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Fairy Bite

Shunned and ridiculed ever since a fairy mistakenly bit her, Ally leaves her village knowing it’s the only way her family can resume their normal lives and be respected. She heads to Wendal, hoping the shifters there won’t care about the little problems associated with the effects of a fairy bite.

Before she is even halfway there, she discovers that the fairies may not be finished ruining her life. If she wants to leave Birk, she’ll first have to contend with the little people, a very ornery gargoyle, more than one prince and, of all things, an enraged dragon.
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Chapter 1
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Landry’s eyes were almost as sharp and able as those of the horned owl staring him down.  When Landry held perfectly still, his leathery body easily blended into the gray and reddish soil, making him nearly impossible to see, but he had shifted several times in order to inspect the oddly glowing leather tie holding the owl prisoner at ground level.  With only eight inches at full height, the brownie might well be considered a small snack for the feathered bird had it been able to hunt.

Landry’s nose told him that the horned owl was not one of the human shifters, but there was a magic about it.  The human shifters stuck mostly to Wendal, and he was still a ways from there. “Stalemate, matey.”  He didn’t know if the bird was intelligent enough to understand that he could be of assistance.  If the owl had been tethered for long, anything could represent a meal.

Landry sighed and freed his ax from its sheath and a knife from his knapsack.

“We haven’t much time, I expect.  Whoever snagged you won’t wait forever to come collect you.”  Landry shouldered the ax and hopped off the rock.  His form shimmered, magic blending him in as he moved.  The owl wasn’t fooled, but Landry’s magic was no extra effort. It was as happenstance as breathing.

The beast opened its beak in warning while tasting the air to breathe in the scent of him. Gray feathers fluffed, revealing downy softness underneath that was all part of a silent killing machine.

“None o’that,” Landry coaxed softly.  “I’m not good eatin’ and you’ll only be stuck without me wee bit of help.”

Cautiously, he edged forward, fairly certain that the hard pickaxe wouldn’t save him.  The owl wouldn’t even need to tear him into pieces.  One gulp and he’d be gone, nary a sock left to be buried.

The great bird towered over him, wider by the width of a human thigh and tall enough to reach a human knee.  Yellow eyes did not blink, but they did shine with intelligence.

Wings settled, and if Landry read that right, and he rarely misread an animal, he was safe.  For the moment.

It was tempting to dodge in and slash the leather and dash back out using his magic as cover, but he knew better.  Animals were rarely tricked by magic and no magic was faster than an owl from this close.

He kept it slow and steady.

Once he was close enough, he sawed carefully at the thickest part of the leather, hoping to avoid nicking the owl.  Unfortunately, there was magic on the noose, and it resisted his own magic and his sharp knife.  He hissed, feeling the taint of a magic that threatened his own.

The owl hissed right back at him, flapping in an effort to escape to no avail.

“Easy there, friend.”  He waited for the owl to settle and then circled the problem. “Shackles.  Just like the shackles, but not of iron...aha!”  The leather had wrapped and tightened, much like any secure trap, but there was indeed a thinner section where leather pieces were braided together.  If he could peel that away, it might be possible to free the bird.

Landry worked swiftly, dodging out twice to suck in a lungful of fresh air that wasn’t tainted with insidious magic.  He had to cut the leather in several places.  The center contained an obnoxious weed, the source of the magical trouble.  He chipped away at it because his own magic was dulled and deadened by direct contact and weakened by the fumes.

The wind helped, as did the bird.  While he gulped air, the bird hopped and flapped, sending the dried weed away.

Finally, Landry cut through the thick braid.  He’d have to sharpen his blade before using it on anything important.

The owl did not wait for him to step clear.  It launched from powerful legs, a wing or the air slapping Landry to the earth like a miscellaneous fly.

“Pttth.”  Landry spit dirt and rolled to his knees in one fluid motion.  Instead of being angry, he sheathed his knife and gave the bird a wave. “Clear skies and many mice ta ya.”

That should have been the end of it.  Landry was halfway back to the rock to collect his knapsack when he heard human cursing, followed by an odd twang.  His quick survey revealed another of the glowing oddities slashing across the sky.

The owl dodged the bright lasso this time, putting trees between itself and the magic tether.

