

[image: Cover]




Fairy War







E.J. Graham




Copyright © 2022 by E.J. Graham

Cover design copyright © 2022 by Story Perfect Dreamscape




This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblances to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.




Developmental editor: Craig Gibb

Proofreader: Francisco Feliciano




[image: ]




Published May 2022 by Deep Hearts YA, an imprint of Deep Desires Press and Story Perfect Inc.




Deep Hearts YA

PO Box 51053 Tyndall Park

Winnipeg, Manitoba R2X 3B0

Canada




Visit http://www.deepheartsya.com for more great reads.




To Ellie for being there when it was hard, Sarah for putting up with me pitching books to her, and my family or always believing in me.




Chapter 1

 

“Help me…please…”

I looked up, puzzled at the sound of a voice in the seemingly-empty garden. Nothing appeared out of place, however, and there was certainly no sign of the source of the voice—if that’s even what I’d heard—so, assuming I must have been daydreaming, I returned to my digging, hoping I’d eventually find the right depth to bury the seeds.

“Please…not much…time…running out…”

There it was again—that same voice, coming from somewhere nearby, somewhere close to where I was crouching.

I paused, listening intently.

Although my head told me to ignore whatever it was I’d heard, my curiosity had most definitely been piqued, and I started walking over toward where I thought the voice had come from. As I went, I saw something that made me freeze in my tracks: just visible between two rows of flowers was a strange blue glow that grew fainter as I watched. Reluctant to turn back, I approached the patch cautiously, getting close enough to view the source of the light.

At first, I wasn’t sure I could believe my own eyes.

There, lying in the undergrowth, was what appeared to be a fairy. It was weak, and clearly in dire need of help, but it could never be mistaken for anything else. A dark blue cloak was drawn around its body, a glint of silver armor just visible beneath the folds of the tiny outfit. Poking out from its shoulders was the top of a set of wings, made of the smallest feathers I’d ever set eyes upon. I don’t pretend to be an animal expert, but I was fairly sure there were no animals in the world that looked like that.

I shook my head, taking a deep breath. This just wasn’t possible, was it? This had to be my mind playing tricks on me, surely?

“You’re confused, aren’t you?” it said weakly. I nodded in response, unsure of how to react to these events—I was used to the strangest thing in my life being Mr. Robins down the road walking a turtle into town. “I’ll explain,” it continued, “I promise…just get me some water. I don’t have long to talk.”

For a moment I considered telling my parents—despite being a teenager who was most definitely not averse to keeping secrets—but two things stopped me: firstly, my father was at work and my mother was painting in the attic, with strict orders not to be disturbed (I wasn’t keen on interrupting her after what happened last time). Secondly, my parents would never believe there was a fairy in our garden anyway, which I could more than understand. After all, I’d heard the stories about other children who’d claimed they’d seen fairies, and their fate really didn’t bear thinking about.

“Stay here, I’ll be back in a moment,” I said, although in that state it was clear the fairy wasn’t going anywhere.

I walked quickly back up to the house, checking no one was in the kitchen before carefully pouring a glass of water; the last thing I needed was someone sneaking up behind me and asking what I was doing. Then, having made sure my mum was still blissfully unaware of the events occurring within our garden, I headed back outside to find the fairy.

It was in exactly the same position as before, but its glow had faded even more. I quickly held the glass to its mouth, hoping it wouldn’t drown, and was pleased to see the glow returning slightly as it drank. After a few moments the little creature stood up, though it barely reached the rim of the glass.

Still struggling for the right words to say in this scenario, I hesitantly asked, “So…you’re a…a…”

“Fairy? You’re right, I am,” it said, watching my puzzlement with a slight smile. “Prince Naarin, one of the last of my kind.”

“The last of your kind?” I asked, staring at the little Prince. “I don’t understand…”

The fairy paused, clearly thinking deeply about how to answer the question. As he pondered, he paced in the undergrowth before turning to face me, a serious look on his features once again. “In the last few months, have you noticed anything change?” he asked eventually.

