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Earl’s 
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Cast of 
Characters

Heather Marie MacArthur—I’m the one telling the story. 
And trust me, sometimes I can’t keep all these people straight!

My Immediate Family
Michael MacArthur and Aimee MacArthur are also known 
as “Dad” and “Mum.”
Rowan MacArthur is my next-younger brother.
Ivy and Ash MacArthur are my youngest sister and brother; 
they are twins.
Lily MacArthur is my older half-sister.
Rose Bujoirnais MacArthur is my oldest sister, whom Dad 
adopted.
And there’s also Hunter Milan, who is Rose’s fiancée.



The Royal Family
Prince Joseph is my best friend and either third or fourth in 
line to the throne. I think. 
Prince Christopher is Joe’s dad and definitely second in line. 
That much I know because it’s in all the papers.
Princess Maryan is Joe’s mum who’s from Bahrain, but swore 
allegiance to England so she could marry Prince Christopher.
Princess Annette is Joe’s sister, next-oldest to him, and likes 
being called “Annie.”
Prince Richard is Joe’s youngest brother.
Prince Albert is Prince Christopher’s younger brother.

Other Important People
The McInnis family is originally from Ireland. Now they live 
on the castle property and they are in charge of  keeping it up.
Mr. Jack McInnis is in charge of  all the outdoor castle stuff, 
like the farm and garden
Mrs. Marie McInnis runs everything that goes on inside the 
castle.
Miss Eliza McInnis is the Mcinnis’ daughter who works at 
the castle. She is second-in-charge to her mum.
Mickey McInnis is the McInnis’ son who takes care of  our 
farm animals. 
Ginny Roberts is Mum and Dad’s assistant who keeps all of  
our schedules mostly sane.
Anita Cano is our nanny, who I’m way too old for, but who 
cares for all of  us. Even Mum and Dad, sometimes.
Jonathan is Joe’s immediate bodyguard, the nice one.



For Mom and Dad,
for all the love, support, and good parenting
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CHAPTER

1
A kelpie is not a horse. A kelpie is not a horse. A 
kelpie is NOT A HORSE!
A kelpie is a pain in my…

My chore after dinner is to feed my kelpie. 
A kelpie, if  you don’t know, is a carnivorous faery horse. 

Before I accidentally gave him a piece of  my soul, this particular 
kelpie had killed two kids near the old castle my family and I 
lived in and had almost killed another family friend, six-year-
old Sarah Beth Garrity. Feeding such a monster consists of  
dumping a bunch of  stinky fish into his trough or chasing 
chickens or peafowl into his pen so he can kill them. 

We won’t even get into manure duty. It redefines 
“EWWWW!”

It was about a week after we “captured” him when Mum 
stopped me on the way out the door. “Heather?”

“Yeah?” I turned to face her as she leaned on her office 
door.

“Why don’t you actually do something with Ehrwnmyr 
tonight? After you feed him?”

“What…what do you mean?”
“Do something with him,” she repeated. “Even if  it’s just 

basic exercises in the round pen.”
My lips twitched. I didn’t answer right away.
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“How do you expect to change him into something good 

if  all you do is feed him? Have you even tried grooming him?”
“He’s not…like a regular horse,” I protested, but knew 

she was right. I was now his guardian. If  I had a good soul, 
I had the power to make the kelpie good. To make him not 
a monster. I was told this by Lady Fana and Lord Cadmus, 
the “ruling” daoine síth, or fey nobility, who lived in a part of  
Faerie that overlapped my family’s land when I “consulted” 
with them after we captured the kelpie. 

I hoped my soul was good enough… 
“He doesn’t even have proper fur. It’s like…little tentacle 

thingies.”
Mum leaned back in her chair, arms folded, and waited.
And waited.
I sighed. “I suppose I could just ask him about brushing 

his fur and exercise and stuff. It’s not like he won’t share his 
opinion.”

Mum chuckled. “You want me to check on you in about 
an hour?”

Actually, I kind of  did want her to check on me. I knew 
Ehrwnmyr was bound, so he couldn’t ever hurt me…but still. 
“You’ve got a deadline, and you have sleep-away horse camp 
planning to do.” 

“And a headache from both. I’m gonna finish a few more 
emails, and I’ll meet you down at the round pen, ’kay?”

“Sure.” Biting my lip, I gave her a half-smile. “Thanks, 
Mum.”

“Hurry up. He’s still an animal, so I’m sure he thinks he’s 
starving to death or something.”

As I approached Ehrwnmyr’s stable—we couldn’t keep 
him anywhere near the other horses—I squinted to make out 
his form against the lapping water that filled half  his paddock.
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He lay perfectly still on his side, hooves touching the 

water’s edge. At first glance, he just looked like a wiry, black 
draft horse—all black, with a greenish, slimy tinge, so he 
always looked wet. He was tall when he stood, but not quite 
as bulky as my Mum’s Percheron cross, nor as slender as Dad’s 
thoroughbred. Up close, or when he was not impersonating 
a real horse by using a glamour illusion, you could see the 
differences. His face was more pointy and angular, his mane 
and tail looked like waterweeds, his eyes glowed, and he had a 
mouthful of  shark-like teeth. Oh, and his “fur” was like tiny, 
wriggling, silken worms that gripped like Velcro! There was 
nothing very “horsey” about him at all. 

Currently, he wasn’t doing much to make himself  look 
horsey. I didn’t sense any of  his thoughts in my head, either, 
and it was usually a chore to keep them out, with this whole 
soul-sharing thing. I just felt this droning buzz in the back of  
my mind as I approached.

Part of  me became worried. Was he all right? Had I waited 
too long to feed him? But another part of  me, a part that made 
me feel massively horrible, felt hopeful that he maybe was…
dead…and I wouldn’t have to be his soul-keeper anymore.

Don’t feel too terrible.
I knew the disembodied voice was him speaking inside my 

brain. I could see the ribs on his prone body rising and falling 
as I got closer. Then his tail twitched. You know how I feel about 
“belonging” to you humans. It’s merely a better choice than death.

“You also know I hate it when you pluck thoughts out of  my 
head!” I growled. I was learning how to do the whole talking-
in-my-head thing, but really, it was easier for me to talk-talk, 
unless there were other people around from whom I needed 
to hide our conversation.

He lifted his head and glared at me, curling out his lips to 
bare his teeth. Then work on keeping your thoughts private. I don’t 
have a problem doing so.

“You’ve also been doing it longer than anyone in my family 
has been alive.” 
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Far longer. He tossed his mane, flicking water far enough to 

hit me as I walked by.
“Then don’t yell at me for not learning quickly enough.”
I am not yelling.
“Fine, stop complaining.”
What else shall I do with my day? That buzzing in my head got 

louder, and I realized what it was. He was bored. Utterly and 
totally bored. Mum was really right. 

“I was gonna see if  you wanted to do something after you 
ate today…” I mumbled.

Do what, exactly? He rolled to his feet, more gracefully than 
any horse I’d ever seen, trotted over, and leaned his head over 
his stall door. In my head, I felt his interest and curiosity spike.

“I dunno…” I opened the refrigerated locker inside the 
stable. With my nose wrinkled, I pulled out some small plastic 
buckets. I tried to hold my breath, despite how much it hurt my 
chest, as I carried each bucket of  writhing squid and dumped 
it into the fish-tank of  a trough we had built for the kelpie. 
I failed at the last instant, filling my lungs with the smell of  
cold calamari, seaweed, and fish guts. He ignored my gagging, 
shoving his face halfway into the stinking mess. As I waited, I 
rubbed my ribs and lower back. They were still bruised and sore 
from when we’d captured him. I’d gotten thrown by Chixie, 
Dad’s horse, and then rolled on top of—by Ehrwnmyr—when 
Mum roped him.

Most lochs are fresh water, but the one by us often gets 
flooded with seawater. I don’t know where Ehrwnmyr lived 
before he moved into the nearby loch, but he seemed to prefer 
sea or brackish water to fresh. At least that made it easier to get 
him food, since we were less than a thirty-minute drive (fifteen 
if  Mum were driving) from a few touristy fishing villages.

He slurped up just about everything in the plastic trough 
in less than ten minutes, leaving only rust-tinted water. Licking 
his monster teeth, he looked at me.

So, what did you want to do? I also sensed an unworded 
something, anything! tone to his voice.
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“Um…well…with the other horses, I would usually brush 

them and clean their hooves first.”
Why?
I blinked. “You always want to keep hooves clean because, 

if  there’s a rock or anything stuck there, it’s uncomfy. Or if  
there’s mud or well, you know… I mean, it can’t be comfy, 
right?” He would know, I figured.

As if  considering my words, he lifted his front hoof  from 
the ground and looked at it. 

You wish to clean my hooves?
“Yeah…I mean, if  you don’t mind?”
Do I mind that you wish to clean my hooves? I don’t think there 

is a level high enough to measure the disbelief  in his voice.
“Um. Yeah.”
And to brush…what?
“Uuuhh…” I looked him over. He stood close enough 

that I could see his wriggling fur. It looked like the clumps of  
tiny hairs you see growing beneath the sea, or really close-up 
microscopic pictures of  the cilia inside your lungs. His mane 
was thick and ropey, like seaweed or dreadlocks, and his tail 
was no better. “Well, I know we’re supposed to brush the coat 
so that dirt and stuff  doesn’t chafe under the saddle or saddle 
pad.”