Landry watched the stout human aim a long cylinder, trying to track the owl.

Unfortunately for Landry, the human was smart enough to realize the bird would not be snagged again.  That shifted his focus to the ground where the leather trap had been severed.

Landry froze, but not quite soon enough.

“What have we here?” the man muttered.  He swung the cylinder, aiming at nothing in particular, but stomping dangerously close.

Landry breathed in the foul odor of old cigar smoke and sweaty body odor as the furry beard searched near the ground.  The overgrown face wore an odd bit of glass over one eye, held on like a patch, strapped tightly to his head and pushed under one bushy eyebrow.

There should have been enough brownie magic left on his pack to hide it completely, but the odious man discerned it immediately.  “A wee one about?  Steal my bounty did you?”  The voice became a roar as the human giant smacked the pack clear of the rock.

Landry didn’t dare wait.  Not only was he in grave danger of being smashed by pure bad luck, the human had an extra eye.  Landry could not count on his magic to save him.

He made a run for the bushes, his ax ready should he need it. From the howl of triumph behind him, it was apparent he would require it very soon.

He was prepared to swing himself and it around, when the owl dove in a silent death spiral.

There was no way the bird, even at its size, could break the spine of a man so large, but no one had explained that to the horned one.  It smacked into the leaning man with the full weight of fury, shredding clothes and muscle on the way.

The man was driven flat into the ground, his shout nearly blasting Landry backwards.

Landry was a nimble sort.  In a flash, he relieved the giant of his cylinder weapon. His speed was partly due to the magic of being a brownie, but his physical skills had become well honed given what he’d endured the last few months.

With nary a backwards glance, Landry disappeared into the underbrush, coating everything he carried in the cloak of brownie magic.  The eyepiece worn by the hunter had shifted, but not fallen away.

No matter. Landry planned to be long gone with his prize before that eye could be righted.  He only wished he had been able to snatch the magical glass. Once taken by a brownie, it would be gone forever.

The owl would not feast on the meat lodged in its claws, but it had taken its revenge. The hunter’s tweed jacket was in shreds and his back was bleeding enough to ruin the rest of it along with his wool pants.
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The brownie was halfway up my leg before he realized he had taken a wrong turn.  It was mostly my fault since I was lying flat on the ground and had been still as a rock since the yelling started.  I hadn’t seen the brownie until he was on top of my leg, but it explained the sudden disappearance of the long brass weapon the man had dropped when the owl attacked.  I’d never seen an owl attack a human like that before, but I was within a day or two of Wendal, and the animals there were reputed to be more than met the eye.

The brownie looked pretty normal for one of the wee people, but I’d only seen three or four in my short twenty years.  His eyes were huge orbs and his mouth slack as he realized he had just managed to perch himself along my human leg.  His balance was perfect even lugging an ax and the large brass piece he had taken from the angry, bellowing idiot in the clearing.  There was no danger of him rolling off unless I thrashed about, and with the hunter still howling nearby, I wasn’t likely to make any sudden moves that would reveal my location.

The brownie’s magic caused him to blur a bit, but the direct contact nullified most of it.

I shifted my arm just enough to offer a finger wave of greeting.

The brownie closed his mouth and gulped, dancing from one small foot to the other.  His age was impossible to tell; all brownie men tended to resemble old gnarled sticks.  This close and this clear, he was actually quite handsome, with a chiseled face and brown curls interrupted by a brown leather hat listing to the side. Being small, the elements hardened the wee ones fast.  They were tough as nails and sometimes that friendly.

This one didn’t immediately raise his sharp ax so I turned my attention back to the clumsy stomping of the bearded man. He seemed ill-prepared to be out in the elements. His clothing was of a wool that was more common for a merchant guild than an experienced game hunter.  What kind of fool traipsed about the remote woods in tweed instead of oiled leather or at least a thick wool cape?

The brownie dropped flat against my leg. He would probably blend in there, at least to those not touching him. Touching was a concern because the enemy was slashing through the woods, determined to find his weapon, the brownie, or me, the unknown prize.  I wished the owl would return and take another swipe at him, but that wasn’t likely.

When a shadow the size of a storm cloud crossed overhead, I couldn’t help but twist enough to glance up. That was one big owl. Was it magic? Had it grown?

