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Chapter One



Rowan had left the island again last night.


He had done so quietly, as usual. Had Biddy not been lying awake, listening for his light tread on the stairs outside her bedroom, she would have never known he was gone. But he had slipped out of the castle once or twice too often lately while she slept, and this time she was ready. She got out of bed and went to the window, shivering at the touch of the early-autumn chill, in time to see him cross the moonlit fields where the black rabbits nibbled the grass. Her fingers clenched into fists, knowing what was coming, frustrated and annoyed and more worried than she wanted to admit. At the cliff edge he paused, and then his tall, thin form rippled and changed as wings burst from his back, his body shriveled, and a large black bird flew away into the night. Rowan was always a raven when he wasn’t himself.


When she was very young, Biddy hadn’t minded too much when Rowan flew away at night. As unpredictable as Rowan could be, he was also her guardian, and however far he went she trusted him to always be there if she needed him. In the meantime, she was used to fending for herself. She did so all day sometimes, when Rowan was shut up in his study or off in the forest and had no time for things like meals or conversation or common sense. Besides, Rowan always left Hutchincroft behind to watch over things. Hutch couldn’t speak to her when he was a rabbit, it was true, but he would leap onto the bed beside her, lay his head flat, and let her curl around his soft golden fur. It made the castle less empty, and the darkness less hungry. She would lie there, dozing fitfully, until either she heard the flutter of feathers and the scrabble of claws at the window above hers or exhaustion won out and pulled her into deeper sleep.


And in the morning, Rowan would always be there, as if he’d never left.
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That morning was no exception. When she woke to slanting sunlight and came downstairs to the kitchen, Rowan was leaning against the bench with his fingers curled around a mug of tea. His brown hair was rumpled and his eyes were a little heavy, but still dancing.


“Morning,” he said to her brightly. “Sleep all right?”


She would have let him get away with that once. Not now. She wasn’t a very young girl anymore. She was sixteen, almost seventeen, and she minded very much.


“What time did you get in?” she asked severely, so he’d know she hadn’t been fooled. He laughed ruefully.


“An hour or two before dawn?” He glanced at Hutchincroft, who was busily munching cabbage leaves and carrot by the stove. “Half past four, Hutch says. Why? Did I miss anything?”


“I was asleep,” she said, which wasn’t entirely true. “You’d have to tell me.”


She pulled the last of yesterday’s bread out of the cupboard, sneaking a look at Rowan as she did so. There was a new cut at the corner of one eyebrow, and when he straightened, it was with a wince that he turned into a smile when he saw her watching.


Biddy didn’t think there had ever been a time when she had thought Rowan was her father, even before he had told her the story of how she first came to Hy-Brasil. The two of them looked nothing alike, for one thing. Rowan was slender and long-limbed like a young tree, eternally unkempt and wild and sparkling with mischief. She was smaller, darker, with serious eyes and a tendency to frown. And yet he wasn’t an older brother either, or an uncle, or anything else she had read about in the castle’s vast library. He was just Rowan, the magician of Hy-Brasil, and as long as she could remember there had been only him and Hutchincroft and herself. She knew them as well as she knew the castle, or the cliffs that bordered the island, or the forests that covered it. And she knew when he was hiding something from her.


He knew her too, at least well enough to know he was being scrutinized. He lasted until she had cut the bread and toasted one side above the kitchen fire, and then he set his mug down, amused and resigned.


“All right. I give up. What have I done now?”


“Where did you go last night?” she asked—bluntly, but without any hope of a real answer.


She wasn’t disappointed. “Oh, you know. Here and there. I was in Dublin for a bit, then I got over to Edinburgh. And London,” he added, with a nod to Hutchincroft, conceding a point Biddy couldn’t hear. In her bleakest moments, she wished they wouldn’t do that. It reminded her once again of all the magic from which she was locked out.


“And when did you get hurt?”


“I didn’t—well, hardly. A few bruises. I got careless.” He looked at her, more serious. “If you’re worried, you don’t have to be. I’m not doing anything I haven’t been doing longer than you’ve been alive. I haven’t died yet.”


“Death isn’t a habit you develop, you know, like tobacco or whiskey. It only takes once.”


“In that case, I promise I’ll let you know before I consider taking it up. Is that toast done?”


“Almost.” She turned the bread belatedly. “But we need more milk.”


“Well, talk to the goats about it.” He checked the milk jug, nonetheless, and made a face. “We do, don’t we? And more jam. I need to take the boat out to the mainland for that.”


This gave her the opening she’d been hoping for. She picked the slightly burnt bread off the fork and buttered it, trying for careful nonchalance. “I could come with you.”


“No,” he said, equally lightly. “You couldn’t.”


“Why not? You just pointed out that you’ve been leaving the island at night since long before I was born, and you’re still alive. Why can’t I at least come to get the supplies in broad daylight?”


“Because you don’t go to the mainland, Biddy. I told you.”


“You told me. You also told me it wouldn’t be forever. You said I could go when I was older.”


He frowned. “Did I? When did I say that?”


“Rowan! You said it when I was little. Seven or eight, I think. I asked if I could come with you when I was grown up, and you said, ‘Yeah, of course.’”


She had held on to that across all the years in between, imagining what it would be like. Rowan clearly had no memory of it at all, but Hutchincroft nudged him pointedly and he shrugged. “All right. You’re not grown up yet, though, are you?”


She couldn’t argue with that. She had tried when she turned sixteen to think of herself as a woman, like Jane Eyre or Elizabeth Bennet or the multitudes of heroines who lived in her books, but in her head she wasn’t there. They were all older than her, and had all, even Jane, seen more of life. And yet she was too old to be Sara Crewe or Alice or Wendy Darling either. She was a liminal person, trapped between a world she’d grown out of and another that wouldn’t let her in. It was one reason why she wanted to leave the island so badly—the hope that leaving the place she’d grown up would help her leave her childhood behind. Not forever, not yet. But for a visit, to see what it was like.


“I’m not a child,” she said instead. Of that, at least, she was sure. “I’m seventeen in December. I might be seventeen already—you don’t know. I can’t stay on this island my entire life.”


“I know,” he said. “I’ll work something out, I promise. For now, it’s not safe for you.”


“You leave all the time.”


“It’s not exactly safe for me either, but that’s different.”


“Why?” She couldn’t keep frustration out of her voice. “It should be safer for me than for you, surely. You’re a mage. I’m nothing.”


“You’re not nothing,” he corrected her, and he was truly serious now. “Don’t say that.”


She knew better than to push that further. Rowan, like her, had no patience for self-pity, and she didn’t want to blur the lines of her argument by indulging in it.


“Well,” she amended. “I can’t channel magic. I’m not like you. I’m no different to any of the other millions of people living out there in the world right now, the ones I read about in books, and they’re safe and well. If there’s no threat to them, surely there’s no threat to me.” She hesitated, seized by doubt. “They are out there, aren’t they? It really is like in the books?”


He laughed. “What, you mean are we the only people left in the world?”


“How should I know?” she pointed out, defensive. “I’ve never seen anyone else.”


“There are millions of people out there. Of all shapes and sizes, colors and creeds, many of them very much like the people in books. Trust me. Where do you think the jam comes from?”


“I don’t know where the jam comes from!” This wasn’t strictly true—she knew both exactly how jam was made, thanks to the library, and how Rowan obtained it, thanks to Hutchincroft. But qualifying that would weaken her position, so she rushed on. “I’ve never seen that either. I’ve never seen anywhere except the island.”


“Well, none of the rest of the world have ever seen the island. So you’re not too badly off, considering.”


“That isn’t the point! I know why the rest of the world can’t see us. I don’t understand why I can’t see the rest of the world.”


“Biddy,” he said, and the familiar note was in his voice, quiet but firm, that had stopped her in her tracks since she was old enough to recognize her name. “That’s enough, all right?”


