scales that ran down her arms. But Callie wasn’t fazed.

      “C’mon, fish girl,” she said. “Whatsamatter? Can’t get your footing on land?”

      The naiad smirked, shook her shimmery black hair out, and hurled the slickest fastball Callie had ever seen.

      But Callie, starved for a challenge, lapped it right up.

      The ball hit her bat precisely where she wanted it. She felt the impact race through the runes on the handle and crash up her arms like a tidal wave sweeping up the shore. She didn’t need to watch as the ball rose on that wave and sailed up, up, and away.

      She had more important things to focus on, like doing the running part of her first home run of the season. The first of many, she promised herself.

      The commotion in the stands as she rounded first jived with her sense of accomplishment. And why not? The masses were here to be entertained, and she’d just shown them precisely how she meant to entertain them.

      Behind her, Trace galloped across home plate. She heard his gravelly voice calling out to her as she kept running. She lifted one hand to acknowledge his cheers but did not look at him as she ran on to second. Ahead of her, though, Pyrgin had stopped running halfway between third and home. He was standing like he’d caught the scent of some sort of distant prey, head cocked, mouth slightly open.

      Callie’s irritation flared. “Get moving! I can’t score if you’re in my way!”

      But Pyrgin didn’t move, and now Callie realized the River Kin’s fielders weren’t moving, either.

      They, too, were standing still and staring, though they looked less like hunters on the trail and more like so many fish gasping at the bottom of a boat.

      Everyone was staring up at the stands.

      Now that the rush of her victory was dying away, Callie realized the crowds had gone silent. Not the silence of reverence for a historic sporting moment, but the hushed silence of shock and confusion.

      Callie came to a full stop right next to the selkie playing second base.

      Up in the highest box, Fennoc and his Small Folk friends were no longer alone. A contingent of regal-looking fairies, all dressed in white and gold and wearing identical expressions of rage on their fine, pale faces, had joined them.

      Callie had been here long enough to recognize members of the various fairy factions when she saw them. But what were a bunch of Seelie nobles doing disrupting the game? Wasn’t that against everything the supposedly rule-loving Seelies believed in?

      The truth was that the Seelies were notorious for being sticklers to the rules whenever they were in their favor, but open to interpretation when their application wasn’t so clearly on their side.

      She got the answer to her question as one of the Seelie men stepped forward to lean over the railing of the high box and address the crowd.

      “Fairies of the Realm, know this: the Small Folk and their leader Fennoc are in default of their solemn duty to protect the Web Gem, and thus are unfit to have the rule of our land!”

      “That’s preposterous,” Fennoc said. He held his shoulders back and his spine ramrod straight, with no hint of prey behavior in his perfect posture. “The Web Gem is perfectly safe.”

      “If that’s the case,” sneered the Seelie man, “then unveil it now.”

      Now Fennoc looked nervous. He licked his lips, then clasped his hands behind his back. “Certainly, I have no issue with doing so. But it does go against tradition, you know, revealing it before the first exhibition game is finished.”

      “Some traditions are more important than others,” said the Seelie through his teeth. Even from this distance, Callie could see how pointed they were.

      He turned from the rail and nodded to the Seelie woman who stood beside the velvet-covered display case. “My lady, if you would.”

      With a smile that would fit right in amongst Callie’s wildest teammates, the woman grasped the fabric and gave it a deft twist. It slid away to reveal the case beneath it.

      It was empty.

      Shock swept through the entirety of the Other Field in a palpable wave. Callie herself gasped as if she’d taken a slugger to the chest.

      The Web Gem, the very thing that granted the right to rule the entirety of the Fairy Realm to the ones who held it, was gone.

      “Stolen!” crowed the Seelie nobleman over the susurrus of dismay. “Taken from under their incompetent little noses! The Small Folk are unfit to rule, I tell you. But do not fear. The Seelie Court is fully prepared to step in during this emergency.”

      It certainly felt like an emergency. Shock and dismay were rapidly turning to panic, and the spectators drained out of the stands like someone had pulled a plug in a bathtub.

      Fennoc looked as gray as if he’d seen a ghost. “But — How did — How could — I don’t understand!”