The brownie also shifted his weight to gain a better view. He then went completely motionless, not even breathing.  I took that as advice and didn’t dare twitch.

The man, having just been attacked from above, noticed the sudden stillness in the woods and the blotch too big to be ignored.  He careened away in a hunched run, not bothering to be silent. By the time the dragon swooped low enough for me to recognize it from my low angle, the hunter was on the other side of the clearing running full out.

I buried my head in my arms to avoid dust and debris as the dragon landed.  The brownie would have to take care of himself.

“I’m telling you, Lindis, owls don’t dive at men like that.”

When I finally lifted my head an inch, there were two people in the clearing and no sign of a dragon at all. Both were in motion, scouring the terrain and the sky warily.

“If you’d keep your kingdom in some kind of order maybe you wouldn’t have so many odd problems,” the tall female muttered.  She wore strangely iridescent leathers that rippled like snakeskin in the sun as she glided around the clearing. Was that smoke coming from her ears?

The clean-cut man with very windblown hair didn’t answer her immediately.  He crouched near where the owl hunter had fallen, studying the dusty ground. “We aren’t in Anton yet so don’t blame me. Birk isn’t part of my kingdom.”

“Anton isn’t any better and won’t improve until your father dies or is overthrown.”  The female tossed long dark braids over her shoulder with the snap of her head, never taking her eyes off her companion.

“I’m not killing my own father to rush things along.  Nor will I trap him in a dungeon.”  He raised an eyebrow. “I told you, Lindis.  If you marry me, you can come back and terrorize him properly.  Who could resist your influence?”

She snorted.  “Irwin. Only an impractical prince would dare suggest I live in Anton and rescue you from the follies of idiots on a daily basis.”

His smile was gone quickly as he turned away and searched the nearby underbrush. His eyes weren’t properly focused on the task.  They held a sad desperation that was hard to witness from this close.

I wasn’t worried about being spotted.  My own leathers were as brown as the soil, and I could borrow hiding magic from the brownie if absolutely necessary. With him still perched on my leg, he was doing the job for me with no effort on my part.

“You are right, of course,” Irwin sighed. “Not even I wish to return, and I’m supposed to inherit the mess if I live long enough. I’d stay in Wendal if I could.”

Now an answering sadness darkened her purple-hooded eyes. “Duty calls.”  Her words were so soft, I barely heard them.

“I cannot leave it as it has been.”  He stood and walked back to her.

“And you have no hope of fixing it either.”

He leaned in swiftly, brushing a kiss across her lips.

Her eyes widened, not with alarm so much as surprise. Instinctively, one hand reached as though to touch her lips.

She dropped her hand, and from one second to the next, she changed from human to dragon.  Her long sinewy neck twisted so that she could keep him in her glare.  He met it with a quirked eyebrow before leaping upon her broad back. “At least you’ve trained me to be a great and able fighter this time.  Once we are through Birk, you can leave me off.  But I will come back to you, Lindis.”

She snorted fire and raised her wings.

I buried my face again as they took to the skies.

As soon as they were well clear, I grabbed the brownie and placed him on top of my pack. “Let’s get out of here before someone else shows up.”

“I need my knapsack,” he muttered, ready to dive free.

I leaned over and grabbed it from the branch where it had snagged. “Anything else worth recovering?”

“Nay, let’s be off.”

“Don’t drop that weapon thing.  Put it inside my pack for safekeeping and hold on.  I’m MacAllister, Ally for short.”

“Landry.”

“Well met.” I set myself into a steady jog, heading north of the owl hunter’s escape route.  That happened to be in the same direction as the dragon, but it was no longer visible in the empty sky.  We were probably safe from it.  Unless it doubled back.
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I jogged steadily for the next hour, winding through trees, backtracking some and generally leaving a messy, hard-to-follow trail.  The brownie muttered about it not being necessary twice, but I hadn’t liked the way the hunter had peered through his eyepiece, spotting the brownie’s knapsack. With my ability to borrow magic, I could also sense it, and there was something amiss with that eyepiece.  It had an unnatural reflection, as odd as the glowing leather around the leg of the owl.