Against her own will, she fell silent, burning with resentment. It was directed at herself as much as anyone. Rowan rarely tried to guide any aspect of her behavior, and yet when he did she never dared to push back. No, dared was the wrong word—that sounded as though she was afraid of him, and Rowan had never done anything to make her so. The barrier came from inside her own head, from her own reluctance to lose Rowan’s approval when he and Hutch were the only people in her world. She hated it. The heroines in her book would never care what anybody thought. And she hated most of all the reminder that her world was so small.


Rowan must have seen it, because the lines of his face softened. “Look, Bid—”


“Never mind.” She laid down her butter knife and pushed her toast aside, trying for a dignified exit. It felt stiff and childish, only signifying that she had lost both the argument and, for some reason, her breakfast. “It was just a question, that’s all. I need to see to the goats.”


“All right.” Rowan didn’t sound happy, but he clearly had no intention of prolonging a discussion he himself had stopped. “I’ll be in the study if you need me. We’ll probably see you this afternoon?”


Biddy glanced at Hutch, who was watching her anxiously from the fireplace, and managed a wan smile for him. Then she went out the kitchen door, into the windswept courtyard where the chickens pecked. She wished, not for the first time lately, the hinges in the castle doors worked well enough to allow a remotely satisfying slam.
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There were three rules to living on the Isle of Hy-Brasil, or so Rowan always said.


The first was to never set foot under the trees after dark. That one wasn’t much of a rule—Rowan broke it all the time. It was difficult not to in the short daylight hours of winter. The forest covered most of the island, tangled and grey green and wild, and they often needed to forage well into it to collect plants for food and spells. But certainly there was an edge of danger under the branches once the sun went down. The shadows had been known to misbehave; high lilting sounds like laughter or half-heard music drifted through the leaves when the wind was still. There were things in the depths of Hy-Brasil that none of them would ever know, not even Hutchincroft.


The second rule was to watch out for the Púca, and never accept a ride from it. Unlike the rule about the trees, which seemed something she had always known, Biddy could dimly remember being given this one when she was four years old. She had been picking dandelions in the fields beyond the castle, the summer’s grass swishing past her knees, when she had seen a black horse beyond the crest of the hill. There were no horses on Hy-Brasil: She had recognized it at once from pictures in her books, and her heart had thrilled. Its golden eyes had held her, beckoned her, and she had been venturing forward open-mouthed to touch its wiry mane when Rowan and Hutch had come from nowhere. She could recollect very little after that, but afterward Rowan had sat her down in the library for a rare serious talk and told her all about the Púca—that it was a shape-shifter, a trickster spirit who loved nothing better than to tempt unwary travelers onto its back, take them for a wild and terrifying ride, and dump them in a patch of thorns miles from home. She had found the thought more funny than scary at the time, but she had steered clear of any golden-eyed creature ever since.


The third was to never harm the black rabbits that speckled the long grass behind the castle, along the cliff paths up to the ruins. This one was the easiest of all. Biddy couldn’t imagine why anyone would want to harm a rabbit.


It wasn’t until she was a good deal older that Biddy had realized the fourth rule of living on Hy-Brasil, the unspoken one, the only truly inviolable ultimatum and one that applied only to herself. She was never to leave it.


It took her a long time to notice this, and even longer to mind. Hy-Brasil was hidden from the rest of the world by centuries-old magic, only able to be seen once every seven years and only reached by a chosen few. Nobody had ever come to its shores in her lifetime. As a child, she was curious about the world beyond the sea, but in a vague, half-sketched way, as she was curious about a lot of things she read in books. London and Treasure Island and horses and dragons were all equally imagined to her. She thought she would probably see them one day, when she was old. In the meantime, the island was hers to explore, and it took up more time than she could ever imagine having. There were books to read, thousands of them in the castle library, and Rowan brought back more all the time. There were trees to climb, caves along the beach to get lost in, traces of the fair folk who had once lived on the island to find and bring home. There was work to be done: Food needed to be grown and harvested; the livable parts of the castle, the parts that weren’t a crumbling ruin, needed to be constantly fortified against the harsh salt winds; the rocks needed to be combed for useful things when the tide went out. She was a half-wild thing of ink and grass and sea breezes, raised by books and rabbits and fairy lore, and that was all she cared to be.


She didn’t know now when that had changed—it had done so gradually, one question at a time wearing away at her like the relentless drops of rain on the ruins by the cliffs. She must have asked Rowan at some point how she had come to the island, but she couldn’t remember it. It seemed she had always known the story: a violent storm that churned up the ocean and strewn the shoreline with driftwood; Rowan and Hutchincroft walking along the clifftops the morning afterward; the battered lifeboat on the rocks, half-flooded, with the little girl that had been her curled up in the very bottom. Rowan had since shown her the spot many times at her request. She had been no more than a year old when they found her, with a mop of chestnut curls and enormous eyes, wet through and crying but unscathed. There was no trace of her parents, or the shipwreck that had likely killed them. It was as though the island itself had reached out into the deadly seas and snatched her to safety. She liked to think of that—that Hy-Brasil, which rarely let anyone come to its shores, had for its own reasons welcomed her. It had to mean something. Perhaps she was the daughter of somebody important, a queen or a brilliant sorcerer; perhaps, like the orphan girls in her books, she had some great destiny to fulfill. It made up in some small way for not being a mage.


She could, though, distinctly remember reading A Little Princess when she was ten or eleven and stopping short at the realization that Sara Crewe, at seven, was being sent from her home to school. She wasn’t sure why this struck her particularly—she had read other stories about children being sent to school, after all, without wondering why it didn’t seem to apply to her. Perhaps it was that Sara’s father, young and full of fun, reminded her a little of Rowan just as Sara reminded her a little of herself. Perhaps it was just that she was ready to question, and books, as they so often did, crystallized her question into words.


She’d tracked him down to the library that evening. “Rowan?”


“Yes, my love?” he’d said absently. It probably wasn’t the right time—he was up on the bookshelves near the ceiling, balanced precariously as he tracked down a volume about poltergeists. Hutch lay on the rug by the fire, flopped on his side in a peaceful C shape.


“Why haven’t I gone to school?”


She thought he focused his attention a little more carefully on the books in front of him, but he might have just been trying not to fall to his death. “Do you want to go to school?”


It wasn’t what she had been asking, and the possibility had distracted her while she considered. “I think so,” she said at last. “Someday.”


“Well, then you will, someday,” he said. “It might be a while, though. I’ll see what I can do.”


It was no different to the kind of thing he’d said before, but for the first time, far too late, she realized what he wasn’t saying. He was telling her that she couldn’t leave yet, and she trusted that he had a good reason. He was telling her that she would leave one day, and she trusted that too. But he wasn’t telling her why. He never did.


Once she had noticed that, she began to notice other things he wasn’t saying, lurking like predators in long grass amid the things he was saying instead.


She knew, for instance, that Rowan had grown up on the distant shoreline she could see from the cliffs on a clear day, the one she used to think of as the beginning of the world. Actually, it was Inishmore, one of the Aran Islands. Beyond it was the coast of western Ireland, and beyond that was Great Britain and then the great mass of Europe, over which Rowan and Hutch had wandered before coming to the island. Rowan would give her all the books and maps she could ever want, and in the right mood he would talk to her for hours about the countries inside their pages. Yet when she pressed him on any stories from his own childhood or travels, he would turn elusive.


“It was a long time ago,” he said once, with a shrug.


“So was the Norman Conquest,” she reminded him. “And we were just talking about that.”


He laughed. “Well, it wasn’t that long ago!”


“How long was it, then?” she countered. “I know you’re a lot older than you look, because Hutch told me that magicians age slowly once they get their familiars. But he didn’t know how old that made you, because rabbits aren’t very good with time.”


“Neither am I. A hundred years or so? I lost count around the Boer War.”


She didn’t believe that for a minute. Rowan could misplace a lot of things, but surely not entire years. But she had learned to accept it. It was useless to try to make Rowan talk when he didn’t want to. And Hutchincroft, who when he could talk would do so happily at any time at all, knew Rowan too well to give Biddy information that she wasn’t supposed to have.