“Change?” I asked, frowning. “What do you mean?”

“I’m…not sure,” the fairy admitted. “I’m not sure what the signs in your world would be exactly.” He paused for a moment, thinking. “Have you seen anything in your world changing, people acting differently…perhaps seeing strange things that aren’t there?”

I almost laughed. “Not that I…wait…actually, there was one thing,” I said, thinking back to the night before. “I was looking in my mirror yesterday when I could’ve sworn I saw something over my shoulder.” I shrugged. “I don’t know what it was, and when I turned to look there was nothing there.”

For a moment the fairy said nothing, although after a bit of fidgeting he announced, “I’m not sure how to explain it by myself, but what you’re seeing are the effects of a great war between the forces of light and dark.”

“A war?” I repeated, frowning. “I haven’t seen anything on the news; they’d have reported—”

“No,” the fairy said, shaking his head. “This isn’t a human war. You’re only seeing its effects because the forces of light are losing…badly…and that’s not the worst news, I’m afraid.” The tiny creature took a deep breath, something that sounded like a high-pitched sneeze. “If we can’t turn the tide of this war, it won’t just be a problem for the fairies; the humans will lose too. That’s why I need your help.”

I bit my lip as I tried to think of some response. In all honesty, I was dumbstruck. “But why come to me?” I asked eventually. “You could go to the U.S., the president could help you stop this, I’m sure. I’m just a sixteen-year-old boy from some boring town on the south coast of the Isle of Wight. What help can I possibly give you?”

“You don’t understand,” the fairy said, a slight tinge of anger in his voice now. He paused for a moment, evidently trying to calm himself down. “I assume you’ve heard the stories of people who’ve claimed to see fairies before?”

“Yeah,” I said, wondering where this was going.

“Well, we’ve tried to contact your kind before—I can’t even guess how many times—but each time the person we found vanished afterward. My coming to you is one of our last chances to try and change things for the better.”

“No pressure then,” I mumbled under my breath, trying not to focus on the word “vanished”. “But I still don’t get it. Why me? What have I ever done that could possibly make you think I can help?”

“It’s not what you’ve done, Clint, it’s what you can do…what I’m afraid to say you’ll have to do before this war is over.”

“How do you know my name?” I asked, a slight chill running through me. “And I still don’t get what you think I can do.”

“The children we’ve tried to contact all had one thing in common, Clint: their birthday. Your birthday. All children born on that day have one thing no one else in this world has.” The creature paused, peering up at me with his wide eyes. “I don’t mean to pressure you, but…well…you could be the difference between us winning and everyone losing.”

For a moment I had no idea what to say. I was completely dumbstruck again, both by the creature in front of me and by what he was saying. I could scarcely believe what I was seeing, just a foot away, let alone all this stuff about a war. Could he really be telling the truth?

Just then, my thoughts were interrupted by a shout from the kitchen. “Clint, I’m making lunch! Do you want something to eat?”

My heart sank. Whatever my mother had been painting in the attic had either been finished or put aside for a break, meaning she was no longer occupied by her artwork. I knew I couldn’t take Naarin inside to show her, but I also knew I had to reply to her before she got suspicious and decided to investigate what I was doing.

Suddenly, I had a thought. “Nah, I’m going to see Mickey and Crystal; I found this spider I think they’d like,” I called back, hoping her fear of spiders would halt any thoughts of further questions. It would definitely stop her from coming outside.

Now my only problem was finding some way of getting a fairy out through my house without anyone noticing what it was.

“If my memory serves me correctly, there’s an old toolbox in your shed. You could take me out of your house in that,” Naarin suggested, as though he’d been reading my mind.

“But…” I said hesitantly, “your…glow…”

“Leave me to worry about my glow; you worry about my transport.”

