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  Prologue


  I was falling. The air tasted like snow – sharp, tart particles whipped past my face, bruising me with frost. The mountain's peak was far above me, now – and from where I was plummeting I could see that needle-sharp point from which I had been pushed. I closed my eyes. I was dying, now, I knew – I had made that choice. For Kian. For Kian, whom I had loved – for Kian, on whom I rested all my hopes. It was up to him now. It was up to Kian to make peace, the peace that we had been working for for so long. I could feel tears trickle from in between my eyelids, squeezed tightly but not tightly enough to hold them back; I could feel them freeze on my face.


  Was this dying?


  I never imagined that there would be so much time between falling and landing. I never imagined that it would take so long to die. All these moments, each one stretching and slowing so that I could see in every second that kept me from the ground all the memories, long-hidden, long-forgotten, of my life thus far. I could see my mother's laugh and my father raised up on his horse – see the childhood in Feyland I thought I had forgotten, and the childhood in Gregory, Oregon, I knew so well.


  I was only eighteen years old. And already I was going to die. For Kian.


  I tried to push the fear out of my mind, the beating of my heart, the terror as I kept falling. I didn't want to look down. I didn't want to see how much time I had left – how many feet there were still to fall. A queen wouldn't be scared, I told myself. A queen would be strong. I had been the Summer Queen in life – now it was time to die like one.


  It was time to die alone, scared, on some mountain I had never seen before (but I was only eighteen years old! And the past two years in Feyland were nothing but a dream...suddenly I was sixteen again, in high school, making poster cutouts for the Environmentalist Club and my heart ached for that unknowing childhood!) It was time to die for a love that, two years ago, I thought was only the stuff of dreams. It was time to die for a country I had never even known to be real.


  No. A voice was strong and loud within me. No. I wasn't going to die – not here, not now. I wasn't going to give it up – not everything...not Feyland, not Gregory. I wasn't going to die without seeing my mother again, without going back to Gregory, without walking in those woods behind the High School, without laughing in the face of Clarisse who had teased me so mercilessly. And I wasn't going to die without saving Feyland, making peace, stopping the Pixies, the onslaught of death...


  These two lives, so different – my human life and my fairy life – each flashing before me. These two lives I loved so much – I wasn't going to give up either.


  I wasn't going to die. No – the voice within me grew angry – not when I had so much left to do. Not when there was so much ahead of me. I wasn't going to die because some old woman with mystic powers had told me to – no, there had to be something more than that. Something more than her magic. There had to be some way – a way based in the ancient magic of love, that mysterious subject with all its primal power that the fairies so loved and feared – there had to be a way to save us both. Me and Kian – linked forever. As long as one of us lived, the other one had to live, too. I was sure of it. Kian had said once that love was the strongest, most dangerous magic there was.


  Well, I was willing to face the danger. I felt the magic in me – the power of Summer, the power of my throne and crown – call out to the magic around me: to the twin suns of Feyland, to the sky and stars, to the mountains, to the earth. I could feel my body growing warm; I could feel on my face the ray of a sun I knew was not shining down upon me.


  I wasn't going to die like this – I wasn't going to let it end. There had to be another way. I could hear a sound roaring in my ears – the sound of life, the sound of wind – a great, magnificent flapping that seemed to drown out my fear, drown out all sound but its own.


  I was falling faster, now; the snow against my flesh grew bitter, and one icicle sliced across my hand.


  My eyes flew open.


  And then I saw my wound. Not red – not the color of human blood – but silver. The color of fairy blood.


  And then I saw the source of that sound of flapping – the magnificent beating. I was surrounded by gleaming feathers, blue and gold intertwined, trimmed with scarlet. They were pushing against the air, pushing me up higher, keeping me aloft, keeping me safe.


  And that's when it hit me.


  They were my wings.


  The shock was the last thing I remember before everything went black.


  


  ************


  


  A sleep had overtaken me – or else a darkness. I did not know where I was. I could see nothing, hear nothing, smell nothing. My limbs were stiff, but there was no pain. Had I fallen, after all – had I died? The wings – were they only a dream? I looked around, but my eyes could not adjust – the darkness around me was too palpable, too black, for my eyes to ascertain any life in it.


  “Hello?” My lips made some kind of motion, but no sound came out. I could feel my own breath – hoarse and listless – was that a sign of life? Was I alive? Fear began throbbing within my chest.


  “Breena!” It was a voice I knew – so soft, so sweet, so familiar. Yes, my mother's voice – how often had I curled up against her, leaned my head on her shoulder, given myself over to the happiness of my childhood, of love? The voice made me want to curl up again – where it was warm, dark, safe.


  “Breena, my child, come back to me...”


  “Mommy?” The words came out at last. I hadn't called her Mommy since I was five years old but the words seemed to drift out from my lips.


  “Come back home to Gregory. Leave Feyland – leave it all behind. You belong with me, darling, where it's safe. Where it's warm.”


  Yes, I thought drowsily. Warm. Safe. Home. That's what I needed to do – just what Mommy said.


  “Forget everything...” My mother's voice filled my heart with warmth. “Forget Feyland. Just come home. Just be normal.”


  An objection formed in the back of my mind. “But the peace...” I whispered. “I have to make peace.”


  “You're just a little girl!” The voice came back to me. “Let your daddy handle it. He's so big, so strong. He can take care of it. You just need to come home. Curl up in bed. I'll read you your favorite story – make you some soup...”


  Soup – yes! I felt myself nodding. I would lie in bed, curl up – Mommy would read me my favorite story – just like when I was little. Yes – just like...


  No! Something else within me, some strength, woke me up. What was I doing? I wasn't a little girl at all – I was eighteen, a Queen, responsible for my entire kingdom. I couldn't leave all that behind – what was I thinking? My brain felt foggy, clouded – what enchantment was this?


  “I'm not a little girl, Mommy!” My voice was stronger now. “I've spent two years in Feyland, learning to rule, learning to control my magic. And I have the power of the Summer Throne within me- all the Summer Queens of the past, looking out for me. Taking care of me.”


  “Hush now,” my mother's voice was so soothing, so calming. She could have convinced me of anything. “But you have a fatal weakness,” she whispered. “You're a human. I am human and so you are of human blood. You're not like the other fairies – strong enough to withstand the challenges of Feyland. Humans are easily consumed by emotions. By madness. You don't want to go mad, do you?”


  “No, Mommy...”


  “In Feyland, being controlled by passion can lead to only one thing. Your downfall. Death. Danger. You don't want that, do you?”


  “N..no, Mommy?” I looked around, my eyes adjusting at last. We were in a valley – somewhere I had never been before. Some dark corner of Feyland. Not like the splendid palaces of the Summer or Winter Courts. This place was colder. Darker. More dangerous. I could feel some magic within me telling me that this was a place of ancient magic – a place that nobody, neither Winter nor Summer, had ever been able to tame. What was my mother doing here? And why was she telling me to leave Feyland?


  “Let your Daddy handle things,” my mother said again. “After all, he's so strong. So brave. He's a man. He'll be able to handle everything.”


  That broke the spell. Even in my dreamy, disoriented state, I knew one thing about my mother. And the real Raine Malloy would never, ever, have dreamed of suggesting that her only daughter could be outdone by any man.


  “Who are you?” I cried out. “What do you want with me? You're not my mother, are you?”


  A high-pitched, cold laugh filled the valley. My hands went – instinctively – to the dagger still looped into my belt.


  “I order you,” I cried out. “In the name of the Summer Queen, I command you – show yourself.”


  The voice laughed again. “What fun would it be if I did that?”


  I drew the dagger from its handle. “More fun than being made into mincemeat by this dagger” I shouted. “I would guess – take your pick.”


  “Silly girl,” the voice was sounding less and less like my mother's. “You couldn't do that?”


  “And why not?” I was getting angry, now. The voice was coming from all directions – bouncing off the sides of the mountains. I whirled around, looking for its source.


  “Because it's impossible.”


  “What, you're immortal?” I scoffed. “I've heard that before. And believe me – even an immortal fairy can be killed by the right magic.” I thought with a pang of Kian, his eyes closed, his mouth wet with silver, laid out like a sacrifice at the top of the mountain from which I had fallen. Had he made it? Had I been able to save him? “Do you want to take that risk?”


  “I have moved beyond immortality,” said the voice.


  “Then show yourself,” I cried. “If you mean no harm to me, I will not harm you.”


  “But, you see,” said the voice. “I do mean harm.”


  “Too bad,” I gritted my teeth. “I've just fallen off the biggest baddest mountain in Feyland and somehow I'm still walking. I think you're going to have some trouble killing me.” I remembered my silver blood – my wings. My Summer magic.


  “Killing you? Please, my dear girl – if I wanted to harm you I wouldn't kill you. Only those you love. Your mother. Your love, Kian. Your friends – Rodney, Shasta, Logan.”


  I couldn't resist a gasp. Who was this mysterious spirit, that knew the names of all those I loved.


  “So that is your weakness, Breena. That is where I can take my revenge. Your love for your friends, your family. A fairy would never have such weaknesses.”


  “Fairies can and do!” I shouted. “My father – Kian – Rodney – Shasta – all of them! Me. A fairy just like the rest of them. They know how to love. How to fight for what they believe in – how to be brave. Unlike you – whatever you are – too cowardly to show yourself face to face. I order you, in the name of the Summer Queen, to show yourself! Who are you?”


  “The Summer Queen,” came the echo.


  Anger reared up in me. I had just spent the last two minutes of my life confronting the shadow of my own death – I wasn't about to be mocked on top of it! “Yes, I bloody well am the Summer Queen – but who are you?”


  “The Summer Queen,” came the voice again – faintly mocking.


  “I am the Summer Queen!”


  “And so was I.”


  And then I recognized the voice – recognized it with a surety that made the hairs upon my neck stand on end. It was Redleaf's voice. The voice of the woman who had expelled my mother, enchanted my father, threatened my life. The woman who had started the war.


  My wicked stepmother. The other Summer Queen.


  


  



  Chapter 1


  


  


  She appeared to me now, her form diaphanous and vague. I could still make out her auburn hair, her haughty smile – her honey-colored skin. She was decked out in jewels, each one shining brighter than the last. But she was not a fairy any longer – not a fairy as I knew them. No, she had no more substance than a cloud, than a puff of smoke. Behind her jewels, behind her face, behind her hair I could see the outlines of the mountain behind her. She had no feet, no hands, but rather her form seemed to taper off into shadows – she did not stand but rather floated before me, no thicker than a sheet of paper. I could have walked right through her, I knew. But even in this state, I could see the power in her, and I could feel fear rise in the back of my throat. She was not a fairy to be trifled with in life; in death, I knew, she was more than a mere shadow. I felt, standing before her, the same old fear that I had experienced when meeting her for the first time, when she had threatened to kill me


  But I wouldn't let her win. I wouldn't show her my fear. I was the Summer Queen now, and I wasn't about to cave.


  “Redleaf,” I said, in my bravest voice.


  “Smart girl!” She laughed. “I always knew you were clever. Too clever for your own good, I'm afraid, or else you would have heeded my warning. You would have run. Gone back to your Mommy in silly old Gregory. But your stupid human side kept you stubborn.”


  “You're dead.”


  “You've noticed.” I could see her raise an eyebrow, her face rippling in and out of visibility. “But I'm not gone. A fairy as powerful as I was leaves her traces somehow. And so I am a phantom. You don't think just any fairy gets to be a phantom, do you?” She laughed. “Of course, you know so little about fairies. Just an upstart newcomer hick from the human lands. You didn't even know we existed, did you?”


  I said nothing.


  “You see, I have a new kingdom now.” She motioned around to the jagged rocks, the bare stone of the mountains. “Not Summer, not Autumn. Somewhere new.”


  “Where are we?”


  “Silly girl – haven't you guessed?” She laughed. “Not so clever after all, are we? You're in the Kingdom of the Dead.”


  “No...” I raised my voice. “No, it can't be...” I wasn't dead, was it? I had felt it – felt the life force within me struggle to live – felt my wings, my silver blood. “I'm not dead!” I had experienced death before, at the hands of a pixie disguised as Kian – and I knew that then his snowflake – his precious gift – had saved me. I remembered dying then. I wasn't dead now.


  I touched my neck – my fingers searching for the talisman, the snowflake. It wasn't there.


  My heart plummeted as I remembered the mountain, my sacrifice, Kian's cold face, his closed eyes....was I dead after all?


  “Am I dead?”


  A scoff. “If only! Alas, my girl – look down. Your body is solid – as mine was. You are not one of us. You still belong to the living world.”


  “What am I doing here? I was falling – but I didn't fall. My wings...” My wings had stopped me, hadn't they?


  “You're a strange one, Breena,” Redleaf said, her voice sour. “First you repel a kelpie as a baby – yes, dear, I'm sure you must have figured out it was one of my special visitors for you. Then you withstand a fairy's kiss – and don't even go the tiniest bit mad. Even your mother went a little bit batty after that!”


  “My mother's always been a little batty,” I blurted out, before realizing this wasn't the best defense.


  “You've been able to thwart me and Wort at every turn – getting so close to your precious peace. And now you come here, while still living, when every ancient magic should have repelled you, when this place should have closed its doors to you! What magic do you have, Breena?”


  “Maybe it's all that soppy stuff,” I spoke through gritted teeth. “Love. Humanity. You wouldn't understand.”


  “Ah,” but Redleaf made a face. “I must. For you see, I will not leave this place – not until I am freed. Not until my anger, my hatred – all that keeps me from crossing beyond the mountain – sets me free.”


  “You'll have a long wait, then,” I said. I couldn't see her attaining enlightenment any time soon.


  “I never thought I would need your help,” Redleaf said.


  “My help?”


  “You see,” said Redleaf. “I am a phantom now, a denizen of a Kingdom of the Dead. One of the Dark Hordes.”


  I swallowed hard. The Dark Hordes – the most wicked and ancient races of magic – had recently joined the war, fighting with the Pixies and Winter Fairies against Summer. The most dangerous, uncontrollable forces in the fairy world – and now Redleaf was one?


  “Then the Pixie king...”


  “Yes,” said Redleaf. “Delano has summoned me – as he has summoned all the Hordes. To fight. And his magic is strong – for as long as we are members of the Dark Hordes, we are obligated to fight, whether we wish to or not.”


  “You don't have a choice?”


  Redleaf shrugged and her shadow vanished for a moment, coming back into view. “I never had a choice,” she said. “Violence, hatred, anger are in my nature. That is why I reside in the Kingdom of the Dead. That is why I am forced to fight. It is a stronger magic than my own.”


  “But you'll be fighting with Winter!” I cried. “Against Summer – more importantly, against Autumn. Against your own people!”


  Redleaf's face turned grim. “Don't you think I know this?” she cried. “I have no choice! Why else do you think I summoned you here...”


  “You summoned me?”


  “You know I despise you. But you are my only hope – and I am yours. As long as I am trapped in this kingdom, I am compelled to fight against my country. I may have been a cruel woman in life, Breena. I may have sought power. I may have sought power so strongly – to solidify the position of the kingdoms I ruled – that I was willing to risk many Winter lives. But I love my country, my homeland. I would never willingly march on Autumn or Summer lands.”


  “And unless I find some way to set you free...”


  “Then the magic of the Dark Hordes will compel me to fight – against them. And against you. Not that it wouldn't give me great pleasure to kill you – to kill Breena the human. But you are a Summer Queen now, and in my heart I know I must spare you as long as I can lest Winter rule the lands instead. I cannot swear I will not hurt you – once the Dark Magic takes hold I will have no control over my actions – but for both our sakes....I have asked you....you must destroy the Pixies' control over the Dark Hordes. You must set me free.”


  


  



  Chapter 2


  


  


  Set Redleaf free? I could have laughed. She had been my enemy for as long as I could remember. She had threatened me, placed my father under a deep sleep for months, started this whole war – how could I bring myself to do anything for her? Yet as I looked around about me, taking in the full measure of the Kingdom of the Dead, I could not help but feel sorry for my fallen enemy. This was nothing like the rest of Feyland. In the Winter and Summer lands alike, there was life, there was beauty. There was color. Everything always seemed to shiver and tremble with magic – nothing was static. Nothing was still. Everything was moving, changing, becoming ever brighter and more brilliant. But here there was only stale nothingness. The rocks were barren; the stones were devoid even of moss. The sky above us was a pale and pallid grey. Nothing could ever grow here, I felt – nothing could ever be born. Nothing new could ever happen here. This was the kingdom of the past – the kingdom of those who had died and whose hatred and anger prevented them from going on to their new lives beyond the mountain borders of Feyland. Those who, like Redleaf, were stuck in an unending circle, devouring any chance they had at freedom by their own anger.


  I shuddered. Nobody, I thought, should ever have to go through that. Not even Redleaf. She looked at me with her piercing eyes – and even though I knew she could do me no harm I could not resist looking down, avoiding her gaze. Poor Redleaf, I thought. Her anger at my father, her hatred, her bitterness had brought her here – if my father hadn't loved my mother, perhaps she would have been happy. Perhaps her injured pride would not have driven her to seek solace in war rather than in love. As I looked at her face – worn, but still so full of beauty – I couldn't help but wonder: had she loved my father? Had his infidelities truly hurt her?


  I shook my head. No use trying to worry about these things now – Redleaf might be dead, but I was alive, and I knew that I, at least, didn't belong here.


  “How can I get out of here?” I asked Redleaf.


  “It won't be easy,” Redleaf sighed. “But when have things ever been easy for you, my dear girl? After all, you were born into shame – shame has followed you your whole life...the shame of being born a bastard daughter to a bastard of a man!”


  “Do you want me to help you or not?” I snapped. “Listen – I don't want you or any other ghosts fighting on my castle. But if you say one more word about my father...”


  “Do you deny he was unfaithful?” Redleaf laughed. “You are living proof.”


  “I may be my father's daughter,” I said. “But I've done you no harm. If you don't help me out of here, though – I swear, Redleaf, by my crown I'll leave you to rot in this miserable place.”


  Redleaf raised her eyebrow, and I swallowed my anger. As much as I hated to admit it, I needed Redleaf as much as she needed me. If I got her too angry, we'd both be trapped here. I didn't put it past Redleaf, a woman so trapped in her hatred and bitterness, to condemn herself to eternal suffering here if it meant hurting me, too. “That is to say...” I coughed slightly. “You are right, Highness, that I have suffered much, through many tribulations. I have learned that my harshest trials bring the sweetest rewards, and that the most troublesome tribulations lead me to wisdom. And I have learned from your example, my Queen – winning a war is not easy. But I am willing to undergo difficulties for the good of the kingdom.”


  A faint smile spread across Redleaf's lips. She was mollified – for now, at least. “Very well,” she said. “I see you have grown a great deal in wisdom since I saw you last. I wouldn't be surprised if you've been hearing the Voices already.”


  “The voices? What voices?”


  “You have great magic within you, now. The magic of your crown. But it does not belong to you – you know that, don't you? Any more than it belonged to me. It is an ancient force, greater than any one of us. It is composed of all the Summer Queens who have lived and died before you – all the ancient voices of wisdom. When you listen to your power, you will hear their voices. And mine too.” Suddenly I realized that Redleaf was not moving her lips at all – that the voice I heard, I heard not with my ears, but rather within my very spirit – just as I heard Kian's voice when we communicated telepathically.


  “And as your Voice, as your guide – as the Summer Queen – it is my duty, however reluctant, to guide you to safety, out of the Kingdom of the Dead. But just this once, you understand?”


  “I am grateful for your help,” I said, carefully.


  Our conversation was interrupted by a swift, chilling wind that blew past us, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.


  “What was...?”


  “Stand back!” Redleaf cried, and instinctively I followed her, brandishing my dagger once more.


  The wind returned with an even greater chill, and then there appeared before me a shuddering skeleton – a collection of bones held together by mere air, a malformed shape that must once have been a Minotaur.


  “Don't move.” From Redleaf's hands there sprang a sword – glowing ember-hot like a flame – and she rushed to meet the Minotaur, her blade clashing with his terrible horns. “Don't touch him!” The Minotaur was twice Redleaf's size, but she showed no fear – bringing down her sword again and again upon the minotaur's frame, severing bones from the skeleton but never bringing the creature down.


  I could not deny my admiration for Redleaf, even as I hated and feared her. As a fighter, she was magnificent – stronger than any man or woman I had ever seen except the Winter Queen – her posture impeccable, her eyes flashing with rage. She was every inch a Queen, for all of her other faults, and she knew it.


  “Let me through!” A hollow, guttural sound came through the motionless dead mouth of the Minotaur. “She belongs to me!”


  “I most certainly do not!” I shouted from the sidelines.


  “She has no quarrel with you,” Redleaf said. “Leave us in peace.”


  “Her prince – the Winter whelp – slayed me when I sought to take her for our food outside his Winter cottage,” snarled the beast. “If he had not been so enamored of her, she would have made a fine feast for me and my brothers. But he slayed me – and so too were my brothers slain. All for that pathetic little...”