“I was working on sneaking close enough to rescue that owl when you came along,” I told my companion as I slowed to listen to the forest around us.

He snorted. “Obviously. If you hadn’t been within a stone’s throw I wouldn’t have run into you.”

I grinned and swung my pack around with him clinging to the side. “You did a good deed there. Where are you headed?”

The brownie jumped clear, landing well and facing me in one smooth motion.  He tilted his head up at me.

I crouched and checked our surroundings again before sitting with my legs crossed.

“I’ve a task,” the brownie finally answered, his hesitation clear.

“That knapsack of yours was mighty light.  Could you stand some food?” I was already digging out my stores.

There was another long pause. “I don’t need much.”

I nodded agreeably and unwrapped bread and cheese. “Help yourself. No obligation to repay.  You hid me nicely from the hunter and the others.”

He accepted some cheese and bread.

“Take more with you,” I advised.

“You expect to find a refill soon?” he asked.

I listened to the woods again before answering. “I’ll get by.”

“You’ve a way about you,” he said, chewing.  “You smell like old magic.” His forehead wrinkled. “But not exactly.”

I had nothing to fear from brownies. “Fairy bite.  Twelve years ago.  Makes me an unwanted pest in my village.”  I looked back the way we had come. “I was headed to Wendal, thinking maybe I’d be less noticeable there.”

His eyes widened, and then he blinked.  He stepped closer, his food forgotten while he scanned my face.  It was an ugly face, I knew.  The fairy magic had changed me, not only leaving the lingering taint of magic, but also causing my features to be oddly distorted.  My jaw was square and fierce, my nose pointed.  Cheekbones that should have been delicate were more obvious than most, lending me a forever hungry look.

“You lived to tell?” he breathed.

I shrugged.  “It was an accident. The fairy meant no harm.”

He nodded. “But you have a...unique aura about you.  Not fairy, but related, almost like a fairy at war.” His eyes widened again. “Did she...he...”

I bared my teeth at him and then laughed.  “No, no pointed teeth.  But hers were plenty spiked when she bit down. I thought she was a dragonfly and didn’t realize she was under attack.  Just thought I was saving the dragonfly from a mischievous cat.”

The brownie resumed eating. “More’n a cat, I expect?”

“Apparently.  I didn’t see what it was.  The fairy bit me before understanding I was cupping my hand and dodging the beast, whatever it was.”

“Bad stroke of luck there.”

I swallowed bread that was dry in my throat. “It changed things, that is for certain.”

We shared my water, and I tore a scrap of the linen from the original wrap to provide him a piece for some extra food.

“I was headed to Wendal meself,” he said without accepting the food. “I’m...do you know if the gargoyles have retreated there?”

It was my turn to be surprised. “Gargoyles?”

He nodded.  “There’s one what owes me a favor, and I’m in desperate need.”

Having not yet made it to Wendal, I shook my head.  I’d stuck mostly to the smaller villages in my travels, but had edged around two lesser castles.  “You know, I haven’t seen any gargoyles in Birk.  Before the fairy bite, I used to go to Anton with my family twice a year for the festivals.  But I don’t remember seeing any gargoyles there either.”  I gave it more thought.  “I don’t know that I’ve seen more than one in my life and that was before the fairy.  It was near a church.  No, the landowner there—”

“Where?” he interrupted eagerly.

I raised my hand.  “I was maybe eight years old!  We were taking sheep to market.  I guess it would have been Jorston, maybe?  After things went wrong with me, I no longer accompanied my family on trips to market.”

“They kicked you aside?”  His lip snarled.  Family was everything to brownies.

“No.”  But I swallowed hard again and since dropping my eyes was in his direction, I raised my head and inspected the sky, pretending the brightness of the lowering sun was what caused my eyes to water. “But my being there makes it much harder on them.”

He darted over and patted my leg so quickly I wouldn’t have been sure he had done it, except for the tingle of his magic. “I can imagine. Do you think that gargoyle might still be there?”

“Where would it go? It was ten, no, had to be fifteen years past at least.”  My brain warred against what he was telling me.  I’d seen a fairy and after I’d been bit, I’d met three brownies, but... “Are you telling me those gargoyles are more than carved stone?”

