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one

The	Colorado	night	air	 smelled	dry	and	spicy	as	Keelie	Heartwood	picked	her
way	up	the	twisty,	unlit	dirt	path	toward	Heartwood,	her	father’s	furniture	shop.
It	perched	at	the	top	of	the	hill,	with	a	good	view	of	the	jousting	field	below.	She
felt	like	she	was	coming	home.
“Ow,	 Cricket.”	 She	 tugged	 on	 her	 T-shirt	 to	 dislodge	 her	 pet	 goblin’s	 tiny

claws,	which	were	digging	into	her	shoulders.
The	quaint,	medieval-looking	cottages	and	tall,	sprawling	structures	she	passed

were	 shuttered	 and	 quiet—the	 High	 Mountain	 Renaissance	 Faire	 was	 closed
until	 the	 weekend	 and	 many	 shops	 were	 empty,	 their	 owners	 gone	 to	 buy
supplies	 or	 visit	 friends	 in	 Fort	Collins.	But	 the	 shops	 that	 served	 as	 seasonal
homes	for	the	shopkeepers	showed	signs	of	life,	their	upstairs	windows	glowing
golden	against	 the	starry	night	sky.	 It	was	 lovely.	And	on	 the	other	side	of	 the
faire,	 the	 night	 was	 filled	 with	 flickers	 of	 light	 and	 bursts	 of	 song	 from	 the
distant	campground.
Still,	Keelie	 thought	 the	grounds	were	 a	 little	 spooky	 at	 night.	 It	 didn’t	 help

that	 some	 of	 the	 shops	 were	 painted	 in	 fantastical	 colors,	 or	 adorned	 with
dragons	 and	 unicorns	 and	 cartoon	 fairies.	 Fairies	 that	 looked	 like	 tiny	 people
with	wings,	that	is	…	Keelie	knew	the	real	ones	looked	very	different.
Crickets	called	out	in	the	shrubbery	that	bordered	one	side	of	the	path,	and	the

slight	 weight	 between	 her	 shoulder	 blades	 chirped	 metallically	 in	 response.
“Friends	of	yours?”	Keelie	asked.	No	answer,	but	she	hadn’t	expected	one.



She’d	come	this	way	almost	a	year	ago,	following	a	fast-walking	attorney	from
her	mother’s	 law	 firm.	 She’d	 been	 grieving	 and	 angry	 at	 her	mother’s	 sudden
death,	adrift	and	about	to	be	delivered	into	the	hands	of	a	man	she	didn’t	know.
She’d	sworn	never	to	call	him	Dad,	but	he’d	won	her	heart.
The	fact	that	he	wasn’t	human	had	little	to	do	with	it.
As	 she	 turned	 the	 last	 bend	 of	 the	 path,	 her	 heart	 clenched	 at	 the	 sight	 of

Heartwood	 across	 the	 wide,	 moonlit	 clearing.	 A	 medieval-looking	 two-story
building,	 with	 an	 open-air	 furniture	 showroom	 downstairs	 and	 her	 father’s
apartment	 upstairs,	 the	 shop	 had	 been	Dad’s	 home	 at	 this	 faire	 for	 years,	 and
now	it	was	Keelie’s	as	well.	A	sturdy,	narrow	staircase	on	one	side	climbed	up	to
their	apartment.	Keelie	headed	toward	it,	glancing	at	the	shops	on	either	side	of
the	clearing.
A	light	glowed	from	the	shop	on	her	left.	Last	summer,	it	had	been	a	costume

shop	 called	 Galadriel’s	 Closet,	 but	 since	 then	 the	 building	 had	 been	 totally
transformed.	 Now	 it	 was	 an	 open	 structure	 with	 a	 two-story,	 stacked-stone
chimney	jutting	above	a	metal	roof,	with	a	shed	at	the	rear.	Tools	hung	from	iron
hooks	all	around,	and	a	huge	pile	of	coal	gleamed	blackly	 in	 the	moonlight.	 It
seemed	to	be	a	forge,	which	was	strange,	since	there	was	already	a	forge	down
by	 the	 jousting	 ring	 where	 the	 horses	 could	 be	 easily	 taken	 to	 be	 shod.	 On
Heartwood’s	other	side	was	the	mask	shop,	with	a	new	name	to	complement	its
new	location.	A	few	weather-proof	masks	hung	outside,	disturbingly	reminding
Keelie	of	ones	she’d	recently	seen.
With	a	shrug,	she	skirted	Heartwood’s	flagstone	floor	and	started	up	the	stairs

to	 the	 apartment.	 She	 lifted	 the	 ribbon	with	 the	 key	 and	 squinted	 at	 the	 door,
wishing	she’d	brought	a	flashlight.	She	finally	stuck	a	finger	over	 the	keyhole,
then	 guided	 the	 key	 to	 its	 rightful	 spot	 by	 following	 her	 finger	with	 her	 other
hand.	With	a	click	of	its	well-oiled	lock,	the	door	swung	open.
Immediately,	the	weight	on	her	back	vanished	and	a	small	black	shadow	fell	to

the	floor,	moving	quickly	and	silently	into	the	room.
Keelie	lit	a	candle	with	matches	that	were	kept	by	the	door	and	walked	toward

the	 kitchen.	 The	 apartment	 was	 one	 large	 area,	 divided	 into	 rooms	 by	 cloth
hangings	and	wall	screens.	Dad	had	made	her	a	bedroom	in	one	corner,	with	a
window	 that	 overlooked	 the	 jousting	 ring	 far	 below.	 She	 opened	 the	 closest



window,	then	crossed	the	room	to	open	another.	The	temperature	was	starting	to
drop,	but	the	breeze	would	help	banish	the	stale	and	dusty	smells	that	had	built
up	 in	 the	 closed	 space	 during	 the	 weeks	 that	 Dad	 was	 with	 her	 in	 the
Northwoods.
The	 dark	 shadow	 that	 had	 been	 on	 her	 shoulders	 now	 leaped	 onto	 the

windowsill	and	stared	out	into	the	darkness,	its	body	shiny	black	like	an	insect’s.
It	turned	its	big	yellow	eyes	to	her	and	chirped.
“That’s	the	faire.	Stay	out	of	sight,	okay?	Most	folks	can’t	see	you,	but	if	they

do,	they’ll	freak	out.	Goblins	aren’t	much	loved	among	the	elves.”
The	little	goblin	ran	back	to	her	and	climbed	her	leg.
“Watch	the	claws,”	Keelie	hissed.	“I	swear,	you’re	worse	than	a	kitten.”
Cricket	 stopped	 at	 her	 shoulder,	 his	 usual	 perch,	 a	 hank	 of	 her	 hair	 snagged

tightly	in	his	little	clawed	hand.
Dad	 didn’t	 like	 the	 goblin.	Who	 could	 blame	 him?	 After	 all,	 he’d	 recently

worn	armor	for	the	first	time	in	a	hundred	years	because	of	goblinkind.	But	the
little	 guy	was	 a	 gift	 to	 Keelie	 from	Herne	 the	 Hunter	 himself,	 and	 she	 could
hardly	refuse	him.	Besides,	Cricket	was	handy	to	have	around	since	he	subsisted
on	garbage.
Keelie	 placed	 her	 candle	 on	 the	 tiny	 counter	 in	 the	 kitchen	 area,	 then	 put

another	on	the	small	square	dining	table.	Dad	had	told	her	to	run	the	water	for	a
bit	to	warm	it	up,	so	she	opened	the	tap	in	the	little	kitchen	sink,	then	the	one	in
the	huge	claw-foot	tub	in	the	curtain-enclosed	bathroom.
Footsteps	sounded	on	the	stairs	outside	and	Keelie	called	out,	“Dad?”
A	grunt	answered	her,	and	she	looked	out	cautiously	from	behind	the	bathroom

curtains.	Dad	was	bent	over,	carrying	a	huge	trunk.	Her	clothes.	She	ran	to	help.
“Are	you	smuggling	trees	from	the	Northwoods?”	he	gasped.	He	dropped	the