Lately, though, things had been different. It wasn’t only that she was getting older, more restless, her eyes pulled constantly to the bump of land on the horizon and her thoughts pulled even further. Rowan had been disappearing more and more often; he was bringing back a lot more injuries than he was artifacts, and some of them she suspected hurt more than he was letting on. Hutchincroft was restless when he wasn’t there, on edge, possibly in constant silent communication and certainly in silent worry. It was possible, she supposed, that these things had been festering under the surface of her life for a long time, and she was only lately becoming aware of them. Either way, she could feel a bite of danger in the air like the first frost of autumn, and she didn’t like it.
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It should have been a perfect morning. The day had unfurled crisp and bright, the kind to be taken advantage of on Hy-Brasil, where wind was common but sun was rare, and she had gone up the cliffs with a rug, three undersized apples, and a battered copy of Jane Eyre. The wind ruffled her hair and the grass behind the castle; the black rabbits grazing there, infected with the chaotic joy of it, flicked their ears and jumped in the air. It made her smile, despite everything. And yet she hadn’t been able to focus as she usually did. The argument had tainted the morning like smoke, leaving an acrid taste in her throat and a grey pall over the sky. The world of her book seemed impossibly far away, full of strangers and schools and romances when she had never seen anything of the kind. Her self-righteous fury at Rowan’s treatment of her gave way, predictably, to doubts about her own behavior, and then to guilt. It was a relief when shortly after midday a shadow fell across the pages.


“Hello,” Rowan said. At his side, Hutchincroft nudged her book experimentally with his nose. “What are you up to, then?”


She shrugged, determined not to give him the satisfaction of a smile quite yet. “Not a lot.”


“You’re not still sulking, are you?”


“I don’t sulk. You two sulk. I was reading.”


“Any good?”


She glanced down at her book. “‘It is in vain to say human beings ought to be satisfied with tranquility: they must have action; and they will make it if they cannot find it. Millions are condemned to a stiller doom than mine, and millions are in silent revolt against their lot. Nobody knows how many rebellions besides political rebellions ferment in the masses of life which people earth.’”


His eyebrows went up. “And that’s you not sulking, is it?”


“It’s Charlotte Brontë, not me!” In fact, that part had been a few chapters earlier, but she had remembered it to make a point. “I’m just reading what she says.”


“Well, tell her to lay off.” He must have seen that pretending they hadn’t argued wasn’t working. She heard a faint sigh, and then he settled down beside her on the grass. “Look, I know it’s not fair. I know it’s lonely here for you. For what it’s worth, I’m sure I did say you could come with me when you were older, and I’m sure I meant it. I thought things would be different by now. They might be soon—I’ll do what I can, I promise—but I need more time. All right?”


It wasn’t, really. But she knew Rowan was apologizing in his own way, and she wanted to apologize too. She didn’t want there to be undercurrents of tension and struggle between the two of them, as there seemed to be more and more often these days. There never had been before. Oh, when she was thirteen and a prickly ball of existential angst, she would shout at him that he didn’t understand her, and he would retort, a little frustrated and a lot more amused, that she was bloody right about that, and she would storm off fuming. But that had been about her own emotions flaring, easily solved once they settled down again. This was about Rowan, and she had enough common sense to see that if he wasn’t going to budge, she could do nothing except keep pushing or back down.


And so she nodded, and tried to mean it.


“Thank you.” His voice was so unexpectedly quiet and sincere that it caught her off guard. It was as though a curtain had flickered aside, and beyond it she could glimpse something shadowed and troubled. Then the moment passed, and he was stretching and getting back to his feet in one sure movement. “What time is it, by the way?”


Biddy resigned herself to the subject being closed and checked her coat pocket for her watch. “Ah . . . almost two.”


“That late?” He glanced down at Hutch. “You were right. We do need to get a move on if we want to get back before tonight.”


“Are you going somewhere tonight?” She made her voice deliberately innocent, and his look suggested he knew it.


“I might be. For now, I’m going out to the oak. Do you fancy a walk?”


She was half-tempted to refuse, just to show she wasn’t letting him off as easily as all that. But she did fancy a walk, and what was more, she fancied their company after her morning alone. So she got to her feet, brushing grass from her skirt.


“It isn’t only about me leaving the island,” she couldn’t help adding. “I worry about you when I wake up at night and you’re not there.”


“I know you do. But you don’t have to, I promise. I can take care of myself. I’m always back by morning.”


“That doesn’t mean you always will be.”


“It doesn’t mean I won’t be either,” he pointed out, which was technically accurate if infuriating.


They walked through the trees, the two of them on foot and Hutch scampering beside them before Rowan scooped him up to settle him against his shoulder. At this time of year, the path was like a dark green cathedral, dappled with sun, and Biddy told the other two about the words the Japanese had for different kinds of light: Light through leaves was called komorebi. Her mood lifted, and the trapped, resentful feeling sank back down in her chest where it belonged.


When they passed the familiar track where the elm trees grew, Rowan stopped.


“Think you can get up there now?” he asked, with a nod to the tallest branches.


She sighed. “Honestly, does it matter? When in my life am I ever going to need to get up a tree?”


“You never know,” he said lightly. “Does that mean you can’t?”


Reluctantly, she returned his grin. “What do you think?”


Children in the books Biddy read were always told not to climb trees, and getting in trouble for tearing their clothes when they did. Hutchincroft, it was true, did fuss over both her clothes and her safety, but Rowan had been teaching her to climb since she could walk, usually just a little higher and on branches a little more precarious than she would have preferred. Sometimes they made a game of seeing how far through the forest they could get without once setting foot on the ground; sometimes they raced to see who could get the highest branches first. Rowan always won, but she had grown to her full height over the summer, and she had been practicing.


“Good work,” Rowan said approvingly, as she made a grab for a mossy branch and pulled herself up to him. “You’ll be outclimbing me soon.”


She rolled her eyes, pleased but disbelieving.


“No, I mean it! You’re clever, and you’re brave—that’s all you need with trees. My reach is longer than yours, but you’re lighter, and you’re learning how to use that. You’re mostly slower now because you’re more cautious than me, and that’s probably not a bad thing. Probably.”


“Well, it means I’m not going to come back in the mornings covered with scratches and bruises,” she couldn’t resist saying, “so that’s a good thing. Probably.”


He laughed. “Honestly, you and Hutch. If you had your way, I’d never do anything at all.”


There was an edge to the laugh, and she knew there had been an edge to her words too. He couldn’t quite hide that he was in an odd mood: restless, distant, too light and playful when he was talking to her and too prone to frowning silence when he wasn’t. He took a great deal of magic from the oak as well, when they finally reached it. As though he intended to use it.


She said nothing more. It was his business, she reminded herself, and he had made it clear that he would answer no questions. If she trusted him—and she did, with all her heart—then that would have to be enough. Until she felt like starting another argument, at least.


That night, when she heard his footsteps soft and light on the stairs, she lay quiet. She kept her gaze trained on her window, until a darker speck of black flashed across the clouds and was gone. Then she closed her eyes, and tried to think of nothing at all.
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Biddy wasn’t sure what woke her, only that she sat up so sharply in her bed that something certainly had. The sky was still dark, but faint traces of grey and gold glimmered on the horizon. Almost dawn.


She swung her legs out of bed and went to the window. The grass under the castle stretched out dark and tangled beneath them. On it, a square of light glowed from Rowan’s study window in the turret. When she craned her neck up, she could see the shutters wide open and a candle burning on the ledge. That candle had been left there for a reason: to guide the raven back from its travels. When Rowan returned, he extinguished it. Right now, like the rest of the castle, it was still ready and waiting. A memory stirred uneasily. She frowned, trying through the last cobwebs of sleep to see what it was that troubled her. She had known he was going, after all.