  “You tried to eat me and now you're angry you got caught?” I scoffed, feeling all the more braver standing behind Redleaf, who was evidently getting the upper hand in this battle. “Maybe you should have thought about your brothers before trying to snack on an unarmed girl.”


  “The Prince has destroyed my family – my bloodline.”


  “You attacked first,” I said, holding my dagger aloft. “As far as I'm concerned – you deserved what you got. And if I recall correctly, Kian got a pretty nasty wound, too.”


  “He didn't die!”


  “Well, worse luck for you then!” I couldn't help feeling more annoyed than afraid. This dead creature, whoever he was, could likely do me little more harm than Redleaf – my fight was with them no longer – at least, not until they left the Kingdom to fight. “What kind of fool do you take me for – to sit around and gladly let you munch off a bit of my thigh?”


  “A fairy fool,” the Minotaur spat.


  This was, evidently, enough to anger Redleaf. With a single fell blow, she severed the Minotaur's skull from the rest of his skeleton. “Insolent, wretched beast!” she cried. “We fairies ruled Feyland in life – and in death we shall rule this kingdom, too. I shall not allow your insolence to go unchecked!” The skull bounced silently on the ground. “Now go, away! And trouble us no more.”


  The skull bounced back onto the skeleton, but the Minotaur had evidently had enough. He bowed low, his bones cracking and shaking as he did so, and then scampered off.


  “Now,” Redleaf said, “Before we have any more trouble, we need to get to the river.”


  “What river?”


  “Thanamoth River,” Redleaf gritted her teeth. “Less like a river than a sewer, if you ask me, but we dead ones take what we can get. Follow me!” Her phantom form vanished, and before me I saw instead an orange light, beckoning me to follow. I ran after the light, following it as it took me around bends, up the mountain path, through forests of trees on which no leaves were growing or, I felt, ever had grown. At last we came to a riverbank – the River of Thanamoth, no doubt. I recognized it from the description. The water was black and turgid, smelling of decomposition and death.


  “Not pleasant, is it?” said Redleaf, transforming once more into her phantom form.


  I grimaced.


  There, at the river's mouth, lay a boat with two oars laid across its width.


  “Come on then,” said Redleaf. “Paddle! You don't expect me to do it, do you?”


  Even when she was being helpful, I decided, Redleaf was far from charming.


  We made our way down the river, paddling for what seemed like hours. My arms ached with the exertion, but every time I thought of pausing for breath I thought too of Redleaf's scorn, of what she would say if any fairy dared to show human weakness. The thought kept me going.


  “Where are we going?” I asked at last.


  “There!” Redleaf pointed straight ahead. A cluster of trees – on which a few buds were beginning to grow – marked the beginning of a path. “I cannot go beyond,” she said. “I cannot go where there is any life – not unless I have been summoned to fight. And even then, I can only bring death.”


  “What is this place?”


  “How do you expect me to know – I've never been there!” Redleaf snarled. “But I know this – the other side of the mountains brings you somewhere else – somewhere out of here. You still have your wings – as I do not. You can fly towards the Twin Suns of Feyland – you can fly towards the land of the living.”


  “The Suns?” Here it seemed as if there were no suns. But Redleaf pointed, and dim upon the horizon I could see a single, glowing light – no larger than a needle's point. “Far away, isn't it?” She said.


  We began paddling faster. Yet before we could reach the riverbank, a thick, tar-like substance began to emerge from the river, complete with a sickening, all-too-familiar, smell. From the tar emerged something terrible – half-horse, half-monster – thick with black goo, its teeth bared. I knew it well. A kelpie. And unlike the Minotaur, this one certainly wasn't dead.


  I put up my hands, expecting to direct some Summer magic its way. But from my palms, there emitted not the familiar gold spark that marked the magic controlled by a fairy of the Summer Court, but rather a silvery-blue streak – sharp as frost – that made its way straight towards the kelpie's heart.


  Redleaf turned to me, her countenance one of surprise. “So, it is true,” she said, her face turning ugly with scorn. “You have Winter magic after all...”


  “No, I...” But something stopped me. The magic I had just performed seemed different, somehow. Colder. This wasn't Summer magic at all.


  “I always suspected,” she scoffed. “You and that Winter brat – sharing your souls, trading magic. And now you're corrupted – your pure Summer magic marred by that filth! I always knew intermarriage was...”


  “Intermarriage just warded off a kelpie!” I said.


  The kelpie rose again from the tar, but this time Redleaf was unwilling to test the merits of Winter magic further. She shot an orange bolt of lightning into the kelpie's chest, sending it reeling onto the riverbanks. “So can pure magic,” she retorted.


  A roar came from the fallen kelpie. “First you send me to the Summer Court to kill this creature when she was but a babe,” he roared in Redleaf's general direction. “Now you attack me? What kind of loyalty is this?”


  “What nonsense,” said Redleaf dryly, sending another bolt of lightning straight into the kelpie's chest, sending it reeling back into the river, emitting a few gaseous bubbles of tar before all, at last, was silence. “Really,” she said, with a sniff. “Why he would say such things....”


  “You deny it?”


  “Nothing personal, Breena,” Redleaf did not look at me. “Politics, my girl.”


  At last we reached the other side of the bank. The boat stopped against the soil with a thud.


  “There we are,” Redleaf said. “Now, my girl, we cannot go any further. I am bound to remain here – where I belong. Among the miserable of the dead. Life goes that way – a life I cannot enter again. You have the chance to walk that road – do not make my mistakes.” She gave me a smile – tinged with bitterness, but evidently genuine.


  I clambered onto the riverbank, unsure of what to say. This woman had made me suffer so much – she had wrought suffering on all those that I loved, and even now I knew that if Summer loyalty did not hold us together she would gladly have fed me to the kelpies. But her duty to her kingdom, to her crown, stopped her. A duty I knew well. At that moment, I forgot the pain she had caused me, forgot our troubles. She was a Summer Queen and so was I. Two Queens, meeting on the doorstep between life and death.


  “Your Majesty,” I whispered, bowing low. “Thank you for helping me.”


  “You do not belong in this world yet, Breena,” said Redleaf. “And in any case, I won't have you dethroning me a second time. I don't trust you enough to let you run amok all over the Kingdom of the Dead.” Her tone softened. “But keep safe. That winter pendant you wore may have given you immortality before – but now you are on your own. Strong magic can kill you, still. So one day, I am sure, our eyes will meet on this side of the river once again.”


  “I hope not,” I said. “I don't want to be lost in hatred and bitterness.”


  “But you love,” Redleaf said. “You love – just as I loved...” She looked down. “One is the flip side of the other. You cannot choose to love and to feel nothing towards those who thwart that love. Your destiny is here...”


  “Here?”


  “I did not marry Flametail for political reasons,” Redleaf said. “It was an arranged marriage, it is true – but I loved him from the moment I saw him. I loved him so much...I fell into the same trap that humans are always falling into. I let my emotions get the better of me. And you and I, Breena, we have had many difficulties. Many misunderstandings. We have risked much and lost much. And I have learned that duty comes above personal pettiness – but I learned it too late. Learn what I have learned, Breena. And do not let passion consume you and keep you here – in this place. Unable to move on.”


  “I...I won't,” my voice trembled.


  “I have seen so many fairies, here, in the Kingdom of the Dead,” Redleaf went on. “Fairies of Summer as well as Winter, who perished in the war, their hatred for their fellow fairies keeping them here. They tell me it was worth it – that it was worth dying to kill those they despised. But I...I no longer know. At the time, I thought...I thought that a Feyland ruled entirely by Summer would be great, that Winter was untrustworthy. I thought only of my own power, my own ambitions. I did not want to be a mere wife to a man who did not love me – sitting at home while he neither ruled his kingdom nor paid attentions to his bride. I wanted to be remembered for something else – to be remembered as the greatest Queen in Feyland. And instead I will be remembered as its greatest enemy.


  “But perhaps one thing I have done will live on in memory of me. Perhaps one part of me will live on for good, rather than for evil.”


  “What is that?”


  “Helping you.” Redleaf's smile gave way to sadness, and then she vanished – leaving nothing but an orange light glowing ever fainter in the distance.


  


  


  



  


  Chapter 3


  


  


  The trees seemed to open up before me, making a pathway through this strange and unnatural forest. This was not the Kingdom of the Dead – for there were certainly some signs of life here. A few buds grew on the trees. A few stalks of grass poked through the earth. A cool breeze whipped past me. This was a different place – but it was not yet Feyland. If the Kingdom of the Dead felt like a place where everything had just ended – this was the place where things just started to begin. It was not like the Spring lands – where blossoms were in full flower. Everything here had just started – that very day, that very second, to spring to life. New possibilities. New magic. Was this the way towards life, I wondered – or the way beyond it? This road led back to Feyland, this I knew. But I had a strange sensation as I walked down the road – the echo of strange voices in my head. The voices of which Redleaf had spoken, the old Summer Queens who had ruled before me – they had been here before. They had walked this trail. They had let their feet sink into this fresh earth.


  Their magic made me familiar with the place – I walked on with confidence. They had walked here on their journey to somewhere else, somewhere greater. This was neither death nor life, but an in-between stage – a stage that could lead back to the land of the living, or lead to other lands, other mysteries. Where were they now, my voices? Other Queens, other lives – other victories? What magic did they now know?


  I made my way through the forest, the tiny light of the Feyland sun growing ever-larger as I approached. A cliff loomed large in the distance, and as I grew closer I saw perched upon it a cloaked figure, dressed in black, motionless and silent. Who was the figure – standing beneath the shadow of an evergreen tree – was it waiting for me?


  I approached the edge of the cliff with my body tensed, my dagger ready. I had taken Redleaf's warning to heart – the Minotaur may not have scared me, but I was no longer in the land of the dead. I was no longer safe.


  But as the figure turned towards me, my fear vanished. The woman whose beautiful, blue eyes stared into mine meant me no harm – her face was full of kindness, of sympathy. She wanted no ill of me – of this I was sure. “Breena,” she said softly. “You have cheated death twice already. And it is still not your time. You don't belong here – nor do you belong down that path.” She pointed to a fork on the cliffside. One path led along the mountain, twisting around a bend, obscured by clouds. She turned. “You must go back there.” The other path led towards the twin suns – now looming large before me.


  “Who are you?” I asked.


  “I am one of the first queens of Feyland – a queen of ancient Winter magic. A magic that, I believe, you now contain within you. Or else you could not see me. Or else I would not speak to you.”


  I knew Redleaf had told me I would hear from Summer queens – but Winter ones? Surely I was not of their line?


  “What is your name!”


  “I am Queen Tamara,” the Queen answered. “My blood is Winter – but I come from a time so ancient that there was no winter, nor any summer. There was one Feyland, its power indivisible.”


  “There was such a time?” I asked. Kian had told me of the old legends – of the ancient Queen Tamara, of the time before the division of the Two Kingdoms. But this was the stuff of folk tales, even in Feyland. Few believed in such a time.


  “Yes,” said Tamara. “As it should be today. One magic – undivided. Black strengthened by white. Light strengthened by darkness. Cold strengthened by heat. Balance. A balance only you can bring about – you, a girl with Winter and Summer both within you.”


  “But I need to get back...”


  “You will get back,” Tamara said, her voice smooth and caressing. “I will help you. You will return to the ancient mountain from which you leapt – you will escape from here. You will find yourself where you were before the Dead called you for their own – at the side of the body of your beloved.”


  “The body...” My heart stopped. The mysterious enchantress at the mountain had promised me – my life for Kian's...I had willingly made the sacrifice – but I had not died. Had Kian, then...? “Is Kian...” I couldn't bear to finish my sentence. “Please tell me he's not...”


  “Your Kian is on the other side of the sun, Breena,” said Tamara, smiling. Her silvery-white hair sparkled as she spoke. “He is waiting for you. He is alive. He is safe.”


  The sound of his name was enough to bring me back to my longing. My heart swelled with desire – I wanted to be with him, to press my lips to his neck and chest and fingers, to close my eyes, to hear him whisper my name...I remembered my fears as I saw him collapse, wounded – I remembered the pain I felt when I felt him die in my arms. I couldn't go through that again. I had to see him for myself – I had to make sure...


  “Go to him, Breena,” said Tamara. “But you must know this. The kingdom of the Dead wishes to claim you for its own. You have cheated death twice now – and this time more than most is complicated. You ended up in the Kingdom of Death before your time – and only the power of the Summer and Winter Queens combined was able to save you. Right now, you are needed. Right now, we must save you. We need you to bring peace. What some of our Queens have created, other Queens have destroyed. Death has followed life. But it is now your turn to create. You human girl – who let love rule over power in your heart. You must let this love give rise to life.”


  She beckoned towards me, and led me towards the path that led towards the sun. Suddenly, the rocks crumbled at my feet, falling into dust. I was at the edge of a precipice – nothing between me and the suns of Feyland but air.


  “You must fly, Your Highness.” Tamara smiled.


  My wings. So they were real, after all – that dream I had while falling....that was real.


  A sense of confidence – of fullness and peace – came over me. I knew what I had to do. I stepped into the nothingness, into the air, and let myself fall. I let the magic take over – the magic of Redleaf and the Summer Queens, the magic of Queen Tamara of Winter, the stories and voices of all those who had come before me, of all those who believed in me, who had worked to keep me alive, to keep me safe. Even Redleaf.


  I wouldn't let them down. Not this time.


  I felt my wings flapping at my back. I closed my eyes, willing them to do my bidding, willing them to let me soar.


  I began rising, feeling my magic connect with the magic of the wings – feeling myself gain power over these strange gossamer contraptions. They were mine – a symbol of my power. Of my rule. Of my destiny.


  They kept me up high as I flew towards the sun.


  


  


  



  


  


  Chapter 4


  


  


  As I approached the sun, glowing before me, I felt its warmth upon my face. This was the Winter Sun – not a flaming ball of heat like the Summer Sun at the other end of Feyland, but rather a reassuring, comforting feeling. The chill of the Kingdom of the Dead seemed to have left me; I no longer felt that horrid presentiment of death and destruction all around me. I was back in Feyland; my skin tingled with the sensation of its magic. I was back in my kingdom – the kingdom I loved. My body, my blood, my new wings could all sense it: the voices of the Ancient Summer Queens seemed to be calling to me, beckoning me home. I closed my eyes as I flew forth, unable to withstand the light of the fairy sun, passing through it sightless. As the light of the Winter Sun enveloped me, I felt that strange power within me – the power of Winter – respond to the Winter's light. It felt unnatural to me – these sparks of blue light that were emitted from my fingertips. The Summer magic I knew. The Summer magic I could harness – I knew, after all, that it belonged to me, that it was my birthright. But this new Winter magic was unfamiliar to me; it frightened me even as my newfound power gave me strength to withstand the light. I flew straight into the heart of the sun and kept on going, feeling myself pass through, until at last, I could open my eyes and see before me the mountain from which I had fallen.


  The enchantress to whom I had spoken was gone; the mountaintop was bare. Smooth frost covered its surface, alongside trailing ivy, whose leaves were flecked with silver. This was the ancient mountain – the most secret and holy place – the source of all immortality. I could feel my skin prickle as my body responded to the magic of the place; this was not, I knew, a place that any fairy could find. I had made my way here because I had been summoned here – because my destiny called me here – the magic of this place, older than the division between Summer and Winter, between fairies and the other magical creatures.


  And there, lying splayed out across the smooth ice of the peak, was a body. A body I knew well even from a distance – a body whose contours I had kissed and outlined every night in my sleep. It was Kian.


  My heart stopped in fear – was he not alive, as Tamara had promised me? His eyes were closed, I saw, as I came closer – his face more beautiful than ever, his smooth snowy skin pinker than before...


  “Kian!” I called, hitting the ground with a thud that brought me to my knees. “Kian!” He couldn't be dead, I told myself, my heart pounding faster and faster, he just couldn't be...


  “Breena?” A murmur escaped his lips as his eyes fluttered open. “Breena, what's going...?” He looked around in confusion. “I fell asleep...or something. Where am I?”


  I rushed into his arms, tackling him to the ground in a great bear hug. “Alive, you silly boy – alive! That's all that matters!”


  “Alive? Of course I'm alive!” Kian took my affection gladly, but still seemed more than a little confused. “Why wouldn't I be...” He stopped mid-sentence, his memory coming back to him. The coming of the Dark Hordes, the slaughter of Winter and Summer fairies alike, his injury in battle, his death... “Did I...?”


  “You were dead, Kian,” I whispered, hardly daring to believe that it was real – hardly daring to believe that he was alive after all. “Only, we got you back...”


  “How?” Kian's eyes were wide open as he sought to take in his surroundings, to make sense of it all. “Where is this place?”


  “Your mother sent me here,” I told him, pressing his knuckles to my lips, trying in vain to keep them warm. “When you were...when you were dead. She told me that there was an ancient story, a myth about this place – the fountain of immortality. Where eternal life could be found. And I found this fairy – or something – I don't know what she was. Some enchantress with great magic. And she told me I could trade – my life for yours. My immortality, my snowflake pendant, for your life.”


  “You didn't!” Kian's joy turned to horror. “You didn't promise...”


  “But it's okay,” I was running out of breath, but I couldn't stop – I had to get the story out as quickly as I could, my joy giving me strength. “I didn't die! I jumped off the mountain, like I was supposed to – but I didn't fall. In fact...I flew!”


  Kian's eyes opened even wider as he caught sight of my wings, fanning out behind me, the gold and blue feathers shining even more brightly now.


  “They're...beautiful,” he whispered, pride twinkling in his blue eyes. “But how?”


  “I don't know,” I said. “I passed out before I hit the ground. But when I woke up, I was in the kingdom of the Dead – this horrible place, where nothing was alive, only the spirits of fairies with too much hatred, too much anger, to move on. And I met Redleaf there, and she told me that the Dead are part of the Dark Hordes now, that they'll be summoned to fight...and then she helped me – I don't know why – got me to the other side, to this even stranger place, that wasn't either life or death, this in-between place with buds on these dead trees, and a Winter queen was there – Tamara!”


  “Tamara?” Kian gave a little laugh of surprise. “Queen Tamara has been dead for thousands of years.”


  “She was there!” I insisted. “And she helped me find my way back. Kian, I think they helped me. I think they saved me from death – all of the Summer Queens. And the Winter ones too.”


  “But I'm alive,” Kian said, looking down at his hands, his limbs, his body in surprise. “If I'm alive...”


  “I died,” I said. “Or I as good as died!”


  Kian fixed his gaze upon me, his love shining through his silvery blue eyes. “You would do that for me?” he asked.


  “Don't sound so surprised – of course I did!” I wrapped my arms around him once more, feeling my relief at last sink in, feeling his muscles relax as he returned my embrace.


  “You shouldn't have done it,” Kian said, his face flushing pink. “I love you too much to think you would ever – ever die for me! When I would give all I have to keep you safe.”


  “Even if I had died,” I said, as Kian drew me in for a kiss, “it would have been worth it.”


  “My brave Breena!” Kian said softly. His lips met mine, and as they touched I felt the same familiar joy, the same magic, overtaking me. This was my love – the love of my life – this was the place where the edges of my soul fit so neatly into his – where all my emptiness, my longing, my desires were met by an equal and opposite force – filling what was missing in me, letting me fill what was missing in him. We were not two bodies, not two discrete and separate forces, but a single melded ocean of love, our powers so intertwined that I could not have said what belonged to me and what belonged to him. We were a single force, stronger in our unity than in any separation. As his hands reached for mine, as we rolled together in the cold snow earth of the mountain, our bodies wrapped around each other, a pale flame began to glow all around us – at once gold and silver, blue and red, the colors of Feyland all uniting together in a single, gleaming force.


  “Look up!” I forced myself to separate my lips from Kian's for a moment. “It's beautiful!”


  The colors began to spark and flame off each other, transforming the one into the other, so that silver melted into gold, and gold heated into red, and red fragmented and turned to blue and at last the blue poured into silver again. It felt like a canopy above us – the proof of our love – the proof that here, where the magic of the world was most ancient, where its secrets were hidden so deep that we would never fathom them, here the ancient spirits of Feyland did not scoff at our love, did not despise it as our families had done. Here our love was true; it was pure. Here the unity of our bodies, of our lips and hands and spirits, was not a threat to magic but a celebration of the most ancient magic of all – of the power of our love, with all its passion, all its dangers, to save Feyland.


  “I've never seen anything like it,” said Kian, holding me closer.


  “That's us,” I said. “You and me – Summer and Winter. Together.”


  He kissed my hand. “I can't believe what a fool I was,” he said. “When you were under that spell – when you were lost to me. I let myself think that you didn't care for me – that you didn't love me at all. How could you love me, I thought, when I couldn't give you half of what you needed, of what you deserved. Peace. Loyalty. Stability. A family.”


  “I want all those things,” I said. “One day. But I believe – I have faith now – that one day those things will come for us. Redleaf and Tamara, both of them – they said that my destiny was to unite the fairy kingdoms once more – so that there would be no Summer. No Winter. Only fairies – together. You and I – we'll have that, one day. They told me so.”