trunk	and	fell	on	it,	winded.
“Of	course	not,	silly.	They	would	have	talked	to	you	if	I	had.”
“True.”	As	a	tree	shepherd	and	Lord	of	the	Dread	Forest,	their	elven	home	in

the	 Oregon	 woodlands,	 Dad	 spoke	 to	 trees	 all	 the	 time.	 The	 elves	 had	 been
surprised	and	unhappy	to	discover	that	even	though	she	was	part	human,	Keelie
was	also	a	 tree	shepherd.	Of	course,	 the	whole	elves-are-real	 thing	had	been	a
shocker	 for	Keelie.	Mom	had	never	 said	a	word	about	 it.	She	had	kept	 lots	of



other	secrets,	too.
“I’m	going	to	make	one	more	trip,	and	then	I’m	done	for	the	night.	Leave	the

candle	on	the	table	and	blow	the	others	out.”	Dad	kissed	Keelie	on	the	forehead,
careful	to	stay	away	from	the	goblin.	“I	love	you,	daughter.	Get	some	sleep.”
“I	was	hoping	 to	catch	a	bite	 to	eat	with	Sean	at	 the	Poacher’s	 Inn.	Want	 to

come?”
“No	thanks.	I’m	going	to	talk	with	Davey,	but	stop	by	Janice’s	shop.	Raven	is

here.”
Janice	ran	Green	Lady	Herbs,	and	Keelie	had	met	her	last	summer.	Janice	and

Dad	dated	sometimes,	which	Keelie	found	very	creepy	even	though	she	knew	it
was	natural.	Raven	was	Janice’s	daughter	and	Keelie’s	friend.	They’d	only	been
able	to	exchange	emails	over	the	past	year,	since,	when	Raven	joined	her	mother
at	the	Wildewood	Faire	in	New	York,	she’d	stayed	there—permanently.	It’s	not
every	 day	 a	 girl	 finds	 out	 she’s	 the	 intended	mate	 of	 the	Unicorn	Lord	 of	 the
Forest.
“I	 will	 definitely	 stop	 by	 and	 pick	 up	 Raven.”	 Happiness	 surged	 through

Keelie	at	the	thought	of	having	a	friend	here.	She	hadn’t	realized	how	much	she
missed	female	companionship.
Keelie	suddenly	felt	 the	need	to	hug	Dad	and	wrapped	her	arms	around	him,

squeezing.	He	didn’t	seem	surprised,	and	he	held	her	for	a	long	moment.
“Missing	your	mom?”	he	said	softly.
“Yes.	 But	 I’m	 okay,	 really.	 It’s	 just	 being	 back	 here.”	 She	 waved	 her	 arms

around	to	include	the	room,	the	faire	outside,	all	of	Colorado.
“I	figured.	Hey,	your	overnight	bag	is	in	the	trunk.	I	didn’t	want	to	balance	it

on	top.”	He	turned	and	walked	to	the	door.
“Say	 hello	 to	 Sir	 Davey	 for	me.	 I’ll	 see	 him	 tomorrow.”	Keelie	 smiled	 and

waved	him	off.	Sir	Davey	was	her	father’s	best	friend,	and	one	of	hers	 too.	At
three	feet	 tall,	Sir	Davey	was	as	diminutive	as	he	was	handsome,	and	a	master
swordsman	 as	well	 as	 a	 geological	 expert.	And,	 as	 one	 of	 the	 ancient	 race	 of
dwarves,	he	was	an	expert	wielder	of	Earth	magic.
“You	bet.”	Dad	closed	the	door	behind	him	and	went	downstairs	humming	an

Irish	tune,	probably	one	that	had	been	playing	in	the	campground.
As	she	turned	off	the	water	in	the	big	tub	(still	cold),	Keelie	wished	she	could



grab	a	hot	shower	in	Sir	Davey’s	RV.	She	was	heading	toward	the	kitchen	to	shut
off	the	water	there,	too,	when	a	pebble	hit	her	arm.	“Ow!”
“Sorry,”	a	voice	called	up	from	the	clearing	below.	“Thought	the	window	was

closed.	Can	I	come	up?”
She	went	to	the	window,	still	rubbing	her	arm,	and	her	eyes	met	the	rueful	gaze

of	a	tall,	wide-shouldered	boy	with	blond	surfer	looks	that	seemed	out	of	place
in	this	medieval	fairy-tale	land.	But	he	belonged	here,	more	than	she	did	in	the
opinion	of	some.	A	full-blooded	elf,	Sean	o’	the	Wood	was	the	head	of	the	Silver
Bough	Jousters.	Better	yet,	he	was	Keelie’s	boyfriend.
“Dad’s	gone	back	 to	 the	campground.	 I’ll	come	down.”	Keelie	didn’t	have	a

problem	 asking	 Sean	 up,	 but	 Ren	 Faire	 gossip	 was	 worse	 than	 the	 gossip	 in
small	towns.
She	 put	 Cricket	 on	 the	 ground,	 skipped	 down	 the	 wooden	 steps,	 and	 flung

herself	into	Sean’s	arms.	He	held	her	off	the	ground	and	kissed	her	deeply	before
setting	her	on	her	feet	again.
“Ready	to	go?	I’m	starved.”
“Raven’s	here.	Can	we	stop	by	Janice’s	to	see	if	she	wants	to	join	us?”
“Sure.	Raven	is	fun.”
They	held	hands	as	they	crossed	the	clearing.	Keelie	felt	flushed	and	happy	to

be	 with	 Sean.	 Their	 relationship	 had	 been	 rocky	 at	 times,	 but	 she’d	 recently
discovered	 an	 answer	 to	 a	 troubling	question	 about	 her	 future,	 so	 she	 felt	 that
nothing	could	come	between	them	now.
Okay,	 so	 she	 was	 sixteen,	 and	 though	 Sean	 looked	 about	 nineteen,	 he	 was

actually	eighty-six.	But	he’d	looked	like	this	for	most	of	his	very	long	life,	and,
as	Keelie	had	found	out	on	her	recent	trip	to	the	Northwoods,	she	too	would	live
an	 elven	 lifespan—six	 or	 seven	 hundred	 years.	With	 that	much	 time	 ahead	 of
her,	there	was	no	rush	to	do	anything.
At	 the	 Green	 Lady	 Herb	 shop,	 light	 glimmered	 from	 the	 windows	 in	 back.

Keelie	and	Sean	walked	around	to	where	a	small	stone	patio	held	two	chairs	and
a	worn	 bistro	 table.	 Potted	 plants	were	 everywhere,	 and	 the	 stimulating	 green
smell	of	the	growing	herbs	energized	Keelie.	She	knocked	on	the	back	door	as
Sean	hung	back	to	avoid	crowding	the	little	space.
Janice	opened	the	door,	brows	raised	in	inquiry,	then	immediately	grinned.



“Keelie!	Oh,	honey,	you’ve	grown.”
Keelie	 hugged	 her.	 “Thanks.”	 Why	 did	 adults	 always	 say	 that?	 She	 hadn’t

gotten	any	taller.
A	 whoop	 sounded	 from	 the	 dim	 interior	 and	 Raven	 appeared,	 black	 curls

twining	over	her	shoulders,	skin	glowing	pale.
“Keelie!”	 She	 pulled	Keelie	 from	 her	mother’s	 arms	 and	 they	 danced	 a	 fast

whirl	of	welcome	that	spun	them	out	the	door	and	onto	the	patio.
“And	Sean!”	Raven	grinned	at	him.	“I	hear	you	went	on	a	heroic	mission	 to

the	North	Pole.”
“Not	that	far	north,”	Sean	admitted.	“But	close.”
Raven	hooked	an	arm	around	Keelie’s	neck.	“I’ve	missed	you	so	much.	Hubby

fills	me	in	on	all	of	your	adventures.	Giant	trees,	goblins,	the	fairy	High	Court.
You	don’t	rest,	do	you?”
Keelie	shrugged.	“If	I	stop,	Lord	Elianard	stacks	the	homework	even	higher—

may	as	well	stay	busy,”	she	joked.	“It	was	kind	of	scary	at	times,	though.”
Raven’s	smile	faded.	“I’ll	bet.”	Elianard’s	name	had	probably	reminded	her	of

his	attempt	to	steal	the	horn	of	the	Wildewood	unicorn,	now	her	husband.	“How
is	old	Elianard,	anyway?	I	noticed	that	his	snooty	daughter	isn’t	lording	it	over
the	girls	in	the	court	this	year.”
Sean	cleared	his	throat.	“Lady	Elia	is	close	to	term,	expecting	her	first	child.”