It was then that she heard a sharp, sudden sound; the sound, she knew at once, was what had woken her in the first place. The warning thump of a rabbit’s back feet against a hard wood floor. Hutchincroft.


The cobwebs cleared as if in a sudden gust, and her stomach turned cold.


The sky.


An hour or two before dawn, Rowan had said, when she had asked him what time he had gotten back. He had given her the same answer before, on many occasions. It was one sure thing she knew about his nighttime travels, the more valuable for being the only one: Wherever Rowan went, he was always back an hour or two before dawn.


Now dawn was almost here. And Rowan hadn’t come home.
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Chapter Two



It didn’t take long to find Hutchincroft. He was outside her bedroom when she opened the door, periscoped bolt upright, his sleek golden body rigid with tension.


“What’s wrong?” Biddy dropped to her knees beside him. “Is something outside?”


Hy-Brasil, after all, had dangers of its own. Sometimes the Púca came too close to the castle to be entirely comfortable; sometimes shadows were shaken from the trees in a high wind. The fair folk were said to walk at this time of the year, and in the ocean the merrows grew restless. Sometimes Hutchincroft was unnerved by something as simple as an oncoming storm or a flock of black-backed gulls. She wasn’t surprised, though, when Hutchincroft shook his head—one of the few human gestures he could mimic as a rabbit.


“It’s Rowan, isn’t it?” she said, as steadily as she could. “Something’s happened to him. What is it?”


He dropped to all fours then, and the look he gave her clenched her chest. Hutch’s fear always went to her heart, but this was more than fear. It was utter bewilderment, and terrible loss.


“You don’t know, do you?” she whispered. “How can you not know?”


Rowan and Hutchincroft were mage and familiar—their communication went deeper than body or mind. They were part of each other. Hutch could reach Rowan through distance, through sleep, through the very worst pain. There were only two things that could separate them. One was magic, though she couldn’t imagine what kind.


She wouldn’t think about the other.


Whatever she had been dreading, whatever Rowan had been keeping from her, it was here.


“Hutch.” Her voice trembled; she forced a deep breath. Rowan had said, only that afternoon, that she was brave. She had said, only that afternoon, that she wasn’t a child anymore. “Hutch, if Rowan is in trouble, we need to find him. I need the scrying glass.”


It was something she had considered often, when she lay awake wondering where he could be at nights. The only thing that had stopped her going to it then was the knowledge that Hutch would never let her. Sure enough, he growled faintly on reflex.


“Oh, for God’s sake, I know I’m not allowed in Rowan’s study without him. But this is an emergency, isn’t it? And you can’t use the glass, so it has to be me. Please.”


Hutch must have known she was right—they did need the glass, and familiars couldn’t use artifacts any more than they could be enchanted. They were too close to pure magic themselves. He hesitated only a further second, out of loyalty to Rowan’s wishes. The next, he was bounding up the stairs, and Biddy was running behind him as fast as she could.
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Biddy had been in Rowan’s study many times, when she’d knocked at the door to see if he wanted to come on a walk, or he’d called her in to show her the latest artifact he’d found. She knew the small, curved room at the top of the turret well, with its haphazard piles of books and mingled clutter and charms. She knew the battered armchair by the tiny fireplace, one of the rare pieces of furniture that had been brought across from the mainland in the currach and not built on the island. But she had never been in it without Rowan. It looked horribly empty and grey in the predawn light, as though he had taken the colors with him. There was a cup of cold tea on the mantelpiece, where Rowan had set it that evening, and a half-eaten apple on the desk. He hadn’t come down to supper.


She hadn’t gone up to knock on the door for him. She’d sat downstairs alone in the kitchen, resenting his absence when he’d said that he’d see her again before she went to bed. It seemed a thousand years ago, and now her resentment was a burning shard of guilt in her chest. It didn’t matter. The mainland didn’t matter. His disappearances didn’t matter, nor his secrets, nor his moods. If he could only be home and safe, she’d never want to leave the island again. She’d never be angry at him again. Just please—she found herself whispering it, as a mage would a spell—please, please let him be safe.


Biddy found the scrying glass quickly, the size of a dinner plate with a silver frame, and laid it flat on the desk. The weight of it in her hands made her feel somewhat less useless. She might not be a mage like Rowan; she couldn’t take magic inside her, and she couldn’t cast spells. But enchanted objects had magic of their own, and Rowan had taught her how to use most of them over the years. This, at least, she could do. She paused only to lift Hutch onto the table, so he could peer anxiously into the glass with her.


“Rowan of Hy-Brasil, please,” she said—firmly, in the precise, Hutchincroft-ish tone of voice Rowan had always told her sounded like she was putting through a call on a telephone.


It took longer than usual. Perhaps, like Hutch, the magic had difficulty finding him. But after several anxious seconds the glass fogged, cleared, and resolved itself into an image of a room—windowless and bare, utterly dark but for an eerie green-gold glow that permeated the air like a mist. It was by that faint light alone that she could make out Rowan’s body on the floor. His eyes were closed and his limbs crumpled beneath him, as though he had fallen before he had a chance to catch himself. He might have looked dead, had Biddy not noticed with a shiver of relief that his chest rose and fell. Something silver glinted in his closed fist.


Hutchincroft’s twitching nose pressed to the glass, desperate, as though he hoped to break through to the image behind it. Through her own fear, Biddy’s heart ached for him. She couldn’t imagine how it must feel for them to be separated.


“He’s alive.” She brushed her tangled hair from her eyes. Stay firm, take a breath, think. “And if you can’t wake him, then he’s under an enchantment. An enchanted sleep—I suppose they must be real, they’re in so many stories. But I don’t know what to do about it.”


Hutchincroft thumped his back feet, miserably this time, and looked toward the window. Biddy looked too—the sky was pale grey now, almost white, the sun not far away. She wasn’t sure why that mattered, but she was sure it did. Rowan was always back by sunrise. If he was still asleep when the sun rose, then she had no doubt he would be in danger. Perhaps he wouldn’t be able to come back at all.


Rowan would know what to do. He always knew what to do. If she could just talk to him, even for a minute, he could tell her. But he was so far away in body and mind, and there was no way to get him back.


Or to get to him. The idea came like a candle catching light.


“Hutch! Does Rowan still have that ring he showed me last winter? The one that lets you walk into someone’s dreams?”


She wouldn’t have been at all surprised if Rowan had lost it. But Hutchincroft’s ears pricked, and he hopped over the mirror to a shelf above the desk. Biddy saw the ring even before Hutchincroft picked it up in his delicate mouth. It was a small silver band—Rowan had brought it back one night and showed it to her at breakfast the following morning. She had been fascinated, though wary.


“Why would you want to go into someone’s dreams?” she had asked.


“It’s fun.” He threw the ring in the air, caught it, inspected it. “Besides, you might need to talk to someone a long way away, and this is one way to do it. Bit of a weird way, though, and you can get very lost, so I wouldn’t recommend it.”


“Is it dangerous?”


He winked at her. “Well, it wouldn’t be very fun if it weren’t at least a little bit dangerous.”


A weird way, and a dangerous way. But it was the only way, at least as far as she knew, to talk to someone who couldn’t be woken.


“I’ll go into his dreams and try to wake him up,” she said to Hutch, with more assurance than she felt. “Or if I can’t wake him, at least he can tell me where he is and what to do to help. I just need something of his. A scrap of hair would work, if there was some on a hairbrush, or . . .” Hutchincroft looked at her, and she smiled despite everything. “No, I know. I don’t think Rowan’s ever brushed his hair in his life.”


She ran her eyes over the room quickly, catching on anything hopeful and bouncing off again in disappointment. It had to be a part of the person, Rowan said. Hair, fingernails—blood at a push, if you wanted to make things really weird. There was nothing like that in Rowan’s study. Just books, paper, countless oddments, more cups and mugs than she thought they owned.


And—


Her eyes lit, at last, on Hutchincroft.