  “If you have faith,” said Kian, “I have faith. Your love for me has saved my life – on this occasion, my Breena, and on so many others. You have put your trust in me – now I trust you. If my love can ever save your life – I hope it can do so.” He sighed. “But I cannot help but worry about you. You have managed to cheat death twice, my darling – how do I know that the third time, you will not be so lucky.”


  I thought back to how I'd felt falling down the mountain – my fear, my anger, my pain. My desire to live a normal life – my desire to return to Feyland – my two lives flashing before my eyes. When the time came – and both Redleaf and Tamara had told me that one day it would come – would I be brave enough to face that fall a second time?


  “I guess you'll have to protect me then,” I said.


  “And you'll protect me.”


  “Exactly.”


  I cuddled into his arms. “Let's get some sleep,” I said. “Tomorrow, we have a great deal to do.”


  “Don't we always?” he said, holding me tighter and closer until my head rested gently on his broad chest. I listened happily to the strong beat of his heart relishing the sound of life in him. Never had a breath nor a heartbeat sounded as musical to me as his, pressed against me.


  “We always do.”


  


  



  


  Chapter 5


  


  


  We set out the next day from the mountain, seeking our way back to Feyland. The journey here had been easier – the Pegasus on which I had ridden, one of the Winter Queen's steeds, seemed to know where to go, as if the mountain had been calling us both forth. But now it was different. We could see the Summer Sun of Feyland in the distance, but that was our only hint as to where to go. Kian and I walked for miles – the landscape changing from mountain to forest and back again. We were in no hurry to get home, even as we knew it was necessary to do so. Last time we had been in the Summer lands, it had been the site of a great siege – the pixies, Dark Hordes, and Winter fairies fighting together against Summer. I shuddered to think of what we would find when we arrived there. Destruction? Death? Would I see the corpses of those I loved – my father, who was leading the armies, Logan, the Winter Queen, Rodney, Shasta? Would I see my palace laid to waste – would I see both Summer and Winter destroyed by the Dark Hordes, our castles overrun by Minotaurs and phantoms, giants and witches? My fear made me silent, and Kian and I passed our travels without much conversation. He, too, I knew, feared for his family – for his mother and his sister, for all his boyhood friends who could, at this very moment, be losing their lives on the battlefield, just as his father had done.


  We held hands as we walked; we let our loves co-exist in silence. We could not bear to speak, because speaking meant talking of Feyland, and every mention of Feyland silently spoke of our terror – what was left of the land we loved? Was anything left at all?


  At last on the fourth day of walking we arrived in a forest that Kian recognized as vaguely familiar. “It's not Summer or Winter or Spring,” he said. “This is no man's land – or rather, Wolfsland.”


  “Wolfsland?” My heart swelled. “Then they might have some news – of Logan! Of the other wolves.” I caught myself just in time – I knew that my affection for Logan was a sore spot for Kian, all the more so given our recent history. But I knew, too, that Logan and Kian had developed, in spite of their rivalry, something that – if not friendship – was at least mutual respect. They both cared for peace and they both cared for me, and there was no time – in this age of wars and slaughter – to engage in petty debates over which of the two was more likely to win my heart. I knew for certain that Kian was my true love – I knew too that my love for Logan was real, in its own way. He was my childhood friend, my closest companion – he was the one I might have loved, had I only stayed in Gregory. Had I only stayed normal, had I never met Kian.


  “Hark!” We heard a voice. “What do you want with us?”


  “Who goes there? Friend or foe!” Kian leaped to his feet.


  “That depends who you are, mate, doesn't it?” It was a woman's voice, harsh but sure.


  “We come in peace,” I spoke up, “as long as you do likewise. We have no quarrel with any Wolves.”


  “Lucky for you, then!” The woman stepped out of the shadows, staring at us through silver eyes. I couldn't help but gasp. Six feet tall, wearing armor fashioned of leather, her dark brown hair fastened with what appeared to be a rope fashioned of wolves' teeth, the woman who stood before us was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. She held a sword in one hand and a crossbow in the other; from the way she sniffed the air before us it became apparent that she was, without a doubt, a Wolf.


  “Who are you?” Kian asked.


  “My name is Josephine, and I'm the leader of this pack. The Northern Wolves.”


  “The Northern Wolves,” Kian looked relieved. “Then you are favorable to fairy peace. And to Summer.” He shot me a pointed look and I understood. Perhaps we'd leave Kian's status as Winter Prince out of the equation for now.


  “Loyal to Summer!” I cut in. “I am glad to hear of such allies. Do you know me, Josephine?” It was hard to stay regal when she towered six feet above me, but her eyes were full of recognitions.


  “The Summer Queen!” She did not bow – she was, after all, not one of my subjects – but she gave me a nod that certainly suggested respect.


  “I was detained on a secret mission,” I said. “I have not been in Feyland since the first battle...I am looking for news...”


  “A secret mission?” Josephine looked concerned. “For your sake, my queen, I hope that mission involved seeking out allies as powerful as the Dark Hordes.”


  “What has happened? Is my father...is the King still alive?”


  “Neither Summer nor Winter has fallen,” Josephine said, “but the war grows bloodier by the day. I imagine none of the royal ones have died, or that news would have spread quickly indeed, but one never knows...” Her ambiguity made my heart plummet – not knowing was almost worse than knowing. I saw my father in my mind's eye – fighting for Summer, a hero for the first time in his life – and my heart filled with fear. I forced the image out of my mind.


  “And the wolves?” I pressed. “Do you know of the fate of the Wolf Prince, Logan?”


  Josephine smiled. “He is safe,” she said. “Though wounded.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “See for yourself,” said Josephine. She beckoned us to follow, and before long we had reached a cave formed out of the side of a hill. She gave a great howl, her voice echoing throughout the cave, and a series of howls came in response.


  “We can go in,” she said.


  When my eyes had adjusted to the darkness, I saw Logan lying on a collection of cushions. He was surrounded by five or six women – all as tall and as striking as Josephine – kneeling around him, entirely naked. As, I noticed before averting my eyes, was Logan.


  I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came out. The shock was too great. I had never seen Logan like this before – surrounded by women, his body glistening as each woman applied what looked like poultices and ointments to his various wounds.


  I blushed slightly as past memories of Logan and I came rushing in to fill my head. I have seen him like this before, naked in his magnificent muscular form. But not surrounded by beautiful perfectly-formed naked she-wolves! “Am I interrupting something?” I smoothly asked.


  With a crash, Logan leaped to his feet, covering himself with a pillow as the women – evidently without a similar sense of human modesty – giggled and looked Kian up and down. He looked faintly amused – to my displeasure – although whether this was due to Logan's embarrassment or the proliferation of naked women I wasn't sure.


  “Not at all,” said Logan, his face evidently crimson even in the lamp-light. “They were just tending my wounds.”


  “Naked,” I added.


  “Well, yes...” Logan looked eminently uncomfortable. “The Northern Wolves like to change form quite a bit – so they try to avoid wearing clothes unless they're in human form and outside. You know – avoiding tearing clothes and all.”


  “I see.” My shock and – I admit it – jealousy turned to a smile. Teasing Logan seemed like something I hadn't done in years – it was part of my old, pre-fairy life – and it felt good to jibe him once more about the way he was evidently irresistible to women. “Well, if all wounds were treated like that, I can understand why Feyland has so many wars.”


  “Just a second...” Logan transformed into wolf form and bounded deep into the cave, only to return moments later wearing a suit of armor, evidently hastily put on. He came towards, his face for a moment, filled with joy. At last he embraced me, drawing first me and then – to my surprise – Kian – into great bear hugs. “You're alive!”


  “The battle – what happened?” I asked quickly.


  “Inconclusive,” he said, “casualties on both sides – everyone's still fighting. Winter has put Summer under siege.”


  “Any fatalities?”


  “Thistle,” he said sadly, speaking of a young soldier we once knew. “Merriman.”


  “My father?”


  “Alive! As is your mother, Kian,” Logan patted him on the shoulder. “At least they were a few days ago.”


  This last remark gave way to silence. Anything, we knew, could have happened in those few days – there was no way of telling what had happened in Feyland since then. Any of our loved ones could be dead.


  “Where were you?” Logan asked, hugging me once again, his soft eyes searching my face, as if to make sure that I was real and not some mere trick of his mind. “I scoured the battlefield for you after it was all over, the dead...” he shuddered.


  “Kian was wounded,” I said simply. “I had to rescue him – we ended up...”


  “Far far away,” Kian cut in. He evidently wasn't too keen to share the secrets of his rescue with his rival. “Magical business.”


  “Have you all settled in?” Josephine reappeared. “You must stay the night, my Queen,” she said. “I will prepare a feast in your honor.” She looked at Kian, giving him a long and luxurious once-over that couldn't help but raise my hackles. “I don't know who you are,” she said, shrugging. “But you can stay too. As a guest of the Summer Queen and her fiancee, the Wolf Prince.”


  Her comment stopped us short. Of course Josephine would not have known the true story – about what really happened between me and Logan during our engagement, about the spell that made me fall in love and passion with him, and about our private rupture when it became clear that I was in love, not with Logan, but with the subject of a magic potion Wort had administered. Yet to hear her speak of what might have been was difficult for all three of us to hear. At the time, it drove Kian mad, having felt that I betrayed him, betrayed our promise to each other.


  “Any friend of the Wolf Prince is a friend of ours,” continued Josephine. “But do not stay too long – the battlefield needs you.”


  “Perhaps just for one night,” said Kian, not troubling to disavow Josephine of her notions. “We could use the rest, I think.”


  “Very well,” said Josephine. “I will command the cook to make a feast!” She transformed into a wolf – a creature as elegant as graceful in lupine form as she was on two legs – and vanished into the recesses of the cave.


  “So...Josephine,” I said, trying to keep the teasing atmosphere alive amid the pall she had put over us. “I assume she walks around naked, too.”


  Logan gave me a forced laugh. “You get used to it after a while,” he said. “Northern wolves like to stay in wolf form quite a bit – I've only been in human form for a few hours out of every day.”


  “And they're loyal to us?” I couldn't help but feel slightly intimidated by Josephine.


  “Northern wolves possess magic – just like fairies. They're always loyal to fairies – more than other clans, I mean. They have a long-standing history of affiliations with fairies. Although the magic's mostly died out, of course.” Logan looked slightly embarrassed.


  “Why?”


  “Wolf attraction tends to be towards humans,” he muttered. “Not other magical beings. So they tend to mate across the Crystal River, you know...”


  “And the bloodlines thin out,” I added – too quickly for comfort. Logan looked quickly away, and even Kian looked embarrassed.


  I couldn't help but feel sorry for Logan. I knew how terrible the situation seemed from his perspective – one minute, he was about to marry the girl he loved, the next minute he discovered the whole moment when he and I were passionately in love had been a lie. And Josephine's remark was but a painful reminder of it all.


  “Come on,” I said, more cheerily than I felt. “Let's get ready for dinner?”


  Yet as Kian, Logan, and I made our way towards the bathing-pool by the mouth of the cave, I couldn't help but wonder – would things ever be fully all right among us?


  


  



  


  Chapter 6


  


  


  Josephine and the wolves prepared a great feast in our honor. Slabs of meat were roasted above a crackling fire; music echoed throughout the chambers of the cave, reverberating off the stalagmites. Kian and Logan sat on either side of me, and although I tried to ignore it, I knew that Logan's gaze was fixed upon me – on my skin, on the way my hair moved, on the curve of my shoulders. I couldn't look up – couldn't look back at him. What if he saw in my eyes the memories of the time we had spent together, the nights we had shared? Spell or no spell, the memories of our engagement were still strong within us both. I flushed, hoping Kian did not notice my crimson cheeks or the brightness in my eyes. If only I could just forget what it felt like to have Logan's hand upon my skin, to have his cheek – rough with stubble – so close to mine. I knew that we could never meet again in that way. I knew that that part of my life was over. I had no regrets – as I saw Kian shake his ebony-colored hair, gaze at me with his iridescent blue eyes, I knew I wanted nothing else than to spend my life in his arms. But it would never make the decision I had made any easier. I had hurt someone I cared about. Logan and I had been best friends ever since childhood. Then it became more.


  He remembered that night – that first night we spent together – as the most beautiful of his life, the night that the woman of his dreams at last succumbed to her love for him. He remembered its beauty, its pleasure. Yet my memories were more scattered, filled with guilt and anger. When I first came to Logan's bed, I didn't know what I was doing – I was possessed by a spell. The pleasure I felt, the joy and the love – all of that was because of a spell, proof that my body could turn traitor against me, trick me into doing the bidding of some pixie potion. I couldn't be angry at Logan for that – he didn't know, it wasn't his fault. And yet, when I thought of our romance, my love was mixed with pain. I knew, and I knew too that my mind would never be certain of anything again. How could I trust myself with Kian, knowing that at any moment my feelings could be the result of a spell?


  I could feel Logan's eyes upon me – feel his desire for me burn into my skin. I could only turn my head away or my eyes would betray my feelings for Logan. I could not think of it, not with Kian besides me, alive and mine.


  That night Logan, Kian, and I met to discuss our plan. The two of them seemed far more conciliatory than they had been in the past – Kian's awkwardness somewhat ameliorated by the quantities of fairy wine we had drunk. It was me, this time – I was the one who felt uncomfortable.


  “We need a plan!” Logan was sighing. “If the Pixies call upon the Dark Hordes – and if they start to bring the Dead along with them...”


  “My mother would never have agreed to this,” Kian sighed, “never have signed a deal with the Pixies – not unless she was truly desperate. If she was in her right mind...” For I knew that his mother's choice to ally herself with the pixies weighed heavily upon him.


  “Never!” Kian continued. “Never in the history of Feyland has the power of the dead been harnessed. Of all the Dark Hordes...this is the most dangerous one. And if Delano dares – it will not merely be destruction for the fairies. The pixies too will be at risk. What kind of madman risks bringing that kind of power out of its Kingdom?”


  “Maybe that's what they want,” I said. “The pixies. They hate the fairies so much – they hate our power so much – they're willing to do whatever it takes to wipe us out. Even if it means wiping themselves out with it.” I remembered Delano's rage as he spoke of Feyland – of the oppression the fairies had wrought upon him. He called the land “Skirnismal” - the name of our country in the pixie language – he believed that the land belonged to the Pixies.


  Every time I did what was right, I discovered more problems, more uncertainties. I could not hate Redleaf, I could not make her into a villain, no matter how much I wanted to, as long as I knew that my father had a hand in making her what she was. And as vile as I found Delano, I could not hate him, either. As far as he was concerned, he was oppressed and sent into exile by a race of fairies that had destroyed his peace, destroyed his people's land.


  “It's not easy being Queen,” I gave a sad laugh. “It would be hard enough just doing what I think is right – but the problem is...I never know what is right. Delano's hatred of us – the pixie hatred of fairies – it's not baseless. And maybe if I could just talk to him, just get him to agree to some kind of treaty...”


  “Talk to Delano?” Kian scoffed. “It's too dangerous.”


  “Just because you think he'll kidnap me again? Make me his wife?” I sighed. How could I even think of love – when the choice of whom I married could make such a difference to so many lives. “Maybe I should,” I said darkly. “At least then he'd be willing to make an alliance. He could call off the Hordes altogether”


  “Don't talk like that!” Kian said.


  “Listen,” said Logan. “It hasn't come to that yet. The wolves of Feyland – all of them except Balthazar's clan – have come out in favor of the Summer Kingdom, against the Pixies – right now, the war's tide has turned. It's not just Summer against Winter any longer. It's bigger than that. And the wolves know that it's time to get involved.”


  “And you think they'll be loyal to Summer?” Kian said. “As opposed to their own interests? If the Dark Hordes are about, surely allying with them would be the smarter move. What makes you think they'll be loyal?”


  “They're my wolves,” Logan cut in angrily. “They do what I tell them. I'm the Wolf Price...”


  “And the presumptive Summer King,” Kian added with a frown. “As long as the Wolves think that your marriage with the Queen of Summer will get them higher rank and power – should Summer survive. Then they think their sacrifice, their risks, are worthwhile...”


  “Is that why you didn't tell them?” I cut in, turning to Logan. “About...us, I mean.”


  “It wasn't wise,” Logan looked at the ground. “I meant no harm, Kian – but as long as the Wolves thought I was engaged to Breena, they were far more willing to fight.”


  “We have to tell them the truth,” I said, seeing Kian's crestfallen face. “We can't lie to them!”


  “No,” Kian said, his expression firm. “No, it's too big a risk. And it isn't a lie, is it, Breena? After all, no formal rupture was made of the engagement. Whatever you and Logan...and I....have decided personally among ourselves, no statement has been made. Officially, you and Logan are still engaged.”


  Logan turned to me, and my heart sank as I saw the joy come unbidden in his eyes. He was remembering my first “yes” - the day I told him I would marry him, that it would make me the happiest woman in the world to do so. I did not want to remember it – I would not remember it. But I could see the reflection in his eyes of that room, that bed, and my thoughts turned back to those days, soaked in pixie potion, yet still so full of love.


  “But surely...”


  “Breena,” Kian said softly. “I trust you – and Logan, I trust you. Right now, we cannot worry about what goes on behind closed doors. Publicly, you must remain engaged to Logan. It is the only way to ensure the Northern Wolves' support.”


  “You want us to be engaged again?” Logan looked cockeyed at Kian. “You...don't mind.”


  “Right now, it's the least of our problems,” said Kian. “I love Breena – of course I do! But whatever happens between us will happen when the war is over, and only a false engagement will keep this war from outliving us all.” He turned to Logan. “I know the spell that made you fall in love with her – that it was hard on all of us. But the spell has been broken now. I will have to ask you to pretend it still holds a while longer.”


  Kian knew as well as I did that Logan's love for me was predicated on more than just a spell. But he knew, too – as I did – that we could not harm Logan's dignity any further. For all our sakes, we had to pretend that Logan felt nothing for me. A gentlemanly thing to do, I thought, looking at Kian with admiration.


  Logan seemed grateful for the way out. “Of course, it was only a spell,” he said, giving a slight cough. “But my friendship for Breena is strong enough, isn't it? I can pretend...”


  “I can too,” I said quietly. As much as I hated the idea of falling back into that strange engagement with Logan, Kian's argument made sense. “But Kian – are you sure that you don't mind?”


  “I want there to be a Summer and Winter for us to come home to, one day,” said Kian. “This is the only way. Your love saved me – I know your love is true. I trust you, my darling. I trust you enough to let petty jealousy aside. I know where your heart lies – regardless of what ring is on your finger.”


  I could see Logan's face in the candlelight, filled with pain. This wasn't going to be easy on any of us.


  “I'll lay low for a while,” Kian continued. “As far as anyone's concerned, I died on the battlefield. Only you know the truth. Perhaps that could be beneficial. I can do far more good as a spy than I could as the Crown Prince. You must tell them all I am dead – tell them all you could not save me.”


  “But your mother? Your sister?”


  “I am no longer a Winter denizen,” Kian said sadly. “I am dead to them – I have to be. To do the work I need to accomplish. I must fight for all fairies equally. And if I am dead, my mother will not hold back. She will not fear losing me – and she will not let her love for me influence her judgment. She will not hold back. I have always been a burden to my mother – her love for me has always prevented her from being the Great Queen she wished to be. She already was forced to order my father's death in battle in order to save Winter. I know that she would not be able to bear that danger a second time. Her concern for my safety might just hold her back.”


  “But even with the Wolves,” Logan broke in. “How can we deal with the Dark Hordes? That power is far greater than ours.”


  “That's where my plan comes in,” said Kian. “I've been thinking – these creatures that have come into Feyland. They are the stuff of legend, of nightmares. They are the stories mothers tell their children at night to keep them afraid. My greatest fear is not the prowess of these Hordes in battle – it is their effect on fairy morale. They will surrender in terror before even daring to fight.”


  “Then what...?” Logan started.


  “Fairies need a champion, a hero – the stuff of legend. If their nightmares come to attack them, their dreams must defend them. And if I am disguised – I could be that hero.”


  “What are you talking about?” I asked.


  “The Midnight Knight,” said Kian. “The greatest hero Feyland has ever known. Dressed in black. Belonging neither to Summer or Winter – but to the ancient age of Undivided Feyland. My mother used to tell me stories about him when I was a child – he was the greatest warrior, able to vanquish the Dark Hordes.”


  “I haven't heard that story since I was a pup,” Logan said. “The Midnight Knight. Who drove the Dark Hordes into the deepest Gorge in Feyland, and kept them there.” His face broke into a smile. “Along with his sidekick, the Red Wolf.”


  “I wouldn't say sidekick,” Kian added charitably. “More like – companion. And if our fairies – let alone the Dark Hordes – believe that the Knight and Wolf are back, that they have come to defend Feyland...they will not fear. They will find their own strength to fight back. And the Hordes will succumb, too, to their terror.