      Beside Callie, the selkie infielder let out a long sigh, stuck his gray-furred hands into his pockets, and strolled back towards his team’s dugout. And across the whole field, everyone else seemed to be doing the same thing, shutting down and slinking away.

      “Wait,” Callie said. “What about the game?”

      But she knew as the words left her mouth that the game was off. How could a frivolous, friendly game matter now in the face of such a disaster?

      Then, a worse thought crashed into her.

      What did baseball itself even matter to the people of the Fairy Realm if the very trophy they played for was gone?

      As if in answer, the leader of the Wild Hunt stalked towards her where she still stood between second and third.

      “Come,” he growled, putting a heavy hand on her shoulder, not in comfort but in an attempt to steer her where he wanted her. “We leave this place of folly. We hunt.”

      Callie had enough presence of mind to struggle out of his hold. “I didn’t join you to hunt. I joined to play baseball.”

      The growl became a snarl. “You joined us. We hunt.”

      Callie succumbed to his insistence. What else could she do? There was nobody else to play baseball with now.

      But as she trudged into the dugout and flung her batting helmet to clatter against the bench, dread engulfed her.
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      Callie hardly knew what to do with herself anymore.

      Baseball in the Fairy Realm had all but dried up. With the fabulous prize of the Web Gem gone without a trace, nobody seemed to feel there was any reason to play.

      Nobody except Callie, anyway. Much to her dismay, she’d discovered that the majority of fairies didn’t play out of any love for the sport as she’d thought. They only played for what they could get out of it: power.

      No Web Gem meant no power.

      This ticked her off almost more than the constant, undeniable knowledge that she was well and truly trapped here in the Fairy Realm. A full-on damsel in distress. The very next Rip Van Winkle candidate, right after Adrien Thorn himself.

      Her contract — the one she’d been so damn proud of negotiating for herself — stipulated that she had to remain in the Fairy Realm, playing for the Wild Hunt until the Web Gem was awarded. But if the season never even began, there was no way it was ever going to end. Thus, she was stuck.

      She’d come to the Fairy Realm looking for a way to spend a gap year, but she’d always meant to go back home. Even if she couldn’t play baseball, she wanted to go to college. If nothing else, she could walk on to a team. She wanted to make something of herself, something untouched by her father’s influence. Staying here beyond one season meant stagnation and slowly falling behind as her own world churned on without her.

      The thought, along with the myriad of noises that came from her beastly teammates, woke her up most nights.

      Really, how could there not be a single fairy in the whole stupid Realm who didn’t love baseball for its own sake? Even Trace, her best convert to the game, had indulged in only a few half-hearted bouts of catch with her these last few days, and even he’d seemed distracted by the antics of the others as they prepared for their next foray into the wilds.

      True, she could join her teammates in their hunts. They were searching for the Web Gem, after all. Mostly because the Fairy Realm was all about Finders-Keepers, and if the Wild Hunt could come upon the trophy, things would get interesting. Their leader drove them hard and fast over rough terrain on each of their outings, sniffing for any scrap of a sign of where the coveted trophy had gone. Maybe that would even be a good thing to do. At least it might make her feel useful. But it made sense to her that whoever had heisted the Web Gem would have taken measures against the members of the Wild Hunt, who were the obvious search party, so she didn’t hold out any expectation they would succeed.

      Indeed, they always returned empty-handed and exhausted, reeking of mud, mold, sweat, and blood. Tensions were rising amongst the hunters, satyrs snapping at centaurs, Red Caps blunting their knives against the rock trolls’ hides. And the night noises only got worse.

      On top of that, the other fairy factions were taking matters into their own hands, as if the search for the missing artifact had become a competition itself. The Hag Sisters were casting spells of finding; the River Kin had run deep dives far out at sea; the Unseelie Queen was holed up in her dark castle, brooding over spells Callie didn’t want to know anything about, but that sent alternate bolts of arcane fire and billowing black clouds spewing forth into the western sky; the Seelie Court was manning patrols across the whole of the Realm, and their troopers weren’t being too subtle about nudging folk into line with what their nobles decreed during this time of emergency.

      Not a single faction made any noise about playing the season, not even as a means of distraction from their troubles.