I nodded before running over to the shed, keeping half an eye on the back door to check my mum was still inside. So far, so good. After finding the key in the little plant pot on the ground, I opened the shed, grabbed the toolbox, and locked the door again. It was only as I was putting the key back that I wondered how my mysterious companion could have known there was a toolbox in there, but I decided it was probably best not to keep asking questions. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know all the answers, anyway.

When I returned to Naarin, I found that his glow had all but vanished. “How did you do that?” I asked, before stopping myself. “Sorry, you don’t have to answer that if you don’t want to. Come on, get in—we don’t have much time.”

Naarin clambered inside, taking a few moments to make himself comfortable in the enclosed space. After checking he was okay, I closed the lid and headed inside the house, hoping there’d be no awkward questions.

“How long are you going to be, darling?” my mother asked, not even looking at me as she did the washing up. “I was wondering when to make dinner.”

“I’ll text when I’m done. Should only be an hour or two, I hope.”

She didn’t reply to that, though I wasn’t surprised; my parents only seemed interested in me whenever my school report was sent to them. Sometimes that was bad, but other times—like now—it was exactly what I needed.

I headed out of the house and then abruptly stopped on the pavement, opening the toolbox. As I lifted the lid, the fairy took a big gulp of air.

“Remind me to never get in one of your boxes ever again,” he said, stretching out his wings. “Did you really just lie to your parents about where you were going?”

“Yeah,” I said, shrugging. “I don’t think my mum would react too well to me saying I’m taking a fairy for a walk.”

A smile crossed the Prince’s face, but he managed to hold in his laughter for the time being. “You’ve lied to them before, haven’t you? About…other things you’ve seen? When you saw me, you looked less shocked than I expected you to be,” he pointed out.

“Well…I’ve seen things before, yes…like, there was something at my birth; I keep having a recurring dream about it.”

Naarin nodded. “About a small white figure standing by your mother’s bed, as if it was guarding you?”

“Yes,” I said, frowning. “How did you know that? Was it you?”

“No,” said the Prince, shaking his head. “What you saw was what the fairies call a Watcher. All the children we’ve been searching for all these years saw a Watcher too.”

“All of them? How many of them were there? And what are the Watchers?”

“There were thirty of you,” the Prince replied from inside the toolbox, “all born in the same year but with differing birthdays, and there are thirty Watchers…or, at least, there were. They’ve slowly been dying out, I’m sorry to say. Only four of them now remain.”

I was about to ask a question when I realized what I must look like—if anyone saw me out here, they’d surely be wondering why I was talking to myself, or worse, my toolbox. Quickly, I headed down the pavement toward the furthest house on the street.

“Where are we going?” the Prince asked. “You have the advantage over me in your world; I’ve never been here before today.”

“To my friends’ house,” I replied. “Don’t worry, they can be trusted. They won’t freak out when they see you and they don’t get along with their parents, so they won’t rat on us.”

“I didn’t think they would,” Naarin said, barely flinching. “I knew about them already, thanks to others of my kind. You see, they’re two of the other three kids we’re seeking, hence why I was in the area. I wasn’t just here to find you alone.”

I stopped for a second, wondering whether I should ask him more questions, but as I could see our neighbours giving me strange looks through their windows, I decided it was best for us to move on as quickly as possible.

I still hadn’t got much further along to my friends’ house when I saw them coming toward me, both of them smiling. Crystal ran up and hugged me—forcing me to move the box to stop her crushing it unintentionally—while over her shoulder Mickey mouthed something to me, forcing me to suppress a laugh.

“Hey, Clint, we’re just off to the skate park, you want to come with us?” Crystal asked, eyeing the toolbox suspiciously. “And where are you going with that thing? You going to build a shed?”

Mickey was forced to stifle a giggle.

“What?” I asked. “No, of course not. Look, I can’t explain—or, at least, I can’t out here, anyway.”

“Why not?” Mickey asked. “It’s not like it’s a treasure chest or anything… is it?” He laughed.

“Clint, I advise we get out of sight now,” Naarin said, his voice carrying clearly from inside the toolbox. “Something’s coming this way!”