Keelie	heard	the	note	of	wonder	in	his	voice.	Births	were	rare	among	the	elves,
who	considered	themselves	a	dying	race,	but	Elia	had	gotten	pregnant	right	after
her	marriage,	giving	elves	all	over	the	world	hope	for	their	future.
“Fab.”	Raven	didn’t	seem	excited	at	the	thought	of	a	mini	Elia.	“Want	to	come

in	and	sit	down?	Cramped	quarters,	but	I	can	put	the	kettle	on	for	tea.”
“We’re	headed	to	the	Poacher’s	Inn	for	dinner	and	thought	you	might	want	to

come	along,”	Keelie	said.
She	 hadn’t	 finished	 speaking	 the	 words	 before	 Raven	 vanished	 inside,

returning	with	a	black	denim	jacket.	“Headed	to	the	inn	for	dinner,	Mom,”	she
called.	“Bring	you	back	something?”
Janice’s	 voice	 drifted	 back	 from	 the	 front	 of	 the	 store.	 “No	 thanks,	 hon.	Be

careful.”
Raven	 closed	 the	 door.	 “Mom’s	 been	 getting	 a	 strange	 vibe	 from	 your	 new



neighbor.	Have	you	met	Hob?”
“Not	yet.	We	just	got	here.”
“Hob	the	Hottie	we	call	him.”	Raven	laughed	as	Sean	growled	at	her	words.
The	 three	 friends	 swapped	 stories	 as	 they	 headed	 toward	 the	 Poacher’s	 Inn,

which	 sat	 on	 the	 shores	 of	 a	 little	 lake	 used	 for	 pirate	 battles.	 Its	 broad	 decks
provided	a	great	view	of	the	watery	hilarity.	At	this	hour,	the	boats	were	tied	up,
oars	in	racks,	and	fiddle	music	wafted	through	the	air,	adding	extra	sparkle	to	the
golden	glow	from	the	inn’s	windows.
Except	 for	 crickets	 and	 the	 neighs	 of	 horses	 from	 Equus	 Island,	 where	 the

elven	stables	were,	the	music	was	the	only	sound	tonight.
Keelie	 cherished	 this	 quiet	moment,	walking	with	 friends,	 the	 sounds	 of	 the

night	around	her.	It	was	peaceful,	and	she	hadn’t	had	much	peace	lately.
Sean	pulled	open	the	door	to	the	inn	and	all	peace	vanished	in	a	blast	of	rowdy

laughter,	 drums,	 and	 bagpipes.	 The	 fiddle	 they’d	 heard	 must	 have	 been
somewhere	on	 the	 faire	grounds,	 because	 it	would	have	been	 inaudible	 in	 this
racket.
Keelie	and	Raven	shared	a	grin	and	waded	into	the	crowd	of	Rennie	revelers.

A	curving	sweep	of	bar	had	been	added	along	the	wall	facing	the	lake,	and	it	was
full,	as	were	the	tables	that	filled	the	floor	space.
“I’ll	 find	 us	 a	 table.”	 Sean	 had	 to	 almost	 shout	 to	 be	 heard	 over	 the	 din	 of

voices	and	music.
Raven	dragged	Keelie	to	a	table	where	a	group	of	girls	were	laughing	as	one	of

them	tried	to	meld	belly	dance	with	a	Highland	fling.
“Guys,	do	you	know	Keelie	Heartwood?”
The	 girls	 turned	 to	 them	with	 smiles	 and	Raven	 introduced	 them.	The	 three

closest	were	Marcia,	Lily,	and	Tracy.
“Fairies,”	Raven	said,	rolling	her	eyes.
The	three	giggled.
“Wait	till	you	see	our	wings.	Glittery,”	Tracy	said.	“I	play	Lavender	Lollipop.”
Keelie	 thanked	the	Great	Sylvus	that	she’d	never	had	to	don	wispy	costumes

and	glittery	face	paint	and	pretend	to	be	a	fairy,	though	the	girls	seemed	proud	of
their	jobs	at	the	faire.
“Your	cat’s	here,”	Raven	shouted	in	her	ear.	She	pointed	toward	the	bar,	where



a	fat	yellow	tail	hung	down.	The	rest	of	Knot	was	obscured	by	a	blond	giant	with
long	dreds	and	iridescent	dragons	tattooed	on	his	mighty	arm	muscles.
“Who	is	that?”
Raven	 gave	 her	 a	 playful	 shove	with	 her	 shoulder.	 “Vangar,	 your	 other	 new

neighbor.”	She	licked	her	lips.	“If	I	weren’t	married	…	”	Then	she	laughed.	“Just
kidding.”
Vangar.	 A	 guy	 that	 big	 could	 not	 work	 in	 the	 mask	 shop,	 and	 those	 giant

muscles	 seemed	 likely	 to	 be	 the	 result	 of	much	 hammer-wielding,	 so	 he	must
own	the	forge.	Keelie	congratulated	herself	on	her	brilliant	deduction.
“Your	other	new	neighbor,	if	you	can	drag	your	eyes	away	from	mighty	Thor,

is	Hob	the	Hottie,	the	mask	maker.	He’s	over	there	with	his	fan-tourage.”
A	dark-haired,	handsome	man	was	speaking	to	a	group	of	women	who	seemed

to	 be	 enchanted	 by	 his	 words.	 This	 was	 the	 guy	 that	 gave	 Janice	 a	 “strange
vibe”?	He	seemed	pretty	normal.
“Add	 your	 dad	 to	 the	 mix,	 and	 your	 hill	 is	 the	 place	 to	 be.	 You	 can	 look

forward	 to	 lots	 of	 low-cut	 bodices	 and	 hip-waggling	 action	 in	 front	 of
Heartwood,”	Raven	said,	laughing,	no	doubt	at	the	dismay	Keelie	was	sure	was
plastered	on	her	face.
Sean	waved	his	arms	and	Keelie	led	the	way	to	a	table	by	the	bar.	From	here

she	had	a	great	view	of	Knot,	who	was	listening	intently	to	Vangar,	a	shot	glass
of	golden	liquid	in	front	of	him.
“Does	your	cat	drink	Scotch?”	Sean’s	tone	implied	that	he’d	believe	it.
“Oh	no.	Strictly	mead.”	Keelie	watched	as	 the	bartender	poured	more	of	 the

thick,	sweet	liquid	into	Knot’s	and	Vangar’s	glasses.	Vangar	touched	his	glass	to
Knot’s	and	the	two	drank.
Keelie	wondered	what	Knot’s	 toast	 would	 be.	 “To	many	mice,”	 perhaps,	 or

“Capture	 a	 bhata	 and	 shred	 it	 for	 luck.”	 He	 didn’t	 get	 along	 with	 the	 little
sticklike	fairies.	Luckily,	unlike	mice,	the	bhata	could	rebuild	their	bodies	out	of
found	materials.
A	platter	mounded	with	grilled	chicken,	vegetables,	and	brown	rice	appeared

on	the	table	and	the	three	of	them	dug	in,	enjoying	the	antics	of	their	fellow	faire
workers.	Performers	of	all	types	took	turns	on	the	tiny	stage,	playing	everything
from	fiddles	and	Celtic	harps	to	spoons	and	buckets.