  “You really think people still believe in those stories?” I asked.


  “I think stories live far longer than people,” said Kian. “If there is any magic strong enough to vanquish these Hordes, it will not come by the swords of soldiers but by the will of the people. They need hope – we all do. And the Midnight Knight – he is not merely a Winter tale or a Summer tale, but one shared by both factions. He is a figure that Summer and Winter alike can believe in – can hope for. And so he is the only one who can save them both. Not the Winter Prince – whom Summer still mistrusts. But someone with the true potential to be a hero.”


  “The Midnight Knight,” I said.


  “It could work,” said Logan. “Breena, do you agree?”


  I thought of my people – my fairies – whom I loved. I thought of their pain, their despair, their hopelessness as one by one, the people they cared about lay strewn and silver-soaked upon the battlefield. If there was anything they needed, it was hope. It was faith in someone new – someone who belonged neither to the Winter nor the Summer forces – something that even I could not give them. It was a hero.


  “Yes,” I said.


  


  



  Chapter 7


  


  


  It was time to move on. We had spent the night in Josephine's lair – Logan and I had been escorted to our private chamber, while Kian – masquerading as my loyal servant, “Rhinehaus” - was given the rather unceremonious bed of a pile of hay on the floor outside our bedroom. Josephine, for all her strength and kindness, was evidently a stickler for class distinctions.


  “So, I'll just sleep on the floor, then, shall I?” Logan was blushing the color of fairyfruit as we surveyed our bedchamber – a single, silk-covered bed in the middle of the room.


  “That's not fair!” I stumbled over my words. “I mean, you were here first – this is your room.” Had things ever been so awkward between us when we were in Gregory, when life was so easy? “I'll take the floor.”


  “I insist, Breena!” Logan gave me a playful shove towards the bed. “When I slept over at your house back...back home, I mean....I always slept on the floor or the sofa.”


  I couldn't help but give a small smile. “I think my mom would have been fine with you sharing the bed. She was always pretty progressive about those things.” Raine Malloy was proud of her permissive parenting – after all, I had never given her any cause to doubt me.


  “Do you ever miss those days?” Logan asked me.


  “Sometimes.” I sighed. “All the time. It doesn't seem real anymore. Sometimes it feels like Gregory was the dream – that I never lived there at all. My whole life there is just some...someone else's. You're lucky, Logan. You grew up going between two worlds. You're used to it. Me, it's just been one big transition after another.”


  Logan gave me a reassuring pat on the shoulder – too careful lest his caress last too long. “I”ll compromise with you,” he said. “We both sleep in the bed – your feet next to my head, and my feet next to your head. Is that...okay?”


  “It's fine,” I said, but as Logan and I both clambered into the bed I could feel his skin – rough and hard – against mine. I let myself emit an involuntary shudder as he touched me – a memory of the last time we had touched like this. And I could feel Logan trembled slightly besides me. But I thought of Kian sleeping outside the door, evidently getting used to treatment far less royal than that to which he was accustomed, and I forced my face into a countenance of happy normalcy.


  “Comfy?” I asked.


  “Comfy.”


  “One day we'll go back to visit Gregory,” I said. “And we'll have a normal sleepover. Like we used to. Marshmallows and burritos and John Hughes movies.”


  “Do you think Kian's ever watched a John Hughes movie?”


  “Kian probably doesn't know what movies are,” I laughed. “God – I miss movies.”


  “Electricity”


  “Internet!” I laughed. “I bet I've got an email inbox back in Gregory with two million unread messages.”


  “All from Clarisse, probably. Taunting you for never wearing make-up.”


  “They don't even have makeup in Feyland,” I said.


  “I knew there was a reason you liked this place,” Logan poked me with his toes.


  “That's what I'll do when the war is over,” I murmured sleepily. “Bring Internet to Feyland. And Mac and Cheese.”


  “Can't forget the Mac and Cheese,” Logan said, and with that we both drifted off to sleep. That night I dreamed for the first time of home – more vividly than I had ever done before. I dreamed of the books on my bookshelf, of my paint-sets and of my mother's pathetic attempts at making scrambled eggs. It was safe there. It was peaceful.


  I woke up more relaxed than I had been in a while – and with an unquenchable craving for Mac and Cheese. We breakfasted in the communal hall – the she-wolves somewhat more hostile to my presence than they had been before I had spent the night with Logan, and attempting to content themselves by flirting shamelessly with Kian.


  “A-hem! Girls!” Josephine strode in, taking one look at the pack-members fawning over Kian's wounds and turning instantly to us. “Did you sleep well?”


  “Soundly,” I said.


  “It was an honor to meet my clans-brother's bride,” said Josephine. “I look forward to an alliance of Wolves with Fey, as it was in the old days, before my people began to take an interest in humans...”


  “Then we can count on your support?” Logan said.


  “Indeed,” said Josephine. “As long as there is a promise of a young wolf cub on the Summer Throne one day, we will all work to make such a thing possible.”


  Logan and I gave each other an uncomfortable look.


  “And none of us wish to risk the chaos that will threaten all of us if the Dark Hordes take over Feyland,” Josephine continued.


  We exchanged more greetings and then we were off. Logan suggested that we head straight for the Summer Court, but Kian proposed a detour to a small mountain village at the very end of Wolfsland, populated by wolves, fairies, and other magical creatures alike. There, he said, ancient craftsmen made the best armor in Feyland, and if he was to pass for the Midnight Knight – let alone defend himself with a halfway-decent sword – he (and indeed, all of us), would need new armor.


  It was a four hour trek to the top of the mountain, but there at its peak we found a cluster of wooden houses arranged in a horseshoe formation. It was far smaller than the towns and cities of Feyland – yet it had a particular rustic charm. While the Summer Court – for all its lack of electricity and John Hughes movie – felt like a bustling city, with numerous houses belonging to craftsmen and artisans outside the palace gates and cottages scattered throughout the country glen; this felt far more remote, far stranger.


  “I wish to make a replica of the Midnight Knight's sword,” said Kian as we passed towards the threshold of one particular house. “Too dangerous to do it closer to Feyland proper – the word might get out that I was an imposter. But here...I can trust the discretion of the Fey here.”


  A wizened, cherry-red face peered out of the house. “Can I help you?” An old woman bustled out into the front garden where we stood. “Dearies – you look so terribly cold. Can't I fix you a pot of hot elderberry tea? Come on in!”


  She put her arms around Kian and Logan and bid me to follow, escorting us all inside, into a tiny and eminently messy room, filled with mismatched armchairs and lit by a roaring fire. About ten cats mewed softly as they warmed themselves in front of the fireplace.


  “This is the master swordsmaker?” I asked.


  “Hush!” Kian smiled.


  “Hello, dears,” the woman reappeared bearing a huge platter of tea. “Have you come for something special? A gift, perhaps? A nice decorative hunting dagger?”


  Kian rose, bearing himself up to his full height. He had never looked handsomer, I thought, as he assumed the noble bearing of the Midnight Knight – his jaw set, his eyes sparkling with confidence. “Madam,” he said, in his most regal voice, “I have come as a stranger to you, but I come with a purpose. You made a sword and a suit once before, I believe. Now I ask you to make that same sword for me. The sword of the Midnight Knight.”


  With a clatter, the woman's tea set fell to the ground and shattered.


  “The...Midnight...Knight?” Her voice shook. “Then it is true! All that I have seen!” Her cheery, bustling demeanor had vanished. She seemed younger, more powerful, more serious. “My vision! Last night I had a dream – a dream that left me waking drenched in sweat. I dreamed that the Midnight Knight would reappear – just as you have come. That he would demand a return of his old armor, his old sword.”


  “A return?”


  The woman's eyes were glistening with tears. “Before he left on his last mission – the Knight came to me. He said 'Arielle, hold these for me. I will need them someday.' And he left – and nobody knew what happened to him, on that final battle. He drove the last of the Dark Hordes into the Gorge, and then he vanished. But I knew he wasn't dead, I did. Not gone! No, he'd said to me – he'd be back. Somehow. And here he is again – come to take his armor.”


  Arielle ran into a back room of the house, and reappeared moments later, her arms buckling under the weight of a heavy set of armor. Logan and Kian sprang to their feet to help her, but she waved them away.


  “I have been crafting these chains long enough not to need any aid!” she said. “Now, my Knight, will you put these on?”


  She helped Kian fasten each piece of the armor – the black chain mail, the smooth emerald-colored trim – to his body. She placed the visor, covering his face, upon his head, scrubbing the opal gemstone upon the head until it shone. “It fits perfectly,” she cried, as Kian raised the sword above his head, allowing it to slice effortlessly through the air. “Hansel, look!” As she shouted, an old man came scurrying in.


  “It is!” he cried. “You were right!”


  “Hansel told me it was just a dream!” Arielle wiped away her tears on her husband's tunic. “But I told him – it was a vision! You look just like him – as he was....all those years ago. I knew it even before he put on the armor. His heart. His spirit. I knew from the moment I saw him...the Knight's magic. I knew he'd never leave me, my Knight! I knew he'd come back – in times as troubled as these. To give hope to the people of Feyland – at last!”


  I couldn't see Kian's face from beneath the visor, but I imagined he was as surprised as we were. We had expected to perform a deception – a necessary one, but a deception nonetheless. Instead, Kian was being told that he was the Midnight Knight.


  “I never thought I'd see the day!” Hansel was weeping, too. “But if you are the Knight, then you will need...” He led us all outside into the garden. “Your steed! Steel!”


  On command, an enormous noble horse, his coat marbled white and grey, bounded towards us. He stopped right in front of Kian, bowing his head.


  “Steel! Your master's returned!” Hansel said. “After so long...he recognizes you still!”


  Logan and I looked on in wonder as the horse nuzzled against Kian's arms.


  “Don't let us detain you!” Arielle helped Kian into the saddle. “Go – go and fulfill your destiny! Save Feyland!” She squeezed Kian's hand tightly. “I always knew you'd come back.”


  Hansel patted Kian on the back. “It has been an honor, my Knight.”


  “Care to join me, Breena?” Kian extended a hand, and I leaped onto the back of the horse, trying to force my arms around Kian's thoroughly uncomfortably metal waist. Logan morphed into a wolf and ran alongside as we set off.


  “Can that woman really have known the Midnight Knight?” I asked. “If he lived so long ago...”


  “That village,” said Kian, “is called Everlast – and time and death have never touched it. Its magic is strong – nothing can harm those who were born on the mountain. I think that woman really did know the Midnight Knight – certainly, all the stories about him say that his armor was indeed made by the Forger of Everlast.”


  “And you don't think...what she said...?”


  Kian shook his head. “She believes in the story,” he said. “Like I told you – she's waited her whole life for the Knight to return to her, and she wanted it so badly that she believed me straight-off. It was the power of the story – nothing more.”


  But as I clung tight to Kian, I felt that this wasn't true. Something in my magic – the voice of the old queens, their power – told me that there was more to Kian, more to the Midnight Knight, than a mere story.


  


  



  


  Chapter 8


  


  


  The next step was to gather allies.


  “We need more of us,” Kian said as we rode onwards, “more fairies that claim their loyalty neither to Summer nor to Winter, but to peace as a whole, to fairy unity.” He turned to me, stroking my hair. “Remember what Tamara said,” he whispered to me. “Your destiny – our destiny – one Feyland. United.”


  I smiled, but I was unsure what to think. I knew I believed in peace – that my destiny was to unite Feyland. Yet my heart longed to return to the Summer Palace, to my own land, my own magic. I thought of my father fighting, of my beloved Court besieged, my orange blossoms set aflame, my flowers cut from their roots, salt thrown in the earth. I couldn't help but feel anger at the Winter fairies who had agreed to summon and fight alongside the Dark Hordes, even as I knew such anger would get me nowhere. I couldn't tell Kian, of course – after all, he was a Winter Prince, and I loved him in spite of that. But I couldn't help but feel unsure as Kian suggested we divert our course back to the Summer Court a second time, in order to pass through some Spring lands.


  “There are dangerous roads here,” said Kian. “This land is inhabited by dragons. But my friend Jeremy has a castle here. He is in exile here – he may be able to help us, to join our cause.”


  “Can you trust him?” Logan asked. “To keep your secret.”


  “Jeremy is one of my oldest friends,” Kian said. “I would trust him with my life. In any case, the tale of the Midnight Knight must spread among the Summer and Winter fairies alike if it is going to work. We need to give it time to reach the ears of the fighters. If we turned up at the Summer Court tomorrow, few would notice – few would see my armor. But if we begin by making a name for ourselves in the countryside – gathering aid from our fellow warriors – then the Dark Hordes will presently hear of it. Is that acceptable to you, Breena?”


  I nodded glumly. I could see Kian's point, and I knew he was probably right. Going back to the Summer Court now would be too dangerous – a suicide mission. The Dark Hordes were strong against the Summer Court – the palace was barely holding up under siege – and there was little I could do on my own to change that. My father possessed the same magic as I did – the magic of the Summer throne – my return would only put us all at risk. But, I thought sadly, perhaps it was better to risk my life, to stare down death a third time, at home with my family, rather than riding through the countryside like this, in relative safety. I couldn't get rid of my guilt, no matter how hard I tried. Was I meant to be here – in this false idyll – riding through hills and dales and valleys with the two men I loved most, while so many were dying in the heart of Feyland?


  “Fear not, Breena,” said Kian, as if he heard my thoughts. “Your destiny is to unite Feyland – you can't do that if you're dead. This is the only way.”


  And so I reluctantly agreed to visit the village of Vineseed, at the very edge of the Spring lands, where Kian's Jeremy was said to be in exile.


  “He angered my mother many years ago,” said Kian. “When I was but a young boy, and he a much older one. I looked up to him when I was a lad. I idolized him. And then he found love...love with a girl of Summer.” He smiled sadly. “The same old story.”


  “What happened?”


  “He was banished from the Winter lands altogether by my mother,” said Kian. “Left penniless, a wanderer. He tried to convince the woman he loved to escape with him beyond the Crystal River, but she refused. She couldn't bear to leave her country in a time of need. And so she perished at the Battle of the Silver Bridge – alongside my father. She was standing on that same bridge when it collapsed.”


  His face darkened. I knew how he hated to be reminded of that terrible day – of his mother's still more terrible choice.


  “In her grief,” he said, “my mother forgave him – thinking Jeremy had suffered enough. But he could never truly return home after that. He was never really the same. And so he returned to Winter – but in name only. He build his manor on the very edge of the Winter territories in Spring – as far from the court as possible, and renounced war altogether. He would not fight for Winter – who had killed his love – and he would not fight for Summer, his mortal enemies.”


  “And you think he'll fight now?” Logan asked.


  “He is a brave man, Jeremy,” said Kian. “And a trustworthy one. To avenge Rosanna's death, I believe he will fight against the greatest enemy of all – war. He will fight hatred, anger, fear. He will fight under the neutral banner of united Feyland.”


  And so we made our way to Vineseed.


  We were not two day's journey off when we arrived at a narrow gorge in a rock – the road to the village seemed to choke off, so that we each had to go single-file through the passage. “Careful,” Kian said, “dragons are not uncommon in this part of the...”


  A blast of fire cut him off, as a ball of flame went flying through the air and came to land in a smoky puff at his feet. Steel whinnied and reared up into the air.


  Logan shifted into human form, grabbing a sword from the saddlebag.


  We looked up, gasping with terror as we saw what stood before us. Two gleaming cat-yellow eyes, each the size of small boulders, stared down at us. A long, scaly neck reached up ten feet into the air. And a set of sharp, glimmering teeth leered right at us.


  “Run!” Logan shouted, morphing into a wolf as he did so, his sword clattering to the ground.


  “No use fighting!” Kian said, kicking Steel and leaning forward as Steel narrowly missed another fire-bolt. “Not with a dragon this large – we've just got to outrun him.”


  My heart began beating faster as I clung tightly to Kian, willing Steel to canter harder, jump higher, as fire began raining towards us. The dragon gave a terrible, strangled roar as it whipped its tail around towards us – Logan only narrowly missing its spikes by a judiciously high jump. The dragon began flapping its wings in the air, rising up above us, its neck arching towards us as smoke ebbed from its nostrils...


  “Hurry,” Kian said. “Breena, you start flying – and fast! I'll ride the horse out of here.”


  “And Logan?”


  Logan let off a howl as he kept running.


  “Wolves are fast and agile, Breena – it's you I'm worried about. Get out – now! Two on the horse will slow us down!”


  I closed my eyes and willed my wings to work, feeling my muscles ache as my body rose higher and higher into the air. I tried to avoid the dragon's flight, feinting left as the dragon whirled right. I looked down with horror as the dragon flew low, aiming straight for Kian, straight for Logan...


  “No!”


  The fireball just missed Kian and the horse, but hit Logan square in his hind legs. With a howl, Logan collapsed, morphing back into human form. The human Logan groaned and sprang to his feet, but it was too late. Blood was pouring from the wound.


  He couldn't change back, I realized. He was too injured – his adrenaline running too high – for him to take the time and energy to transform. But as a human, he'd never be able to run fast enough, never be able to outrun the dragon!


  “Logan, no!” I screamed. I could feel my heart constrict – feel my love for him flowing through my veins – all at once I saw us together, as we had been as children, memories of our lives together flashing before me. I flew towards the ground, towards the dragon's mouth, trying to save him...


  “Leave, Breena! Let me go!” Logan was calling, his voice hoarse and full of pain! “Fly on! It's too dangerous.”


  The dragon was gaining on him now, ducking its neck close to its prey, its teeth going in for the kill.


  “Get on!” It was a voice I did not know. From a distance I saw what looked like a horse canter up to Logan, lowering its head for just long enough for Logan to clamber on. The horse kicked its feet into the earth, running faster than I had ever seen a horse run, taking Logan out of the dragon's range, past the gorge. I flew over them, trying to make out who it was. A pegasus? No – this horse had no wings...


  We came to the edge of the gorge and the banks of a river, over which first Steel, then this new horse, had jumped. The dragon remained at the edge of the river-bank, evidently unwilling or unable to cross. I flew down to meet them.


  “It's a magical barrier!” Kian dismounted his horse, sighing with relief. “The residents of Vineseed must have put it up to keep the dragon out.”


  “They really should have put it on both sides of the gorge, then,” said the strange voice, and only then did I realize that it was coming from the horse.


  A horse that, I noticed upon closer reflection, was not a horse at all. For the creature that had borne Logan to safety was only a horse from the waist down. From the waist up, the being was unmistakably human – a handsome chestnut-haired man with a wry smile.


  “A centaur!” I breathed.


  “A fairy!” He responded, mocking my surprise.


  “Kind sir,” Kian turned to the centaur, bowing low, as I ran to Logan's side, placing my hands onto his burns to heal them. “To whom do we owe the honor of our very narrow escape?”


  “Cary,” the centaur bowed, his powerful legs buckling beneath him. “I and my kind live around these parts. We collect dragon scales to sell in the Spring marketplaces.”


  “A dangerous job,” Kian looked impressed.


  “I like danger,” said Cary. “What's life without a little adventure? In these dark times, those of us without fairy blood in our veins need to find some way to survive.”


  “Then you take no side in the conflict?” Kian asked.


  “I wouldn't say that,” said Cary. “I take the side of whomever lets those of us who have no land and care for no territory live freely and peaceably, and preferably with a bit of fun. In the ancient days of Feyland, my kind sought honor and glory. But there is no glory in fighting against one's own kind. A dragon, on the other hand...”


  Kian nodded. “Do you fell dragons regularly?”


  “A few a month.” It was clear that Cary was telling the truth, although pride certainly shone from his face. “There's more glory in felling a good dragon than in besieging a castle.”


  “And what if you fought for peace?” Kian asked. “For a freer Feyland?”


  “What, are you trying to get me to fight for Summer? Or Winter? Representatives of both have tried to get centaurs into the battle, but my tribe has refused.”


  “Neither,” said Kian. “For a united Feyland. Against the Dark Hordes. Under the banner of the Midnight Knight.”


  “The Midnight Knight!” Now Cary looked excited. “I've heard all about...but he's not a fairy, is he? He's a centaur! I always heard that the Midnight Knight was a centaur!”


  “The Summer Fey claim him for their own – the Winter for theirs.” Kian said. “But the Midnight Knight transcends loyalties – he is neither fairy nor centaur, Winter nor Summer, but rather a great warrior whose magic goes beyond the magic of a race or loyalty. The Midnight Knight defends good against evil, with no regard for territorial lines, no regard for clans. And he rewards the heroic.”


  “Heroic, huh?” A smile was beginning to form on Cary's face.


  And thus did Cary the centaur join us on our journey to Vineseed. He was an affable, jocular fellow – he didn't even object to letting Logan ride him in order to speed up the journey (“although I don't normally do this sort of thing,” he explained. “I just don't want him slowing us down.”)


  The danger of dragons seemed to have passed, but we were on alert for other threatening creatures. No sooner had we left dragon country than we passed through a territory controlled by Minotaurs – a creature for which Kian, in particular, now had a special disdain.