Saddle or saddle pad?
“What I put on your back to ride…I mean, if  you’re okay 

with letting me ride you?”
He stared at me for quite a long time before sneezing in my 

direction and tossing his head to the side, lifting his nose in the 
air. I must do as you tell me, but there is no need to put anything on my 
back. You will not fall from me.

“Yeah, I realize that.” I rubbed my arms. I was totally 
failing at not acting squicked-out at his tentacle fur.

Flaring his nostrils and snorting again, he trotted away 
from me. I didn’t feel any emotion from him this time, but I 
took a guess he was offended.
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“Look, this is all new to me, and I don’t mean to hurt your 

feelings. I want to make this work between us. And I don’t just 
want to order you around, all right? Can you please be a little 
more patient?”

He stopped and faced three-quarters away from me, 
swishing his tail. Head still high, he tilted his head just a little 
and peered at me. His eyes glowed blue-green, the color of  
mine (except mine didn’t glow.) With a huge sigh, he lowered 
his head to the height of  his shoulders and then walked over 
to the paddock gate.

A request for patience from a creature whose lifespan I’ve lived nearly 
four times over? His tone was more teasing than anything else, 
and I thought I saw a smirk pulling at his lips. With a regal toss 
of  his head, he continued, If  you must see to grooming me, I suppose 
it is foolish of  me to argue.

I rolled my eyes and opened his gate. He hesitated, one 
hoof  lifted. 

“Do I need to tell you or ask you to come out?”
Your original command was not to leave this enclosure without your 

permission.
“Sorry. You can come out now. Follow me.”
He stepped out of  the paddock, pausing on the rubber 

horse mats that covered the packed dirt and stone floor of  his 
stable. After pawing twice, he continued walking.

It feels like peat. But not. 
I couldn’t help but smile at this little moment of  innocent 

curiosity. How I felt about Ehrwnmyr was beyond complicated. 
He’d killed people—children!—and I knew he’d kill my family 
if  I ever took the enchanted bridle off  him. He didn’t want 
to be good, and he occasionally even enjoyed making me feel 
horrible by letting me see his thoughts of  hurting people I 
loved. But then moments like this… 

He picked each hoof  up quickly and carefully as he 
continued to follow me. We stopped in the aisle area we’d 
made for grooming, and he awaited further instructions.
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“I suppose we could start with the hooves.” My eyes fell 

on the grooming bag hanging on the wall. I strode over and 
retrieved the hoof  pick. As I approached the kelpie, I paused. 
I’d still have to hold his hoof  to clean it…and the squirming 
hairs went all the way down, just as horse fur did.

My fur makes you uncomfortable.
“It’s not like fur. It moves.” I had petted him once, and it 

hadn’t felt as bad as I thought it would. I remembered that fact, 
but I still couldn’t seem to get it through my head.

It doesn’t hurt you. Normally, Ehrwnmyr could do a good 
job of  hiding his emotions, if  he wanted to, but he couldn’t 
conceal his offense entirely. And it would keep you secure if  you 
were to ride me. Offense and even some hurt feelings. He was 
proud of  his fur stuff.

“Just…let me…let me get used to it. You had to get used 
to the mat.”

The kelpie’s lips twitched. I walked closer. The “fur” 
seemed to reach out, wanting to touch me. I refused to flinch 
and slowly inched my fingers closer, until I felt it touch me. It 
felt like warm, silky, tendrils moving by static electricity. I blew 
out all the air in my lungs and took a deep breath in, keeping 
my fingers on his shoulder until I got used to the touching. 
Then I moved my hand through the tendrils until I could feel 
the muscle and bone of  his front leg.

Once I firmly clasped his leg, the fur stopped moving so 
much. It wasn’t perfectly still, and it wasn’t stiff  like a horse’s 
coat, but it wasn’t trying to explore me either. I slid my hand 
down to his hock, feeling less friction than from regular horse’s 
hair, too. “Give me,” I said automatically. He lifted his foot, 
and I could feel him shift his weight as he turned his head to 
watch me.

I nearly gagged again at the smell from his hoof, which 
distracted me from the dull rib pain I felt from bending. If  
I didn’t know what his manure and food smelled like, I’d be 
worried he had some nasty hoof  disease or something. Or 
maybe I should be…?
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“Would you tell me if  you were hurt or sick or anything?”
Should I? There was an edge to his emotion; I remembered 

what he’d caught me thinking earlier.
“Yes.” I grunted as I scraped out the caked mud and 

manure. “I really don’t want you hurt or anything. I’d want to 
help.”

I am not currently injured or ill. As I released his hoof, he 
pawed at the ground again. And this does feel better.

“You’re welcome.”
He growled, muscles tensing. I already am owned by you! Must 

I further indebt myself ?
I didn’t understand at first, but then remembered both 

Dad and I getting cut off  when we were about to say “Thank 
you” to one of  the faery noble people. “All right, I don’t get 
this whole ‘thanking’ thing with you faerie, so I’m not adding 
any stupid debt or whatever.”

Snorting, he pawed once more, but said nothing else.
I had him lift his rear leg for me. “So, if  you’re okay with 

me cleaning your hooves, should we also get Mickey to trim 
them?”

He didn’t bother putting into words his confusion at why 
I’d suggest trimming hooves. I frowned. They were cracked 
and uneven, with sharp, jagged edges by the tips. Didn’t that 
bother him? He wasn’t sure how he felt about my assessment.

“We can talk about it later, maybe. Will you talk to Mickey? 
I mean…he doesn’t talk like I do, but he was the only human 
Tom let near him for a long time.”

I know who Mickey is. Ehrwnmyr nodded. He helped build this 
enclosure. And he liked me.

“I don’t think he realizes that you were the one who killed 
those kids.” 

Mickey is the son of  the castle’s head caretakers, Mr. and 
Mrs. McInnis. He’s also a high-functioning autistic. He has a 
hard time dealing with people, but he’s really good with animals. 
So good that Dr. Caroline, the large-animal vet who covers our 
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family’s horses and the three surrounding villages, lets him do 
most of  the animal medical care around the castle.

He understands I am connected to your soul.
I frowned again. 
He understands things differently than you do. Ehrwnmyr raised 

his last hoof  even as I ran my hand down his leg. I didn’t say 
anything else. My younger brother, Rowan, was also autistic—
though more on the Asperger’s side—and he understood 
things differently, too. When I put the kelpie’s hoof  down, he 
asked, What does the brushing entail?

I looked at his coat again. With less hesitation, this time, 
I ran my fingers over his shoulder. “Does it…I don’t know…
hurt or feel uncomfortable when I push on this stuff?”

It neither hurts nor feels uncomfortable when you apply pressure to 
my fur.

Fine. Fur. Living, wriggling fur. As if  the fibers, themselves, 
were reading my mind, a few started to curl around my 
fingertips. I pulled away without them resisting my motion. In 
fact, I picked up on another emotion Ehrwnmyr was trying to 
restrain. He actually liked when I touched him.

I took the softest brush from the grooming bag and headed 
towards his neck, stopping when I noticed him flinch.

“I’m not going to hurt you. Promise.”
He lowered his head.
“I usually start here, on the neck, and work down to your 

butt.”
Butt? He was amused.
“You’re, like, four hundred, not four. What do you want me 

to call where your back legs and tail attach?”
He actually made a chuckling noise; I could feel his neck 

and shoulder shaking. Whatever. Taking a deep breath, I ran 
the soft brush down his neck once, twice. His “laughter” 
stopped and a series of  twitches broke down from his neck 
towards his tail.

I stopped and pulled the brush away. “Are you okay? Did I 
do something you don’t like?”
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Yes—no. He “pursed” his lips as much as an equine can. 

It’s…nice.
He turned his head slightly and looked at me. I could sense 

he was nervous, like how I felt whenever I thought of  going 
back to school. 

“I’m glad it feels nice for you.” I started to brush again. He 
lowered his head even more, half-closing his eyes. His lower 
lip quivered, growing slacker as I worked down his body. The 
“fur” quieted, holding nearly still except for the static-cling to 
the brush. 

When I finished, I bit my lip and gently scratched the side 
of  his neck. He jerked his head, startled.

Done? He wasn’t doing a very good job at hiding his 
disappointment. 

I gave him a half-smile. “I can start brushing you and 
cleaning you every day. I do that with my pony.”

He cautiously nodded his head. Is that all?
“I was gonna see if  you wanted to do some exercises, like 

running around or something?”
I like running!
“Okay, let’s go.”

When Dad and Mum accepted the castle Dad’s great-uncle 
left us, Mum insisted on rebuilding and adding on to the small 
stables, then adding one event-sized outdoor ring, the large 
indoor event-sized ring, and two outdoor and one indoor 
round pens for training. Mum only had her one horse then, 
Dream, whom she’d had to board while we lived in London, 
and before that in New York City. While growing up, though, 
she had spent her summers on her two uncles’ horse farms, so 
she was excited to start her own. The McInnises already owned 
their draft horses at that time, too, because Mickey had rescued 
them, but Mum wanted to “indulge her inner cowgirl,” as she 
still says.
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Since it was still daylight out, I led Ehrwnmyr to the round 

pen furthest from everything else. (The other horses still 
randomly had freak-outs ever since he moved in; I didn’t want 
to stress them.) 