At	midnight	the	cook	chased	everyone	out,	claiming	that	whoever	stayed	had
to	clean	up	for	the	next	day.	Keelie	found	herself	on	the	road	again,	arm	around
Sean’s	waist,	 as	Raven	 told	 them	about	 life	with	 a	husband	who	 turned	 into	 a
unicorn	part-time.	It	reminded	Keelie	that	Raven	had	some	fairy	blood,	and	she
might	need	to	use	any	skills	that	came	with	that.
“Would	 you	 like	 to	 come	 to	 the	meadow	with	me	 tomorrow	morning?”	 she

asked.
“Sure,”	Raven	said.	She	had	her	head	thrown	back	and	was	staring	at	the	stars

as	she	walked.	“What	time?	And	why?”
“After	breakfast.	And	why—well,	because	of	 the	goblin	blood	 that	was	shed

there.”	She	didn’t	add,	because	I	killed	a	Red	Cap.	Raven	knew.
“So	you	want	to	see	if	the	taint	is	still	there,	in	the	soil?”
“Yes.”
“Do	you	think	it’s	safe	to	go	there?”	Sean’s	smile	had	vanished.
“Probably.	It’s	the	tree	I	planted	that	I’m	worried	about.”
Raven	 pushed	 back	 her	 black	 curls.	 “Okay,	 sure.	Come	by	 the	 shop	 and	 get

me.”
Sean’s	teeth	flashed	in	a	moonlit	grin.	“Have	fun	revisiting	the	scene	of	your

glorious	and	victorious	battle.”
Was	he	being	a	jerk	on	purpose?	Keelie	decided	to	laugh	it	off.	She	pretended

to	shudder.	“Scariest	day	of	my	life.	No	wait,	 that	was	in	New	York,	when	the
trees	 went	 crazy.	 No	 no,	 that	 would	 be	 in	 California,	 when	 the	 Redwoods
kidnapped	my	grandmother.	Or	maybe—”
Raven	laughed.	“I	get	it.	Life	as	an	elf	is	crazy.”	They’d	arrived	at	Green	Lady

Herbs.	She	waved	good	night	and	disappeared	around	the	back	of	the	building.
“Elf	 lives	don’t	 seem	 to	be	crazy	 for	 everyone.	 Just	my	 family,”	Keelie	 said

glumly	to	Sean.	“We	seem	to	attract	trouble.”
“We?”	 Sean	 looked	 around.	 “I	 see	 no	 one	 else.	 You’re	 the	 one	 that	 draws

trouble	like	a	flame	draws	moths.	It’s	all	that	power.”
Keelie	 held	 out	 her	 hands	 and	 looked	 at	 her	 fingers,	 slim	 and	 pale.	Kind	 of

puny-looking,	actually.	“I	don’t	feel	powerful.”
“And	yet	you	are.	You’ve	always	had	the	power	to	solve	problems,	and	that’s

put	you	in	great	danger.	It	attracts	formidable	beings.	But	I	want	you	to	know	I’ll



always	have	your	back	and	protect	you.”
“Sean.”	Keelie	detected	fear	emanating	from	him,	and	she	wanted	to	reassure

him	she	could	take	care	of	herself.
“We’ll	talk	later.”	He	kissed	her	lightly	on	the	forehead.	“What	do	the	trees	tell

you	now,	Keelie?”
She	 closed	 her	 eyes	 and	 lifted	 her	 face	 to	 the	 pine-scented	 air.	 “They’re

grumbling	about	the	parking	in	the	campground.	And	someone	has	an	open	fire.
Dad	heard.	He’s	taking	care	of	it.”	She	opened	her	eyes	and	smiled	at	Sean.	“Elf
girls	can	be	normal,	right?”
“Most	elf	girls	don’t	talk	to	trees.”
A	feithid	daoine,	a	fairy	shaped	like	a	black	beetle,	droned	by	and	squeaked	a

greeting,	which	Keelie	returned.
“Most	elf	girls	don’t	talk	to	bugs.”
“It	was	a	fairy.”
“Elves	can’t	see	fairies.”	He	looked	serious	now.	“It	looked	like	a	bug.”
“But	I’m	part	fairy.”	Keelie	counted	off	on	her	fingers.	“And	part	elf.	And	part

human.	I’m	a	total	mongrel.”	She	sighed.
The	 grim	 look	 vanished	 and	 Sean	 smiled	 his	 brightest.	 “My	 mongrel.”	 He

leaned	forward,	eyes	on	her	mouth	again,	and	she	jumped	away.	She	didn’t	need
the	trees	to	tell	her	that	another	scorching	kiss	and	she’d	be	asking	him	upstairs
for	 more.	 Bright	 yellow	 eyes	 were	 watching	 her	 from	 the	 upstairs	 window,
another	reason	not	to	invite	him	up.
“I	plan	to	get	up	early	tomorrow,”	she	said,	edging	toward	the	stairs.	“Want	to

have	breakfast	at	Mrs.	Butters’?”
“Sure.	Six	thirty?”
She	gulped.	She	was	thinking	“early”	meant	eight.	“Okay.	Six	thirty	it	is.	Good

night,	Sean.”
“Good	 night,	 Keelie.	 And	 I	 forgot	 to	 tell	 you—we	 have	 a	 new	 faire

administrator,	and	she’s	supposed	to	be	making	rounds	tomorrow.”
Keelie	shrugged.	“Dad’s	got	everything	in	order,	I’m	sure.	I’m	just	anxious	to

get	to	the	meadow	to	make	sure	everything’s	okay.”



Keelie	awoke	in	 the	dark	before	dawn,	with	 the	sky	 turning	 lighter	 to	 the	east.
She	opened	her	eyes	and	took	in	 the	sleepy,	early	morning	sounds	of	 the	faire.
Murmurs	 and	 doors	 opening	 and	 shutting.	 Later	 would	 come	 the	 hammering,
and	voices,	and	laughter.
“Ah,	 my	 sleepyhead	 is	 up.”	 Dad,	 brown	 hair	 loose	 and	 curling	 over	 his

shoulders,	pushed	aside	 the	bedroom	curtain	and	set	a	steaming	mug	of	 tea	on
the	nightstand	by	her	bed	(cypress,	from	Florida).
He	was	in	Ren	Faire	mode	all	right.	Usually	he	had	his	hair	in	a	loose	ponytail

that	hid	his	pointed	elven	ears.
“Dad,	did	Knot	come	home	with	you?	I	haven’t	seen	him	at	all.	”
“He’s	around.	He	was	sleeping	at	the	foot	of	your	bed	when	I	got	home.”	Dad

pulled	the	curtain	shut	so	that	she	would	have	privacy	as	she	dressed.
Keelie	 sat	up	and	 reached	 for	 the	mug,	 looking	around	 the	area	 that	was	her

bedroom.	 The	 sun’s	 first	 rays	 shone	 against	 the	 many-paned	 windows,
illuminating	the	wooden	wardrobe,	her	battered	Wellingtons,	the	trunk	of	clothes
Dad	had	brought	from	the	Dread	Forest.	The	thick	leather	Elven	Compendium	of
Household	Charms	lay	on	top,	a	dozen	colorful	sticky	notes	protruding	from	its
pages,	her	massive	and	never-ending	homework	assignment.
She	wondered	where	Knot	had	gone.	Cricket	was	nowhere	to	be	seen,	either.