  “What's that?” Cary looked up as we passed by a clearing. “I heard a rustling.”


  Before the rest of us could look up, we heard the thud of rapid hoofbeats – a swift charge. A minotaur was rushing towards us, its horns gleaming in the late afternoon sun. A deep voice came from its throat. “Begone! This is my territory!”


  Logan and Kian traded a look, and in a flash they were on the ground, each one brandishing a sword on one side of the creature's body. I watched with admiration as the two of them fought side by side. They had been comrades in arms now for long enough – each able to anticipate the other's every move – the connection between the two of them palpable. Logan darted to the left; Kian went to the right. Logan slashed rightwards; Kian feinted left. The Minotaur was defenseless against their combined power – their muscular grace. I couldn't help but smile. On their own, Kian and Logan were brave fighters. Together, however, they were unbeatable.


  With a series of short, sharp thrusts, they managed to subdue the creature; Cary passed them a rope from his saddlebag, which they used to tie him to a tree-post.


  “Let's get this wretched creature's head off his body!” Kian said, brandishing his sword high.


  I remembered the voice of the Minotaur I had met in the kingdom of the Dead, and felt vaguely sick. That Minotaur had accused me of killing him and all his brothers – simply because he had the audacity to seek food.


  “Wait!” I said. “Let's just leave him there! He's no threat to us.”


  “You think I'm not a threat?” The Minotaur's voice seemed far less ominous now that he was trussed up. He was jumping against his rope. “I'm brave and strong, I am. I can eat you in a heartbeat! Just try me!”


  It was then that I realized what, precisely, this Minotaur was. He was far smaller than the Minotaurs I'd seen in the past – and his voice far higher.


  “It's a baby, Kian!”


  “A baby Minotaur!”


  “I'm no baby!” The Minotaur wasn't helping his cause. “I'm big and strong. Just like my daddy!”


  “We can't kill a baby.”


  “I'm not a baby!” The Minotaur was leaping up and down. “I could thrash one of you in a heartbeat.”


  Logan couldn't stifle a laugh as he knelt at the Minotaur's side. “So you'd prefer it if we killed you, then?”


  The Minotaur stopped short, ceasing its leaping. “I didn't say that,” it said in a small voice. “But I could eat you, you know. If I wanted.”


  “I'm sure you could.” Logan grinned as he gave the Minotaur a soft pat on the head, scratching it behind the ears.


  “Hey, stop, that's...” the Minotaur ceased its protests as it began laughing at the tickle, rubbing its back against the tree trunk and rolling over on its stomach to be petted.


  I broke out into a laugh. “You're pretty cute for a Minotaur,” I said.


  “I'm only half,” the Minotaur said as Logan continued rubbing its belly. “I'm half human – like my mother. My dad's the bull. My mother's from Beyond the Crystal River.”


  Logan and I traded disgusted looks, but decided not to pry much further into the physiology of the situation.


  “I think we're not going to bother killing you right now,” said Kian, looking with wonder at the small, puppyish Minotaur. “As brave and strong as you undoubtedly are.”


  “Thank you,” said the Minotaur in a small voice.


  “But I shall demand something in return,” said Kian. “Something a great, brave, strong hero like yourself should be glad to provide.”


  The Minotaur sprang to his feet. Once free of Logan's amused stomach-rub, he looked infinitely more dignified. Not a full-grown Minotaur quite yet, I reasoned, but certainly with the potential for making a strong one one day.


  “I owe you my life,” said the Minotaur. “I owe you any service you wish me to provide.”


  Kian smiled. “My dear Minotaur,” he said. “Have you ever heard of the Midnight Knight?”


  And thus did Barnaby the Minotaur join our band.


  


  


  



  


  


  Chapter 9


  


  


  At last we reached Vineseed, Barnaby and Cary in tow. They had both proven strong and loyal allies – Cary had vanished the previous morning to fell a dragon on his own, returning with a load of valuable dragon scales in tow. “Worth a hundred gold pieces each,” he said, removing the scales from his saddlebag.


  Our trip to Vineseed had done us some good. Minotaurs and Centaurs alike had begun to hear of our exploits – the felling of dragons, the appearance of the mysterious figure in the black armor with a familiar sword and a famous steed – and by the time we arrived in the village, we were the subject of numerous looks and whispers. “Is that the Midnight Knight?” we heard a group of young girls whispering among themselves? “Has he really come with his band? Is that the Red Wolf at his feet?”


  Kian and I smiled at each other. Our plan was working. Before long, we knew, the rumors would hit Feyland that the Midnight Knight was returning – rumors that would strike fear into the hearts of the heartless Dark Hordes and joy into the spirits of all loyal fairies, just in time for us to make our arrival. It was still difficult to be so far from the Summer Court – every ounce of magic in my being seemed to beckon me there, to call me to my spiritual home and to the fight for its survival. I wanted nothing more than to be back there, to kiss the stone floors and marble steps of the palace, to stand at the balcony of the throne room and watch the battle. But I knew that the best work I could do for Feyland was here – and although I missed and feared for my father I tried to put it out of my mind.


  Barnaby and Cary proved firm and friendly companions. Cary's strength and poise made him a valuable asset – he had agreed, furthermore, to send his clan of Centaurs to fight for the Midnight Knight. He may not believe in fairy wars, he told us, but he believed in heroism, in doing the right and honorable thing, and there was nothing more honorable in these dark days of Feyland than to bring forth a peace that would help all magical races. For his part, Barnaby was a willing – if somewhat impulsive – addition to our group. He may have lacked the fighting experience of the rest of us, but he more than made up for it with his eagerness – he hunted animals and speared fish with his horns for the rest of us to eat, carried the heaviest loads of our pack, and otherwise served us faithfully and well. He was a far more dignified being than we had given him credit for, we discovered, for although he had a notable weakness for tickling, he was willing to brave all kinds of creatures – including minotaurs – to defend us, and lapped up the praise we afforded him at his brave deeds.


  When we reached the center of Vineseed – a tiny village with little more than a main square – we decided to stop for the night at a local tavern before proceeding the next day to Jeremy's manor, a few miles out of town. It was getting dark, and while a diet of raw fish and meat and foraged berries had sustained us for a few days, we were anxious to have something warm in our bellies for the morrow. This would be the last stop, we knew, before we had to return to Feyland and join the battle, and it was likely to be our last chance for hot food for who knew how long. Thus Cary, tripping over the tables with his long legs, ordered us some cherry blossom ale, a specialty of the region, and we made our way to a table. The tavern was dark, lit only by a few scattered candles, and the room was full of shadows.


  From the corner of our eye we could see the tavern maid, a characteristically buxom young woman balancing far too many cherry blossom ales on her trays, bending over to serve a group of young men – probably fairy, I thought, although they had - as etiquette demanded – put away their wings. (For my part, I found “sliding” - as Kian termed it – my wings to be an odd sensation, still unfamiliar to me, and had Kian not reminded me of the inadvisability of wearing wings indoors I would have forgotten it altogether).


  “Come on now, Annette,” said one of the fairies. “You know we want more than ale tonight.”


  She rolled her eyes. “I've already told you, Bollo – you can have cherryseed ale or fairyfruit ale. Take your pick.”


  “That's not what we mean, my pretty. How about you take us all upstairs?”


  “Rooms all full, fellows.” She sighed as she placed the glasses down on the table.


  “How about behind the barn, then?”


  “You go on then!“You gn Annette was getting angry. “How about going yourself? Sleeping in the barn like the animals you are.”


  A hand flew out and seized her wrist. “Listen here, you stupid strumpet. We're offering you a good rate, see, so don't play the prude on us. We know what kind of services you sell here!”


  “I'm not interested – let me go!”


  “Two choices, missy!” the other one cut in. “We pay you a fair price, or we take it for free!”


  She gave a scream as one of them slipped his hand up her skirt.


  “Enough!” Kian leapt to his feet, spilling all of our drinks in the process. “Let her go. She said she wasn't interested, boys!”


  “She doesn't know what she wants,” snarled the fairy. “Stay out of it. Now – why don't you, my pretty, sit on my lap...”


  He yanked her down roughly onto the chair.


  “Two choices,” said Kian. “Unhand her – or else I'll do it for you. By order of the Midnight Knight!”


  The bar fell silent amid a few belated gasps.


  “The Midnight Knight, eh?” Bollo grinned. “I thought you were just a nursemaid's tale.”


  “Nursemaid's tales are real, friend. Now I suggest you start believing before I convince you myself.”


  “It's true!” Two unfamiliar voices interrupted us. “He's the Midnight Knight himself!” Two figures came forth. One was tall, pale, ethereal – a blue-eyed fairy with the whitest skin I had ever seen. The other I recognized. It was Pan, the satyr, whom I had met at Kian's lodge long ago. “Now, he doesn't want to dirty his shiny armor, see? Because everybody knows the Midnight Knight's armor gleams the brightest in Feyland. So let's escort you out before he has to get your ugly blood on his breastplate.”


  Before Kian could respond, the fairy and Pan seized Bollo and his lecherous companion, and threw them out unceremoniously into the street, pouring their cherry b lossom ale onto them as a final parting gift, to the applause of the tavern's patrons.


  “See!” Pan cried. “The age of lawlessness and chaos is over! The Midnight Knight is here to stay!”


  “I'll go make sure they're gone!” Cary bounded out the tavern door, with Barnaby jumping at his heels.


  The two came over to me, Logan, and Kian. We looked them up and down, confused by their actions, as they pulled up a seat at our table.


  “Now,” said the fairy, staring straight into Kian's visor. “I may not be able to see your face, Dark Knight, but I'd recognize that stiff walk and stilted voice anywhere!”


  “Jeremy?” Kian laughed. “My old friend – I could barely see you in this light!”


  “I always knew your eyes were no good!” Pan clapped him on the shoulder. “Either that, or Jeremy's gotten fat.”


  “That was a kind defense you gave of me,” said Kian, embracing Jeremy tightly. “I did not expect to be recognized.”


  “I'd heard the Midnight Knight was marauding around these parts,” said Jeremy. “And I heard too that you were dead – but I didn't believe...I knew something had to be up. And when I saw you here just now – I put two and two together and discovered the truth!”


  “I apologize for the deception...” said Kian. “It is necessary, strategically, to maintain a certain...”


  “Hush!” Pan crowed. “As far as we're concerned, you've always been the bravest and strongest knight around. If that makes you the Midnight Knight, friend, so be it!”


  Kian smiled at his friends. “Well,” he said, taking a deep breath, “that's what I've come to talk to you both about...”


  


  



  


  Chapter 10


  


  


  Jeremy insisted that we leave the tavern behind, and ride home that very night to his manor. It was a quiet place, covered in spring flowers and buds, with a comfortable-looking stable for Barnaby and Cary to sleep in. It was just as Kian had said – on the furthest edges of the Winter territory, as far from the Court as possible; from the garden, it was possible to see the beginnings of the Wolfsland forests.


  Jeremy smiled bitterly. “I said, as you know, Kian – I would never fight for Winter. But for the Midnight Knight – I will fight for him. He represents something more than the evil and the hatred I thought war was all about. Rosanna would have fought for him, too. For peace. For security. For fairies and wolves and centaurs all united for the common good of Feyland.”


  “And Minotaurs!” Barnaby insisted.


  “And Minotaurs.” Jeremy conceded. “I swore I would never fight again – but for this cause...I will fight. I will fight for a cause Rosanna too would have fought for, had she lived. The two of us under the same banner at last.”


  “I'm sorry, Jeremy,” I said, patting him on the shoulder with as little awkwardness as I could muster.


  “But what am I saying?” Jeremy gave a hollow laugh. “Depressing a girl so close to her own wedding day! We should talk of happy love, not sad love.” He turned to Logan. “And you must be a happy man indeed!”


  Logan coughed. “Er...I am!”


  Kian looked down. “I've...I've told Jeremy about your engagement, Breena,” he mumbled. “I hope you don't mind!”


  “Yes, the engagement!” Barnaby gave a contented yap! “I can't wait for the wedding! I've never been to a wedding before. Minotaurs don't have weddings.”


  “We hope we're all invited, Breena!” Cary laughed. I blushed crimson. I hated lying to them – lying to Logan, or so it felt, as much as we were lying to the others. We knew how important it was to keep our secret safe – even Cary and Barnaby didn't know Kian's true identity, and referred to him only as the Midnight Knight. But as I looked around at my newfound friends, I realized how painful lying to them was going to be. Even Pan and Jeremy, who knew about Kian's identity, and could be trusted never to betray that secret, couldn't know that Kian and I were still together. The more people knew about me and Logan, the more dangerous it was – we couldn't risk angering Josephine's pack.


  “Of course you'll all be invited,” I said. “No doubt about it.”


  “Go on, then!” Cary crowed. “She's blushing – look at that! Give her a kiss, Logan, and claim her as your wife.”


  “Oh, I couldn't...” Logan's cheeks were as red as mine.


  “Go ahead!” Barnaby and Pan chimed it. “You've been riding and working hard for days. You deserve a bit of honey, eh, Logan?”


  “Not in front of all these people!”


  Now Jeremy was joining in. “Give her a kiss, Logan!”


  We looked helplessly at Kian, who sighed and added his voice to the throng. “Yes, go on, Breena!” It was his blessing, I knew – we couldn't get out of it now – but I heard the bitterness in his voice. He looked away as Logan, shooting me an apologetic look, pressed his lips to mine.


  The same sensation – the same warm smell of musk. The same shudder within my chest. It was so familiar, this taste, this smell – such familiar pleasure. I could feel his arms tighten around me; I could lean my head against the broad, taut muscles of his chest. I wanted to close my eyes, to lose myself in the sensation.


  “Don't stop now!” The boys were laughing. “Keep kissing the bride!”


  I felt a stirring within me, hating myself for it. My magic was sparking within me – responding to the call of my desire. No, I told myself – no, I loved Kian! I had to resist this!


  I pulled away sharply, unable to meet anyone's eyes. “That's enough!” I cried.


  “She's embarrassed!” Cary laughed.


  Kian looked up at me, trying to put on a brave smile. “Let's be gentlemanly, fellows?” He assumed a light, ironic tone. “Let's not embarrass the lady too much.”


  “Thank you,” I whispered into Kian's ear, and he furtively squeezed my hand as he rose. Yet I knew the sight had pained him; I could feel it. He feared what I feared – that the fire between me and Logan, so rapidly put out, could be rekindled at any moment. No, I told myself – Kian could trust me. Logan could trust me. I was too old, too wise, too responsible to let this cloud of emotions control me any longer. I had chosen Kian, and I had to stay strong and firm in that decision.


  “Now that we're done with the tavern-calling,” Kian said. “I promise that we swear a sacred oath, and consecrate our partnership. The fellowship of the Midnight Knight – those of valor and strength, the returners of the ways of the old magic – unity among all magical creatures, peace, triumph over the Dark Hordes. I demand your loyalty – and your oath of fealty!”


  He rose, his Knight's sword glinting in the moonlight.


  “Are you all ready to swear such an oath, my men? And woman?”


  “We're ready!” We all responded.


  “Then I, the Midnight Knight, whose name is known to no man but whose sword is recognized and feared by all, shall pronounce you all my knights – the followers of the Orders of that which is neither sun nor moon, neither winter nor summer, neither snowflake nor flame, but both combined. And so I invite you all to swear yourselves members of the League of Frostfire.”


  I rose first, beaming with pride. As Kian raised his sword above me, as I knelt before him.


  “Don't get used to it,” I whispered to Kian. “Technically, I outrank you.” After all, I was a Queen, and as long as his mother was living he was but a Prince.


  “Don't I know it?” He smiled back at me.


  “The Queen Breena, Queen of Summer, Empress of Autumn, Protector of the Summer Court, do you swear your loyalty to the League of Frostfire.”


  I hesitated only for a moment. What would this mean for Summer – for my role as Queen – if I gave my loyalty to an organization that claimed neither summer nor winter for its source? Was I betraying my country? But I remembered Tamara's speech to me – her talk of my destiny. I wasn't chosen simply to rule Summer, but to do what I could to bring the two kingdoms together, to enact unity. Better a mere knight of Frostfire – believing in true peace and unity – than a Queen of Summer alone.


  “Do you swear your loyalty to the cause of peace? To the mission of Frostfire? And to the Midnight Knight?”


  “I swear my loyalty to the cause of peace,” I said. “And to the mission of Frostfire.”


  But I could not swear my loyalty to the Midnight Knight. Although Kian had my heart, and all my fealty, I could not go further – my duties as Summer Queen would always come first.


  Kian looked confused, but said nothing.


  “And Logan, the Wolf Prince...”


  One by one, they all swore an oath of loyalty; one by one, Kian touched their shoulders, dubbing them Knights of Frostfire. Barnaby, Jeremy, Logan, Cary, Pan – all of them received their new titles gladly. But I could see Kian looking at me with confusion, wondering why I – I alone – did not swear fealty specifically to the Midnight Knight. The others had not noticed, but I could see the pain in his eyes.


  When the others had drifted off to sleep, Kian found me wandering in the back garden, looking out at the moon.


  “It's been a while since we've been alone together,” he said, putting his hand on my shoulder. “I've missed you.”


  I turned my face upwards, letting him kiss me. “I missed you too.”


  He sat next to me, his eyes gleaming. “This may be our last chance to be alone together for some time. We should make the most of it.”


  In an instant my worries were forgotten. We were kissing, rolling around on the soft grass, my fingers fumbling with his pieces of armor.


  “So many pieces of the Midnight Knight to take off,” I said. “In order to see Kian again!”


  His armor was finally off, and I caressed his chest with my fingertips, my lips tracing the path to the scar that still sliced across his chest – the reminder of the Minotaur's horns that had killed him. “You have a scar here,” I whispered, as he caressed my hair.


  “It'll heal,” he murmured sleepily.


  “Funny!” I looked closer. “It looks like a star.” I traced its outlines. “No, not a star...something else. A snowflake. A snowflake surrounded by fire.”


  He sat up straight. “A what?”


  “A snowflake with fire.” I laughed. “It really does – I thought it was just my eyes at first, but I can see it now. It's almost as if you've been branded – no natural scar is that symmetrical.”


  He was silent.


  “What is it? Does that mean something?”


  He did not reply, but only gathered me in his arms, kissing me harder than ever. The kiss was long and slow – the release of so many days' tension, days when we could see each other, but could never touch, never kiss...


  “I want you to be my Queen, Breena,” he said.


  “I want to be your Queen.” But I saw that his eyes were dark. Something was wrong.


  “I need you by my side. With me, always – if you'll have me.”


  “Of course I'll have you!” He'd never spoken like that before. “What do you mean?”


  “You didn't swear,” he said. “You swore fealty to peace, to our mission – but not to me.”


  “Not to the Midnight Knight, you mean,” I said. “That's not you – you said so yourself. It's just...part of the plan.”


  “There's a legend about the Midnight Knight,” said Kian. “That on the eve of a great battle, he appeared on his steed, Steel, bearing a banner. The banner of his symbol. A snowflake, flanked by flames. The Frostfire symbol.”


  I looked up in surprise. “And your scar...”


  “Bears no small resemblance to that symbol. At first I thought, as you did – that it was but a necessary story to tell, a lie. I thought Arielle had seen the Knight in me because she wished to, not because of who I was. Now I'm not so sure...”


  My heart swelled with pride. Could it be – that Kian really was the Midnight Knight we'd been waiting for? I'd always sensed it – that he was more than a mere Prince, more than just another fairy. There was a strength in him, a power, a courage that floored me. Whenever I looked into his eyes, I found myself overwhelmed by the magic within. And now the whole world – all of Feyland – would see that too.


  “I understand why you didn't swear,” said Kian. “Right now, it would be impossible for you to give up your loyalty to Summer. You have sworn an oath to them. But one day...”


  “I promise!” I said. “Believe me – I am waiting for the day. The day that I can swear fully – because there will be no Summer. No Winter. Just the Frostfire League – just a united Feyland. As it was in the old days. And on that day I will swear the fullest and deepest loyalty, call upon the most ancient magic. Binding myself to you as a knight as well as a Queen. And as your wife.”


  Kian beamed with happiness, pulling me closer into a kiss. His mouth met mine, and my heart leaped with joy at the sensation. It felt so good to be with him again, after so long – it had been such agony watching him as he rode upon his new steed Steel, as he pushed his long black hair from his eyes, as he bathed in the sparkling rivers, his muscles rippling in the sun. Now I wanted nothing more than to tear off his armor, to give myself to him fully, to feel our embrace connect us even more closely than the deepest magic ever could.


  “It won't be for a while,” he sighed. “And besides – you're already engaged.” He tried to make it into a joke, but I could see the pain behind his smile.


  “It isn't real.”


  “It is real,” he said. “For now – it is. And who knows – it may become necessary...if we want to keep the wolves involved.”


  “But it would only be political – no matter what! You know that, Kian!” I stroked his hair, trying to forget the feeling of Logan's lips on mine. “I promise. And we'd be able to see each other...”