I didn’t have much equipment besides the grooming bag 
in his stable, so I told him to wait inside the pen and jogged to 
the main stable to get a lunge line and lunge whip. I glanced at 
the saddles and discarded the idea. I was still sore, and I didn’t 
need to add another thing we could argue about. I did grab a 
hard hat, though. Even if  I wasn’t going to ride him, I didn’t 
want to chance a broken head if  there was some loophole in 
the “always have to listen to me” curse.

Horses see way better than humans do, and I’m quite sure 
kelpies see even better than horses. I wasn’t even halfway back 
when I felt this wall of  fear, anger, and betrayal hit me, nearly 
knocking me backward. There were no words associated, just 
the animal emotions. 

Unless I wanted to shout, I was too far to speak out loud to 
him, so I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to project the words, 
What’s wrong?

I didn’t get a worded answer but rather a weird picture of  
him looking at me approaching…with the whip.

“Oh.” I said out loud. Mentally chiding myself. “Duh.” 
You don’t actually hit a horse with a lunge whip. You use it like 
a projection of  your arm, lifting it higher to increase pressure 
when you want the horse to move away, and lowering it when 
you want to decrease pressure. Occasionally you crack it for 
the noise when a horse isn’t cooperating. 

A regular horse, unless it’s been sorely abused, doesn’t 
necessarily equate a whip with an instrument of  torture, but 
sees it as just an extension of  the human. Ehrwnmyr, who’d 
been alive and likely dealing with humans for some time, got 
that it could be a weapon. I was bringing a weapon into the ring.

With a sigh, I dropped the lunge whip, doing my best to 
mentally project an apology and an explanation of  what I 
understood about the tool.
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The storm of  angry emotions in my head subsided enough 

to where I felt I could move, leaving the whip on the grass, 
and head to the round pen. Regardless, Ehrwnmyr still trotted 
anxious circles in the enclosure.

“I’m sorry, really.” I paused outside the gate. “Did you get 
what I was trying to send about what I was thinking?”

I got a response that still wasn’t exactly worded, but came 
across as more or less. 

“I swear, really, I don’t ever want to hurt you or abuse you!”
There was the equivalent of  a whatever response in my head. 

At least he slowed his trotting some.
“May I come in?”
He stopped and faced me, blinking confusion. I. Cannot. 

Hurt. You.
“I get it, but I’m trying to be polite here.”
He licked his teeth and chewed, then backed up a few steps. 

I got the feeling he was okay with me coming in.
“Okay, so, um…I guess we could try at liberty first…” I 

sensed he had no idea what I was talking about. When we got 
our own horses, Mum taught us a lot of  natural horsemanship 
things. The problem is, horses are prey animals, things that 
get eaten in the wild, and horsemanship training is based on 
the fact that horses know humans are predators. I had no idea 
what that would mean for a predator horse…but I had to start 
somewhere. “It means, I don’t attach you to anything and I give 
you commands and stuff…” The kelpie was still confused, but 
I didn’t know how to explain better. I pointed to the left with 
my left hand and waved the end of  the long rope, the lunge 
line, with my right. “Trot!” I said, trying to distract myself  from 
how scared I really was of  being in the pen with him.

He stood and stared at me, still confused.
“Go, trot!” I shook the rope harder, waving my hands like 

I’d do with a regular horse.
He backed up more, half-rearing as he bared his teeth. 

What do you want? I don’t understand you!
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I stopped. “What do you mean you don’t understand? You 

did this for Joe’s parents when they came to see you.”
They projected a clear picture of  each thing they commanded, as did 

you, then. I don’t remember each thing, and you’re blocking me from your 
mind now.

I lowered my arms. “Oh.” Well…crap. “Wait, you read their 
minds? You can get into heads of  other people besides me? I 
mean…not just for talking?” I knew he could mindspeak with 
other people. I’d seen him do it. I didn’t know he could pluck 
thoughts from the minds of  people he didn’t already have a 
bond with the way the daoine síth faerie could.

They were very specifically thinking of  each action…and not hiding 
it. Especially the princess, who seemed to be doing it on purpose. Then, 
when you heard the commands, you pictured it in your mind, and I can see 
your thoughts the clearest.

I considered his words. “Oo-kay.” I wasn’t quite sure what 
to make of  what he told me, but at least I knew what I was 
doing wrong. In my head, I pictured him trotting and pointed 
to the left again, and he was off.

I had him change direction a few times, and then kept 
doing so while first asking him to canter and then while 
shifting through walking, trotting, and cantering. We’d gone 
for about ten minutes when I felt that buzzing sensation in 
my head again. The novelty of  doing something was wearing off  
and, while this was better than nothing, it was still boring.

I dropped my arms and turned away, picturing him turning 
in and facing me—but keeping him in my peripheral vision. He 
was confused at my posture. I was getting tired of  explaining 
so much, so I tried to put it in my head that horses don’t like 
eye contact, so that’s what I was taught to do to invite a horse 
back in to me.

I am not a horse. There were many layers to his statement 
that he wanted to communicate about our relationship, how 
I was treating him, and everything; I could sense them, but I 
couldn’t begin to understand them all.
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I thought, No, really? with a lot of  layers of  my own 

frustration and confusion.
He snorted and turned away from me. It wasn’t like he’d 

wanted to be captured by humans.
“You guys were looking pretty good.” My mum’s voice 

made me jump. I noticed her by the gate. How long had 
she been there? Ehrwnmyr only flicked an ear, not remotely 
surprised. I sensed he’d noticed her long before. Ugh, I was so 
dense sometimes! 

Keeping an eye on the still-rather-peeved Ehrwnmyr, I 
walked over to Mum. While she did glance at me, I saw her 
watching Ehrwnmyr closely.

“So, what happened to break the rapport?” she whispered, 
and I had a feeling she was purposely hiding her thoughts from 
Ehrwnmyr, so I did my best to close mine off.

“I… He’s bored with me and doesn’t like that I treat him 
like a horse.”

Mum nodded. “That will be a challenge, for sure. It’s going 
to take some time, honey. And since you two can talk, use that.”

“I’m trying!”
She leaned over and kissed my forehead. “I know you are. 

Don’t be impatient with yourself, either.”
I paused, thinking. I knew Ehrwnmyr was impatient with 

me…but I supposed I was beating myself  up pretty hard too, 
and he was probably picking up on that.

“Would you mind if  I tried working with him?”
I shrugged. Mum knew way more about horses than I did, 

no question. But I was kind of  curious if  she could figure out 
more about kelpies.

She smiled excitedly, looking much younger for a moment. 
“Thanks, honey.” 

After letting me out, she headed to the center of  the ring. 
Ehrwnmyr snapped his head and ears towards her.

“When we were at the loch, Heather said you had to listen 
to me like you listen to her. There shouldn’t have been anything 
to change that since, am I right?”



15

The Earl’s Childe
He shook his head, and I sensed he answered her, but he 

didn’t think to let me in on his words, which kind of  hurt. It 
was my soul he shared!

“Good. Let’s play a bit, then.” She pointed left. “Trot!” 
After a moment, she asked, “How fast can you go without 
changing gaits?”

His tail swished and he chewed. Still trotting, he sped along, 
faster than any of  the horses I’d seen could canter.

“Nice,” Mum said. “Turn around, now!”
In a blur of  motion, he spun. 
“Now, canter, but stay collected—be aware of  all your 

muscles, keep your back and neck tighter, more in control. 
Right! Good! Turn around. Good! Turn, again. Good! Turn 
with just your rear legs… Good! Now, just the front…”

Mum was giving more and more specific instructions, 
rapidly. If  I’d been trying to ride, I could never have kept up, 
but Ehrwnmyr did. She had him side-passing and doing all 
manner of  fancy footwork.

“Good! Now, square up with me.” She took only half  a 
step back, but kept her eyes locked on him—more like when 
she was training the dogs. He lowered his head and chewed, 
which I sensed was submission.

It was stupid, but my stomach soured that he was listening 
so well to my Mum. I mean, I needed to learn—and I knew I 
could learn from Mum—but I really, really wanted to, I don’t 
know, feel that connection with Ehrwnmyr, so I wouldn’t need 
to feel like I was starting fresh with a new horse…or, well, a 
new not-a-horse. Obviously, I needed to figure that in, too.

Her eyes seemed to flash at him again, and he lowered his 
head more. She nodded and headed over to me.

“What do you think?” she asked. 
I tried really hard not to grimace at her huge smile. “Good. 

But I guess you know what you’re doing, anyway.”
Her face fell a little. Clearly, I hadn’t done a good job of  

suppressing my ill mood. “Well, I’ve worked with animals since 
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I was younger than you. But, he is yours. What…how can I 
help you do what you want?”

I don’t know why, but her wanting to help only irritated me 
more. “I don’t know,” I snapped.