He	didn’t	get	along	with	Knot	and	was	probably	hiding	somewhere,	chewing	on
a	 plastic	 bottle.	 Goblins	 ate	 paper	 and	 plastic,	 which	 was	 why	 cities	 were
infested	with	them.	During	their	brief	layover	in	the	Dread	Forest,	Grandmother
Keliatiel	had	compared	Cricket	to	a	cockroach	and	offered	to	stomp	it.
Keelie	 had	 to	 scramble	 to	 keep	 the	 little	 guy	 safe,	 although	 Grandmother’s

cockroach	analogy	had	given	her	pause.	Would	she	have	kept	a	roach	as	a	pet?
Yuck.
She	 also	 didn’t	 understand	 why	 she	 was	 missing	 Knot-the-obnoxious-feline

when	he	wasn’t	around.	She	hoped	it	wasn’t	backwash	from	the	spell	they’d	put
on	 the	Redwood	Forest	 sign	 in	California.	One	 of	Knot’s	 bits	 of	 furry	 orange
fluff	had	fallen	in	at	 the	 last	second,	and	the	spell-cast	compulsion	to	 love	and
respect	the	forest	now	included	the	love	of	cats,	too.
More	likely,	she	missed	him	because	he	was	always	around—as	her	appointed

fairy	guardian.



“Garb	today,	or	jeans?”	she	asked	loudly.	“Garb”	was	the	faire	folks’	word	for
“costume,”	and	at	 the	Ren	Faire	 some	people	 lived	and	breathed	earlier	 times.
Others	donned	jeans	at	the	end	of	the	day.	The	High	Mountain	Faire	always	had
a	pirate	theme,	and	Keelie	was	looking	forward	to	being	all	piratey.	Last	year	she
hadn’t	known	anything	about	faire	life	and	missed	out	on	a	lot	of	fun.
“Jeans	are	okay,”	Dad	replied.	“Did	you	see	that	Galadriel’s	Closet	moved?”
Keelie	 jumped	out	of	bed	and	pulled	 the	curtain	aside.	“Yes!	I	saw	the	mask

shop	and	the	new	forge,	too.	I	was	surprised	to	see	a	forge	up	here.”
Dad,	busy	in	the	kitchen,	frowned.	“We’ve	been	assured	the	fire	source	is	not	a

concern.	And	 you’re	 going	 to	 like	Hobknocker’s.	 I’ve	 heard	Hob	 is	 quite	 the
ladies’	man.”
“I	saw	him	last	night	at	the	Poacher’s	Inn,	surrounded	by	ladies.	Two	of	you	in

one	clearing.	Chick	Magnet	Central.”
Dad	smiled	and	ruffled	her	hair.
“Where	is	Galadriel’s	Closet	now?	I	want	to	get	a	pirate-wench	corset.”	Keelie

took	a	sip	of	the	tea	and	curled	her	toes	with	pleasure.
“They’re	at	 the	front	gate.	You	should	go	down	and	say	hello	 to	Mara.	They

decided	 to	 rent	 costumes	 to	mundanes,	 like	 that	 shop	 at	 the	Wildewood	 Faire
does.”	The	kitchen	was	 so	 small	 that	Dad	was	almost	 at	 arm’s	 reach	 from	her
bed	 as	 he	 assembled	 the	 supplies	 for	 a	 pot	 of	 oatmeal.	 The	man	 lived	 off	 the
stuff,	though	Keelie	had	to	admit	that	the	way	he	fixed	it	was	very	tasty.
“I	promised	Sean	I’d	meet	him	for	breakfast,	so	don’t	make	any	for	me,”	she

said.
“Knot	will	eat	your	share.”	Dad	eyeballed	the	water	level	in	the	pot	and	turned

up	the	flame.	“I	haven’t	seen	him	around,	but	he’ll	enjoy	it	even	if	it’s	cold.”
“You	know,	I	never	got	 to	see	all	of	Wildewood,”	Keelie	said.	“Between	my

hideous	dragon	costume	and	the	faire	shutting	down	early	when	the	forest	went
nuts	and	the	power	plant	exploded,	it	wasn’t	the	best	experience.”	She	grabbed
her	 third-best	 pair	 of	 jeans	 from	 the	 trunk,	 along	 with	 a	 T-shirt	 printed	 with
cartoon-like	panda	bears.
“We’ll	be	 there	 in	a	few	weeks.”	Dad’s	voice	was	a	pleasant	rumble.	“You’ll

get	a	better	look	this	time.”
Keelie	 flipped	 her	 curtain	 shut	 and	 yanked	 on	 her	 clothes,	 then	 rummaged



under	the	bed	for	her	shoes.	Yesterday’s	socks	were	hanging	out	of	them	and	she
jammed	 them	 onto	 her	 feet.	 Showers	 and	 clean	 clothes	 later—first,	 she’d	 go
meet	Sean,	and	then	pick	up	Raven	to	head	to	the	meadow.
“Don’t	make	plans	 to	be	out	 late	 tonight,”	Dad	called.	“You’ll	have	an	early

start	tomorrow.	I	heard	the	new	admin	wants	us	to	rehearse	the	royal	parade,	and
then	the	pirate’s	parade.	And	I	may	be	busy	because	I	have	to	meet	a	tow	truck
driver	in	the	campground.	Someone	noticed	a	big	puddle	of	oil	under	the	pickup
truck’s	engine.”
“Oh	my.”	 Keelie	 fought	 a	 grin.	 She	 knew	 it	 was	 serious	 and	 possibly	 very

expensive	to	have	car	trouble,	but	the	thought	of	a	tow	truck	dragging	the	Swiss
Miss	 Chalet—their	 tiny,	 gingerbread-festooned	 house	 perched	 on	 the	 bed	 of
Dad’s	aged	pickup—down	the	road	was	hilarious.
She	 stepped	 past	 her	 curtain	 and	 pulled	 it	 closed	 behind	 her,	 enjoying	 the

familiar	rattle	of	its	wooden	rings.	“I	think	I	might	go	down	to	the	meadow	this
morning,”	she	said	casually.	“I	want	to	check	out	where	the	Red	Cap	died.”
Dad	 filled	 in	 what	 she	 hadn’t	 said.	 “Because	 of	 the	 blood	 in	 the	 ground?

There’s	nothing	around	there	that	could	be	harmed	by	the	taint.”
Keelie	knew	he	was	worried,	though,	because	suddenly	he	was	stirring	the	oats

on	the	stove	much	faster.	She	bit	her	lip	and	hurried	to	the	bathroom,	shielding
her	mind	because	sometimes	Dad	could	read	every	thought	as	it	scrolled	through
her	brain.
“Why	don’t	you	take	Lord	Elianard	with	you?”	he	called.	“He’s	anxious	to	get

started	with	your	lore	lessons	again,	and	he	can	check	if	the	goblin	taint	might	be
threatening	the	elven	village.”
“Maybe.”	She	could	sense	the	spread	of	the	goblin’s	toxic	magic	herself.
She	 did	 need	 to	 see	 Elianard	 sometime,	 though.	 Keelie	 thought	 of	 the

enormous	Compendium,	which	was	basically	a	magical	recipe	book	containing
the	collected	spells	and	charms	of	generations	of	Dread	Forest	elves	(they	really
needed	to	get	it	online).	She	would	study	it	later.
Elianard	would	surely	give	her	a	huge	lore	lesson	if	he	knew	she’d	planted	an

aspen	branch	 right	 in	 the	center	of	 the	disturbed	earth	where	 the	evil	Red	Cap
had	died.	The	branch	had	immediately	put	out	a	leaf,	and	Keelie	hoped	it	would
thrive,	but	just	this	spring	she’d	learned	a	lot	about	what	goblin	blood	could	do



to	trees.	If	the	little	sapling	was	still	alive,	its	roots	would	have	drunk	deep	of	the
evil	 goblin’s	 blood—blood	 spilled	 by	 Keelie	 when	 she’d	 called	 up	 the
combination	 of	 tree	 and	 Earth	 magic	 that	 had	 blasted	 the	 evil	 creature	 to
fragments.
She	was	glad	Raven	would	be	there	with	her.	She	didn’t	want	to	return	to	the

site	of	her	battle	alone.