  “Stolen moments,” Kian murmured into my shoulder. “Forbidden passion. Snatches of time where I can hold you, touch you, kiss you. How can I bear it? How can I bear to see you slip away? It feels that the closer we come to love, the more obstacles come in our way.”


  “It's just an alliance,” I said.


  “But is that all it is?” His enormous blue eyes searched my own, his gaze so intense that I shivered beneath it. “Do you really feel nothing else for him?”


  “He's my friend,” I said. “I care for him.”


  “Would you have died for him, too?” Kian closed his eyes, unwilling to let me see the pain I knew was unmistakably in his gaze. “If he had died – would you have given up your immortality for him?”


  I couldn't lie to Kian. I loved him too much for that. “Yes,” I said quietly. “I would. He's one of my oldest friends. My deepest friends. I love him – as a friend.”


  “And...as a lover?”


  “I chose you, Kian,” I said, squeezing his hand.


  “I can't get those images out of my head,” Kian said. “Seeing you with him. Your kiss – when you were engaged for real. Every night it appears in my nightmares – the two-headed beast. You and he, intertwined. Your mouth upon his lips. His hand twined in yours. You...together in that way. The two of you looked so happy...”


  “It was a spell!” I insisted. But I knew that I was deluding myself. I too dreamed of those same nights, too, but my dreams were not nightmares.


  “I never want you to doubt, Breena. I never want you to doubt that your decision is right. I don't want to hold you back – and yet of course I want to hold you back! I war with my own feelings, my own thoughts – my anger and jealousy alongside my chivalry. I know what the honorable thing is to do, Breena. I have declared my love for you, and my knightly oath to you is an oath that will never die.”


  He knelt at my feet. “It is my turn to swear fealty,” he said, kissing my hand. “I swear that I will wait for you as long as it takes, Breena. That I will love you forever, that there will be no other true love in my life but you. I swear fealty to you, Breena Malloy, the girl who is the strongest Queen of Feyland that I have known. I am, simply, yours.”


  I felt my eyes fill with tears.


  “I know what you feel for Logan,” he said. “I know things are still...complicated. The aftermath of a spell is not always easy. But if you decide – if you find that he is the one you love, I will do the honorable thing. I will step aside.”


  “Kian, I never....”


  “You don't have to say anything now, Breena. I only want you to know it. I want you to know that my loyalty to you, that my commitment to Frostfire and to peace – that nothing you do could ever change that.”


  “But...the engagement....” I felt my lips trembling. How could I bear to live this lie – Kian in private, Logan in public? Letting my own feelings fly back and forth like a tennis ball – each kiss plunging me into deeper and deeper confusion.


  “For now – from now – you are to be Logan's wife. You must...do what you wish. Whatever makes you happy.”


  He turned away from me so that I could not see his face.


  I put a hand on his shoulder.


  “But we have tonight,” I said. “Maybe we only have tonight. So let's make it count, okay?”


  He turned back to me, unable to resist a smile. I closed my eyes as I touched my lips to him – light, feather-soft. I slipped my tunic from my shoulders, shivering only a little in the Spring chill.


  “I'll make you warm,” he whispered wrapping his arms around me, creating a flame that surrounded us in ice heat.


  “My Midnight Knight!” I kissed his scar. “I know now why I lived – why Death let me slip through its fingers twice. It was so that I could save you. So that you could come – come fight. So that we could do this thing – this crazy, impossible peace, together.”


  “Together,” he whispered, and twined his fingers through mine, kissing me with his Kian kiss that once again took my breath away.


  


  



  


  Chapter 11


  


  


  I woke at dawn, wrapped tightly in Kian's arms. He was fast asleep, his head nuzzled into my shoulder-blade. I allowed myself a minute to gaze luxuriously at him, sleeping, his beautiful face in peace. Back in Gregory, he would be the most gorgeous man, with that rock star sexiness, full lips and silvery blue eyes. I sprang to my feet. I wanted nothing less than to leave his embrace – so warm, so comfortable, his muscles so hard and yet his caress so soft. But I knew how much trouble it would spell for both of us if we were found out here together. The secret that Logan and I were engaged in name only was one we had to keep for all our sakes. I dressed hastily, doing my best not to wake Kian. He looked so peaceful, lying dappled by sunlight, the pink dawn transforming his ordinarily marble skin into something approaching human tone. I pressed my fingers to my lips, kissing them and transferring my fingers to his scar. It wasn't a mere accident of shape, I knew. The design was too perfect, too designed, to be anything other than magical.


  This was the Midnight Knight who lay before me. I had spent the night not only with Kian, my love, the man I knew, but with a legend. Hope and promise surged within me. And yet I bit my lip with worry. Last time the Midnight Knight had fought off the Dark Hordes, he had been dragged with them into the Gorge – never seen since. Was that to be Kian's destiny, too? I had worked so hard to bring him back from the brink of death – what if I lost him again?


  I sighed. We had spoken no more of Logan since our conversation had given way to passion, but I knew that – for all the pleasures of the night before – things would only get harder from now on. Kian had to witness us kiss once – but it was worse than that. He knew. He knew – even as I tried to tell myself I did not know – that my feelings for Logan were unresolved. I tried so hard to push them away, to forget about them, but this engagement was bringing memories to the surface that I never wanted to deal with.


  Could it be possible, I wondered, as I looked at Kian's sleeping form? Was there such a thing as true love twice over – that I could love Kian with all my soul and still have enough left over to love Logan, too? The idea of losing either of them – of never seeing either of them again – made me want to die. Things were easier in the fairy tales I'd read as a child, I thought. In fairy tales, it was so easy who was the prince and who was the wicked villain – there were no complications. Princesses never had to worry about divided affections. But here I was, in a real-live fairy tale, and there were no such easy happily ever afters.


  Even if I married Kian, I wondered, even if there came a time for us both to be the King and Queen of a United Feyland – would I still dream of Logan? Would I still wonder – would I still think of him? Would he still haunt my dreams?


  Kian groaned. “Morning,” he whispered, smiling at me. He traced a finger along my jawline.


  I whispered. “We have to get back to camp before they notice we're gone.”


  He gave a mild grumble, but with a soldier's precision he sprang to his feet, fastening his armor speedily. He looked me up and down. “How do you always look so good in the mornings?” He pulled me in for a soft kiss.


  “Magic,” I grinned, and took his hand.


  We walked out of the woods together, back towards the Manor.


  Unfortunately, we were not the only ones awake. Logan was standing by the back of the manor. I blushed crimson and tried to drop Kian's hand from mine – but it was too late. He had seen us, and he knew exactly what we had done in the woods.


  “Breakfast,” said Logan, looking at his feet.


  “Right,” I said. I looked back and forth at Kian and Logan, willing the awkwardness to go away, willing it to be easier than it was.


  “I'll go start preparing for our departure.” Kian squeezed my hand and went off, leaving me and Logan standing face to face. Alone.


  “I was just...having a midnight run,” Logan explained.


  “We were just finding some...berries.” I blushed redder.


  A silence fell over us.


  “You know,” Logan said, sighing. “It doesn't have to be like this.”


  “Like what?


  “You know...awkward.”


  “Yeah, awkward.” I shuffled a bit in my shoes. We were silent once again.


  “Look – I can't change the engagement!” Logan sighed. “We can't do anything about it. So let's just kiss and look pretty together and convince Josephine that we're still planning flower arrangements and be done with it!” His voice was gruff and rough.


  “Logan – no....”


  “What? We don't have a choice, right? You're stuck pretending to be able to tolerate me, when you really just wish I'd go away and leave you alone! I get it! But listen, Breena – I'm willing to do whatever it takes to keep you safe. To keep Feyland safe. And that means...”


  “I don't wish you'd go away!” I heard myself saying, as tears sprung to my eyes. “That's the problem.”


  Logan looked stunned. He looked me up and down, his enormous brownish green eyes taking in the enormity of what I had just said. His lips spread into an almost-smile. “But you and Kian...”


  “I love Kian!” I said. “I do! But that doesn't mean...” I sighed. “What we had – when we were engaged – when the spell...”


  “I remember,” said Logan quickly.


  “Well so do I,” I said. “I remember what it was like – you and me. Together. Happy. And believe me, I don't blame you for what happened. It wasn't your fault. It wasn't my fault. It wasn't anyone's fault – just that stupid spell....”


  “It was real for me,” Logan said quietly.


  “That's the thing,” I said. “I don't know if it was real for me. I mean – if it wasn't for the spell, I'd never have done what I did. Coming so close – you and I... We almost...I mean, I'd never have cheated on Kian. On anybody!”


  “I know you wouldn't have,” said Logan. “That's what I love about you. I wouldn't love you if you didn't have that...that strength about you. That morality. That power.”


  “But it's just – look, it's confusing, that's all! Because it felt real to me too. And when I think back on what happened, on the time that we spent together, I don't remember being enchanted. I don't remember being under a spell. I just remember loving you. I remember being with you. I remember kissing you – and just what that felt like – and how close we came to going all the way...And now we're engaged, Logan, and every time you kiss me I feel that memory on my lips. And I'm trying to do the right thing by you – by Kian – I'm trying not to hurt anybody. But while you and I are together, I can't do that. I can't pretend it never happened. I can't pretend I don't remember how good it felt to kiss you. Not while we're in this awful situation!”


  “It's not all awful,” said Logan. “Not from my point of view, anyway. Believe me, Breena, you have no idea how much I wish it was all real. I wish I were still holding you in my arms. I wish...” he looked away, swallowing.


  “Wish what?” I whispered.


  “I wish the spell had never been broken.” He looked into my eyes and I could feel his warmth, his compassion. He stepped closer, wanting to touch me.


  “This was so much easier before Feyland,” I said. “When we were friends. When we talked about everything. When we watched all those romantic movies and laughed at the people in them for being so dramatic...”


  “Now we're in a drama all our own,” Logan said. “Ironic, huh?”


  “I miss what we had,” I said. “Before it got all screwed up.”


  “Before Kian?” He had me there. I loved Kian – I wouldn't have traded my time with him for anything in the world – but my friendship with Logan was so much simpler when it was just the two of us. There was nothing in the world to keep us apart then except for the ill-fated machinations of Clarisse and his ten o'clock curfew.


  “Before all of this,” I said.


  He gathered me into his arms, holding me tight. “Just tell me one thing,” he said. “Do you still feel it – now? Do you still what I feel – so deep inside me? This longing – this desire. Does it hurt you just the way it hurts me?”


  I hesitated, drinking in the ferocity of his gaze. How could I say no – how could I lie to him – when my feelings were becoming clearer and clearer to me with every beat of my heart? And yet how could I tell the truth, and risk hurting Kian? Yet as I looked up at him, my eyes locking with his, I saw that he could recognize within my soul some deeper truth, more powerful than words, a truth that nothing I said could have covered up.


  I turned my gaze away, afraid of what he might see.


  We were interrupted by a howl. A loud shriek – one after another – filled the morning air.


  “What's that?” Logan turned to me.


  “Let's go!”


  We rushed to the front of the manor. There, standing at the gates, were thousands of werewolves – stretching as far as the eye could see – each with hackles raised, their teeth bare, howling at the sky. At the front stood Josephine, in human form, her armor glistening in the early morning sun.


  Saved by the howl, I thought, as we went to meet her.


  


  


  



  


  Chapter 12


  


  


  The wolves were ready. Logan had summoned them in the night and now they had appeared – the thousands of wolves now dedicated to the Frostfire cause. Just as many centaurs appeared as well, thanks to Cary, and although Barnaby did not hold as great a sway among the Minotaurs as Cary and Logan did among their respective species, quite a few Minotaurs had shown up too. Even a few hundred satyrs – Pan's people – were in attendance. We gasped as we saw the enormity of the army.


  “So the rumors are true,” said Josephine, her eyes settling upon Kian's armor. “You and Breena have joined forces with the Midnight Knight. My goodness. It seems the tides of those blasted Dark Hordes are about to change!”


  And so we rode. At last our detours were complete – we were riding back to Feyland, back to the Summer Court, our many thousands of soldiers at our back. They believed in the tale of the Midnight Knight, just as Kian had said – they believed in the power of the tale, and they were at last joining the war under his banner – not as centaurs, as Minotaurs, as Summer or as Winter, but as creatures of Feyland dedicated to seeing peace at any cost – even their own lives. We rode proud as we entered the Summer lands, the buds of spring turning to brilliant summer. We were not far off from the siege now, we knew, and already news of our march would have made it back to the battlefield – birds and Pegasi would have seen us, if nothing else. We would strike fear into the hearts of the Hordes, into the pixies, into all those who fought against Feyland. We would give our people hope and strength to fight another day.


  I rode with Kian at my left and Logan at my right, upon a steed one of the satyrs had brought specially for me. It was a real army, I thought with joy, looking behind me at those who followed me. An army of those who believed, as we did, in the League of Frostfire. My heart surged with joy. We had managed to do this together – Logan, Kian, and I – the three of us, joined together by our friendship and by our oaths, by our love. I was so proud of both of them, so happy to have them both by my side. How could I ever lose either of them, ever choose just one?


  At last it came time for us to make camp, two days from the battle site. We built an enormous fire in the Valley of Sunset, piling sticks and branches high as the conflagration blazed, offering all of us welcome heat.


  The wolves had transformed into human form now, and were contributing their strength to the building of the campsite. Logan looked on proudly.


  “Look at them,” he said to me. “Look at them – my men and women!” The smile on his face was clearly puppyish in its intensity. “Just a sec...”


  He stood up, emitting a great howl that shook the sides of the valley. At once, the packs all responded as one, howling in unison as they bowed before him.


  “My fellow Wolves,” Logan said. “Some of you know me well. Some of you know of me – or else knew my grandfather. My Grandfather was a great man and a great wolf both, and if he were alive today he would tell you the same thing that I am about to tell you.” He drew himself up to his full height. “I am Logan, the Prince of Wolves, soon to be King of Summer. But I am not here as a Prince, or as a King. I am here as a Knight – a Knight of the League of Frostfire. I fight for peace. I fight for good. I fight for strength. I fight for all of those who want to live freely, love freely, travel freely from the snowiest peaks of Mount Gerezim to the tropics and seas of the Summer Shores. And I have never been prouder to fight the good fight than when seeing you all before me – witnessing your strength, your courage, your commitment to what is good.”


  The wolves all howled with approval.


  “For if we do not fight, Feyland as we know it shall perish. The Dark Hordes will wipe out Summer, then Winter. They will turn to the Wolves, to the Centaurs, to the Minotaurs. They will even turn on the Pixies who have dared summon them – for nobody is safe against them. They will turn trees to ash and turn fruits to maggots. But we will not let them! We will not give up! We will never dream of surrendering!”


  My heart swelled with pride. How was it that Logan – my old friend, so affable and kind and well-meaning – could also be so strong, so admired?


  “And best of all!” He gave the audience a great smile. “I don't have to do it alone. I have by my side another who supports the same cause, who promises Wolves full participation in a united Feyland. No longer will wolves be marginalized, outsiders, on the fringes of Feyland. We will be part of the Summer Court itself. All thanks to my bride, the very love of my life, my adored one – Breena!”


  I gasped in surprise, but it was too late. Logan gathered me up into his arms and kissed me with a greater passion than he had ever kissed me before. Before he had been kind, wary, afraid that I would rebuff him – now there were no such fears. He held me tightly in his arms, parting my lips gently with his tongue, feeling me melt into his arms.


  The wolves began to howl and hoot – those who had not turned applauded. The sound was exhilarating – it was the sound of victory, the sound of all those who believed in us.


  I knew I had to kiss him back – the crowd demanded it. So I wrapped my arms around his neck, opened my lips to his kiss, moved into him. It was only acting, I told myself. But I knew that my heartbeat told the truth, as it fluttered faster and faster, my body syncing with his, our rhythms connecting, colliding. There was no acting here, I knew. I was kissing Logan for real, even as my heart cried out for Kian.


  I saw him out of the corner of my eye. He was crestfallen. I had never seen such pain in his eyes, not since I had first spurned him while under Wort's spell. My heart ached for him. I tried to convince myself that he knew it was only an act – he had, after all, suggested the deception, but I knew that it wasn't true. My love for Logan was too strong; it was written all over my face.


  Why had he done that? He knew my trouble, the complications of me and Kian. Why would he force me to kiss him like that in front of all these people?


  That night, as we made camp, I pulled Logan aside into the woods.


  “How could you do that?” I asked him. “In front of all those people? In front of Kian! You didn't have to.”


  “Of course I did!” Logan pretended not to know what I was talking about. “Look at the crowd – they ate it up. They loved it. In our kiss they saw the promise of a fully integrated Wolfhood into Feyland. The promise of a Wolf heir on the fairy throne.”


  “Come off it!” I said, unable to resist giving him a shove. “That's not why.”


  “No, it isn't.” He turned to me. His voice was calm, more confident than it had been previously. He radiated strength, power. “I did it to show you the truth.”


  “What truth?”


  “You love me, Breena. I saw it in your eyes. I know you want me to be strong – to be chivalrous. To resist my love for you. But I'm not that strong. Not enough to think of you, how you almost died, to see your hair and face illuminated by the firelight, to have you so close to me, and not to kiss you.” He pulled me towards him, his hand wrapping around the back of my neck. “No man is as strong as that.” He gave a hollow laugh. “Kian, perhaps. Perhaps he did the chivalrous thing and stayed away. But I'm not that honorable, Breena. I want you. I want you with every fiber of my being and I know you want it too. Fate has thrust us together. Why are we denying it? Our bodies. Our souls. We're engaged!”


  “But what about Kian...” I tried to explain, tried to make him understand the tangle of my thoughts. But I couldn't tell Logan about what had happened on the mountain – the proof of my love for Kian, sanctified by my sacrifice. I couldn't break his heart like that. I hesitated for only a moment – but it was a moment too long.


  Logan pulled me roughly towards him, seeking my mouth with his own, the familiar smell of his musk sending shivers up and down my spine. There was no audience, now. No self-deception – no way to convince myself that this was anything but real. And I felt myself grow hungry for him: for his kiss, for his touch, for his warmth. For this unbridled desire – so different from Kian's chivalrous self-denial. Would Kian have done the same thing, I couldn't help but wonder? Would he overcome all his chivalry, all his honor, to grab hold of my wrists and make me confront this passion inside me.


  I didn't resist as he pulled me to the ground.


  “If you didn't love me,” Logan said, his voice hot with excitement. “You wouldn't be here – with me. Right now. You're not ready to make your choice yet – not ready to give up on us. Because I'm not ready, Breena. If you could look at me – really look at me and swear that you didn't love me, it'd be different. I'd leave. I'd go. But I know that isn't true. And now that I know that...” He sighed. “When that Kian-clone stabbed you, I thought you were dead. I mourned for you. But now you're here. Alive. You get a second chance at life, Breena. A second chance to make the right choice.”


  A chance I had already squandered – a chance at immortality I had given up for Kian.


  “What are you saying?” My voice was trembling.


  “I'm saying – make this engagement real. Marry me. I'm not honorable enough to keep myself from asking – not when I want you this much. I want you, Breena Malloy. I’ve always wanted you, and it's time I started fighting for you. If I can risk my life for you on the battlefield, I can risk my heart here for you right now. Seeing you – holding you, kissing you – I can feel what we have, Breena. And I'm not going to bow out just because someone else thinks you were promised to him at birth!”


  “Logan, it's not...” But he had struck a chord within me. I couldn't look at him – I couldn't swear to him that I didn't love him.


  “No, Breena. It's not just your happiness at stake – it's mine too. And for the first time since we've arrived in Feyland, for the first time in my life – it's time I go after what I want. I've spent my life serving you, protecting you, even when you didn't know who I was or what you were. And now it's time to hold you, to kiss you....”


  His skin smelled so soft. It was a smell I knew from before Feyland, before all this stress, all this confusion. It was the smell of Gregory, Oregon, of my simple life. The stress that I had felt upon my shoulders for months now – the burden of Feyland, of sieges, of my father, of war – all seemed so very far away. In Logan's arms I was just Breena, human, safe – and so tired of fighting.


  “And you can't tell me I don't make you happy, Breena. Because I did! Spell or no spell...”


  My voice shook. “It was the happiest time of my life,” I admitted. A time of peace, of no regrets, of no pain. Only passion. “Even though it was...a spell. Or was it a lie? I don't even know.”


  “You're alive, Breena,” said Logan. “When I didn't see you on the battlefield, I thought you were dead. You and Kian both. And I remember thinking – how did I let this girl die without ever once trying to get her back, to get her to see...And now you and me, kissing – you saw the wolves. You saw how happy they were, how proud. How they supported us.”


  I sighed. Perhaps, in the end, it was politics that could save me. Politics that could make this choice easier to bear. I could forget about my heart, and its twisting and turning, and just give in to what my kingdom required of me.


  “It's good for the kingdom,” I said. “If we're together.”


  “And good for us.” He added.


  “And good for us.”