Mickey and Crystal looked at me, their mouths open in shock, and realising we had no time to waste, I ducked behind the wall of my garden, quickly signalling for the others to follow.

“What is—” Mickey started asking, then stopped as I put a finger to my lips.

Poking my head around the corner of the wall, I froze at the sight across the street. A figure in a suit was standing opposite my house, but that wasn’t what had caught my attention; at first, I thought I was looking at his shadow, until I realised it seemed far too solid and unconnected to his body to be one. But if it wasn’t his shadow, then what…?

Just then I felt something land on my shoulder, and when I turned my head I saw Naarin sitting there, watching the scene as well.

“This isn’t good at all,” Naarin said. “I’d heard rumors of this, but I assumed that was all they were.” He shook his tiny head as he looked at the figure in the suit.

“What is it?” I asked quietly, worrying my mother might hear our conversation from the house. “What’s that thing with him?”

“The same thing you glimpsed in your mirror that night,” Naarin whispered. “It doesn’t have a name you could understand, but the closest translation is ‘Nightstalker’. You almost never see them during the day.”

I frowned. “If that’s true then why is this one out during the day?”

“It’s a scout, Clint,” the Prince explained. “The enemy is hunting you down. By the looks of it, someone’s helping them too.”

I felt Crystal tap me on the shoulder. “Clint…does one of you two want to tell us what the hell is going on? ’Cause I’m pretty sure that’s a fairy you’re talking to.”

Naarin shook his head. “Not now, there will be time to explain.”

I sat there in stunned silence for a moment, trying to get my head around everything. Then, realising that the wall we were hiding behind gave us little or no cover, I bit my lip, searching for some way out of the situation without being spotted by the figure in the suit, this “Nightstalker”.

“We have to go, Clint; we aren’t safe here any longer,” Naarin said, his gaze unwavering from the scene opposite. “If he doesn’t see you soon, he’ll come toward the house, and I can guarantee you don’t want to be here when that happens.”

“But my parents,” I protested, “they have to be warned!”

“That would achieve nothing aside from getting you captured,” Naarin said, his voice remarkably calm considering the circumstances. “Don’t worry—the Nightstalker won’t kill them; they aren’t who he wants.”

“But are you sure?” I asked, the panic clear in my voice. “How can you know for certain?”

“Listen to me,” Naarin said rather sternly, looking me straight in the eyes. “Staying here and getting caught by them will not help you, the fairies, or anyone else, for that matter. You want to know why the Watchers are dying? The kids—ones just like you—are vanishing without a trace. All of the missing kids told their parents what they saw, and they were never seen again. I’m afraid you can’t trust adults, any adults.”

“But…they’re…” I trailed off, unable to say anything else.

“I know,” Naarin said, a little more gently this time. “This war has claimed the lives of both my parents already. If we’re lucky we may yet be able to save yours. Now come with me and I’ll take you to my sister; she can explain this better than I.”

I nodded, Mickey and Crystal pausing for a moment before also nodding. As I edged behind the shrubs, heading toward the gate that led toward the back garden, I asked, “Where do we go? Do we need to go to the bottom of my garden or something? Go find the nearest oak tree and look for a hidden door?”

“You have a strange idea of fairies,” Naarin replied, a smirk on his face. “The few fairies that once lived in those places are long gone. We don’t trust humans any longer.”

I didn’t answer, amazed at how a member of a race who seemed to feel such hatred for my kind was so determined to help us, but after what I’d witnessed in front of my house, I wasn’t about to complain too loudly. And I wasn’t about to waste any more time.

As we snuck into the back garden, I took a second to glance over at the house, feeling relieved to see my mother facing away from the window. Naarin was no longer hidden away, and I didn’t fancy trying to explain to anyone—let alone my parents—who the strange, winged figure perched on my shoulder was.

We continued, and as we headed toward the back gate of my garden, we tried to stay as quiet as possible.

“Clint,” Mickey said as he walked alongside me, “is there any point in me asking you what’s going on here?”