two

“Okay,	Dad,	I’m	headed	to	Mrs.	Butters’.”	Keelie	kissed	her	father	goodbye	and
trotted	down	the	stairs.	She	started	across	the	clearing	toward	the	path	down	the
hill.
A	door	closed	nearby.	“Hey,	neighbor!”
She	turned	to	see	Hob	walking	toward	her.	He	was	even	better-looking	in	the

daylight.
He	grinned	at	her.	“Heading	my	way?	 If	 I	don’t	get	a	muffin	 in	 the	next	 ten

minutes,	I’m	going	to	eat	a	squirrel.”
Keelie	 laughed,	and	as	 they	walked	 together	down	the	hill,	she	couldn’t	help

wishing	 that	 all	 the	 mean	 elf	 girls	 could	 see	 her	 walking	 with	 this	 studly
specimen.
“I	can’t	wait	to	see	your	shop,”	she	told	him.
“Come	 by	 any	 time.”	 He	 shrugged.	 “My	 wares	 are	 not	 the	 caliber	 of	 your

father’s,	but	they’re	amusing.”
“Lots	of	people	like	masks	and	disguises.”
He	 looked	a	 little	startled,	but	 then	his	smile	broadened.	“They	do	 indeed,	 if

they	have	a	mischievous	streak.”
“My	cat	should	be	your	first	customer,	then.”	The	thought	of	Knot	in	a	mask

was	funny.	In	a	creepy	way.
“No	pets	allowed.	But	you	can	buy	the	kitty	a	toy	if	you	wish.”	He	bowed	as

they	arrived	at	Mrs.	Butters’	 tea	shop	and	held	her	fingers	 to	his	 lips.	“Milady,



have	a	lovely	day.”
“You	 don’t	 know	 how	 nice	 it	 is	 to	 meet	 a	 normal	 person	 here.	 Thanks	 for

walking	me	down.”	She	curtseyed,	and	turned	to	see	the	women	on	the	crowded
deck	of	the	tea	shop	assessing	her.	It	made	her	day.
Take	that,	she	told	them	silently,	and	went	inside	to	get	her	tea.
Mrs.	 Butters’	 tea	 shop	 was	 already	 crowded,	 even	 though	 the	 morning	 was

barely	 started.	 The	 tantalizing	 smell	 of	 fresh-baked	 goods	 made	 Keelie’s
stomach	growl	 as	 she	hopped	onto	 the	plain	wooden	deck	 that	 surrounded	 the
little	bakery.	Sean	leaned	against	the	railing	that	ran	along	the	back	and	sides	of
the	deck,	separating	it	from	the	forest.	He	was	holding	a	mug	and	laughing	with
his	 jousting	 friends.	 They	 were	 all	 tall	 and	 muscular,	 but	 Sean	 was	 the	 best
looking.	 Every	 female	 on	 the	 deck	 glanced	 at	 him,	 secretly	 enjoying	 his
presence.
Keelie	entered	the	little	shop	and	waited	while	one	of	the	burlap-and-leather-

clad	mud	men	ordered	his	breakfast.	Mrs.	Butters’	little	brown	face,	like	a	living
version	 of	 the	 gingerbread	 man’s	 wife,	 split	 into	 a	 smile	 when	 she	 noticed
Keelie,	and	she	placed	a	utilitarian	white	mug	of	hot	water	on	the	counter.	Keelie
put	 a	 dollar	 down	 and	 edged	 past	 the	mud	man	 to	 choose	 a	 tea	 bag	 from	 the
assortment	 in	 a	 basket	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 counter.	 Today	 seemed	 like	 a	 “Sweet
Orange”	day.	She	tore	the	top	of	the	little	square	paper	pouch	and	tossed	it	into
the	recycling	bin,	then	dunked	her	tea	bag	in	the	hot	water	and	went	to	join	Sean.
The	jousters	greeted	her	like	an	old	friend.	Since	she’d	spent	the	winter	in	the

Dread	Forest,	they	were	as	old	as	any	other	friends	she	had—with	the	exception
of	Laurie,	who	still	lived	in	L.A.	near	where	Mom’s	house	had	been.
Keelie	felt	envious	glares	bounce	off	her	back	as	Sean	leaned	over	to	kiss	her.

“Hope	you	didn’t	buy	any	food,”	he	said.	“We	ordered	extra	muffins.”
Keelie	 examined	 the	 picked-over	 plate	 and	 chose	 what	 was	 left	 of	 a	 bran

muffin.	Breakfast	with	Sean	had	 sounded	 romantic,	 but	 she	hadn’t	 counted	on
the	rest	of	the	jousting	team.	After	a	few	minutes	of	listening	to	their	jokes	and
stories,	she	excused	herself.
“Don’t	leave	yet.	Are	you	coming	to	the	practice	this	afternoon?”	Sean	put	an

arm	 around	 her	waist	 and	 pulled	 her	 to	 him.	He	 felt	 strong	 and	 safe,	 and	 she
wished	he	could	come	with	her	to	the	meadow.



“I’ll	be	fine,”	she	said.	“See	you	tonight.”
He	 placed	 a	 soft	 kiss	 on	 her	 rounded	 human	 ear,	 and	 she	 felt	 her	 other	 ear

blush	red	all	the	way	to	its	elven	tip.
Mrs.	 Butters	 waved	 as	 she	 jumped	 off	 the	 deck	 and	 headed	 toward	 the

meadow.	Before	Keelie	even	got	 to	 the	pony	ride	area,	she	saw	Raven	striding
toward	her,	wearing	jeans,	soft	tall	boots,	and	two	layered	tank	tops,	the	top	one
featuring	a	unicorn	head.
“Ready	to	return	to	the	scene	of	the	crime?”	Raven	squeezed	Keelie’s	arm.
“Thanks	 for	 doing	 this.”	 Keelie	 didn’t	 want	 to	 admit	 that	 she	 was	 feeling

apprehensive.
Raven	waved	at	 the	folks	still	 lingering	at	Mrs.	Butters’.	Sean	was	gone,	but

some	of	his	guys	were	still	finishing	their	breakfast,	joined	now	by	girls	who	this
weekend	would	probably	be	dressed	up	as	fairies	and	princesses.
They	went	through	the	gate	to	the	meadow	and	down	the	wide,	unpaved	path.

The	meadow	was	 dotted	 with	 a	 few	 trees,	 and	 on	 the	 far	 side	 was	 the	 forest
where	the	elven	village	was	located.	Keelie	had	never	felt	welcome	there—even
though	she’d	now	mastered	the	Dread,	the	elven	spell	that	made	humans	fearful
and	back	away	 from	 the	woods,	not	knowing	why	 they	didn’t	dare	go	 in.	She
fingered	 the	 rose	quartz	 keychain	 clipped	 to	her	 belt	 loop,	 then	pulled	out	 her
extra	one	and	offered	it	to	Raven.	“You	might	need	this.”
“Thanks,”	 Raven	 said.	 “Einhorn	 and	 I	 have	 been	 talking	 about	 adding	 the

Dread	to	the	Wildewood	Forest.	I’m	not	sure	we	need	it,	but	you	can	understand
why	 he’s	 a	 little	 paranoid	 about	 keeping	 it	 safe,	 now	 that	 the	 trees	 have
recovered.”
Keelie	quickly	briefed	Raven	on	Sir	Davey’s	Earth	magic	lesson	about	how	to

keep	the	Dread	from	overwhelming	her	by	using	the	rose	quartz.	It	had	been	a
life	saver	for	her,	literally.
“When	we’re	done	with	the	treeling,	can	we	go	up	the	lane	to	the	bridge?”	she

asked	Raven.	“I	want	to	see	if	the	water	sprite	is	still	there.”
“Sure.”	Raven	 laughed.	“You	know,	I	always	 thought	Water	Sprite	Lane	was

named	that	because	it	sounded	medieval,	not	because	there’s	a	real	sprite.”
The	sprite	had	helped	Keelie	during	the	Red	Cap’s	attack,	and	she	recalled	her

shock	when	 she’d	 first	 seen	 the	 little	 creature’s	 fish-like	 face.	 She’d	 certainly