He grinned. “Most are.  You know humans. They always want to possess things, and when they can’t, they pretend. They’ve made a few fake gargoyles over the years, but you can tell the difference if you know how to look.”

I thought long and hard about where I’d traveled. “Are there a lot of gargoyles?”  He didn’t answer fast enough. “You think they relocated to Wendal?”

He shrugged. “I’ve no idea where they might have flown.  Things have been bad this side of the curtain for three hundred years or more.  The magic changed from a nice river to a flickering stream.  The humans control bits and pieces of the magic, mining the crystals, locking it down, not letting it flow.”

“True,” I said.

“That’s why I need the gargoyle,” he explained. “My wife and boy are trapped in one of the fiefdoms near the border with Anton.  I’ll see them freed if it is with my last breath.”

I shrank back. His aura radiated, reminding me of the fairy all those years ago. “Bondage?” I gasped, unable to comprehend how some fool had managed such a feat. The little people were small, but they weren’t just tapped into magic.  They were magic.

His snarl nearly eclipsed his features, wrinkling his face into a gnarled tree knot. “They harvested a stinkweed in Wendal. Something that negates us.  It killed several of us before the humans figured out how to use it to trap us instead.”

“Settle down before you set something afire,” I said, fanning at him with my hand. His magic was hot enough to burn. “Was it like that leather piece? The one that the man shot at the owl?”

My calm questions settled him some. His fists slowly unclenched.  “It’s the same.  The stinkweed was wrapped inside the leather. If the owl had been a shifter the stinkweed would have kept him from shifting. But they change the spells all the time, growing new weeds, setting different traps.  The first sets of nulls they created killed us.  That braid was different yet again. It negated magic, but it trapped it too.”

“I’m glad the leather didn’t kill the owl.” I gathered the rest of my things. “Let’s find shelter.  I’m not sure about being able to locate this gargoyle of yours, but we can try.”

Shelter was more difficult for me than for the brownie. Any crevice or broad limb would keep him dry and protected. I was not so lucky, being just shy of a sturdy six feet.  As we hunted for a protective bit of underbrush, I thought about his predicament. “I heard tell the school in Glasdon used to have gargoyles.”

“Burned to a crisp,” he grunted.

But the thought had us both nodding. “The city of Echlon in Anton has a university.”

“If it’s as corrupt as the rest of Anton it won’t do us any good,” he said.

“Probably is. The king declared it the official school of the realm after the Glasdon disaster.” I knew because I had considered applying even though I was from Birk.  The problem was that my magic wasn’t a learned one, and I didn’t relish becoming a science project, carved up and pieced out to any teacher who might think to control me.  Others in my hometown had certainly thought such an idea had merit.

Landry snorted. “After the Glasdon mess everyone had to have a prestigious university.  Leave it to the king of Anton to house and teach clever thieves with his flag of approval stamped all over.”

I snickered. “Before that I don’t think he envisioned universities as such a hotbed for corruption and useful servants.”  The truth was that magic had become ever more important with the curtain between us and Wendal down. No human wanted the powerful in Wendal to obtain control, and there were rumblings of fear whenever the shifters were discussed.  The kingdoms insisted there was a need to have a way to fight, and that meant the schools had a sudden influx of funding and students.

Of course, as I had witnessed, the dragons could easily walk among unsuspecting humans and even partner with them.  The magical training was merely another attempt at control by the king that might or might not work if the dragons and other shifters from Wendal ever decided to cause a problem.

With a destination in mind, and no good shelter in sight, I offered Landry a lift back up to my pack. “There’s at least an hour of light left.  The ground is damp here, and so is most of the wood.  We can go a bit further before settling in.”

He hopped aboard readily.

I took a minute to verify my bearings and then headed north and east.  Echlon was barely within Anton’s borders, north of Birk rather than west where I had been headed. Anton would not be any friendlier to one of my kind than Birk had been.  It was also further away from Wendal, but I was not on a schedule.

I sighed. One of my limited means could only hope to leave troubles behind. Befriending the little people was a gift for me.  They had no problem with strange magic or tall odd looking humans.  At least I wouldn’t be lonely during this side trip.