      Callie could barely stand it.

      Which was why she had called Trace to meet her by the granite standing stones that made up the center of the Wild Hunt’s “village,” for lack of a better term. None of the hunters had anything resembling even a bare shack for a home, all of them preferring to rough it out under the moon and stars, no matter whether the air was clear and fresh or drenched with torrential rainfall. Callie was the only one who regularly slept with a roof-like protrusion over her head, having taken her deer hide blankets into a tiny cave that burrowed into the side of a grassy hillock a short throw south of the stones.

      Trace, to his credit, looked conflicted.

      “Mistress Cal,” he said in his soft, gravelly voice. “I understand your frustration. We’re all running ragged these days. But what you’re proposing is not going to sit well with our leader.”

      “That’s only because our leader doesn’t think baseball is more important than running his hunts,” Callie said. She didn’t bother to hide her disgust.

      “We are the Wild Hunt,” Trace said, smiling.

      “People can be complex, you know. You can be more than one thing.”

      “Humans can be complex. Fairies are very straightforward.”

      “Trace,” Callie said through gritted teeth. “I am asking you, very politely, to take me to see the Hag Sisters of the Wood. That’s all.”

      But Trace was not mollified. “That is not all, and you know it, you vixen. If you get the Hags to agree to play a game, you’ll need a team yourself. You’ll need me to convince enough of our teammates to abandon the hunts and fill the field.”

      Callie forced the bubble of anger rising within her to back down. “Right. But if the Hags agree to play, surely that will make it easier to convince our players? Some of them genuinely liked playing, I know it. Hell, I’ll even give Thacker a ball of his very own to skin as he likes if he’ll just catch for us.”

      Trace shifted his weight to his back hooves, the motion setting the delicate rabbit bones in his black beard clicking in the otherwise quiet of the standing stones. A pained look crossed his face.

      Callie stepped closer and put her hand on his elbow. His skin was rough, but warm. “Please, Trace. I can’t wait for one fairy faction or another to figure out where the Web Gem went. I need the baseball season to go forward now. I can’t stay here forever.”

      The pained expression didn’t clear. “Maybe I don’t want you to go home. Maybe I want to keep you here with me. I’ll carry you on our hunts if that would be better. You could ride with me, feel the rush of wind in your hair, and sup on the fruits of our labors every night. I could teach you how to shoot, too. With your pitching skills, you’ll be a deadeye. Your kills will never suffer unless you will it.”

      His voice rolled through Callie, and she felt the things he spoke of as if they were happening for real. Her muscles worked as if she were holding herself upright on his back as he galloped through the close-growing trees. She smelled blood on the air, not as a source of horror or disgust, but as a natural prelude to a well-earned feast. She heard the soft, sharp twang of her bowstring beside her ear and felt the ruffle of the arrow’s fletching as it passed her cheek.

      It could be good, she knew.

      But it would never be baseball.

      Trace was looking at her so intensely, his dark eyes burning with the light of enthusiasm as he watched her experience the phantom ride. His kin, the Centaurs, were known for their haunting bardic abilities, their skills as orators and story weavers, and Trace was a credit to his line.

      Callie closed her eyes against the visions he was spinning for her. “Trace, I’m … I’m not a hunter. I’m a baseball player. You knew that when you made that incredible bat for me.”

      The bat she’d stashed among her meager belongings ever since the abrupt closing of the season. Leaving it in its wrappings was killing her; she could still feel its pull, its desire to knock the stuffing out of a ball.

      Though her eyes were still closed, she heard his harsh exhale loud and clear. “Now who isn’t letting herself be complex? Ride with me, Mistress Cal. It’s a good life here among the Hunt. We can be happy together, and when the urge strikes us, we can throw the baseball around in the shady glens.”

      Now Callie’s anger was building again, the bubble she’d previously pushed down pressing back up to her chest. “No, Trace. You don’t understand, or I guess you don’t want to. The picture you paint is lovely, but even I know it’ll never come true. Do you think I can’t see how the huntmaster is working every one of you to the bone now? Your precious leader is hard set on sniffing out the Web Gem. And if he finds it, one of two things is going to happen. Either he’ll do the right thing and hand it over to the Small Folk, and the season starts up again as it’s supposed to, which will mean our team needs to be at the top of its game. Or he’ll do the treacherous thing and keep the Web Gem for himself, which will plunge the Fairy Realm into the world of bloodshed and warfare you hunters have always dreamed of. Between baseball and war, I’d rather play baseball.”