seen	 stranger	 things	 since	 then	…	 she’d	 even	 befriended	 another	 sprite	 back
home	in	the	Dread	Forest.
Ahead,	 she	 saw	 the	 tall	 aspen	 that	 spread	 its	branches	over	 the	center	of	 the

meadow.	Keelie	ran	to	him.	Hrok,	I’m	back.
Greetings,	Tree	Talker.	The	forest	sings	of	your	return.
The	tree’s	face	pushed	up	through	its	bark,	and	Keelie	once	more	saw	Hrok’s

handsome	 features.	 Inexplicable	 tears	 choked	 her.	 She	 hugged	 the	 tree	 and
kissed	 his	 bark-covered	 cheek.	Raven	 stood	 nearby,	watching.	Keelie	 couldn’t
tell	 if	her	 friend	could	see	 the	 tree’s	 face.	Although	Raven’s	drop	of	 fae	blood
allowed	her	to	feel	magic,	Keelie	didn’t	think	it	extended	to	the	tree	spirits.
She	 focused	her	 tree	speak	so	 that	only	Hrok,	not	 the	other	 trees,	could	hear

her.	I	came	to	say	hi,	and	to	check	on	…	that	place.	How	is	the	sapling	doing?
She	glanced	at	a	tiny	tree	that	grew	between	Hrok	and	a	great	boulder.	No	grass
grew	 beneath	 it,	 although	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 meadow	 was	 green.	 Raven	 headed
toward	it.
Greetings,	 Tree	 Shepherdess.	 The	 treeling	 does	 not	 thrive	 as	 we	 had	 hoped.

The	bitterness	of	the	goblin’s	blood	has	tainted	its	rings.	You	have	changed	since
you	were	 last	here,	Keliel	Tree	Talker.	You	have	grown	in	power.	Hrok	seemed
pleased.
A	 shriek	 split	 the	 air,	 heard	 only	 by	 Keelie	 and	 the	 fae	 who	 suddenly

abandoned	their	bushes	and	hidey-holes	to	fly	into	the	air—a	humming,	droning
cloud	of	sticks	and	buglike	creatures.	One	of	the	feithid	daoine,	 the	bug	fairies,
tried	to	dig	into	her	jeans	pocket.
Keelie	covered	her	ears	and	closed	her	eyes,	as	if	that	would	help	deflect	the

piercing	 sound	 that	went	 on	 and	 on.	After	 a	moment	 she	 opened	 one	 eye	 and
tried	to	find	the	source	of	the	sound.
Raven	was	touching	the	treeling’s	leaves	and	examining	its	trunk.	“This	looks

like	a	healthy	sapling,”	she	called	back,	oblivious	to	the	din.
Keelie	 could	 barely	 hear	 her.	 She	 kept	 her	 hands	 over	 her	 ears,	 becoming

accustomed	to	the	brain-melting	scream.	It	seemed	to	be	coming	from	the	little
sprout	of	a	tree	that	Raven	was	looking	at.
Keelie	marched	up	to	the	sapling,	wary	of	the	soil	beneath	her,	although	it	felt

normal.	What	is	your	problem?	she	asked	the	treeling.



The	sound	stopped,	and	the	sudden	silence	was	almost	a	sound	as	well.	Keelie
felt	 the	 young	 tree’s	 confused	 and	 angry	 thoughts,	 and	 a	 pang	 of	 guilt	 went
through	 her.	 She’d	 stuck	 a	 lifeless	 branch	 into	 what	 she’d	 thought	 was
nourishing	earth,	unaware	that	the	blood	that	soaked	the	soil	was	poisonous	and
alive	with	energy.	The	little	twig	had	revived	and	grown,	but	he	had	sucked	up
the	goblin	blood	to	feed	himself.
I’m	Keliel,	called	Tree	Talker,	and	I	can	help	you,	she	said	to	him	in	tree	speak.

Are	you	hurt?
No,	the	treeling	shouted.	I	hate	to	be	ignored.	I	can	remember	being	powerful,

but	I’m	not	powerful	now.
That’s	because	you	were	once	part	of	the	Queen	Aspen,	she	who	was	central	to

many	of	the	trees	on	this	mountain.	When	she	died,	we	had	a	Tree	Lorem	for	her
near	here,	and	one	of	her	branches	was	given	to	me.	I	planted	it,	and	you	came
to	life.	You	probably	share	memories	with	the	Queen	Aspen.	Do	you	not	see	me
in	her	memories?
Keelie	felt	the	little	tree	pout,	his	anger	deepening.	“This	is	one	furious	tree,”

she	said	aloud.
Raven	 looked	 surprised.	 “Really?”	 She	 glanced	 around	 at	 the	 peaceful

meadow.	“Everything	seems	so	normal	now.	What	do	you	plan	to	do?”
Before	Keelie	could	answer,	a	roar	filled	the	air.	This	time	Raven	could	hear	it

too.
The	 surrounding	 trees’	 leaves	 shook	 in	 consternation,	 and	Keelie	 recognized

the	sound—a	motorcycle.	Weird.	The	folks	who	worked	 the	faire	were	usually
very	 good	 about	 keeping	 to	 the	medieval	 theme	 and	 not	 bringing	 in	mundane
sounds	that	would	break	the	faire’s	ambiance.
The	 motorcycle	 zoomed	 up	 from	 the	 players’	 campground,	 roared	 onto	 the

path	that	crossed	the	meadow,	and	zipped	past	before	Keelie	could	do	more	than
frown.	In	a	second,	it	had	crossed	the	bridge	and	disappeared	into	the	woods	at
the	crest	of	the	hill.
“Who	was	that	idiot?”	Raven	frowned.	“If	the	faire	admin	catches	him,	he’ll	be

toast.”
Keelie	didn’t	answer.	She	was	busy	casting	mental	feelers	around,	calming	the

trees	that	bordered	the	meadow.	With	the	Dread	firmly	in	place,	they	hardly	ever



saw	humans	up	close.	Keelie	turned	to	stare	up	the	hill,	at	the	woods	shielding
that	entrance	to	the	faire.	Something	about	the	biker	had	been	a	little	inhuman,
but	she	didn’t	know	what.	She	turned	back	to	the	young	tree.
I’m	going	to	replant	you.	Pick	any	spot	in	the	forest,	and	I’ll	move	you	there.

What	do	you	think	of	that?
She	 felt	 the	 trees’	disapproval	 all	 around	her.	They	didn’t	 care	 for	 the	bratty

twig,	but	still,	her	offer	seemed	high-handed	to	them.	A	person	did	not	ever	offer
to	move	 a	 tree—trees	were	 forever.	 People,	 even	 long-lived	 elves,	were	 just	 a
sneeze	in	the	cosmic	nostril.
Keelie	 remembered	 how	pleased	 she’d	 been	when	 the	 branch	 she’d	 jammed

into	 the	churned	earth	had	 immediately	sprouted	 that	 leaf.	She	felt	she’d	given
new	life	to	the	Queen	Aspen,	and	then	she’d	left	with	her	father	on	her	own	new
path.
She	turned	to	Hrok.	I’m	sorry.	I	didn’t	know	what	goblin	blood	could	do	when	I

planted	the	treeling.	I	only	meant	to	give	you	a	companion.	But	our	elven	charm
book	may	suggest	a	way	 for	me	 to	counteract	 the	evil	effects	of	 the	Red	Cap’s
blood.
Then	consult	your	wise	book.	Hrok	gave	a	green,	breezy	sigh.	I	have	tried	to

like	the	twig.	I	really	have.
Keelie	stared	at	 the	belligerent	sapling.	 I	hope	 I	can	help.	She	hugged	Hrok,

not	sure	if	her	tree	friend	really	understood	human	hugs,	and	pulled	Raven	back
toward	the	path.
“The	 trees	 aren’t	 loving	 that	 little	 guy.	 I	 wonder	 if	 your	 mom	might	 know

some	herbal	remedy	for	his	anxiety?”
Raven	shrugged.	“She	knows	a	lot,	though	she’s	no	tree	psychologist.	I’ll	bet	if

you	 tell	 her	what	 the	 symptoms	 are,	 and	what	 results	 you	want,	 she	might	 be
able	to	put	something	together.”
“I	hope	so.”	Keelie’s	other	option	was	the	Compendium,	and	though	she	hated

to	bother	her	dad	when	he	was	busy	setting	up	Heartwood,	he	needed	to	know
what	 was	 happening	 in	 the	 meadow.	 After	 their	 experience	 in	 the	 Redwood
Forest,	the	presence	of	a	goblin-tainted	tree	at	this	faire	would	be	scary	enough
to	bring	him	running.
Dad?	We	have	to	move	that	aspen	sapling	I	planted	where	the	Red	Cap	died.