A clink of metal pinged near my ear. “This medallion was supposed to bring the gargoyle when it came time to call in the favor.  But it didn’t work.  That’s why I assumed there were no gargoyles near.  How far is Echlon from here?”

“The real question is how far does the magic reach.”  I held my hand up for the small bit of worn silver. He dropped it into my palm.

The disc was no bigger than my thumbnail.  The carvings upon it were quite worn down.  If there was any magic to it, it was silent. “You tried to use it?”

“Once or twice.”

“Nothing?”

“It hummed.”

I walked while thinking about the problem.  “When you said that you were owed a boon, you didn’t mean you personally made this arrangement?”

“Nay. Me grandfather’s father’s father.”

No wonder the disc was worn.  It probably needed an influx of magic. Well, if we could find some, maybe in Echlon, I’d be able to help with that.
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Fairies were rare in Birk, and everywhere else for all I knew, so when dancing dragonflies appeared the second morning of our travels, I automatically followed them, despite the fact that they disappeared into the dense trees and worst tangles.  I very nearly butted up against a stone ridge that appeared out of nowhere as I chased them.

“They are but flies,” the brownie declared.

“Uh-huh.”  And so had been the one that bit me right up until she bit me.  We weren’t two hundred yards into following the flitting forms when the voices of a patrol drifted through the trees.

“Told you there was a camp here.  It’s not first light, and we’ve already missed them.”

We were close enough to catch a glimpse of the blue and red of Birk patrol uniforms as one held up a crystal lantern.

“Can’t be far,” another voice grumbled.

I edged further back into the trees, but made sure to watch my feet.  Why would a patrol care about a tiny camp?  I’d avoided more than one group of the soldiers that now wandered Birk and probably Anton too, but why were they hunting travelers?

They couldn’t be after me in particular, not unless my enemies had exaggerated my abilities and implied I might be someone the king could use.  I’d not heard of patrols being involved in such mundane tasks as hunting down magical rumors. Usually parents or relatives just negotiated a reward in exchange for sending off anyone of particular talent to school.

And now, here we were, headed in that very direction anyway.

The brownie’s magic welled up, muffling our retreat. I followed the dragonflies, walking stealthily, but fast.

One of the voices gave a sudden shout.  “This way!”

I broke into a run, counting on Landry’s magic.

It was a good thing the dragonflies led the way because running nearly full out, it would take me days to get my bearings again.  I had the wherewithal to notice the flitting beauties kept us headed generally north, but instead of east, we were pulling west.

After several minutes of running and then at least an hour more of walking, we slowed to a bare wander.  There had been no voices following for a long while.

Landry watched as one of the dragonflies perched on a bald twig. “We’ve seen little enough water as we follow these flies,” he told me.

“Who had time to look for water?” I drank some of mine and offered the skin to him. He held up his own.

“I filled mine from yours this morning.”

I nodded my okay.  “Dragonflies don’t usually flutter back and forth waiting for a human and brownie to catch up, either, do they?” I was quite lost at this point and not eager to backtrack, not if the soldiers were still in the area.

“Nay. I’d say we had best keep following the bugs.  They lured us away from the camp before the soldiers could mind our business.  That cannot have been an accident.”

Good thing I didn’t have any imperative plans.  First the brownie had changed them, and now the fairies had decided to intervene. I wasn’t certain how following the fairies would help the brownie, but he didn’t seem to mind the interference.

The dragonflies weren’t terribly adept at picking an easy route.  Since they could fly above brambles, they did, leaving me to locate a path around or through.  Within an hour, the brambles had disappeared to be replaced by boulders and a more arid terrain.

At one point, the dragonflies perched well above me up the side of what was nearly a cliff.  Landry was less than pleased with my climbing skills.  He hopped off my shoulder and scampered his way up the sheer wall as though it was nothing more than a hillside.

“Showoff,”  I grumbled, fumbling for a crevice small enough for my hands.  When you’re nearly six feet tall, your hands and feet need sizable holes to support your body.  Landry didn’t have that problem.

“Hurry, Ally.  Your back is exposed while you’re climbing.”

“Well, then maybe you should have stuck around to protect me,” I yelled back up at him.

A dragonfly supported his position by landing on top of his hat.

“I’ll shoot down anything that comes after ye,” he said.