      Callie stood before Trace, close enough to see the tiny shivers running across his muscles as she increased the pressure of her grip on his arm. She’d boxed him in against the granite face of the nearest standing stone like a racehorse before the race, something she knew he hated. But she had a point to drive home, damn it. If she pressed him far enough, let him in far enough, she felt certain Trace would come around to her views.

      A light chuckle sounded behind her, and Trace stiffened like a child caught reaching for the cookie jar. Recovering, he tilted his head in a cramped bow.

      Callie did not turn around right away, needing a moment to wipe away the derision she knew was all over her face. She had to bite her lip hard to manage it.

      “Little mistress has strong convictions,” said the leader of the Hunt. His words curled, and Callie could already picture the mocking smile he spoke them through.

      She turned. “Just want to make sure I don’t give you any reason to claim I’m in breach of contract.”

      Sure enough, the leader wore a derisive smirk on his lupine face. He looked as ragged as any of his riders, the billowing cloths of his multi-layered hunting cloaks showing more frayed edges than usual, the casual way he leaned against a standing stone betraying the exhaustion seeping from his bones.

      But the tawny gold of his eyes still burned as fiercely as the day Callie had signed her contract with him.

      “Our riders are meant to be resting now,” he said, tilting his jaw forward to point at Trace. “Most of us have been working hard to right the wrong the Small Folk have done to our fair Realm. We do not have time or energy to waste on frivolities now, do we, Trace?”

      Callie glanced at Trace on reflex. He looked abashed, and his cheeks flushed in shame. “No, my lord.”

      Callie gaped at him. “Trace!”

      Trace looked at her, then instantly away. “I’m sorry, Mistress Cal. I really must rest before the next hunt.”

      He turned on one hoof, gravel crunching beneath its round sole, and cantered away into the trees.

      Fury burned through Callie, and though she tried not to blame Trace, she couldn’t help feeling abandoned.

      “Fret not,” said the leader. “You and our rider need not be apart. You could always ride with us as he proposed.”

      “Shut up,” Callie spat, whirling to glare at the leader again. “You know I’m not going to do that. My contract says I go home once the season is over, so I’m devoting myself to making the season happen, one way or another.”

      “Ah, but is that truly the case, little mistress? We seem to recall another clause, what was it? Oh, yes. Not only must the season end, but the Web Gem must be awarded to the winner. Then you may return to your own land, and not before. But, oh, we seem to have misplaced the Web Gem, haven’t we?”

      The leader of the hunt stepped forward so quickly Callie almost didn’t see him move. Now it was her turn to feel the barricading solidity of the standing stone against her back. She squirmed at the sensation, and at the burst of guilt at having done this to Trace.

      His lips curled away from his teeth in a snarl that stank of old meat. “Until the Web Gem is returned, none of us has time to waste dallying about with the meaningless nature of baseball magic. You may do as you will, but our riders will hunt.”

      He snapped his teeth a hair’s breadth from Callie’s face on the final words, then pulled back to stalk away from the standing stones.

      Callie struggled to calm her racing heart. Her palms scraped against the granite face of the standing stone, the rough grain leaving divots in her flesh. She told herself, as she’d done so many times already during her stay here, that the hunt leader wouldn’t hurt her. That he needed her, in the end. That nobody else could manage the team’s enthusiasm the way she had.

      She was having a harder time believing that now.

      Get it together, she admonished herself. He’s almost out of the circle!

      In all their snipping at one another throughout the preseason, she’d never let him get the last word in.

      “You’re wrong,” was all she managed to say this time. But she said it loud enough so he could hear the conviction in her voice.

      Because he was wrong, even if she couldn’t convince him of it yet.

      The leader of the Hunt, like so many of the residents of the Fairy Realm, didn’t understand the baseball magic they used in all these squabbles over the Web Gem. But she did.
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