Her voice softened a little more. “I can tell you, I kept my 
posture and eye contact more like I would with…Isis, or any 
dog…and the cats. He said he was solitary, so that would make 
things different from dealing with a dog, since dogs are pack 
animals. Think of  how solitary cats show dominance. But, 
remember he’s a predator, and you are the alpha, so you don’t 
show any submission.”

“Okay,” I said. 
Behind Mum, Ehrwnmyr whickered.
Mum turned, looking from me to him. He looked at me, 

and I wondered how much of  my emotions I wasn’t hiding 
again. I looked away and scowled.

He whickered again and took a step forward. Meeting his 
eyes, I sensed him requesting permission to come closer. “You 
can come.”

After glancing at Mum, whom I saw relax her posture, 
and then looking back at me, he walked over, head down. He 
stretched his neck, reaching his nose to me. I petted his nose, 
proud that I didn’t cringe as his writhing fur touched me back, 
and he snorted. I felt him projecting his emotions… He didn’t 
want my feelings hurt.

My monster faery horse didn’t want to hurt my feelings. I 
couldn’t help but smile.

“Did you want to ride him before we go in?” Mum looked 
up at the sun.

I rubbed my ribs. “Not tonight. Why, did you?”
Mum couldn’t hold back a hopeful smile.
“He doesn’t like the idea of  a saddle…” I told her, then 

turned at him. “Would you mind if  my Mum rode you?”
He lowered his head in an equine shrug. No, he wouldn’t 

mind. He looked from her to me. In fact, he was kind of  
curious about it.
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I stepped back from the gate. “Go for it.”
She broke into a huge smile that made her look almost like 

a teenager. Even with all the lines around her eyes. This time, I 
smiled with her. If  I had wanted, Ehrwnmyr would have let me 
ride. But I really was sore, so getting on any horse was not high 
on my list of  things I wanted to do right now.

Mum walked to the fence and used it for enough boost 
to swing her leg over Ehrwnmyr. He stood perfectly still until 
she was on. Even when she was on a regular horse, I could 
hardly see my mum’s cues. On a kelpie, whom I figured was 
also reading her mind, I barely saw her move, beyond synching 
with him as he started to trot, then canter.

She pushed him faster. During one pass, I did hear her say 
something like “…promise you won’t let me fall?” and saw a 
few more lines around her eyes. He must have answered in the 
affirmative, because he broke into a full-out, blurring gallop.

And then they soared over the round pen’s fence. 
Which is as high as my shoulders.
Then they disappeared down the road and across the fields.
Not that anyone was around to hear me, but I yelled, 

“Mum? Ehrwnmyr?”
It took a few minutes, but I heard the thunder of  his 

running hooves coming back. Almost two whole person-
lengths away from the fence, I saw Ehrwnmyr coil and curl and 
launch into the air, landing even past the center of  the round 
pen. He slowed to a canter, then a trot, before stopping.

Mum, red-faced and breathing heavily, leaned over his 
neck. “Oh, my God! Wow…that was…wow!” She reached up 
his neck, scratching his crest. “That was awesome.”

He whickered, arching his neck and puffing his chest, 
clearly proud to be appreciated for his awesomeness. 

With a slightly labored “oof,” Mum slid down his side. 
“Good boy, Ehrwnmyr.”

“Good job,” I echoed, feeling happy at his joy. 
“Thank you, Heather.” Mum gave me a big hug, kissing my 

cheeks. “That really was…just amazing!”



18

T. J. Wooldridge
I laughed. “When my ribs heal a bit more, I’ll try.” The 

kelpie gave me a bit of  a nod. He had enjoyed himself  running, 
too, and I could sense he wanted to share that feeling with me. 

“Ehrwnmyr…” Mum mumbled, still scratching his neck. 
Not once did she seem bothered by—or even to notice—the 
tentacle fur twisting around her fingers. She chuckled. “We 
need a nickname.”

Nickname? 
After all the bonding stuff  between him and Mum, I was 

kind of  glad she was on the receiving end of  that tone from 
him.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend. Just…most of  our 
horses—and I know you’re not a horse—but they have short 
names we call them by.”

He looked at me. Do I need this “nickname?”
I thought about it, opening the gate so we could head 

back to his stable. “I don’t know. It’s not really easy to say 
Err-win-murr.”

What would you suggest? 
“Umm…” I thought some more. “Murray? Ermie?”
“Ermie reminds me of  R. Lee Ermey,” said Mum, “who’s 

this famous ex-marine drill sergeant guy. You watched one of  
his shows with me on The History Channel?” 

I shrugged and looked at the kelpie.
I do not mind being called Ermie. I also sensed he liked Mum’s 

description of  the actor, or whatever emotions he was picking 
up as she described R. Lee Ermey, whom I had never heard 
of  before.

From the direction of  the castle drive, we heard the beep, 
beep, beep of  a lorry backing up.

Mum furrowed her brows and looked at me. We shared a 
shrug. “Go put Ermie in his stall. I’ll see what that is.”
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2
When dealing with my own dad concerns me more 
than a killer faery horse.

Ermie (I kinda liked the nickname) and I said quick 
goodbyes, and I told him to stay in his stable and turnout until 
I said otherwise. It wasn’t until I was already on my way back 
to the castle that I realized I’d given him a good nose-rub, and 
hadn’t even thought of  his tentacle fur when I’d done it.

This would work out. It really would!
Mum was standing beside the access road that led behind 

the castle gardens to an enclosed, discreet area we used for 
storage or family parking. Her arms were folded and her face 
pursed as if  she had just bitten into a lemon. A dump truck was 
spilling a pile of  what looked like salt onto a tarp spread over 
the packed dirt. My dad was gesturing directions to the driver. 
Our greyhound, Isis, sat by his feet, tail wagging nervously. She 
saw Mum and me and gave a short bark.

“What’s going on?” I asked.
“I’m not exactly sure.” Mum’s voice was flat and distinctly 

Not Happy.
I waited with her until the truck was gone and Dad came 

over to us. “Good, you can help me and we’ll get this done 
before the sun sets.” He gave us a huge smile.
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Mum glanced at the sky. “The sun sets well after any of  our 

children’s bedtimes, sweetie. What are you planning they help 
with?”

“It’s summer. We can be a little lenient. At least with 
Heather and Rowan, since it’s important for them, too…” 
Dad, undeterred, was just about bouncing on his toes, and was 
talking almost twice as fast as he normally did. If  that wasn’t 
enough of  a clue, he had this brightness to his eyes, which 
always signaled he was in a manic mood. And if  I had missed 
that, Isis’s nervously protective jittering also gave me a clue as 
to what was going on.

“What are we doing with…I assume that’s salt, my love?” I 
could also tell Mum was holding back her impatience. She was 
picking up the same stuff  as I was. 

“Yes! I was reading. If  we put a full perimeter around the 
castle’s foundation, along all the windows and doors, that’ll do 
for tonight—”

“Hold up a second, Michael.” Mum held up both hands 
like she was trying to physically push him back. “You read what 
and want us to do what, now?” Mum is American and spent 
a bunch of  time in the southern states, especially Texas. You 
can hear that pretty clearly when she’s upset. At that moment, 
she sounded very American, a trying-very-hard-to-stay-patient 
American.

Dad seemed to notice Mum’s emotional state and possibly 
my agitation. He’d just gotten over a depressed mood that 
had been one of  his worst ever, possibly due to being near 
Ehrwnmyr, and now he was changing gears really quickly. More 
quickly than I’d ever seen him change before. He took a deep 
breath, made his body relax, and addressed my Mum in a more 
normal pace. “You lent me a pile of  your books so that I could 
learn more about the fey since…” He glanced at me now, and 
I saw the worry in his eyes. “It seems we should know what’s 
going on. I went through most of  them. Creating a perimeter 
of  salt around our home and at all levels of  entry will keep out 
anything that could harm us, possibly all of  the faerie, so we’d 
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be safe from any attack and have a safe place to retreat to if  
needed. Especially if  we’re going to have all those kids here in 
your camp, we need to make sure all of  them are safe.”

Mum took a deep breath. “Okay, I understand you now 
and what you want to do. I really wish you’d spoken to me first 
before you’d moved forward with the plan. There are a few 
problems with that, which probably didn’t come up in any of  
the books I lent you.”

The lines on Dad’s face, especially around his lips, deepened 
a little. “Like what?”

“Well,” Mum said. “What would all our neighbors in the 
villages have thought if  we’d moved in and put up a ten-foot 
stockade fence and great big ‘Keep out!’ signs?”

Dad frowned at her. “Last I checked, no one who lives in 
the villages murders or endangers anyone’s children.”

“Like all the beings that share our land, I doubt all who 
live in the villages are human. And even if  they were, not every 
human is good.”

Another glance at me seemed to soften my dad’s face, but 
only a little. “You’re right that we should still keep the kids’ 
bedtimes. I can work on this myself. I’ll give Lily a call shortly 
and make sure she doesn’t stay up too late with Jenna.” (Lily is 
my older sister, who was spending the night with our friend, 
Jenna Garrity.) Dad leaned down and gave me a hug and kiss. 
“Goodnight, love. Sleep well.”