“You don’t want to know,” I said. “Not yet, anyway.” I turned to peer at the creature on my shoulder. “Naarin, I sure hope you know where we’re going because none of us do.”

“Through there,” Naarin said, pointing to the gate. “Hopefully they’ll waste a few minutes searching through the house, giving us the time we need.”

At his words I started to walk even quicker, and when we reached the gate Naarin hopped off my shoulder for a moment. As I reached down to open the latch, however, I suddenly hit a problem. “Uh, Naarin,” I said quietly, “we might need to rethink our strategy. The gate won’t open, even though I could’ve sworn it was unlocked this morning. And climbing over isn’t a great idea unless we want to hurt ourselves.”

I crouched down to allow Naarin to lean toward the gate, a puzzled look crossing his face as he went to touch it. It looked as though he was being pushed back by some invisible force, and his look of puzzlement soon changed to one of panic.

“We were too slow,” he whispered, “it knows we’re here!” He reached toward the gate again, but the exact same thing happened. “Clint, leave this to me; you aren’t ready to face a Nightstalker.”

“But if he’s threatening my family, you can’t expect me to just stand aside and do nothing,” I pointed out, sounding far braver than I felt. “Let me fight him!”

Naarin was about to answer when I turned to look at the house, seeing something that made my blood run cold: from where we were standing, we had a straight-on view of the kitchen window, through which I could see the man from the street talking to my mother. As the figure approached the doorway, I realised I was frozen to the spot, though Naarin had no trouble moving; slowly and steadily, Naarin drew a small but deadly-looking blade out from under his clothing.

“Clint, what’s happening?” Crystal asked, biting her lip. “I don’t like this; if this is a joke then I’m definitely not laughing.”

I wanted to reply, to try and comfort her, but what could I say? I was terrified myself, and in that moment, I was completely unable to speak.

The door opened, and I watched wide-eyed as the Nightstalker moved toward us. This was the first time I’d caught a close glimpse of it, and I jumped as I saw a pair of ice-blue eyes just visible amidst the dark shadow that I assumed was its body. The figure had claws at the ends of its long arms, and although they didn’t appear solid, they still looked nasty enough for me to know I should avoid them at all costs.

“Out of my way, fairy, the boy is mine!” the creature snarled, its deep voice dripping with menace. “I’ll take his friends too; I’ll be richly rewarded for capturing three Chosen in one raid.”

“They’re going nowhere with you,” Naarin replied, an almost eerie sense of calm emanating from him. I realized, to my surprise, that he’d grown to human size. “I’m taking them from here and soon we’ll be out of your grasp. Your magic cannot harm me!”

“Oh really?” the creature laughed. “If that were true you’d be through the gate and long gone by now—your magic is too weak to stop me, fool. You can’t honestly believe these…these halflings…will threaten us?” He was sneering at us now, making my blood boil despite my fear.

“You underestimate their powers, Nightstalker,” Naarin said, still seeming remarkably calm. “You should watch that—it may be your undoing one day.” He took a step toward the Nightstalker, his weapon raised high and poised to strike at any moment. “If you want a real fight, then face me. Let’s go, right now.”

As the Nightstalker got closer Naarin hopped off my shoulder and walked forwards, as though preparing for battle. I watched the two circling each other, noticing with a jolt that Naarin still seemed weak from his earlier efforts.

I needed to do something, even if I wasn’t sure what I could do.

After frantically looking around the garden, I picked up a loose brick that had been lying nearby, the weight of it feeling good in my hands. Then, waiting until I could get a clear throw, I launched it at the Nightstalker. Though the brick passed straight through him—which was a strange sight to behold—it grabbed his attention long enough to make him turn away from Naarin.

“I was going to kill the fairy first, but I suppose it doesn’t matter what order you die in,” it snarled as it moved towards me, forcing me to back away slightly.

“What are you doing, Clint?” Naarin hissed nervously. “Believe me, you really don’t want to pick this fight.”