  I could resist no longer. I could think of no more walls to put up, no more resistance. I fell into his arms once more, and we spent the night beneath the open stars.


  


  



  


  Chapter 13


  


  


  Morning had arrived. The twin suns of Feyland gleamed bright upon our armor – ten thousand soldiers now shone so brightly that we had to squint to see. Kian sat astride Steel, his armor black as ebony, his face hidden beneath the mask of the Midnight Knight. Even without seeing his face, I longed for him – my body ached for him. His poise, the way he sat, was enough to tantalize me with hints of the muscular form within. In his hands he carried a banner – blue and gold – with the insignia of the Frostfire blowing in the morning breeze. The sign that he bore upon his chest – the sign he bore aloft now. I had never been prouder of him, I thought ruefully – he had never seemed more glorious to me. But I couldn't have him. Not now. I bit my lip. I was with Logan – I had to stay with Logan. It was the only way to keep our kingdom safe, to keep the wolves on our side.


  Kian had given me his blessing – told me to do what I had to do. Told me he didn't want to trap me in a promise if I wasn't sure. So why did I feel so guilty?


  Logan sat upon another horse, his hair long and matted with the many nights we had spent on the trail. He looked rougher than I remembered him, more rugged, more torn by war. But such trials had only added to his musky beauty. He caught my eye and smiled at me, and my cheeks blushed scarlet.


  I finished fastening the finishing touches on my armor, and we headed off. Towards the Feyland center, towards the Summer palace. I gulped hard as we rode forth. What would we find when we were there?


  “Three cheers for the Midnight Knight!” cried Cary. “Three cheers for Frostfire!”


  We sang to keep our spirits up as we marched, our gait quickening to the beat of the song, but all our hearts were heavy. What corpses would we encounter – what loved ones would we lose – in the battle ahead?


  Remember, Breena. It was Kian's voice in my head – our shared telepathy. I smiled. It had been so long since we had communicated like this. We did not dare to do so when the others were watching, lest they could see our expressions betray us – a smile on my lips, a twinkle in his eye. I stiffened, willing him not to see what was in my mind or my heart, memories of last night. I love you. Say strong, Breena. Whatever happens, I will love you, always and forever.


  I love you too. I closed my eyes for a second. How could I bear this – this choice that weighed so heavily upon me? How could I hurt either one of them? And yet I knew as we rode forth that Kian would fight to the death – that this could be the very last time I would see him. I had only been able to save him once; I knew I would not get that chance again. And if he died in order to bring the name of the Midnight Knight to the lips of the people, he would do it. But could he die – could I really lose him?


  I would not let myself cry. Not now. I had to be strong. You'd better stay safe, I said. I really don't want to jump off a mountain again.


  He laughed out loud. I imagined his smile, his eyes, beneath the visor that hid his face from me.


  “My Knight?” Logan rode up to Kian, his expression solemn. “Till the end, then,” he held out a hand.


  Kian shook it gladly. Their faces were grave. They knew what this war meant. Not even I could come between them. I was glad of it. At least now we could all be together – willing to fight together, die together. At least we had that, in the midst of all this confusion.


  “Till the end, Wolf,” said Kian. He turned to the soldiers. “For today is a day that you all shall remember. And for years to come, when this day, the Thirteen of the month of the Sweet Water, approaches, you shall think back. And you shall think of this day, as the dawn rises on that day many years hence, and you shall wake your children and your grandchildren, your neighbors and cousins, and say “It is the Thirteenth of the Month of Sweet Water!” You will show them your battle scars and they will gasp and sigh and refuse to believe that there was ever a war, that there was ever such danger – for they know peace all too well for that. And when your faces and names pass from this land, the name of this day will be remembered still. And when you grow old and frail, and can remember nothing, you will nevertheless remember that the Thirteenth of the Month of Sweet Water was the day that you saved Feyland. And men will speak of the Midnight Knight, of the Queen Breena, of the Wolf Prince, and of all of you, and tell their children of you. And they will drink the finest cherry blossom ale in your honor, and not once will this day pass without fairies and centaurs, pixies and Minotaurs and wolves, all speak of us! You are not centaurs to me, nor wolves. You are my brothers, blood of my blood and flesh of my flesh. And no man nor any woman hence will have any honor, when compared with you!”


  He finished his speech to raucous applause. “For Feyland!” The soldiers cried. “For peace.”


  And so we rode forth, towards the battlefields. My heart constricted as we saw the first signs of the dead – corpses and silver blood strewn as far as the eye could see. I had never seen so much blood before, so much death. Even the corpses I had seen in the Spring raids paled compared to this. We saw fairies – Summer and Winter – no longer distinguishable from each other in death, silver blood flowing into silver blood. We saw dead pixies, too, and other creatures – phoenixes, centaurs, unicorns, strangled banshees – so that we were forced to slow our march in order to make a path through the trails of the dead. Was this my beautiful land? My beloved kingdom? The sun still shone and the trees still bore fruit, but I could sense their sadness. I could sense the magic of my kingdom mourning for what it had lost.


  We approached the hills that led to Feyland, and there we saw the great black shadow – the mass of the invaders.


  It was time. We had to attack.


  “Forward!” Kian cried, brandishing his banner, and so we poured forth, cutting a swath through a phalanx of pixies. I looked around, my sword slashing wildly. Where were we? Where was everyone? Out of the corner of my eye, at the center of a group of Summer Knights, I spotted my father. He was waving his sword in the air, slashing scales from an enormous black dragon that dotted the landscape with fire.


  “I'll get that one!” Cary cried. “And pocket those scales, too!”


  He galloped forth, and I followed shortly after him. We rushed ahead, striking down pixies as we went, and then Cary went straight for the dragon's neck.


  “Father!” I cried, when the dragon was distracted.


  My father beamed with pride. “Breena,” he cried, joy spreading across his face. But I knew that this was not the father I recognized. His bright ginger hair had faded in a matter of days, turning grey.


  “We've come – with the Midnight Knight!”


  He gasped. “Then there is hope!” His voice shook. “Do you hear that, you great beast?” He turned towards the dragon, which was writhing under Cary's sword. “The Midnight Knight has come after all – as the rumors were told! You think we fear you now?” He gave another slash, and then, attacked by all of us at once, the dragon gave up, its head flying clean from its body.


  The Summer knights formed a protective circle around us. We didn't have much time, I knew – but we had enough to greet each other. My father rode forth, trapping me in a great bear hug that nearly knocked me off my own horse. “Is it true?” He had never looked so old to me, I thought, as now.


  “Yes, father,” I whispered. “It's true.”


  He kissed my hands, stroking my hair. “Oh, my daughter. I was so worried. So afraid I could not bear this burden alone. I thought you had been killed. And then we began to hear rumors – rumors of you being alive, and of a knight...the Midnight Knight.”


  “I found him in the Kingdom of the Dead,” I said, hating the lie all the while. “I was summoned there – and I found him, and brought him back.” I decided not to mention Redleaf. Yet my father's joy was so palpable, his relief so strong, that I knew instantly that Kian had been right. The magic of Feyland called out for a hero – for faith. Faith in something greater, faith in a higher plan. Faith in the return of their legends. All the spells in the world could not have replaced the power of that one simple story.


  I watched as Kian plunged into battle, bodies moving aside to let him through. His armor gleamed brighter than ever, and I heard the beginning of whispers and murmurs from fairy and foe alike. “It's true!” Summer and Winter fairies alike were whooping with joy. “He's back! We're saved!”


  For their part, the Dark Hordes were looking terribly uncomfortable, and the dragons near us immediately flew off in retreat, unsure what to do next. We had bought ourselves time.


  “I need to find the Winter Queen!” I said, and kissing my father one more time, I rode off.


  We found her on the south side of the castle walls, fighting off a group of pixies with Shasta by her side. Pan, Jeremy and I rode forth, dispatching of them one by one from astride our saddles.


  When the Winter Queen caught sight of me, her bright blue eyes filled with fear. “Kian,” she whispered. “Is he...”


  I bit my lip. How could I hurt her in this way? “I'm sorry, your Highness,” I said.


  I don't know what I expected her to do. Perhaps to wail, to scream, to rage out, to cry. Any of those things would have been easier for me to bear than the quiet crumpling of her face, the soft exhalation of breath. “Very well,” she said, with utter calm I knew could belie only the greatest agony. “Thank you for your efforts, nonetheless.”


  “He died well,” I said. “He woke up one last time on the mountain – to tell me to tell you how...how honored he was to be your son. But by the time we arrived at the mountain it was too late. The spell wouldn't work.”


  “And the Midnight Knight?”


  “The enchantress I spoke to about saving Kian sent me to the Kingdom of the Dead to find him,” I said, sticking as close to the truth as I could. “He had passed already – passed beyond the path out towards...I don't know towards what. But there, in the woods, I found this knight. And at his side was a great queen – a queen called Tamara. And Tamara told me that I was destined to bring unity to Feyland – that I had come through the Kingdom of the Dead for that purpose. And she took the knight, and put his hand in mine, and told me to escort him back to Feyland.”


  She sighed. “I see,” she said. “Then he did not die for nothing. His death sent you to the Kingdom of the Dead.” She let out a long sigh. “Then he would have been glad.”


  “Mother!” Shasta ran forth. “Mother, is Kian...?”


  “Your brother is dead,” said the Winter Queen, her expression implacable. “We must continue the fight.”


  “No!” Shasta's scream was deafening. “No, he can't be!”


  My tongue tasted like bitter ash. How could I inflict this upon them – this pain? Was the common good really worth this?


  “I'll kill him!” Shasta sprang to her feet. “I'll kill him – that vile, monstrous...” She ran forth to a cluster of pixies, slicing all three of them in half with a single swoop of her sword.


  “Kill who?” Her mother turned to her.


  Shasta's face was wet with tears.


  “Kill Delano!”


  


  



  


  Chapter 14


  


  


  “You can't do that,” I said instantly. “If Delano dies, the pixies will be completely uncontrolled. They'll keep fighting. We need him to call them off.”


  “Call them off?” Shasta shouted. “Why, that spineless, cowardly bastard – why would he ever do that?”


  “Because it's too late,” I said. “For him. For Winter. For Summer. We've got a bigger enemy now. The Dark Hordes. And if we don't team up together – yes, even the pixies – they're going to wipe us all out. You think the Dark Hordes will be happy once they've slaughtered all of us? No, when our blood starts to run dry they'll start on them. And Delano knows that. His lust for power may have made him blind – but now he sees. He must! He sees what he has done. We can't kill him before he stops the pixies – stops the Hordes, if he can!”


  “Fight with pixies?” Shasta scoffed, her sword coming down on another pixie soldier. “Never! After what they've done.”


  “Shasta, wait...” The Winter Queen started, but it was too late. Shasta had sprang onto her horse and galloped off.


  I followed her, kicking my heels into my steed. We went around the castle walls until at last we both spotted Delano at the same time – trying to fight off a coterie of Summer Knights. Not my men! I thought, as one Summer soldier fell to the ground. I hesitated for a moment as Shasta rode forth. Did I really mind if she cut Delano's head from his body?


  But there was strategy to think of. “Shasta, stop!” I cried. But she had already leaped from her horse, flying through the air and coming down to crash right on top of Delano. He fell over with a great clang, and she raised her sword.


  “This is for my brother,” she spat.


  But Delano was twice her size, and a far more experienced fighter. While Shasta fought bravely – almost managing to disarm him a few times – she had nothing on him. His magic and his skill were both far too great.


  “Silly girl!” He laughed as he managed to grab her sword, throwing it out of reach. She stepped back, stumbling over a stone and falling backwards onto her hands. He pointed his sword directly at her throat. “Didn't your mother ever teach you good manners?”


  “My mother taught me to get revenge on scum like you!” She tossed her head back. “Go on, kill me! I don't care. I dare you to.”


  I didn't have time to see if Delano would take her up on the offer. I rushed forth, my sword striking against Delano's, pushing it aside from the fatal blow.”


  He looked up at me, his twisted mouth contorting into a grim smile. “My darling fiance.” He looked me up and down, his eyes lascivious as they rested on the contours of my figure still visible beneath my armor. I wanted to throw up.


  “Dearest,” I hissed.


  “And I thought I'd lost my true love forever.” He laughed.


  “I think I stopped believing in that true love bull around the time you summoned the Dark Hordes.”


  “Because your true love Kian never fought against you in a war, did he? Politics is politics, my pretty one. And I was never unkind to you, was it? I brought you back to life at my Palace, remember? I cared for you, when everyone else had given you up for dead. I even glamoured myself to look like your Winter Prince so you wouldn't find me so...repellent.” His tongue flickered out at me through his sharp teeth.


  “Well, it didn't work.” I restrained my anger. I needed a favor from him, after all.


  “So you haven't reconsidered my offer, then?” Delano shrugged. “You don't want a Pixie on the Winter throne? A powerful Summer heir with – dare I say it – devilishly handsome looks?”


  “It's time to call off this war,” I said “Call off the Hordes. You're not stupid, Delano – they're getting out of control. Why you thought you could harness their power I don't know, but you've got to realize now. Your pixies are no safer than my fairies as long as they're around. And whatever you can do to get rid of them – do it!”


  “It's too late,” Delano said. “What has been set in motion will come to pass. One cannot unleash a magic as deep, as dark, as fatal as this and simply put it back, like you would return a jam-jar to the kitchen shelf!”


  I stood aghast. “How could you be so stupid,” I cried. “So idiotic? How could you call upon these Hordes if you couldn't control them? You're a selfish bastard, but you're not stupid or suicidal. Did you just want to destroy Feyland if you couldn't have it for yourself?”


  “My dear Breena,” said Delano. “You must be mistaken. If I could do anything for my dear little fiance, I would – you know I wouldn't deny a pretty little thing like you anything at all, if you'd only come home with me...”


  “Delano!”


  “But your heart belongs to another, so that will never be. And of course – even if I wanted to, I couldn't. You see, I didn't summon them.” He looked over at Shasta, who had managed to fell five more of Delano's men. He seemed to mourn them little. “Only a fairy can summon the Dark Hordes. The pixies don't have that kind of magic.”


  “Then who...”


  Before I could finish my sentence, a shadow swooped down over the land. At first I looked up, expecting to see a dragon darkening the sky. But this shadow was bigger than that, more insidious. It wasn't a shadow at all. It spread over the distant mountains like a spill of ink, but I recognized them from the chilled feeling in my bones.


  It was the Dead, come to join the Hordes.


  “Delano, I'm not kidding – call them off!”


  “It wasn't me who summoned them,” said Delano. “It's too late now, Breena. For you. For me. For all of us. Once the Dead begin to walk this earth, it's only a matter of time before we join them. Looks like my number is up at last! And to think,” his expression was grim. “We could have been so very...very happy together.”


  


  


  



  


  Chapter 15


  


  


  I could feel the fear within all of us. Not only within my own chest, my own spirit, but within all of us here in Feyland. My magic connected with the magic of my soldiers, and I could sense their pain. They too could see the horde of the Dead that was coming towards us, a shadow that sucked out all life, all warmth, from its past. A shivering chill passed through all of us. Did they recognize any of the Dead, I wondered, as my eyes scanned the horizon for my Summer soldiers? Did they see their fallen comrades, their family, their friends – now fighting against them, overwhelmed by the power of darkness that had taken hold?


  I could see Redleaf. She was floating at the head of the Dead, her eyes cold, her expression implacable. This was not the flawed, tormented woman I had met in the land of the Dead, the woman who had managed to elicit sympathy from me even after all her crimes. No, this woman had clearly been possessed by the dark forces of the Hordes; she was no longer a fairy at all, but a demon with a fairy's face. I could see in her eyes nothing but rage, nothing but hatred. Everything else had been drained out of her – leaving her desiccated, withered, alone.


  “We have to do something!” I turned to Delano. “How can you be so cold about this?”


  “You think I like it, little girl?” He jeered at me. “But I am resigned. I cannot send them back. The magic it requires is far more than the paltry magic I possess – the dregs of magic you fairies have supplied me with!” He almost spat. “Why is it my responsibility? Why do you blame me? It was one of your own that summoned them – one far closer to you than you might think. And it is to her that I ascribe my destruction as well as yours. It is by her hand that my men are falling, too.”


  He turned his gaze to Shasta, who was riding forth to meet the Hordes, her sword raised high, her face full of fear. All at once I comprehended his meaning.


  “You don't mean...”


  He said nothing.


  “Not Shasta!”


  He grimaced. “When your Midnight Knight, your Red Wolf – when their armies drove the Dark Hordes into the Gorge so many thousands of years ago, they placed a spell on the gorge. None of those Hordes could claw their way out of the grave. But a spell cast by fey requires fey to break it. I may have...contributed advice. Guidance, even. But I was not the one who cast it.”


  “So you were behind this!”


  Delano gripped my wrist. “Now is not the time for remonstrations, Breena. Now is the time for action. I did what I had to do – to save my kingdom, a kingdom you, my dear little girl, are occupying illegally – and would you have done any less?”


  “We would never...”


  “That little chit of a girl was one of your own, your Highness. And I saw in her an opportunity. She could bear the dangers of bringing the Dark Hordes back – she could take that magic upon herself. And I would watch gladly as the Hordes destroyed you all, Summer and Winter. And then I could march into the ruins and take Skirnismal back for myself.” He used the ancient Pixie name for Feyland – the name from when it was Pixies that ruled it – and it made my skin crawl. “And perhaps there will be one or two pixies who survive, from all of this. Or not! Even death is better than submitting to fairies for another thousand years.”


  Yet his voice trembled. I saw in Delano's yellow-green eyes, his pained expression, that his brave stoicism was an act. He was scanning the sky, too; he was counting how many lay dead before him. Not just fairies, not just those he hated, but pixies – men he had trained, men who had served him.


  “Nobody has the magic to send them back,” said Delano. “Not Winter, not Summer, not Pixies. They are more powerful than they were thousands of years ago. Their absence has only strengthened them.”


  From a distance, I could see a whole host of pixies running towards us. They were no longer using their swords, I realized – they completely ignored Shasta, who was still riding towards the Hordes. Their quarrel was no longer with us.


  “Your Highness!” One of the pixies was out of breath, panting with exhaustion. He turned to Delano. “The Hordes – they're too strong. They're tired of fighting only Fey – they've turned on us, too. Already half a thousand are fallen.”


  “It is so.” Delano gave a tiny, almost imperceptible, bow of his head.


  “We cannot withstand them – not them and the fairies, too.”


  We were interrupted by a scream of rage. We turned to see the source. There was Redleaf, her ember-colored sword glowing brightly, approaching Shasta.


  “Little girl!” Her voice was terrible – a high-pitched strangle of the throat.


  Shasta slashed with her sword, but it pierced through air alone. Redleaf remained intact.


  “Not here, little girl,” said Redleaf. “The Dead cannot die again in the land of the living. And you know as well as I do why I live in filth beyond the mountains, instead of in splendor here.”


  “It's your own fault!” Shasta cried. “You were going to kill him – you were going to kill Rodney! You deserved everything you got...”


  “Shasta, get away!” I cried. My mind flashed back to what Delano had said of her. But it couldn't be true – it couldn't! It must have been one of Delano's lies. Why would Shasta – Shasta of all people – do something so monumentally stupid, so monumentally wicked?


  “Shasta!” It was another voice – Rodney's! He was riding towards us, his sister Rose – her hair flaming as red as his – clinging to his waist. “Dismount!” Rose scurried towards me, something carried in her skirts. Rodney rode towards where Shasta stood, trying in vain to slash at Redleaf.


  “I will have my revenge,” Redleaf laughed. She was no longer my ally, I knew. Not here. Evil had taken over. “You wait. You see!” A ball of fire emerged from her fingertips, scorching the earth just inches from Shasta's mount. “That will be your fate, too, my pretty. But not yet. I want to seek out everyone you love, first. Everything you care for. I want to see you suffer. And then, my sweet, I'll burn you up, just like this!”


  She sent another fireball from her fingers, one that hit a cluster of Winter fairies just south of us. Flames burned all around them, and they could no sooner scream than they were transformed into nothingness. Only bone, cinders, and ash.


  “No!” Shasta clapped a hand over her mouth.


  “Just wait, little girl!” And with a cackle, Redleaf flew off, her fingers shooting flame.


  “Shasta!”


  “Rodney!” She turned to him, her face wet with tears. “Rodney, it's all my fault!”


  He wrapped his arms around her. “Shasta, we have to get you out of here. We need to regroup, find a strategy.”


  She was weeping louder than ever now. Rodney led her back towards us. We didn't have much time, I knew. The Winter and Summer fairies – now fighting the Dark Hordes, and working together – were holding off our attackers, but it wouldn't be long before more of them broke through, before we were all in danger.


  Rose tugged at my armor. “Your Highness,” she said. “I've prepared more potion, just like you wanted.”


  “Potion?”