I kissed him back, but wouldn’t release him from the hug. 
“I love you, Daddy.”

He hugged me even tighter, understanding. “I love you, too. 
And don’t you worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

“Are you seeing Dr. Grey again?” I asked. 
He pulled away enough to look me in the face. “Aye. I’m 

driving out to Edinburgh next week.” He kissed my nose. “All 
right?”

“Are you going to tell him about Ehrwnmyr this visit?”
He pulled away a little more, frowning. “I wasn’t planning 

on it.”
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“Maybe you should?”
He shook his head. “He said I was doing fine last week. We 

made an adjustment, and that can make things odd. I’m okay, I 
promise.” He kissed my forehead again. “Besides, I’m not sure 
exactly… You do realize most people don’t believe in…faery 
things and magic, right?”

I pursed my lips. I knew that, but it seemed like a whole lot 
more people were okay with it than I would have thought. My 
best friend Joe’s family—Prince Christopher, next in line for the 
throne, and his wife, Princess Maryan—had hardly batted an 
eye when they came to see the kelpie. Then again, they weren’t 
regular people. “You could show him…”

Dad paused. “Not right now. I don’t think he’ll drive down 
here. I’m fine, though. I promise. Please, don’t worry.”

Like that was going to happen. I just kissed him back and 
gave Isis a scritch between her ears. “I love you, Daddy. Good 
night.”

He sighed, and I knew he knew what I wasn’t saying. After 
one more kiss and a very tight hug from him, then a hug and 
kiss and “goodnight” from Mum, I headed back in the house 
and got ready for bed.

But I probably wouldn’t sleep for a while.

Once upon a time, according to my dad, he could keep 
his mood swings in check with meditation, exercise, and, well, 
other, more problematic, methods—but I’ll get to that. Anyway, 
as he got older, his bipolar condition got worse, and he had to 
start taking medicine, which he hated because he felt he wasn’t 
as good of  an actor for not being in touch with his extremes. 
I don’t know if  that’s true, but he hasn’t had as many TV and 
movie roles as I remember him having when I was younger.

Besides his own brain chemistry, sometimes outside things 
can trigger his mood swings or make them worse. Like weather 
and pressure. When Ehrwnmyr had “moved in” to the nature 
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reserve that abuts our property and killed two kids, Dad had 
gone into a serious downswing. Part of  that could be because 
the kelpie’s presence had affected the weather. When Ermie 
hadn’t been able to kidnap our friend, Sarah Beth, he’d ended 
up causing a storm that seriously damaged the coastal villages 
nearby.

Which means his presence probably affects my dad. Like 
really badly.

Dad’s mood was so bad after the storm that he was adding 
both caffeine and pot to his prescription medicine. When he 
was in University, he’d used caffeine and pot as a way to avoid 
going on medicine. He was really bad off, though, like I said. 
I wouldn’t have known if  I hadn’t overheard Mum and him 
arguing. And then smelled it on his clothes once. I think he felt 
even worse about it, knowing I knew. He did stop and work 
things out with his doctor about his meds after that. And he 
promised Mum and me that he would never do that again.

But that doesn’t mean his mood swings got better. And the 
fact that they were so bad was partly my fault since we had to 
keep Ehrwnmyr here.

Dad kept trying to tell me not to feel guilty. He’d rather 
know my soul and me were safe and everything, but still. And 
he’d also promised, because he knew how I felt, to keep me 
included on how he was “feeling.”

Thing is, with an upswing, he’s not lying when he says he’s 
doing all right. People with mania are very happy. They feel 
amazing. And with Dad, an upswing could be really awesome, 
sometimes, because he could make anyone around him feel like 
they’re on top of  the world with him.

On the other hand, when he’s not specifically happy during a 
manic phase… Well, I’d only seen that once, and except for this 
most recent depressive period, I’d never before felt so terrified 
for my dad.

So, obviously, I was scared about what would happen with 
another manic swing when all he was thinking about was that 
his children were in danger from Faerie. 
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3
Let’s go visit Faerie! Wait, I’m not allowed. Let’s 
do an astral projection spell to Faerie…because 
that totally won’t get us into trouble.

Heather!
I rolled over, trying to place the “voice” in my dream about 

riding Ehrwnmyr in a horse show for the Lord and Lady of  
Faerie. We were just about to finish our dressage round with 
a pirouette when he stopped. There was a strange padding 
sound that distracted us. The crowd was dead silent, and Lord 
Cadmus and Lady Fana narrowed their eyes at me. I’d done 
something terribly wrong, and I wasn’t sure what.

Swishpitpatswishpitpatswishpitpat!
What was that noise? 
Heather!
Tom! 
Tom was the fey cat who “lived” in the stables. We’d become 

friends trying to stop the kelpie, and Tom had brought me to 
see Sarah Beth in Faerie, where she’d been taken to keep her 
from getting killed. He could tell me what I’d done wrong…

Except the riding ring was fading as I blinked my eyes open 
and started to recognize the bedroom I normally shared with 
Lily—the small rocking chair with my teddy bear on it, the 



25

The Earl’s Childe
wing chair I sat in, my desk, the window, yellow-green eyes 
reflecting through a gap in my curtains—

I bolted upright, gasping.
HEATHER!
It was Tom. When he looked like a cat (because sometimes 

he could look mostly human), he spoke in my head, the way 
Ermie did. And I could tell he was distraught about something.

Glancing at my sister’s empty bed, half-wishing she were 
here and not at Jenna’s house, I went over to my window and 
opened it.

He meowed pitifully at me, balancing on the very edge of  
my windowsill.

“Well, come in!”
He meowed again. I would. He sneezed in the direction of  

a line of  salt over my sill.
Dad must have come in while I was asleep. I frowned, 

hesitating half  a second because I was obviously defying him 
by letting a fey cat in, and brushed the salt aside into a neat pile. 
Tom leapt over my arm and landed on my floor, breaking into 
a bathing fit around his paws.

What’s that all about?
“My dad. He’s been really nervous about anything fey. He 

doesn’t want anyone hurt.”
Tom paused in his cleaning to give a hiss towards my 

bedroom door and then took a few more good licks around 
his shoulders. When he was done, he walked over to the door, 
tail waving anxiously.

We must hurry. I didn’t know this was happening tonight! I think 
they were trying to keep me from finding out. He looked over his 
shoulder at me, eyes full of  the rare concern cats could show 
when they wanted. I don’t think they wanted me to tell you, but you 
have a right to know as human liaison. 

Oh yeah, in dealing with the kelpie, I kind of  made myself  
the liaison for my family and all of  humanity—it seems—to 
Faerie. Or at least the part of  it that was on our land. I’m not 
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exactly sure how that works, and they’re not exactly open to 
telling me. 

I started to follow, then paused. “Wait, what? What are we 
doing?” If  nothing else, I had learned to be extremely cautious 
when dealing with faerie. Even the ones whom I felt were 
friends.

You need to follow me to a council meeting. Now!
My mouth hung open for a second. “You mean, back to 

Faerie? To the castle?”
It’s not as far as the castle. One of  the wooded sections—they’ve made 

it neutral ground for all to meet. Come quickly.
My feet didn’t move. Then my mind caught up with itself. 

“Let me get my parents.”
Tom froze now, eyes turning hard. WHAT?!
If  nothing else, that confirmed how bad an idea it might be 

to do this alone. “I made a big mess of  things with the kelpie. 
I’m not doing this alone again and making another big mess!”

You didn’t make a big mess. You saved your friend, and you even—in 
a sense—saved the kelpie. You are perfectly capable of  attending a council 
meeting—

“No. I promised my parents that I wouldn’t go off  and deal 
with anything faery-related by myself  again. I gave them my 
word, and I broke it before, and I feel awful. Do you really want 
to have a friend and liaison who regularly breaks her word?”

Tom swished his tail, growling.
I folded my arms, scowling, hoping I looked somewhat 

imposing despite my pink, ruffled nightgown.
He looked away first, turning around tightly, tail whipping 

back and forth. What if  we don’t leave the castle? If  you stay here, 
would that be breaking your word? We must hurry if  we are to do this! 
He paused. And if  your father is salting the house for the sole purpose 
of  keeping us out, he certainly should not attend this meeting!

I considered. “I’m telling them what happened in the 
morning.”

Fine, whatever! Where’s that book you use for spells? The one you 
tried to summon me with before?
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“Mum’s office, I think.”
Let’s go there.

We went down to Mum and Dad’s office. I glanced over 
my shoulder at my parents’ bedroom door and Rowan’s door, 
feeling guilty. As if  that guilt wasn’t bad enough, I got a good 
picture in my head of  Joe when he found out I’d snuck out to 
Faerie. He’d chided me as badly as my dad had, and made me 
promise him I wouldn’t do something that thick ever again. 
Ever! 

I wasn’t leaving the castle, though, I told myself. I would 
definitely tell my parents in the morning. Depending on what 
Tom wanted to show me, or the nature of  the spell, I could 
even run back upstairs and wake them if  I had to.

I kept quiet going down the stairs. I didn’t want to wake the 
twins, Ivy and Ash, either. Five-year-olds would be difficult to 
deal with at the moment.