I was beginning to think he might have a point, and I backed into the gate, hopelessly feeling along the wood for some way of opening it as the creature got nearer and nearer.

I had no luck, and before I knew what I was doing, I shouted, “You won’t take me without a fight!” as I swung a punch at the creature. Somehow, I managed to force it back, but not before one of its claws had slashed me across my right hand. I immediately started feeling dizzy, and I fought to stay upright as I glimpsed the creature heading back towards the house.

“I’ve won, Prince, now watch the end of your last hope!” I heard it laugh faintly as I fell to my knees.

Something wasn’t right. No, something was very, very wrong.

Naarin rushed over to me, quickly followed by Mickey and Crystal. “Clint, stay with me, we’ll get you help,” Naarin said, but I could barely hear him as I slumped to the ground.

The last thing I saw before I blacked out was Crystal’s face, covered in tears.




Chapter 2

 

“You shouldn’t have brought him here. How do you know you weren’t followed?”

“What choice did I have? If I hadn’t brought him here, they would have got him. This is the only safe place for them now.”

My head was swimming as I tried to make sense of the conversation I could just about hear through my drowsiness. The second voice was unmistakably Prince Naarin’s, of that I was certain, and while the other voice was female, it was far too high-pitched to be Crystal’s.

Suddenly I felt a weight on my stomach, as though a pair of hands were running across my skin, and a very small pair of hands at that. I was just beginning to wonder if I was having some bizarre dream when the voices continued.

“He’s lucky you did bring him here; Nightstalker poison is deadly to humans…”

I stiffened upon hearing those words; at least, I would have if I could move. I was still too scared to do anything.

“I hunt creatures like this for a living,” Naarin said, a note of frustration in his voice. “You aren’t telling me anything I don’t know already. Can you save him or not?”

“You really need to ask me that?” the female voice said. She laughed. “I could heal him with my eyes closed.”

Suddenly, I felt as if water was being flushed through my entire body, cleaning out any nasty substances that might have been lurking within, and thinking I could no longer ignore what was happening around me, I opened my eyes for the first time since the attack.

I immediately found myself looking into the face of a red-headed girl, whose ice-blue eyes shone in the sunlight filtering through the trees around us, a faint smile crossing her face as she noticed I was watching her.

“Crystal…” I said, confused at the presence of this strange figure.

“Here I am,” she said, appearing to my right, a look of relief spreading across her face. “I was…we were worried you wouldn’t make it.”

“What happened?” I asked, trying to think back. “I only have a vague memory of the attack.”

“What happened,” the red-headed girl said sternly, “is your friends and that fool of a Prince may have just saved your life. You should at least thank them for it.”

“Wait…who are you?” I asked, now feeling a lot less drowsy.

As my eyes adjusted to the light, I realised that what I’d assumed to be a human girl was in fact a fairy, shorter and slimmer than Naarin, dressed in long red robes that stretched far enough down to hide her feet. The surface of her wings seemed to glitter with diamonds, shining even brighter because of the amount of sunlight in the clearing. She had a little pouch slung over one shoulder, with some kind of plant poking out of the top, and over her other shoulder there rested a small bow. She was standing on my chest and peering at me intently.

“This is Nikkela, one of my kind’s best healers,” Naarin said, out of my eyesight but still easily audible. “By luck she was out foraging when we brought you here.”

Nikkela rolled her eyes. “What Naarin forgets to tell you is that I’m one of the few remaining healers we have left,” she uttered. “Most of the others are apprentices, trying to learn from me. If I die before they’re ready, then our kind is doomed.”

As Naarin’s light form landed on my chest next to Nikkela, he visibly winced at the last statement, causing Nikkela’s smile to widen at his obvious discomfort. As his wings twitched slightly, I could just about make out a tear on the very tip of one wing. A war wound from earlier.

“Anyone want to fill me in as to where we are?” I asked, looking around me. “I mean, this doesn’t look like my back garden anymore…unless someone’s planted a load of trees while I was asleep.”