I didn’t comment on the size of his bow and arrow. Packed with magic, it was likely to hit its target.  Whether or not the magic or the arrow would do anyone any harm was beyond my knowledge of brownies.  I kind of doubted the arrows were lethal, and I was too busy panting my way up jagged boulders to argue the point with him.

Once at the top, things didn’t improve much.  There were fewer trees here, but enough for kindling should we stop nearby for the night.

The fairies had other plans.

The next cliff was not to be climbed, apparently. The dragonflies flitted inside a narrow crevice along the smooth rock wall.

I followed obediently, not certain whether to expect a cave or another climb. The smooth rock walls were beautiful swirls of pinks and beiges.  Dark streaks interrupted the patterns from time to time.  Instead of turning into an inviting cave, the waterworn path led down rather than up.  With the walls so close, it wasn’t difficult to slide and hike down.  The sun was low in the sky when the walls opened up into a large canyon.

A slow trickling stream ran along the bottom, a welcome sight. Such a canyon hadn’t been on any map that I’d ever seen.  As we traversed the bank of the stream, I began to worry we’d somehow left Birk and Anton and entered fairyland.

Landry was less concerned, especially once we were within reach of water.

With the light nearly gone, the dragonflies disappeared, leaving us to our own defenses for the night.

As we sheltered near the water, he fingered his disc morosely.

“Every day my family is stuck there, they will be punished. I thought if I broke free of the castle, the magic of the boon would work outside its borders.”

“It seems depleted,” I said.

He nodded, putting it in my outstretched hand. “Inside the keep, there was null stinkweed all over the place, enough to prevent the boon from working.  They grew the stinkweed, they brewed it, they tied it around everything.  We could only work our magic in small amounts. Escape for most was impossible.”

“How did you sneak out?”

His eyes flashed, and he did not answer.

The spark of a lightning bug caught my attention.  Dragonfly.  Lightning bug.  Fairy. “I’ve never borrowed magic from a fairy.”  I’d never even seen a fairy for certain after I was bit, even though the bite had left me with a few strange gifts, including the borrowing ability.  I could also see further and better than anyone else I knew.  That was helpful because trouble often came my way, and it was good to see it coming so I could plan my escape.

“I can borrow your magic,” I told Landry, “but if your magic wasn’t enough to wake the medallion, my borrowing would probably kill you.”

“What is this borrowing?”  Landry hopped closer, touching the silver again.  “Can you power it?  Can you?”

His enthusiasm was not only a bolt of need, it was a bolt of magic.  His hand was nearly silver itself as he laid his fingers flat against mine, the disc between us.

“Fairies?” I directed my question at the bits of light. More lightning bugs had amassed, but they did not settle.  They winked across the water, a flash here, a bright speck there.  “What say you?”  I could feel their magic, even if they weren’t in fairy form. The canyon seemed real enough, but we were surrounded by rock.  Would the magic travel outside the walls?

It was too dark for dragonflies, but one landed anyway, right atop our clasped hands. It had double wings and glowed orange from the firelight.

My hand tingled.  It wasn’t the same as when I drew magic because this energy just sat there.

“The words, Brownie.  Say them now,” I whispered.

His hand lifted, and he traced the design with his forefinger.  He muttered once.  I could feel the magic drift, floating from the medallion up into the air.  The etchings weren’t strong enough to hold onto it.  But I could hold onto magic.  The silver still rested on my open palm, the brownie tracing away madly.  If he could trace fast enough, the magic might bind to the silver.  He seemed to know it too, but the design was complicated and small, even for him. Beads of sweat and desperation peppered his forehead.  His fingers pressed into the silver.  His own magic flowed like the sweat from his brow.

The dragonfly fluttered away. The magic followed the strongest source, pulled with the fairy as though tethered.  We needed that magic anchored here in order to amplify the spell.

I had no magic of my own to add. The one thing I could do was call and hold magic, even the fairy magic.

So I did.
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Chapter 5
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Whenever I fooled around with magic, trouble soon followed.  I hadn’t thought to keep an eye on my surroundings, and Landry was just as preoccupied. The rumble should have been a warning, but why would the fairies lead us to a canyon where the very rocks could shake loose and crush us in an avalanche?
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