I carefully put Mum’s desk lamp on the floor. No one else 
would be up at this hour, I thought, but I didn’t want to be 
interrupted if  any of  the McInnises, our nanny, or Ginny saw 
the light on. Mr. McInnis, our groundskeeper, loved this castle 
as much as my family did, so it wasn’t that unusual for him to 
walk around the grounds, making sure everything was secure, 
if  he couldn’t sleep. 

Fortunately, Isis wasn’t around anywhere, either. When 
my dad wasn’t doing well, she (and her brother Osiris, who’d 
been killed when we fought the kelpie) had always slept in my 
parents’ room. My stomach twisted, remembering it was my 
fault Osiris had been killed by the kelpie. Isis tolerated the two 
cats we owned, but who knew what she’d do to a fey cat. 

The book Tom wanted was A Wicca Guide to Faerie, and it was 
well-used. Besides writing fiction about faery-anything, Mum 
also wrote research articles about folklore, history, magick, and 
the like. But I knew she’d used spells in here before.
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One time, when Rowan had gotten scared by a movie with 

goblins, she had the family help her with a spell that would 
keep goblins away from him. It worked really well. So well, in 
fact, it worked on all faerie, not just goblins. Tom still didn’t 
like even going near Rowan. After seeing how Dad was with 
the salt, I counted my blessings he hadn’t made Mum do that 
spell on all of  us!

The book was near the top of  a precarious pile between 
my parents’ desks. 

“What am I looking for?” I looked at Tom as I carefully 
leafed through it.

A projection spell of  some sort. I know where we’re supposed to go.
I found a spell for a meditation that was supposed to take 

me on a walk through Faerie.
That’ll do.
I skimmed the description. “So, I need—”
No time. Just read over the incantation. He paused. And…let me 

give you a vision of  where we need to be.
I frowned. “What exactly does that entail?”
Tom hesitated. You know how you and I speak? It’s like that, 

only…more. 
“So, I need to let you into my head?” My lips tightened 

even more. It was bad enough Ehrwnmyr seemed to get in 
and out of  my head easily enough. And I knew it was bad to let 
in any daoine síth, the “Folk of  the Hills,” who seemed to be 
faery nobility.

Yes. He paused, as if  sensing my discomfort. You have my 
word that I will not take advantage of  your trust. 

I still hesitated.
Have I ever broken my word to you or left you in danger when I 

promised otherwise?
“No,” I said softly, then considered how much danger I 

could have been in if  something had gone wrong when he’d 
brought me to the faery castle to visit Sarah Beth. Nothing did, 
but…
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Tom paused. I’m letting you in my mind, too. I’m trusting that you 

won’t go poking around past what I invite you to see.
That made me feel a little better. “I promise. How do we 

do this?”
He nodded. Let me sit on your lap? It’s easier if  we’re touching.
“Um, okay.” I sat cross-legged, and he crawled on my lap. 

For as big as he looked, he didn’t weigh much. His fur was very 
long, and I wondered how he kept it so smooth, living in the 
stables like he did. He circled between my legs and then settled 
in a curl, front paws draped over my folded shins, shimmying 
a bit to adjust himself. I was struck with a desire to scritch 
around his neck, like I’d do with one of  our house cats. “Can 
I, um, pet you?”

That will help, actually. We should both be relaxed. 
“Okay.” I carefully arranged myself  so as not to put him 

out of  place, and set the open book on the floor. Edging my 
left hand under his scruff, I started to scratch, while I adjusted 
the lamp so it shone on the book. 

He was already starting to purr by the time I got situated. 
Before I could ask him what was next, I felt…like an itch, 

in the front of  my head. Between the cat and holding the book, 
I couldn’t scratch it. But I couldn’t ignore it. When I turned 
my full attention on it, I felt it spread into a warmth. I couldn’t 
focus my eyes, so I closed them. Immediately, all I could see 
were trees. I somewhat recognized the wooded area, which 
I knew was on the preserve behind the castle, but it looked 
different. The trees were bigger. The moss on them was 
greener. The purple azaleas were so bright they popped. Then, 
next to me, appeared an image of  Tom in his person form—
he’d made clear to me that he did not like me referring to that as 
his human form. And the image was wearing clothes. (I’d found 
out the hard way that when, in real life, he transforms from 
cat to person form, clothes don’t magically appear. Bleh! So 
embarrassing!) He looked about my sister Lily’s age, fourteen, 
though he’d told me he was seventy-something. 
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He gave me a half-smile, shiny cat eyes still shimmering 

and ears pointed at me. “Okay, so, you’re here. Keep this place 
in mind, open your eyes, and read the incantation.”

I took a deep breath, which was weird because I smelled 
the office—old books, Dad’s cologne, coffee, tea—and not the 
woods. That smell made it easier to open my eyes and look at 
the book. 

Still scritching Tom’s neck, I felt really relaxed—there’s just 
something about a purring, warm cat in your lap that makes 
you just want to sleep. (It could also have been because it was 
like midnight or 1 AM, late enough to be pitch dark outside.) 
In any case, it took me a few blinks to focus on the words in 
front of  me and then make my mouth form them.

Funny thing was, I couldn’t tell you what a single word of  
that spell was. I’d know it if  I looked in the book again. All 
I can recall is feeling my eyeballs adjust in the dim light, the 
texture of  the words on my tongue, and then a breeze on my 
arms, ruffling Tom’s fur. Then the smell of  the office slowly 
turned into the earthy, damp, and leafy scent of  trees and dirt 
and stones.

I could feel Tom holding my hand now, and the rough 
ground beneath my slippered feet. The projected “me” blinked 
as the forest came into focus.

“With me?” he asked.
“Um.” I had to think about it, wiggling my feet, squeezing 

his hand, shaking my head so I could feel my braids tapping all 
the way down my back. “Yeah.”

“Good.” He gave me another smile, but I could feel, in my 
head, that he was anxious. “Let’s go then.”

I followed Tom through the woods. Every so often, I’d 
still get a smell of  my parents’ office or the sensation of  Cat-
Tom purring on my lap. It was distracting, but also comforting, 
reminding me I hadn’t actually left my home.



31

The Earl’s Childe
In my world, there weren’t nearly this many trees in the 

reserve. It’s mostly sheep fields bordered by ocean and cliffs. 
There were a few places where my ancestors had planted trees, 
azaleas, and other flowering bushes not terribly long ago, 
maybe only a few hundred years. In this world, which I guess 
was the faery version of  mine, or, well, Faerie, itself, I don’t 
really know. There were way more trees, and they were old 
trees, of  types I didn’t recognize, with spidery leaves and pastel 
or metallic bark. They were all brighter, too, either almost-
glowing or metallic in the moonlight. The moss was more like 
fur. I wanted to pause and look closer, but Tom hurried me on.

There was a light from between the trees ahead, and I heard 
what sounded like a mix of  murmuring voices and birdsongs, 
even though it was so late at night. Tom swished his person-
sized cat tail anxiously. It smacked me in the thighs.

“Ow!” I growled at him. 
“If  you kept up, it wouldn’t be a problem,” he growled 

back, but I saw more than impatience in his eyes. He was 
worried about something; he didn’t want me to know he was 
worried, though.

I sighed and picked up my pace. “What should I expect?” 
I whispered.

Tom’s lip twitched into almost a scowl, but it wasn’t directed 
at me. He spoke so quietly I had to concentrate. “I don’t know, 
and I don’t like that. I overheard that they were meeting but an 
hour or so ago. No one informed me of  this, but I could smell 
how nervous some of  the guards, and especially some of  Lord 
Cadmus’s guards, were. They weren’t this anxious, nor trying 
to hide their anxiety, when the kelpie was being discussed, so I 
figured this is important.”

“Do you have any guesses?”
Tom rolled his eyes. “As I said, Lord Cadmus’s guards, 

especially, were concerned.”
I blinked. “And?”
He stopped for a moment and faced me with a glance 

towards where the flickering light, like a campfire’s, was 
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becoming clearer. He still spoke barely above a whisper. A 
really exasperated whisper. “Really, Heather, if  you’re going to 
be useful to your family, you need to pick up on subtlety!”

I put my hands on my hips and glared back. “Yeah, subtlety’s 
never been a huge trait in my family, even if  I wasn’t, you know, 
eleven years old. If  we’ve got something to say, we say it.”

“That’s not how the fey courts work, so clearly, if  we want 
to keep good relations between the humans and fey, we should 
work on this with you.” He matched my stance and glare, 
though punctuated with an impatient frown in the direction 
we’d been walking. “So, before we make a mess of  things 
tonight, quick lesson number one. What do you know about 
Lord Cadmus?”

“Um, he’s creepy and used to be Unseelie, like, a thousand 
years ago, and then changed courts or something like that?”

Tom furrowed his brow and whooshed his tail even harder. 
“Close enough, but you’d do well to keep that ‘creepy’ opinion 
entirely to yourself. So, based on that, if  his guards are especially 
nervous and anxious? What’s your best guess?”

“Oh.” The stupidity I felt was almost painful. “Something 
Unseelie, who might be related to him, is causing problems?”

“See, I knew you were capable of  sentient thought on 
occasion.” Tom turned back towards the light and started 
walking again. 