“Hutch,” she said, slowly, over the quickening of her heart. “Would it work if I used you? You’re his familiar. You’re a part of each other.”


It sounded like cheating to her—the two of them shared a soul, not a body. But magic loved cheating.


In answer, Hutchincroft pushed his head under her palm, burrowing until it reached his soft ears.


It was then, of all times, that the true seriousness of the situation sank in. Hutch cared about her safety more than almost anything in the world. He protested when she climbed too high, strayed too far, stayed out too long in rain and cold and sun. Yet now, when she had declared her intent to disappear into a dream—into an enchanted sleep that even Rowan couldn’t escape—he was helping her without a murmur. There was only one reason he would let her take such a risk. Whatever danger Rowan was in, it was far worse.


Biddy drew a deep breath.


You’re clever, and you’re brave, Rowan had said to her that afternoon, and he had meant it. But he had been talking about climbing trees. It was easy to be brave when the greatest risk was in falling to the ground—that was real, tangible. Magic was perilous in ways that couldn’t be predicted. You never knew what you might fall into. Rowan never cared what she climbed, but even he had never let her do magic alone. If he were here now, he would never let her do this.


But he wasn’t here. And if she didn’t, he might never be again.


She sat down at the desk first—you should always, Rowan said, be sitting down when you tried a new spell. Then she put the ring on her finger, buried the fingers of her other hand in Hutchincroft’s fur, and entered Rowan’s dream.
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Last summer, Biddy had slipped from the cliffs near the ruins and tumbled twenty feet into the sea. She had seen a glint of silver in a small hollow worn in the rocks: That close to the remnants of the old wall, she had wondered if it might be an artifact, even a magical one. It was a few feet down from the edge of the bank, the sea a dizzying grey-blue swirl below. Normally she would have mentioned it to Rowan and let him investigate later—he could fly, after all. But it was tantalizingly close, and the thought of how stupid she would look if it turned out to be nothing more than a trick of the light overcame her natural caution. Her boots had gripped the rock with reassuring firmness; she judged she could do it, and after she had swung herself over the edge, it was too late to change her mind. She was almost there when her foot shot from underneath her in a scree of pebbles, and she was falling.


Putting on the dream ring felt exactly like that plunge into icy water.


One moment she was on firm ground in the study with Hutch beside her; the next, her stomach lurched, and her grip was torn away. She was dropping, plummeting, a roar of wind in her ears and a surge of panic in her throat. Then, just as she had once hit the water and opened her eyes to a greenish haze shot through with sunlight, she opened her eyes and there was a new world about her.


A room. She was standing in a room. A room she had never seen before.


In all her life, the only rooms Biddy had ever known were those of the castle: the stone kitchen, cold in winter and hot in summer; her own room looking east out over the fields and the sea; Rowan’s bedroom upstairs with its perpetually unmade bed; his study at the top of the turret; the massive oak-shelved library where she all but lived in the colder months; the frigid bathroom with its cracked washbasin; the crumbling gatehouse that had become dangerous with age and could be ventured into only with great care. This was smaller than any of them, and so much newer. The pale green walls formed a perfect square, with a flickering fireplace and darker green curtains half-drawn against the night. More surprising yet was what she could glimpse beyond those curtains. The glow of lamps, the rattle of wheels on cobbles, the sight—so terrifyingly close—of other windows across a narrow street.


This wasn’t Hy-Brasil. For the first time in her memory, she was somewhere else.


She had only a moment to take all this in. She wasn’t alone. Rowan stood facing the fireplace. It was him, exactly as he had left the island, even the same tiny cut above one eyebrow she’d noticed that morning. And yet something was different. His stance was open, less deliberately careless; his face, too, was unguarded, and softer than she had ever seen it. Opposite him, back to the fire, was a woman.


To Biddy’s embarrassment, her first reaction was not curiosity or suspicion or fear but a thrill of wonder. A stranger. And not only a stranger, a woman. In all her life, she had only ever seen other women in books, in photographs, and once or twice—though she had never told Rowan or Hutch—in dreams as a small girl, when a lady about the age of a mother or older sister would come to her and smile and ask her about her day. This one looked the same age as Rowan, however old that was, but unlike him she was beautifully dressed. Her hair was darker than Biddy’s, almost black; her face was paler, framed by precise curls. There was nothing unguarded about her. She faced Rowan firmly, proudly, a warrior primed for battle.


“I told you, I’m not going anywhere!” She had a cool, clear voice, yet by her side her hands were balled into fists. “You don’t understand. It’s too late.”


“How is it too late?” Rowan demanded.


His voice jolted Biddy out of her fascination, and she flushed inwardly. For God’s sake, this wasn’t real. This was the inside of Rowan’s head. She wasn’t really away from the island, and the woman was no more solid than the one she herself had dreamed about as a child. A closer look at the woman’s clothes confirmed that. Her dress was a soft grey green, the color of moss, and it drew to what seemed an uncomfortably tight waist before blossoming out into a voluminous bell-shaped skirt. Biddy had seen dresses like that in illustrations nestled in the text of Jane Eyre and Oliver Twist; it wasn’t what people wore today. Not only was this a dream, it was a dream taking place at least fifty years ago, perhaps more.


Rowan was talking, low and urgent, not waiting for a response to his question. “Hutch and I have a rune door set up in Galway. We’ve had it years and never touched it, even Storm doesn’t know. We can be out of this country in seconds—”


Biddy grabbed Rowan by the arm. “Rowan? It’s me. I’m here.”


It was like tugging at a statue. He didn’t respond, not even to dislodge her. He didn’t even know she was there.


This wasn’t how it was meant to work. The ring was supposed to allow people to talk to each other in dreams. Surely she should be visible to the dreamer.


“There are places to hide for a while, just to get our bearings,” Rowan was saying to the woman. “They won’t find us.”


“Suppose you’re right, and you do manage to hide. Then what?”


“Then we fight back!”


“How?” She didn’t wait for an answer either. “I can’t leave London. I can’t leave the Council. We don’t all have the luxury of running away, Rowan. Some of us have responsibilities.”


“What responsibilities?” He shook his head, frustrated. “Jesus, Morgaine, you know what they’ve ordered us to do? What you would have to do to stay?”


“Of course I know!”


“Well, then. You can’t tell me you’re willing to pay that price.”


“I already have.” Her chin shot up, defiant, daring him to respond. “I did it this morning.”


He laughed, a short, sharp bark of disbelief. “You didn’t.”


“I did. Look around, if you don’t believe it. Look anywhere you like. Tilda’s gone. She faded. She doesn’t exist anymore.”


“I don’t believe it.” But he did believe it, whatever it was. He took a step back, involuntarily. The color had leeched from his face like the blue from the sky as the sun went down. “You would never hurt her. You couldn’t.”


“She told me to!” Some of the brightness in the woman’s eyes came from tears, Biddy thought. “They came for me this morning. Either I obeyed them, or I would be arrested. You know by arrested they meant killed.”


Biddy tried again. “Rowan!”


It was useless. He couldn’t see her; he couldn’t hear her. His attention was fixed on the woman in front of him, and she had never seen him like that before—so horrified, so defenseless, so young and so hurt. It was frightening.


“She told me to do what they asked,” the woman said, and there was an edge of defensiveness in her voice. “She told me to let her go.”


“Of course she did!” Rowan snapped. “She wanted to keep you safe. How could you listen?”


“Because she was right! I’m no use to anyone in prison or dead. And I can’t do anything hunted as a fugitive, scrabbling for the slightest hint of magic—neither can you. If we want to put this right, we need to keep our places on the Council and fight from the inside. It’s our only chance.”


Something hard glinted in his eyes. “You’re worse than Vaughan. At least he doesn’t pretend to be doing the right thing.”


The woman’s chin dropped then, at last. “Rowan—”


“Don’t,” he said flatly.


Biddy had no idea what they were talking about. She had no idea where they were. She was witnessing something horribly private, and she had no idea how to stop. But she knew that somewhere out there, the dawn was coming.