“Wow, you didn’t tell me our great hero was a comedian too, Naarin; these guys really are multi-talented.” The female fairy laughed rather sarcastically. “We’re in Parkhurst Forest, thankfully a part of it few visitors ever enter.”

“How come?” I asked, sitting up slightly and making the two fairies flutter gracefully down to the ground. “This doesn’t look particularly different to any other part of the forest. Same old boring surroundings: trees, trees, and more trees.”

“Oh, the naivety of inhimillien,” Naarin laughed. “You see what we want you to see. But what if you look closer, Clint? You may find that your surroundings are a little… different…to how you imagined.”

I did as he asked, but at first all I saw were the same trees I’d glimpsed before, with nothing particularly extraordinary about them and nothing to suggest they were anything other than normal, everyday trees. Confused, I was just about to laugh off the Prince’s claim when I noticed something around me had, indeed, altered; what looked like tiny Christmas lights were now strung between the trees, with other lights flying quickly between them. I could also hear strange but beautiful music wafting through the air, although I was finding it difficult to figure out from which direction it was coming. The other thing I noticed was the smell of freshly cooked food—the origin of which was somewhere close by—making my mouth water (which was no surprise considering I hadn’t eaten anything for at least half a day). It smelled almost like the roast dinner my mother cooked, but there was another fragrance I couldn’t identify that drifted through the forest with it.

“They weren’t there…”

“Just now?” Naarin asked. “They’ve been here all the time, Clint. Humans don’t see our kind because they don’t believe we’re there, and any who do happen to glimpse us convince themselves it’s just a trick of the light, alcohol…anything to deny the truth. Children see us because you’ve refused to give up on our world; you’ve always believed we were there somewhere.”

I tried to take all that in, but my head was still feeling a little fuzzy. “What is this place?” I asked. “I mean, it’s clearly more than just some random corner of a forest.”

“It’s a place of celebration,” Nikkela answered cheerfully. “There is a great feast this night, hence the lights you see between the trees. This is one of the few chances we have to be happy.” Her smile faded then. “In fact…this may be our last chance.”

“I don’t understand,” Mickey said finally, having remained silent so far. “You make it sound like you’re dying.”

“We are,” Naarin said firmly. “The fairy race is being picked off one by one; as each person in this world who still believes in us dies, the darker beings of this world grow stronger as we grow weaker. This may be our last chance to feel joy and happiness.” He was smiling at me, but I could tell it was a smile filled with sadness.

As I sat there, trying to get my head around everything, I watched the fairies decorating the forest, stringing up baubles and trinkets that looked almost the size of some of the fairies carrying them. Some of the objects were so big they required two fairies to carry them.

Mickey and Crystal were quiet, watching me closely, and as I turned to Naarin and Nikkela, I bit my lip while I tried to find the right words. “You said that without us the fairy race will die out?” I asked.

Naarin nodded. “I hate to put so much pressure on you, but yes.”

“Then tell us what we need to do,” I said forcefully. “If I understand properly, you want us to join this fight?”

“You haven’t even begun to understand what’s happening here, child,” Nikkela responded angrily, her good mood seemingly gone. “It isn’t your kind facing extinction.” I saw her drawing the short blade in her belt as she spoke, making me back away slightly.

“Stop this!” Naarin exclaimed, jumping between us quickly. “This will help no one, humans or fairies. Nikkela, you’re right, his kind aren’t facing extinction—not yet, anyway.”

“What do you mean ‘yet’?” Crystal asked. “You can’t keep me and Mickey out of this; it affects us as well.”

I was just about to answer her when Naarin put his hand up, signalling for me to keep silent. He paused for a moment—apparently trying to consider how he should phrase what he was about to say without terrifying my friends—and then started his explanation. “The only reason creatures like the Nightstalker rarely attack humans is because the fairy race forms a line of defence around your kind; it’s a combination of what soldiers we can spare from the defence of our own cities, and numerous curses and magical barriers.” He paused. “However, this defence is only as strong as us and our magical powers. The less of us there are…”

“The weaker the defences against them are,” Mickey finished, an expression of realisation slowly crossing his face. I could see the same look in Crystal’s eyes.