I skipped to catch up and avoid being “accidentally” 
whacked by his lashing tail again. “Wait. One more thing before 
we get there, please?”  He managed to give me an even-more-
impatient look, but he paused, arms folded.

“What do I do if  they demand to know why I’m there or 
tell me I’m not supposed to be there?”

Tom blinked. “They won’t. That would be rude. They’ll tell 
you that they are pleased you were able to come and that they 
hadn’t expected you. The best thing for you to do is just play 
along as if  you knew you were invited all along.”

I scowled. “So, more or less, lie. Got it. Why do faerie have 
to be so complicated?”
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Tom hmphed at me, though I could see a half-smile even as 

he turned to go again. “Faerie are no more complicated than 
humans.”

Thing is, I knew he was probably right. I knew how 
complicated my own family was, and I liked my family.

As we approached the clearing, before I could quite make 
out any details, I heard Tom’s voice in my head. Be sure to keep 
your thoughts guarded at all times. And, for goodness sake, don’t thank 
anyone! Okay?

What’s with the whole thanking thing? Can you tell me?
Never mind. Later. Just, focus on keeping your thoughts guarded and 

paying attention to every little detail of  what is said. And to me. I’ll try 
and help as much as I can. 

I started to thank him in my mind, but he threw up the 
mental image of  a wall before I finished. He smirked at me and 
winked just before we passed through the circle of  trees and 
into the clearing. 

I gasped upon seeing the crowd of  faerie within the 
clearing. As dumb as it was, my eyes were drawn first to all the 
sparkling or shiny or bright or otherwise beautiful clothing.

Before I got too close to the crowd, I looked down at my 
almost-too-small-thanks-to-a-growth-spurt pink nightgown 
and bit back a curse.

It’s your image, came Tom’s voice in my head. Imagine yourself  
in something different. Like that dress you were wearing when the queen 
visited.

You were watching me that day?
Tom didn’t bother to put a response into words. Whatever. 

It was a good idea. My dad had gotten me the dress last 
Christmas, and it was too big then, but now it fit. It was a pretty 
robin’s-egg blue in the underdress, with a filmy, gauzy material 
of  swirling blue and brown flowers with Swarovski crystal 
accents. It was definitely the most beautiful dress I owned. I 
also imagined myself  in the little bit of  lip gloss and mascara 
Mum had put on me, too, because, well, we were meeting 
Important Faery People, so why not?
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I could feel the material and the make-up on me, and I 

smiled. That made me feel a little more confident in this 
meeting. Tom led me to a space not too far from the only two 
faerie I recognized for sure—Lady Fana and Lord Cadmus. 
Lady Fana had super-long blonde hair and a smile just about 
anyone in Hollywood would sell their soul for. She was quite 
petite, but one look from her huge—definitely-not-human 
huge—violet eyes let you know she was very dangerous. 

It wasn’t quite a glare that she shot me, but her gaze shook 
me to the core. In response, I curtsied deeply, smiled, and 
engaged in the game per Tom’s suggestion. “Well met, Lady 
Fana. It’s a pleasure to be in your presence again.” I didn’t 
consume fantasy movies, comics, and books for nothing.

Her look softened some, and the slightest hint of  
genuineness touched her pink, pouty smile. “Well met, Heather 
MacArthur, human liaison to the MacArthur clan. I hadn’t 
expected to see you by yourself.”

“Tom made special arrangements so that I could be here 
to do my duty.”

“And has Tom briefed you on why we are meeting?” Her 
eyes flicked to the cat fey. I sensed that, if  he still had fur on his 
body, his hackles would be up.

I actually had an answer for this! “Tom thought it would 
be best I hear everything from you, directly, to ensure the most 
accuracy.”

Dimly, in the back of  my head, I heard a Yes! I did my best 
not to react.

Lady Fana nodded slightly, and then gave me a once-over. 
“You are still injured from your capture of  the kelpie?” she 
asked softly. 

I hadn’t realized I was rubbing my ribs. One would think 
since this was all in my head that the walking wouldn’t have 
made them sore…or maybe they were sore from how I was 
sitting in my parents’ office. “A little.”
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“Would you permit me to heal you, then? As you are here 

and clearly willing to help, I would hate for you to go through 
this meeting in pain.”

“Um, I suppose?”
She smiled and did…something…that made her look even 

more beautiful than usual. I bit my lip, but still kept from 
looking in her eyes. 

“I give you my word that I will do nothing more than heal 
you. I know it is just your spirit here, but this should still reach 
your body.”

I nodded at her.
“Give me your hand, then, Heather.”
When she took my hand, I felt warm tingles go from my 

fingers to my torso, and then they stopped. The slightest frown 
touched her face. “I have your permission to do this, Heather?”

“Yes,” I said, not liking that “stop” sensation. 
Once I said that, I could feel the healing magick again. It 

was odd, because I could feel the magick acting at the same 
time in this spirit body, as if  it stood firmly on the woodland 
floor, and in my body-body, sitting in my parents’ office. It felt 
really weird.

After a moment, she released my hand and turned to Lord 
Cadmus, who had been speaking quietly to an amber-eyed, 
owl-faced fey who wore an owl-feathered cape. She touched 
Cadmus’s arm lightly. Like Lady Fana, Lord Cadmus was more 
petite than a human, and had pointy elf  ears and long hair, 
though his hair was black and stopped just at his shoulder 
blades. Also like Lady Fana, he had deep, dangerous, violet 
eyes, which glanced at Tom and me for a moment. He nodded 
slightly, then attended to her. “Shall we begin, my love?”

Fana nodded and proceeded to greet everyone else there 
individually, which took a holy-crap-forever long time. I 
remembered a few. The owl-looking fey was actually an owl fey 
representing his owl clan, as well as being Lord Cadmus’s lead 
guard, and he was called something like “Hoo-ell-winn.” The 
head of  the rabbit clan, Lady Ansa, was a ginger-haired young-
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looking woman with big brown eyes full of  mischief  and pride 
and a nose that still wiggled in her person-form, who wore 
my favorite of  all the outfits of  the night—a dress/jumpsuit 
that layered different materials, in greens and browns. Several 
of  the fancier-dressed faerie, including four who looked like 
daoine síth, were giving Lady Ansa looks, which made me like 
her even more. There was also another cat fey, a female, with 
pale blonde hair and possibly a haughtier look than that of  the 
any daoine síth. She just went by “Marquesa.”

You’re not head of  the cat fey? I asked Tom, since it seemed 
either only one person or a couple represented each of  the 
animal-related fey.

No. His tone had a clear “I don’t want to talk about it, and 
I won’t answer if  you ask” message, so I didn’t press. 

The daoine síth, three men and one woman, all appeared 
related in some way to Lord Cadmus and Lady Fana, and they 
stood opposite us on the rough circle everyone had assembled 
in. For the life of  me, though, I couldn’t remember their names. 
I wondered if  there were magick to that.

Besides the animal fey and the daoine síth, there was an 
almost-but-not-quite human-looking woman, introduced 
as “Arooa,” representing the coastal selkies—glowing, 
face-shaped bubbles with a single unpronounceable name, 
representing the will-o’-the-wisps; a very short, angular man 
in a tattered coat, whose name sounded like clanking gears, 
for the brownies and gnomes; and two whom I recognized—
Ehranthal and Melldadnium. The two flower pixies were also 
opposite me, and hard to make out beyond being tiny sparkling, 
winged persons, but my youngest sister, Ivy, had told me she 
and Ash, her twin brother, would speak to them in the really 
old gardens. I wondered what they thought about Dad’s “Let’s 
salt the castle!” plan.

After the “ridiculously long greetings” part of  the meeting, 
where I was formally introduced as the human liaison to the 
MacArthur clan, things got underway. And by “underway,” I 
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mean a whole lot of  talking and phrasing that I seriously didn’t 
understand.

It sucked.
After maybe an hour of  conversation among mostly 

the daoine síth, about the history and tradition of  Seelie 
Stronghold Something and how those of  opposing courts had 
yielded or were forced to yield some-other-thing, I thought 
my brain might explode. I pictured a secret tunnel, running to 
Tom, to channel my thoughts so no one else could read them, 
and shouted a mental Help! to him.

I heard his sigh in the back of  my head. Historically, this 
part of  Scotland, even before it was known as “Scotland,” has been held 
by the Seelie court. Unseelie who pass through must uphold the standing 
relationship with humans—play nice, so to speak—or they can incur the 
wrath of  the Seelie Court. There have been some battles, and this court 
has always won, maintaining their laws.

Okay, that made sense. And I had taken enough politics 
and social studies classes to suggest, So, the reason they’re bringing 
up tradition and history and all that is because someone wants to make 
a change?

Tom didn’t answer me in words, and the feeling of  him in 
my head lessened even more, but I sensed, first, his agreement 
with my thought, and second, him “pointing” my attention 
back to the conversation, particularly at Lord Cadmus.

“No, I cannot confirm that my cousin will uphold Seelie 
law,” he said, his lips a thin line across his face, “but you know 
what we risk by directly opposing his claim.”

That caused an uproar. Everyone started talking and 
shouting all at once. 