“Rowan.” She said his name as loudly and as firmly as she could, because she could think of nothing else. “Rowan, this isn’t real. You’re in a dream somewhere. You have to wake up.”


Something crossed his face—a frown, or a shadow of a frown. It was gone in a heartbeat, but she had seen it. Her heart leapt.


The woman was speaking again. Her voice trembled on the brink of calm. “You can hate me if you want. But if you’re not going to join us, then you need to leave here, now. They’re coming for you.”


His attention went back to the woman, but it was weaker this time, divided. For a moment, Biddy could have sworn his eyes lit on her instead. “They’re coming because of you, aren’t they? You told them I would be here.”


“For God’s sake, Rowan, they knew! They’ve been watching you. They’ve been watching all of us for weeks. You have to go.”


Biddy didn’t wait for him to reply. She hit him on the shoulder, hard as she could, and then harder. “Rowan! Wake up!”


This time, at last, he heard her. With a strangled cry, he pulled back and dropped to his knees.


The room stilled. The woman froze, lips about to speak, eyes staring at nothing. Outside, the noise of the street quieted. Even the fire in the grate held steady, caught between flickers of flame.


The only things moving now were Biddy and Rowan. He rubbed at his eyes, firmly, as if to rid them of dust, and when he lowered his hands, his face was his own again—only puzzled, and wary. Biddy dropped to her own knees and threw her arms around him. He felt insubstantial to the touch, on the cusp of being a ghost, but he hugged her back.


“All right,” he said, still dazed. “I’m here. What’s wrong?”


“You’re wrong.” Biddy pulled back. She hadn’t realized until then that her eyes had filled with tears. Just like the woman, who stood still now and silent, waiting to draw Rowan back. The room around them seemed to be holding its breath. The colors were subdued, with the cracked, faded quality of an old painting. “You’re asleep somewhere, enchanted. This is a dream.”


He blinked slowly. “A dream?”


“Hutch lost you. We didn’t know what had happened, until we used the scrying glass.”


“Hutch . . .” His eyes finally fixed on her. She could have sobbed with relief as he came back into them. “I should have known. He isn’t here. I can’t even hear him. And of course he was here, when this happened. I remember . . . Is he all right? Are you?”


“He’s fine,” she said. “I’m fine. We’re both back at the castle. I used the ring to enter your dreams.”


“You shouldn’t have done that. I told you never to use any of the objects without me. I definitely told you never to use that ring, in particular.”


“What else was I supposed to do?” she demanded. “You were lost. You’re still lost—in body, at least. Where are you?”


The question distracted him from telling her off—she suspected his heart hadn’t really been in it. “I . . .” He shook his head, frustrated. “I don’t remember. I think . . . You said you saw me in the scrying glass?”


“You’re underground, that’s all I could make out. Like a cellar, or a dungeon. I think you were holding something silver.”


His face cleared. “The amulet. I was in the vault, in the Under-castle. That was so bloody stupid—of course it was a trap. As soon as I picked it up it must have had me. Biddy, how long have I been asleep? What time is it?”


“Almost dawn.”


He muttered something she wasn’t meant to hear under his breath. “If I’m still there when the sun comes up, they’ll check the trap and find me. It might be even earlier, if Storm has a bout of insomnia. I need to wake up.”


“How? That’s why I came. How do I wake you?”


“You don’t have to. I can wake us both, with a bit of luck.” He gave her shoulders one last comforting squeeze and rose to his feet. “There’s always something not right in an enchanted dream, something that gives you a door out. The spells are woven that way, in case the mage doing the weaving is trapped inside by mistake. That’s why they need to be something overwhelming—so the person you’ve enchanted doesn’t have the sense to look for a way out. If you see me losing focus again, hit me as hard as you can. Don’t hold back.”


“Won’t that hurt you?”


“Things don’t hurt much in dreams. That’s the point. I need you to remind me I’m dreaming.”


She nodded conscientiously. “I won’t hold back. But who will find you? Who did this to you?”


“Later. When I’m back home.” He looked at her. “I meant what I said, Biddy. You shouldn’t have come here. But I’m glad you did.”


So was she, in that moment. Whatever she had entered, whatever dangers they were in, for the first time in her life she felt a part of them. And it would be worth all of it if they could, indeed, be back home.
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There was only one obvious door leading out of the room, and when Biddy tried it she found it locked.


“Check everything,” Rowan told her. He was standing in the middle, eyes flickering over every inch of wall and furniture. “There has to be a way out, but it can be very small, and it won’t be where you think.”


Biddy checked everything. Door, window, fireplace; behind the bookshelf, behind the couch, under the rug. Her heart, which had quieted when Rowan had come back to her, was pounding again. She knew how close dawn was, and she had seen the underground room in which Rowan’s body lay. She knew how little time they had. Perhaps time passed differently in a dream, but it couldn’t stop forever.


She made sure to keep one eye on Rowan. Despite his best efforts, he still wasn’t quite himself. He rubbed his eyes often, then shook his head. Once he stopped, and she saw the bewildered, half-fogged look creep across his face again. Luckily, she knew what to do. She hit him sharp and hard, right in the kidneys like he had shown her once, and he startled awake with a yelp and held up his hands in submission.


“All right, I’m back! Ow. I’m glad I am dreaming, or that would have had me on the floor.”


“Well, I wouldn’t have done it if you weren’t,” she reminded him.


“I’m glad to hear it. Get your hits in now rather than later, that’s all I’m saying.”


The dream had started moving again. Once more, sounds filtered through from the street outside, and shadows flickered on the wall.


“It’s a good sign,” Rowan said, catching her glance at the window. “The dream’s getting stronger. It means we’re getting close.”


“Does it?”


“Well,” he said cheerfully. “That, or I’m dying. I suppose we’ll find out when I wake up.”


Biddy shot him a very unamused look, right as the woman spoke from the center of the room.


“They’re coming,” she said, low and urgent. “You have to go.”


Rowan ignored her.


“Who’s coming?” Biddy asked. The room was definitely darkening. Outside, the wind roared. She hadn’t heard it before, and now she wondered if it was the wind at all. “Does she mean the people who trapped you?”


“No,” he said shortly. “It’s nothing that can hurt us now. It’s a warning from a long time ago. Never mind her.”


Biddy took a step toward the woman. Morgaine, Rowan had called her, before she had said whatever had so shocked him and he had stopped calling her anything at all. Up close, there was something familiar about her face, though Biddy couldn’t have said what—she couldn’t, after all, have seen her before. It was a beautiful face, strong and determined, cold and luminous like moonlight. Biddy wondered if she really had been that lovely, or if it was simply how Rowan remembered her. Because it was a memory, and not a dream—she knew that now, had known it from the moment she had seen Rowan’s expression. Dreams could hurt as much as anything, but not so deeply as this was hurting Rowan, or for so long.


“Who is she?” she asked quietly, not expecting an answer.


She didn’t get one. Rowan had been feeling the edges of the locked door. He stood back, folded his arms, and let his breath out in a contemplative sigh.


“Perhaps I’m looking for the wrong thing,” he said. “I’m trying to find a door. But perhaps the door is right in front of me. What I need is a key.”


“Like the one around her neck?”


Rowan turned sharply. “What did you say?”


Biddy pointed at Morgaine. “Around her neck. On the chain. She has a key.”


“She never had a key around her neck, on a chain or otherwise.”


“Well, there is now.”


And there was, gold against her grey-green bodice. Rowan was across the room in a moment. He took it between his fingers, and his smile this time was little more than a glint in the firelight.


“Of course.” His laugh, low and unamused, sounded like a threat. “They knew. They knew I would never be brave enough to look closely at her.”


Biddy watched him warily, uncertain of his mood. “So . . . we’ve found it?”


“We have.” He saw her expression, and his own softened at once. “Or you did. Good work.”


Morgaine was looking at him, motionless once more. He bowed to her, ironic, and slipped the chain over her head. “I’ll take that, thank you, my love.”