“Exactly,” Nikkela said, the anger having now vanished from her voice—at least, temporarily. “If we die then the human race are turvaton sorsa against these beasts.”

“But we can stop them,” I insisted, “we have all our technology—”

“If your technology was capable of stopping them,” Naarin said calmly, “then why would you need us to protect you? You would have no hope against them, and the Nightstalkers are only the advanced guard of what you would face; there are far darker beings in this world than gremlins or poltergeists, believe me.”

All three of us had been shocked into silence, and for a moment even the two fairies didn’t speak, allowing us to hear the sounds of the forest all around us as we contemplated their words.

Suddenly, I noticed what sounded like birdsong wafting through the trees nearby, a faint smile crossing my face as I realized I was listening to music, although I couldn’t work out what kind of musical instrument was being played. I saw a faint smile cross Naarin’s face too as he realized I could hear it.

“You have a choice,” he said, watching me closely. “We can visit our city—the Shadow Glade—immediately, so you can speak to my sister, or we can stay here and join in the celebration first, before going to the city. I would not suggest it but for the fact that none of you have eaten for a while, and I assume you don’t want to speak to a royal on empty stomachs?”

We all laughed then—including Nikkela—as at that moment my stomach growled loudly, emphasizing the Prince’s point. In fact, it was so loud that even the fairies who were busy decorating the clearing looked around at the noise. I could feel heat spreading through my cheeks, embarrassed at so many eyes watching me so intently.

“I promise there will be nothing in the food to poison you,” Nikkela said, giggling slightly, although that thought hadn’t even occurred to me. “If we wanted you dead, you wouldn’t even have made it into this clearing.”

I stood up slowly, wincing slightly as I felt a twitch of pain shoot up my leg. “That’s nice to know,” I replied as Crystal put her arm around my shoulder to keep me steady.

“Careful, Clint, you’re not a superhero. You need time to recover,” she said sternly, raising her eyebrows slightly as Naarin’s stern glare forced Mickey to stifle a giggle.

“This way everyone,” Nikkela said, sounding more relaxed now than any of the others in our small group. “I’m afraid the Queen cannot join us, as other…events…have distracted her. Actually, she’s rarely seen by anyone but her family and her inner circle nowadays.”

“Why?” Mickey asked as we picked our way through the trees towards the source of the music. “King Tristan appears in public with regularity.”

“Yes, however, I doubt your King faces threats to his life whenever he leaves the safety of your cities. Or does he?” Naarin was clearly unsurprised as he saw us shake our heads in response. “There was a time when fairies could be safe in the human world—as long as we avoided predators—but that was at least three or four generations ago now.” He sighed. “Fairies are meant to live in beautiful cities above ground, but now we’re often forced to travel through underground tunnels.”

“What do you fear so much about the outside world?” I asked. “I mean, you told us most adults can’t even see you.”

“They can’t,” he agreed, “but you humans aren’t what scare us. The Nightstalkers are a mostly limited threat, rarely appearing during daylight hours, and few fairies will venture out during the hours of the night. However, the enemy has other beings to call upon, and unfortunately it includes…well, some of our own.”

“Fairies are fighting against you?” I asked, aghast.

“Yes,” stated Nikkela grimly. “Unfortunately, there’s one thing that can really tempt our kind: they were offered the chance to survive once the rest of us have fallen. Those who took the offer have changed beyond recognition—gone are the bright colors and the wish to protect nature, replacing them with darker colors and a far darker magic. For all the power we have, it’s just no match for the powers the fallen fairies wield—even our Queen can only just barely defeat their magic.”

I didn’t reply to this speech, the reality of what was occurring really beginning to dawn on me with every revelation from Naarin and Nikkela. There was just so much to take in, and apparently so little time in which to do it. My head was spinning.
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