“Enough.” Lady Fana spoke in what sounded like a normal 
tone, but somehow everyone heard her above all the rowing. 
Everyone did, in fact, shut it at her word. “We already have an 
Unseelie that lives on our lands but must bend to the Seelie 
rule.” She looked at me, and everyone’s eyes followed hers. It 
was all I could do not to duck behind Tom.
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“You’re talking about Ehrwnmyr?” I asked. The kelpie was 

definitely evil; he’d told me so himself. “He has to do what I 
say.”

“And you command him to abide by Seelie law.” That wasn’t 
a question, but her tone made it clear that I should agree. 

However, I had rubbish for a clue of  what exactly “Seelie 
law” was, and I had a feeling it was in my best interest to be 
careful exactly what I agreed to. The tiniest sense of  Tom in 
my head seemed to support that idea, too. “I command him to 
harm no one, faerie or human.”

More approval from Tom gave me the strength to stand a 
little straighter.

“And would you command him to do whatever is necessary 
to protect the Seelie stronghold?” Lord Cadmus fixed me with 
one of  his stares, which gave me yucky goosebumps all over.

I didn’t exactly like the wording on that, either, and 
everyone was still staring at me. In a part of  my brain used 
to a totally different reality, I remembered having to stand up 
to Danicia, the ringleader of  all the girls who would pick on 
my best girlfriend, Joli, and me. Or standing in front of  the 
teachers after they broke up a fight I was in, or when I was in 
the office for fighting to defend my friend and me. I hated the 
way I felt at those times, but I got through it all. 

“I would command him to be protective as necessary, to 
the extent that was necessary.”

I felt Tom’s approval in my head again, but also a sense of  
caution. As if  I couldn’t guess the caution bit from how Lord 
Cadmus narrowed his eyes at me. “And how would you define 
what is necessary and to what extent?”

My heart was hammering all the way up to my throat. I 
had to swallow several times, words spinning in my head, the 
hum of  ideas from Tom in my head, everything I’d read in my 
mum’s books on faerie in my head. After I swallowed enough 
spit so I wouldn’t choke, I put the words together to make a 
question. “How would you define what you’re asking m-me to 
command him to do t-to protect the Seelie stronghold?”
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Lord Cadmus and Lady Fana looked at each other, then 

at me. Lady Fana said, “To the extent of  being our sworn ally, 
should our stronghold come under attack from one who would 
seek to harm all of  us, human and faerie.”

“And what does that mean?” I was quite proud of  myself  
for not rolling my eyes at the utter lack of  definition that was 
going on.

“It means you would vow allegiance on behalf  of  your 
family to aid us if  we go into battle, and in return, we would 
share our resources to protect you from harm from this same 
enemy. Are you willing to do so?”

Um, I don’t think so was my first thought, but I was already 
working to keep my thoughts hidden and avoiding eye contact 
with, well, any of  the daoine síth. They could really mess with 
your head—way worse than Tom or Ehrwnmyr could—if  you 
looked them in the eye. I didn’t know what else to say, though, 
and I felt like…pillows were in my brain, keeping me from 
thinking. Tom’s voice in my head “sounded” too far away to 
hear clearly anymore.

I glanced back at him, but only sensed him looking at me 
sidelong. Every muscle was tense, still, even in his tail, which 
bristled. 

And I could feel how hard Lady Fana and Lord Cadmus 
were staring at me.

This was a very important answer for me to furnish, and 
it would have a whole lot of  weight for both of  us. I could feel 
that, too. 

There was no way, no way at all, that I was ready to answer 
this kind of  question. 

I took a deep breath and did my best to buy time to talk 
to people more qualified to answer this—my parents. “Lady 
Fana, Lord Cadmus.” I made a respectful inclination to each as 
I said their name. “I’m honored that you’d ask me to strengthen 
the ties between my family and the faerie, but while I’ve 
been chosen to be the liaison, I’m still…underage by human 
standards. I need to consult with my parents on something this 
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important for all of  us. Would you permit me the time to do 
that?”

“Will Lord Calbraith await our answer any further?” asked 
a sour-voiced daoine síth, a male dressed in myrtle green and 
summer yellow. “Or will he simply act against us if  we do not 
respond to his request for what he claims to be his entitled 
lands?”

Lord Cadmus sneered at him. “That would be a poorly 
played move on his part, to take action out of  turn like that…” 
As much as I wasn’t fond of  Lord Cadmus, I couldn’t help 
but mentally cheer his burn of  the other daoine síth, who, for 
his part, withered just a little. “If  he dares do so, we would be 
assured support from higher courts and,” he glanced at me, 
“likely our neighbors. Calbraith is Unseelie, hot-headed, and 
yes, very dangerous, but he is not stupid.”

Soft murmurs broke out among the other fae in the clearing. 
Lord Cadmus and Lady Fana allowed them to continue for a 
few moments.

After a glance at his wife, who nodded, Lord Cadmus 
looked at me and continued, “Go to your parents, tell them 
everything you’ve seen and heard here, and return to us with 
your family’s response by tomorrow sundown. Tom can lead 
you back to us.” 

Lady Fana scanned the circle of  faerie around us. “We will 
meet again tomorrow evening and make our decision. Until 
that time, go in peace to your respective clans, but be prepared 
if  we must defend our lands.”

My heart was still hammering, trying to take in all this 
information, when I felt Tom take my hand. He nodded for 
me to follow him. When it was clear to Tom, who could hear 
better than I, that we were out of  earshot, he said, “Well done. 
For anyone, not just for a human who supposedly finds subtle 
cues confusing.”

When I saw the smirk on his face, I couldn’t quite muster a 
glare at him, but I did take my hand away. “Explain something 
to me…”
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“That depends what it is.” The smirk fell off  his face, and 

he eyed me warily.
“I’m not gonna ask about that other cat, if  that’s what 

you’re worried about.” He said nothing, but I saw relief  creep 
over his face. I continued, “If  they weren’t expecting I was 
going to come, why did it seem like they had been, there at 
the end? That they needed me to be there? I mean, they were 
including Ermie in their plans.”

Tom frowned. “I noticed that, too, but I haven’t an answer 
for you.” He sighed. “Had it been something else, I might 
consider they were trying to catch my interest by hiding things. 
But my job, my only job, for them is to be a contact for you.” 
He scowled. I picked up a hint of  hurt in his voice and felt 
him become more guarded, even as he adjusted the topic. “So, 
I don’t know why they may or may not have wanted you there 
and what game they are playing with that. Obviously, they want 
you to swear allegiance so they can use the kelpie, which would 
be a formidable foe against an Unseelie daoine síth lord.”

I paused, considering. “If  I hadn’t been there, would they 
have found a way to take Ermie and use him anyway?”

Tom thought a moment. “If  there were a blatant attack, 
you’d be pushed into the conflict and not have time to think 
upon the parameters of  joining forces with them.”

“That makes sense, then.” I glared behind us.
“Who was the sweet little human who said faerie were too 

complicated for her to understand?”
I answered with the only appropriate response I could 

think of—I stuck my tongue out at the cat fey with a pththt.
He chuckled.
“What’s with them wanting to use Ermie, anyway? I mean, 

yeah, he’s big and scary, but he eats humans, not faerie, right? 
And what’s the big deal about this one Unseelie in the first 
place?”

“First, no Unseelie lord would travel alone. I’m sure he has a 
contingent with him who would fight. Second, Lord Cadmus is 
nervous, so he knows what we’re up against, and if  he’s nervous, 
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there’s probably good reason for us to be outright frightened. 
Lastly, a kelpie is a powerful ally against other faerie; they are 
immune to nearly all fey magick.”

“Ooooh!” That explained a lot. “Why can’t you answer all 
my questions that simply?”

Tom smirked again and mimicked my plththt. “I’m a cat.”
“You’re a big pain in the butt is what you are.” As we 

walked, the scenery around me seemed to be blurring, and the 
ground seemed less solid beneath my feet. I could smell Mum’s 
coffee and old books more strongly than the earth and trees.

Before the vision disappeared, I saw Tom nod, but I only 
heard him in my head. As I said, I am a cat.

I looked down in my lap as he stood and stretched his way 
to the floor, shaking each of  his back paws. I picked Mum’s 
book up and brushed off  the stray cat hair that had landed on 
it.

I’ll come by tomorrow, sundown, and we will move on from there. 
I felt his sigh more than I saw or heard it as he led me back 
upstairs. I suppose we’ll have to bring your parents. Hopefully your father 
can contain himself.

I glared at Tom. Don’t talk like that about my dad! He’s just 
worried for us, and obviously, after the meeting tonight, he’s got good reason 
to be!

The cat chuffed a hmph as he padded back to my window, 
tail swishing impatiently as he waited for me to open it.

Still glaring, because he was refusing to apologize—yes, 
I knew he was a cat, but still!—I opened the window and 
watched him balance along the sill until he reached an azalea 
bush that grew between my window and my parent’s window, 
where I saw the shaking of  branches as he climbed down. 

I shivered from the night air, so I closed my window 
quickly. Seeing the pile of  salt I’d brushed aside, I bit my lip, 
but then re-spread it back along my sill, making sure there were 
no breaks in the line.