It made Biddy shiver. She had never heard that note in Rowan’s voice before. It was bitter, almost cruel, and he was never cruel.


It was gone again by the time he had crossed the room. He put a reassuring hand on the small of her back, slipped the key into the lock, and twisted it sharply to one side. His face lit. “This is it.”


Biddy watched it, skeptical. “The door hasn’t opened.”


“It will. Give it a minute. We’re almost out.”


“How do you know?”


“I’m getting cold. That’s not the dream—that’s me, outside, lying on some cold floor underground.” He stretched his shoulders, and made a face. “Some cold, hard floor, by the feel of it.”


She hoped he was right. Outside, the wind was getting even louder, and she was less and less sure it was the wind.


“Will you wake up alone in that cellar?” The thought struck her with a chill. She couldn’t stay with him, after all, once there was no dream to share.


“I’ll be in the cellar, but I won’t be alone, will I? In fact, I wonder if—” He tilted his head upward, at the painted ceiling. “Hutch? Can you hear me yet?”


The voice was faint, but Biddy knew it at once. It was the voice she heard when Hutch was in human form, only clearer, higher, like the lilt of birdsong. Rowan?


“I’m here.” Just for a moment, his eyes closed, as if trying to catch the fleeting warmth of a winter sunbeam. “I’m coming back, my friend. Just wait for me, all right?”


Always. Hutch’s voice, which had been as soft as Rowan’s, rose suddenly in far more familiar protest. But where have you been? I thought you were dead.


Rowan smiled ruefully. “Now I’ve done it. He’ll never shut up.” He turned back to Biddy. “I should wake up when we go through that door. When you find yourself back at home, you’ll know I made it. Hutch will know anyway. Don’t bother waiting up for me. I’ll fly back, but I might be a bit slow.”


“What if they’re waiting for you when you wake up, whoever set the trap? It might be dawn by now.”


He laughed. “Then I’ll be really slow.”


The door gave a very tiny click, and swung open. Beyond was nothing but black, not darkness but the solid black of ink, of velvet, of the rabbits that grazed the fields on Hy-Brasil.


At their backs, the wind shrieked, a long earsplitting note like the scream of an animal in pain or about to kill. The windows smashed.


The gust whipped Biddy’s hair in her face, pushed her forward a step, and wrenched a startled cry from her. Her hand flew up to cover her eyes from the shattered glass, but Rowan was already there, putting himself between her and the gust of air from the open window.


“Through the door,” he said, over her shoulder. “Go.”


She opened her mouth to ask why, what was coming through? Her eyes caught the first shimmer of movement, and the question died in her throat.


Nothing was coming through. Nothing had broken in. It was the glass. The shards of the window had fallen to the floor in a cascade and they were moving, swarming across the floorboards like glittering insects. They rippled together, transparent and sharp-edged, multiplying and coalescing into great wings and claws.


“Biddy!” Rowan urged, at the same time as Morgaine said, “Get out!”


She needed to move. Of course she needed to move.


But she couldn’t. She couldn’t even scream. She stared, wide-eyed, pinned by fascination and terror like a butterfly in a case, until Rowan grabbed her roughly by the shoulders and pushed her through the door and into nothing.
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Biddy’s eyes flew open with a gasp. The study was around her once more—once more she sat at Rowan’s desk, ring on her finger. She barely took this in before twisting in panic toward the window.


Not dawn. Almost—the skies were pale, and the stars were gone. But not yet. They were in time.


Hutchincroft was perched on her lap, paws on her chest, bumping her chin with an anxious nose. She grabbed him tight, and buried her numb fingers in his fur as feeling and sense returned.


“Is he safe?” she asked, just to be sure, and Hutchincroft nudged her reassuringly. She could already tell he was. Hutch was still alert, still concerned, but the panic had faded. His lithe body was relaxed under her fingers, and she hugged him again just to feel it.


When you find yourself back at home, you’ll know I made it, Rowan had said. She was home. She reminded herself of that, again and again. The shapes around her were those she’d known her whole life—the jumble of books on the desk, the dusty fireplace, the wind through the castle window with its smell of the sea.


And yet the world around her was different now. It was as though another door had opened, less tangible and yet more real than the one in Morgaine’s house, and she had walked into something bigger and wilder than someone else’s nightmare.


“He said he’d come back,” she said out loud.


When he did, she had questions.
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Chapter Three



It was another three hours before the black bird that was Rowan returned home. Neither Biddy nor Hutchincroft had moved, or pretended to. They watched the horizon from the study, curled up in Rowan’s worn chair by the cold fireplace, Hutchincroft nestled in Biddy’s lap and the blanket from the back of the chair wrapped around them both. They watched the sun creep over the rim of the sea and the sky turn to red and then to blue. And then, at last, Hutchincroft stiffened in her arms and his ears swiveled. A short time later, Biddy saw the familiar black dot appear on the distance. It was aiming for the castle, but it didn’t quite make it. The beat of the raven’s wings was slow, laborious; as she watched, rising to her feet with Hutchincroft in her arms, it sank lower and lower and landed in the field outside.


They ran.
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Hutchincroft was a swift blur as he leapt from her arms and disappeared down the hall. Biddy couldn’t hope to keep up. By the time she made it downstairs, out the door, and across the fields, Rowan was lying on the dew-wet grass. She was just in time to catch the end of his transformation from raven to human. Usually, it was seamless and fluid; this time, his limbs twisted and distorted in painful spasms as the feathers vanished, and he rolled over white-faced and trembling. He managed a smile when he saw Biddy and Hutch, though, and even a soft laugh.


“I didn’t expect a welcoming committee,” he said. “I thought I told you not to wait?”


She didn’t know whether she wanted to hug him or hit him. Both seemed childish, so she folded her arms tightly across her chest and tried to keep all the frustrations and worries of the long morning from entering her voice. “Where were you? What happened? I thought you were never coming back this time!”


So much for her resolve to never be angry at him again.


Beside her, Hutchincroft was poised with his legs stiff, his tail straight up, and his fur bristling angrily. She couldn’t hear what he was saying to Rowan, but she could imagine it wasn’t nice.


Rowan winced as he sat up. “Steady on. I can’t take both of you going off at me at once. Hutch, I’m all right, I promise. Shut up a moment, yeah? You’ve been telling me off nonstop the whole way home, surely you must be getting bored by now . . .”


“I thought you were dead,” Biddy said. She hadn’t let herself put it into words, all the cold, frightening hours since she had woken to find him gone. “When dawn was coming, and there was no sign of you, I thought you’d been killed.”


His face softened. “I didn’t mean for you to worry. I go all the time, you know that. This wasn’t supposed to be any more dangerous than all those other times.”


“You said it was always dangerous to leave the island.”


“Well, it’s always a little bit dangerous,” he admitted. “Not like that. But it came out all right, didn’t it?” He reached out to stroke Hutchincroft’s ears, and Hutchincroft scuttled backward firmly out of reach. He was in no mood to be reassured.


The sight of Rowan’s outstretched hand distracted Biddy briefly. The palm was seared pink, with raised blisters in the center. “What happened?”


Rowan glanced down at his palm, and his fingers curled slightly as if to protect it. “That was where I picked up the amulet, the one bespelled to put me to sleep. You saw it in my hand, remember?”


“Does it hurt?”


He shrugged. “Stings a bit. It isn’t going to kill me. I told you, I’m all right.” He glanced at Hutch, who was still bristling, and sighed. “Oh, come on, both of you! Nothing happened!”


“Nothing—?” Biddy heard the familiar voice a moment before Hutchincroft bounded forward. In the blink of an eye, a human figure was standing beside her on the grass where the rabbit had been. He was small, with hair the color of honey and a round face that at that moment was incandescent with fury. Hutchincroft didn’t shift into human form often—it took more magic than they usually had to spare. He might have done so now for her sake, so she could hear the conversation. Or maybe, as was sometimes the case, his feelings were just too big for a rabbit.