I’m	getting	bad	vibes	from	it.	She	let	him	see	the	treeling	and	its	surroundings.
Her	 father’s	 thoughts	were	momentarily	visible	 to	her	as	 she	connected	with

his	 mind,	 and	 she	 saw	 a	 file,	 a	 bowl	 of	 oil,	 and	 a	 neat	 array	 of	 carving
implements.	Dad	was	sharpening	his	tools.
I’ll	come	and	see	for	myself,	but	I	trust	your	judgment.	I’ll	get	some	help	to	dig

it	up.	Maybe	we	can	plant	it	by	the	shop	later,	where	we	can	keep	an	eye	on	it.
She	 communicated	 that	 this	was	 a	 great	 idea,	 then	 told	Hrok	 and	Raven	 the

plan.	The	two	girls	continued	on	toward	the	bridge.
“So,	 you	 don’t	 know	who	 that	motorcyclist	was?”	Keelie	 asked.	Raven	 had

looked	 as	 annoyed	 by	 the	 noise	 as	 she’d	 been.	 The	 faire	 folk	 were	 probably
buzzing	about	it.
“No.	 Plenty	 of	 the	 folk	 are	 bikers,	 but	 they	 keep	 their	 bikes	 in	 the

campground.”
When	 she	 reached	 the	middle	 of	 the	 bridge,	Keelie	 stopped.	Raven	watched

curiously	as	she	leaned	over	the	railing	and	called,	“Hello?	Anyone	down	there?
I’ve	met	another	sprite.	Her	name	is	Plu.	What’s	your	name?”
The	water	below	gurgled	between	the	rocks,	but	aside	from	the	quiet	murmur

of	the	trees,	there	was	no	other	sound.
A	 discordant	 jangle	 stopped	 Keelie’s	 feet	 as	 she	 was	 about	 to	 step	 off	 the

bridge.	She	knew	that	sound.	It	wasn’t	the	sprite,	and	it	was	no	cowbell	either.	It
was	the	sound	of	the	bells	that	Peascod	the	jester	wore	on	his	hat.	Peascod,	who
had	 served	 Herne	 the	 Hunter,	 dark	 lord	 of	 the	 hunt,	 then	 had	 betrayed	 him.
Peascod	the	goblin	baiter.	Peascod,	who	had	almost	killed	her.
“Did	you	hear	that?”
“Hear	what?”
“Jester	bells.”	Keelie	shuddered.
Raven’s	eyebrows	rose.	“Keelie,	we’re	at	a	Renaissance	Faire.	If	you	freak	out

at	jester	bells,	you	need	to	find	a	nice	mall	job.	What	next?	Fear	of	turkey	legs	or
archers?”
Suddenly	 the	bridge	was	humming	with	 twiggy	curses	and	Knot	appeared,	 a

smear	of	orange	as	he	streaked	toward	them,	bhata	clinging	to	his	fur.	He	looked
like	a	frightened	porcupine.
“Knot,	 come	 here.”	Keelie	 didn’t	 care	 for	 the	 squeaky	 thread	 of	 fear	 in	 her



voice.	She	cleared	her	throat	and	tried	for	a	lower	timbre.	“Knot,	leave	the	bhata
alone.”
Beside	her,	Raven	was	doubled	over	with	 laughter.	“He	can’t	 resist	 trying	 to

annoy	the	fae.	He	deserves	whatever	he	gets.”
Keelie	tried	to	pick	the	fairies	off	Knot	as	he	staggered	past,	but	he	hissed	and

she	 drew	 back.	 He	 bolted	 into	 the	meadow,	 looped	 around	Hrok,	 and	 headed
back	toward	the	gate.
“Whatever.”	The	morning	was	full	of	grumps,	both	cat	and	tree.	She	hoped	the

people	she	ran	into	would	be	more	pleasant.	How	could	anyone	be	upset	on	such
a	 beautiful	morning?	Despite	 the	 treeling’s	 bad	manners,	 she	was	 back	 at	 the
High	Mountain	 Faire,	 the	 sky	 was	 blue,	 and	 the	 stream	 gurgled	 romantically.
Maybe	Sean	would	forget	his	beloved	jousting	later	on	and	take	a	break	to	stroll
with	her.
They	headed	up	the	hill	to	the	faire,	saying	hi	to	old	friends	as	they	passed	the

shops.	At	Janice’s,	a	gangly	boy	in	black	leggings	and	a	 long-sleeved	tunic	sat
outside	in	a	folding	chair.
“Who	are	you?”	Raven	parked	her	fists	on	her	hips	and	stared	at	the	boy.
The	kid	ignored	her.	“The	new	faire	administrator	is	inside.	Inspection	day	for

Green	Lady	Herbs.”	He	laughed	rudely.	Keelie’s	skin	prickled	in	premonition.
“I’ll	see	what’s	going	on,”	Raven	said.	“See	you	later.”
“Yeah,	thanks	for	coming	along.”	Keelie	had	been	glad	for	Raven’s	company

even	if	her	friend	couldn’t	hear	trees.	She	turned	to	leave.
Janice	 dashed	 out	 of	 her	 shop,	 clutched	 her	 cap	 over	 her	 head,	 leaned

backward,	and	gave	a	long	silent	scream.	Then	she	ran	back	inside	choking	out
the	words,	“Faire	admin.”
Knot	yowled.
“The	day	is	getting	stranger	by	the	minute,	Knot.”
A	woman	dressed	in	colorful	skirts	and	scarves	stepped	past	Keelie	and	pushed

the	 shop	 door	 open	 a	 crack.	 “All	 quiet,”	 she	 hissed	 over	 her	 shoulder.	Keelie
recognized	 her	 as	 Sally,	 the	 tarot	 card	 reader	whose	 popular	 shop	was	 by	 the
front	entrance.
She	also	noticed	that	a	crowd	had	gathered.
“Everyone’s	 getting	 inspected	 this	 year,”	 one	 grizzled	 man	 said.	 Keelie



remembered	that	he’d	been	a	pirate	the	year	before.	Then	all	voices	stopped	as	a
familiar	female	voice	rose	in	anger.
“I	don’t	have	time	for	your	petty	problems.	We	have	to	have	the	faire	in	order.

I	asked	for	an	inventory.	I	get	a	scribbled	sheet.	Who	are	you,	Leonardo?	Is	this	a
secret	code?”	The	tirade	grew	louder,	and	the	voice	more	familiar.
“The	new	faire	admin,”	whispered	the	old	pirate.
No	…	Keelie	thought	desperately.	There	were	three	Ren	Faires	in	Colorado—

no	way	she	could	be	so	unlucky.
The	door	to	Janice’s	shop	banged	open.	Janice	charged	out,	red-faced,	her	hair

in	 wisps	 around	 her	 face,	 her	 cap	 gone.	 Close	 behind	 was	 the	 faire’s	 new
administrator.
This	was	much	worse	than	goblins.
Keelie	 staggered	 as	 the	 crowd	 shifted	 to	 allow	 Janice	 to	 pass.	 She	 strode

rapidly	up	the	path.	Keelie	watched	her	go,	then	turned	to	face	her	fire-breathing
nemesis.
The	 new	 faire	 administrator	 was	 in	 fact	 her	 old	 boss	 from	 the	Wildewood.

Finch.
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