“Don’t tell me nothing happened!” Hutchincroft snapped. His arms were folded, and his eyes, still bright blue and just a little too round to be fully human, blazed. “Biddy is absolutely right. You could easily have died. I would have faded without you. Biddy would have been left all on her own.”


“Hutch,” Rowan said firmly. “Stop.”


Hutchincroft quieted, but he didn’t back down. Neither, this time, did Biddy.


“I want to know everything,” she said into the silence. “I want to know why you leave the island, I want to know where you go, and I want to know what happened tonight. I saved your life. I need to know.”


“She does need to know,” Hutchincroft agreed. “Things are getting worse. She needs to be told—about the cracks closing, and the magic leaving the world, and most of all about the Council. If anything happens to us, she won’t be safe if she doesn’t know.”


If anything happens to us. That, out of nowhere, caught her breath in her throat. She’d been asking to know why Rowan left the island for a long time. But it had been like wanting to know the plot of a novel—she had never, despite what she had claimed, quite believed it was something she needed to know. Now she felt the vague, shadowy dangers of her childhood take on flesh and bone and blood.


Rowan sighed and rubbed his brow with his good hand, the way he did sometimes when he had been reading a long time and his eyes were getting tired. “Before I next leave the island, then. I promise. Not right now.”


“Now,” Hutchincroft said flatly.


“It’s morning now. Biddy needs to go to bed. She’s been up half the night.”


“I’m not tired!” she protested. “Besides, you said once I could stay up all night if I wanted.”


“Did I?” His eyebrow quirked. “That was a silly thing to say. Was I in the middle of something important when you asked, or just in a sulk?”


She smiled against her will. “Both, I think.”


“I was in the middle of an important sulk?”


“Biddy needs breakfast before anything else, anyway,” Hutchincroft interrupted. “We all do. You can tell her over breakfast.”


“You’re the one telling me how serious this is! Are you honestly thinking about breakfast?”


“I’m a rabbit,” Hutchincroft pointed out. “I think about breakfast every morning.”


Rowan laughed softly, and gave Biddy a long look that she couldn’t quite read. She looked back, determined not to budge.


“All right,” he said at last. He rose to his feet with a spark of his usual energy. “You go put some breakfast on. I’ll go upstairs and get cleaned up. When I come back down, we’ll have a talk.”


Hutchincroft nodded. Some of the tension left him, though his eyes remained wary, as though expecting to be made angry again soon.


“Don’t be too long,” he warned.


“I won’t be! I’m hungry too, you know.”


Just before Biddy left, Rowan called her back and gave her a one-armed hug. “Thanks for coming after me,” he said, very quietly, and she wondered if perhaps he did understand how scared she had been, just a little.
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Hutchincroft didn’t like human form. He could see better as a human, but only squarely in front of him; his hearing was muffled by rabbit standards; his sense of smell was almost nonexistent. He felt slow and clumsy on two legs. He couldn’t run, he couldn’t jump, he couldn’t listen to the whispers of the world around him. There were only two things Hutchincroft liked about being a human, he had told Biddy once: eating human food, and talking to her. By “human food,” he mostly meant bacon, and chocolate chip biscuits.


He was frying bacon now, and talking to her at top speed. Hutchincroft had a clear, precise voice that rose and fell with anger or joy, and often Biddy wouldn’t even listen to the words, just enjoy the lilt of it in the way she might enjoy listening to a storm raging outside. It was strange to think that Rowan could hear it running through his mind all the time, even when to her Hutchincroft was a rabbit and all silence and softness and grace.


“He shouldn’t leave the island without me,” Hutchincroft was saying. His fury had burned to embers, but it hadn’t yet burned out. “I tell him that, over and over, but he never listens.”


“He never listens to anyone,” Biddy agreed. She had heard all this before.


“He never listens to anyone! Exactly!” He turned the bacon in the pan, where it was beginning to crackle and spit in a satisfying way. “Do you want the crusts cut off your sandwich?”


She hadn’t wanted the crusts cut off her sandwich since she was ten, but she didn’t mind him always asking. Six years ago must seem like yesterday to a being of pure magic, especially when he was worried.


“I’ll do the bread,” she said, grateful for the distraction. There was half a loaf left on the counter—she cut six slices, for three sandwiches, and pulled the butter from the pantry. Two of the slices came out a little thick, and one was almost transparent at one end, so she gave herself the most uneven. It was exactly what she would have done on an ordinary morning, except that the sun was too high in the sky, and she was wearing her nightdress with her old grey jumper when she would normally have dressed before coming down, and Rowan was upstairs having nearly not come home at all. The world had a strange, too-bright precision, as though a veil had been pulled away.


“Hutch?” she said hesitantly. “Does Rowan leave you behind when he goes because of me? To watch over me?”


Hutchincroft caught his own tongue mid-rant. “No! Not only. That is . . . There are many reasons.”


“Because he shouldn’t. I can take care of myself.”


“You need my protection as well,” Hutchincroft said firmly. He turned to her, and his blue eyes were very clear. “And I want to give it to you. I tell him that too, often. It’s his leaving I mind, not my being left with you. Don’t ever think otherwise.”


Biddy nodded, not trusting herself to reply. The cold grip around her stomach had loosened. “The bacon’s burning,” she said at last.


“Oh, bother!” Hutchincroft turned at once and flipped it with a deft hand.


“What’s burning?” came a familiar voice, accompanied by a familiar tread. Biddy turned as Rowan came down the stairs, as usual jumping the last two.


He looked much better in some ways, and a little worse in others. He had washed and changed into a loose clean shirt, so that his face had a fresh-scrubbed look and his hair was, if not combed, at least damp. But he hadn’t been able to wash away the worried lines around his eyes that seemed to have appeared overnight—or perhaps she was noticing them for the first time. Even his smile in her direction as he came up to the kitchen bench didn’t quite do that.


“Why is something always burning around here?” he sighed, in mock resignation. “Is the tea on fire again? You know how I feel about that.”


“Your tea is waiting in the teapot, and I think you’ll find it’s perfect,” Hutchincroft said haughtily. “If you want to be useful, you could pour it.”


“Well, I always want to be useful. Biddy, do you want tea?”


Rowan’s idea of perfect tea was strong enough to melt half a spoon and keep the other half awake for weeks. “Can I have hot chocolate instead?”


“You could,” he conceded, “if you wanted to upset me.”


“I always want to upset you,” she said seriously, and was rewarded with a smile.


His right hand was bandaged now, but it didn’t stop him making hot chocolate the way he always had for her, wrapping his fingers around the mug and heating it with one perfect burst of magic. It was probably the most common spell performed on the island. Rowan had a habit of pouring drinks and forgetting about them for hours at a time, and his discipline about conserving magic broke down in the face of cold tea.


The three of them sat at the worn kitchen table together, and in the morning sun the terrors of the night seemed a very long way away. So far, in fact, that Biddy started to worry that this would be like any other breakfast, and she’d be left afterward with nothing.


She needn’t have worried. As she took a grateful bite of her bacon sandwich, Rowan put down his tea and, after one quick glance at Hutchincroft, turned his attention to her.


“Right. You want to know where I go every night, don’t you? It’s a long story.”


“I like stories.”


That earned a quiet laugh. “I know you do.” He paused. “I told you, didn’t I, that there used to be magic in everything, every stone and every star and every grain of sand?”


She nodded without speaking. His voice had the softness she remembered from when she was very young and he would read her stories in front of the fire before bedtime. As then, it sent a shiver of anticipation down her back, as though any moment the world might open and something wonderful emerge.


“It used to come through cracks in the world, the way water leaks through a cracked bowl. It clung to trees and stones like pollen. Mages could collect it in great handfuls; familiars like Hutch could draw it through from the space beyond, whatever that was. There were miracles everywhere then. We used it all the time, and never even gave it a second thought. And then, about seventy years ago, those cracks started to close, and magic started to die out.”
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