  “She's managed it!” Rodney said, forcing a smile onto his face – a smile ill-placed amid the grime and blood. He dropped his voice to a whisper so that Delano, a few paces off, directing a regiment of pixies, could not hear. “The potion has glamoured half of our numbers into Pixies. If they can pretend to be us – we can pretend to be one of them. We can smell each other out, we fairies, but the pixies can't tell. And so we've been able to fight them without being fought ourselves – nobody can see who is killing whom in the Fray. And we have a few knights glamoured as pixies in the castle itself – sending word to Delano that they've captured the outer buildings of the palace. So Delano hasn't sent reinforcements within the palace walls – he thinks he's already captured them!”


  “Good work!” I smiled back, as painful as it was. Even if we were all going to die, I thought, at least we wouldn't die without a fight.


  “We were able to send some of our men in disguise to the Winter camps to negotiate a deal – Winter and Summer are allies, now. It was easy, once we got through to the Winter Queen. She knew as well as we did that her deal with the pixies was a mistake, that they couldn't be trusted.”


  “So Winter and Summer have made that peace at last.” It was a bitter realization. After all we'd worked for, we had peace between Winter and Summer – a peace that was to be our last stand against an even greater danger.


  We looked back over the horizon. The Dark Hordes were almost upon us.


  “At least we went down together,” I whispered.


  


  



  


  Chapter 16


  


  


  All was chaos. I had flown up to the castle tower, dodging dragons and banshees as I went, to stand in what had become the only safe vantage point from which to view the carnage. I felt a sudden, lightning-sharp pain as I flew over the castle walls, entering the tower from the roof.


  My father ran to me. “I forgot to tell you about the spell,” he said. “It's a strong protection spell – too strong. Meant to ward off non-Summer fairies. If you weren't Summer, you'd be dust right now.” He ran to me, wrapping his arms around me. “Breena, you need to let me get you out of here. You need to let me take you home – to your mother. This isn't your fight. And we're not going to win it. Not unless...” He sighed. “The Midnight Knight. All we can do now is hope, and wait, and pray.”


  “Then I'll hope, and pray, and wait with you, father,” I said. “I'm not leaving. Even if it means dying here. It is my fight now.”


  He put his arm around me. “Look,” he said.


  We looked out over the battlefield. The sight sickened me. I could see the wolves snarling and leaping onto their prey, their gaping jaws sinking into the limbs of banshees and giants. I could hear the banshee cries, deafening, mingling with the screams of the living and the groans of the dying. I could see the hills dotted with flames, as the Dead shot fireballs from their fingers. The pixies – so numerous at the start of the battle – were but a fraction of what they had been. The Dark Hordes had turned their attention on them, and their red blood joined the streams of silver. I could see the Midnight Knight in the midst of the danger, his banner raised high, his sword raised higher. He was slashing and cutting, slicing and stabbing – felling pixies and creatures of the Hordes alike. My heart started pounding faster. How long did he have, I wondered? How long before he was felled – before the myth of the Midnight Knight died with him?


  Please, I whispered, willing my voices to hear me – the Summer Queens of old. Please don't let him die.


  I spotted Logan, too – tawny in Wolf form, attacking dragons with Cary at his side. I could see all of them – allowing my magic to help me make them out amid the myriad of nebulous, broken forms – Shasta and Rodney, hand in hand, riding forth to make another stand against the Hordes. Barnaby, yelping softly as he felled members of his own kind – other Minotaurs. Pan and Jeremy were fighting too, attempting to bring down a giant.


  And even little Rose – she was on the battlefield, with a bow and arrow, her mouth determined as she fired flaming arrows into the crowd.


  “She insisted,” said my father. “She wouldn't leave the castle, either.”


  “We have to put a stop to this,” I said. “There's only one thing we can do.”


  I let my wings expand once more.


  “I need to go back out,” I said. “To the pixies.”


  My father nodded. “There's a group of banshees by the West gate that need attacking.” His wings spread out behind him, crimson and gold, resplendent in the sunlight.


  He took my hand. “Let's fly out together?”


  I squeezed tighter. “Yes, dad.”


  A man I had barely known – a man who had been a mystery for so much of my life. And now here we were – ready to die together: die for the sake of this strange and beautiful place whose love we shared.


  “I'm proud of you, Breena.” We lifted off into the air, the pain of the protection spell hitting us once again.


  “I'm proud of you too, dad.”


  His lips crinkled into a smile. “That's all I've ever wanted.”


  I flew back towards Delano, who was surrounded by a circle of pixie archers. They lifted their arrows towards me, ready to fire.


  “Call them off,” I cried to Delano. “I come in peace.”


  He gave a curt nod and the pixies lowered their arrows.


  “I've come to make you an offer,” I said as I landed.


  “You'll marry me?” His voice was dry and hard. “How sweet.”


  “Don't be an idiot,” I said. “You're losing men – just as we are. Men you know. Men you care for. This isn't the time for anger. This isn't the time for hatred.”


  He turned to me. “What do you want?”


  “An alliance, Delano. The pixies and the fairies – side by side. We can't fight off the Dark Hordes alone, and neither can you. Do you really want this for your people – complete destruction?”


  “Better that than submission!” Delano spat. “I know your fairy ways. You'll enslave us – exile us to the northern mountains, to those barren swamp-lands where we eke out a living while you fatten yourselves on riches – no! Better we all die than that.”


  “It won't be like that, Delano,” I pleaded. “Feyland will be different. We've all sworn an oath – under the banner of the Midnight Knight. We're not fighting for Summer or Winter, or even for our own kind. We're fighting for this land. This land we all love. Home to all of us.”


  “To you, perhaps.”


  “I swear to you, Delano. If we survive this – pixies will participate as fully as fairies do. No more exile. We'll welcome you – let you live among us. As our equals. Our friends.”


  Delano looked at me darkly. “Why should I trust you?”


  “Because I know you care for this land, too. I know its magic sustains you. And I know that you consider Skirnismal your home.”


  Delano looked at me with surprise. The pixie name for this territory was never heard on Fey lips.


  “Hark!” A pixie gave a great shout as an enormous Minotaur charged towards us – its skeleton visible beneath its flesh. A Dead Minotaur.


  “Let us have the girl!” A booming voice echoed in the Minotaur's throat. “She is anathema to our kind!”


  The pixies scattered, giving the Minotaur a clear path to me. It charged faster and faster, its sharp horns pointed directly at me. I raised my shield, bracing for impact.


  A bright green light shot forth from Delano's fingers, surrounding the Minotaur.


  It reared up in pain as an emerald box formed around the Minotaur, encasing him in what looked like green amber.


  “That should hold him for a while,” Delano said. “Until we can figure out how to kill the thing.”


  “What was that?” I turned to Delano


  He did not smile. “That, my dear Breena, is an alliance.”


  


  



  


  Chapter 17


  


  


  Suddenly, a great cold whipped through us, accompanied by a shadow.


  “What's going on?” I turned to Delano.


  “Look!” He pointed upwards. I gasped at what I saw. The two suns of Feyland – normally so bright – had begun to shrink and dim, their light slowly vanishing. Frost began to appear on the surface of the earth – not the clean, fresh snow of the Winter Kingdom, but a cold black ice. Everyone started shivering – even the Winter Fey, accustomed to cold, started to yelp and shout in fear.


  “It's the Dark Hordes,” said Delano. “I knew it was said that their magic could blot out the suns – but I never realized...”


  “Blot out the sun?”


  And then they were gone – both of them – and all of Feyland was plunged into darkness. Instinctively, the fey began creating what magic lamps they could – tiny piles of warmth within this great, expansive frost. But as Delano and I looked at each other, we knew they wouldn't last long. It was taking enough magical energy to keep these lights from burning out – there was no way these soldiers could create light and fight off the hordes at the same time.


  I closed my eyes, trying to connect my magic with that of all the Fey, communicating with Winter and Summer alike. Retreat, I said. Back to the Summer Palace. At least there we could huddle in shared light and warmth – there we could light a flame as we decided what to do next. My heart was pounding with terror. I had not expected this – this darkness, this fear. How could we stand a chance of fighting off the Hordes.


  “Tell your Pixies to come inside the Summer gates,” I said. “That we must stand together now. That we mean them no harm.”


  Delano nodded. “We haven't got much time,” he said. “The suns are the source of all magic – as much mine as yours. Without them we will grow weak – we will die. It is only the Hordes who can see in darkness, who can survive...”


  “Hurry!”


  I returned to the tower, running to my father. “Hurry,” I said. “We have to change the spell – have it let in Winter and the pixies.”


  “The pixies?” My father furrowed his brow.


  “I've convinced Delano to join us – he's not stupid. He needs those suns as much as we do. And the wolves – the centaurs – let all of us in!”


  It took fifty fairies to cast the spell a second time, but they managed, and a ring of protection was cast that allowed all our allies into the palace. I looked around sadly. My beautiful Summer Palace, a place of rest, a place of childhood and fond memories, had been transformed into a military camp. Swords and armor were strewn everywhere; bodies of the injured lined the gardens while Rose and her fellow-alchemists tended to their wounds.


  “I never thought it would be this way,” my father spoke gravely, as our allies funneled in through the enchanted gate, fighting off the Dark Hordes as they did so. “An army fueled by such anger, such hatred. An army so captive to their own pain that they want nothing more than destroy everything in this land. They will blot out the suns – they will destroy all! I never thought such hatred could exist.” He sighed, placing a hand to his grey-tinted beard. “But I was a fool not to know of such darkness.”


  “None of us could know.” The Winter Queen came forth, her expression grave.


  “We must retire – the leaders, all of us. To strategize.” My father extended a hand to the Winter Queen and she took it, a small smile on her lips.


  “And now we are friends, then?”


  “We must be friends,” said my father. “We have suffered too much of the same thing – lost too many of our friends, our allies, our family, to hate one another now.”


  We looked around. Never had it been like this – pixies tending the wounds of werewolves, Summer and Winter fey sharing the last of their provisions. Centaurs and the loyal minotaurs lay down side by side in the stables, resting their heads on the same hay. My heart constricted. Is this what it took, I wondered, to get us all to fight together? Was it our shared fear, our shared pain, that could bring us closer than all my treaties ever could?


  My father, Delano, Logan, Kian, the Winter Queen, Cary, Shasta and I all retreated to a private chamber, bolting the doors behind us. Kian remained silent, and although I could not see his face behind his visor I saw him turn his expression to his mother and sister. He too, I knew, felt the strain of his disguise.


  “If only we had been wise,” said my father. “If only I had been wise. If I had not left the kingdom to Redleaf to run – if I had been bold enough to stand up to her and to the people in the early days, to insist on peace before war created such a chasm between us.”


  Tears were falling from the Winter Queen's face. “I do not blame you alone,” she said softly. “For I too bear the burden of this guilt. I let my anger get the better of me – I cloaked it in stoicism – but it was anger nonetheless. Anger at Summer. Anger at those Summer fey who died at the Silver Bridge, alongside my husband. Had I been less rigid, I might have seen a way for peace. I might have let Breena marry him...” Her voice choked in her throat. “My son. They might have created a united Feyland simply by marrying. I convinced myself that the people would not accept it. But perhaps it was I who would not accept it.”


  “It is too late for regrets,” said my father. “Whatever happens, we will come out of this as friends.”


  “Yes,” the Winter Queen whispered. “Friends.”


  “I can't bear this!” Kian's voice rang out loud and clear from behind his visor. “Mother, I can bear this no longer!”


  He thrust the helmet from his head, shaking his long, tangled hair from beneath the mask. He ran to her, taking her hands in his and pressing them to his lips. “Mother, I'm so sorry I deceived you, so sorry....”


  The Winter Queen clapped a hand to her mouth. “Kian!”


  “We were afraid of the secret getting out – that the others would find out that there was no Midnight Knight, only those of us who believed in the power of that myth...I was afraid to tell you on the battlefield, when so many might see. I was wrong to put you through such pain, mother. Forgive me.”


  She trembled – on the verge of fainting for the first time in her life. Kian caught her deftly.


  “Brother!” Shasta ran to him, enveloping him in a great bear hug. She then hit him soundly across the face. “That's what you get for lying to us!”


  Yet the Queen said nothing, but only wept quietly, hiding her face in Kian's chest, holding him close. Kian had always told me he was convinced that his mother had not really loved him. But as I saw her hold him tight, clutching him as if to hold him back from the reach of Death itself, I knew that the Queen loved Kian even more than I did – even more than any of us could have.


  “You have given us all hope,” the Queen whispered. “As the Midnight Knight, you convinced us to still take up arms and fight. But as a mother, seeing you here in front of me inspires more hope than any legend could have done.”


  “I love you, mother,” Kian whispered, saying words I knew had never been spoken between them.


  She caught her breath. She had forbidden that word in her house – forbidden what it represented: uncontrolled passion, dangerous magic. But now, as she wiped the tears from her eyes, all that was forgotten.


  “I love you too, my son.”


  


  



  Chapter 18


  


  


  Logan came up to me as the Winter Queen, Shasta, and Kian continued their embrace. “I'm glad we were able to do something good,” he said, pulling his lionskin cloak more tightly around him. Even with the magical fires we had produced, it was still freezing around us: it would only grow worse, I knew, as Feyland adjusted itself to the lack of sun.


  “We'll get out of this,” I said. “I know we will. The Midnight Knight – the Red Wolf – the Summer Queen. We'll manage.”


  But my voice betrayed my uncertainty.


  “When we were engaged,” Logan said slowly, “I promised the wolves that our engagement meant one thing – restoring the magic and power of my kind. To bring magic back to the Wolves, to bring us back to our glory, just as my grandfather would have wished me to do. They – Josephine, I mean – they all thought the way to do that was to marry you, to ally Fey and Wolf Fey together, permanently. But now...” He took my hand. “Breena, I don't know what's going to happen after the war. I don't know how things are going to be with us. But I don't want to have made that promise to my people in vain. If I don't...I mean, if we don't...I'm going to do it anyway. I'm going to find a way to bring magic back to my people. Make us fully Fey again, instead of half-wolves, half-humans, still possessed of some semblance of magic.”


  Logan and I went aside into a private room, where he took my hand. “I love you, Breena,” he said. “And that love will give me hope. But I don't want to rely on that love for the sake of my men. Josephine was right to want what she wanted – power for the Wolf Fey. But she was wrong to link that goal to my marriage. If I end up with you, it will be for you alone – not for these stupid politics. I want to be with you because we want to, not because we have to. And if you choose...him – I won't be letting down my Wolves. I can't deal with that on top of a broken heart.”


  He pulled me close and kissed me, and for a moment I let myself succumb to this love, this desire. But as he kissed me I felt another calling – the stirring from another room. It was Kian's voice, echoing in my head.


  My darling, I have already thanked you for saving my life – for my own sake. But now I must thank you again. Not for what you have done for me. But for what you have done for her. For my mother.


  She loves you. I always knew she loved you.


  I know it now – too.


  I could sense his joy, mixed with bitterness. Was he to find her – find her love after all these years – only to lose it with the darkening of these suns?


  I could feel Logan's kiss upon my lips, but as my mind connected with Kian's I felt that kiss, too – I felt Kian embrace me in his own mind, and felt my mind meet his in that image. My lips trembled as I felt his phantom touch.


  I looked back at Logan – and then I knew. As much as I loved Logan, as much as I tried to convince myself that he was the one for me, I knew my bond with Kian would always be greater. It went beyond friendship, beyond desire. It was a meeting of our souls, a bond of magic greater than anything Logan and I could ever have.


  I had to choose, and I knew my choice.


  But I couldn't tell Logan now. Now he needed all his strength, all his courage – as Kian did, too. They both needed to have faith in my love if they were to survive this war.


  I squeezed Logan' s hand. “I will always love you,” I said. “As a friend – and as more. And for as long as we need to be engaged for the sake of this war – be it hours or days – I will stand by your side.”


  We walked back to the main room. Kian and my father were poring over maps of Feyland, trying to come up with a strategy.


  “But surely Delano must do something!” My father turned to Delano, who was sitting by himself in a corner of the room, a scowl on his face. “He is responsible for this mess, after all.”


  “I've really had enough of this fairy gall,” said Delano. “Just because I agreed to this alliance doesn't mean I'm going to take the fall for this stupidity! Tell them, Shasta.”


  All eyes turned to Shasta, whose face fell. I tensed with sympathetic fear.


  It was time for her to explain.


  


  


  


  



  Chapter 19


  


  


  “What are you talking about?” The Winter Queen asked sharply. “Shasta, what is he talking about? Explain this!”


  “Listen to me, your Highness!” Delano said. “I admit it – I told the girl what she needed to do. I gave her access to my library. I thought she'd call upon a few demons, maybe a banshee to do. I thought it would be a welcome addition to my army – her taking that responsibility for them upon herself. But I didn't expect her to break them all out of the Gorge.”


  “It's not true!” The Queen looked horrified. “Tell them it's not true, Shasta.”


  “You know as well as I do, your Highness, that only fairy blood can unlock the gates of the Gorge. Surely you must have wondered how it was that a pixie came to do it. After all, whatever bastard fairy blood I have the misfortune to have running in my veins was clearly insufficient to the task at hand. And even if it weren't, I'd never tap into it willingly. I'm proud of being a pixie – and proud of having little to do with the likes of those who have oppressed my people for centuries. Until now,” he concluded lamely.


  “No, it was the Fey. The two of them – the Summer boy and that girl there! And some poor alchemist – poor little girl; she had no idea what the potion she was making was for. Shasta told her it was for unlocking the gates to the Crystal River, didn't you, Shasta?”


  “I didn't mean to!” Shasta cried. She had never looked more like a little girl than she did at that moment, stamping her feet, tossing her long dark hair. I remembered my first impressions of Shasta: she seemed to me then to be impossibly beautiful, impossibly elegant, strong and brave and always effortlessly superior to me. Now she looked like a child, caught in its own lie. Had she changed, or had I?


  “Explain yourself, Shasta,” The Queen's voice was cold. “Now!”


  “I didn't mean to do anything serious. I only wanted to create a distraction – something to stop Summer and Winter from fighting each other. I thought if I could just call up one or two of the monsters from the Gorge – not anything big, you understand me – just big enough, then you and the Summer Court would have to work together and you wouldn't notice if I ran off...me and Rodney...”


  “So it is true?” Kian looked at his sister with horror. “You really are responsible for the Hordes?”


  “I went to Delano, told him I came in peace and wanted to look at his library of Dark Magic, since Mother wouldn't let me look at any of the Dark books kept under lock and key in Feyland.”


  “Skirnismal,” Delano muttered half-heartedly.


  “And he was so nice, so charming – he said that I could conjure up any demons I liked, that he'd send some of his pixie magicians to support me.”


  “I didn't say she could conjure them all up!” Delano snarled.


  “I didn't mean to conjure them all up – just one or two. A banshee or something, just to cause a distraction. To show you – to show all of you how stupid this war was, that there were more important things than fighting over fairy territories.”


  “Well, that worked, didn't it?” Delano was vaguely sarcastic.


  “You be quiet!” Kian snarled at Delano.


  “But then when I got the potion and Rodney and I started chanting the incantation – they were too strong. First one demon appeared, and then another – and then I couldn't stop; it was like one of them possessed me, and I kept on chanting, naming all of the different demons, and then all the giants and banshees and the dead – and I couldn't stop myself – and Rodney couldn't stop either. It was like some ghost had possessed our voices. And then when finally Rodney and I managed to escape...it was too late. They had all vanished, gone off to fight with the pixies!”


  “Did you think I was stupid?” Delano turned to her. “You let thousands of dangerous beasts loose in my land – of course I was going to try to harness them? You think I was going to let them eat me?”


  “But you have to believe me, Mother,” Shasta was pleaded. “I didn't do it on purpose – honestly I didn't!”


  The Queen's face grew cold. “Are you telling me,” she said slowly, “that you, a princess of the Winter Court, with all the responsibilities of keeping your people safe, that you deliberately let demons loose into our kingdom, that the very fate of our world hangs in the balance precisely because of you? That your selfishness, that your insistence on being allowed to marry this flame-haired boy of yours, led you to that?”


  “It wasn't like that, Mother,” Shasta said in a quivering small voice.


  “And to think,” the Queen said. “I wondered about making you Queen. I wondered if you were not the fit one to be my heir.”


  “That's not true!” Shasta shouted. “You never wanted me to be Queen. It was always Kian – Kian whom you favored, Kian that you cared about! It's obvious, isn't it? If it had been me that died you wouldn't have cared.”


  The Queen's eyes narrowed. “You will never be Queen,” she said. “Such dishonor as this cannot be forgiven. I can no longer extend to you the magic of the Winter Crown. From this day forth, Shasta – and who knows how many days are left on this dark earth – you are no longer Princess of the Winter Court. You are no longer a Princess at all. By the power of the Ancient Winter Queens whose voices live on in me – I strip you of your powers. I strip you of your magic.”


  “No!” Shasta cried, tears running down her face. She turned from the Queen, as if to run from the room, but something stopped her.


  A shimmering figure appeared in the middle of the room. It came in and out of view, rippling in the air. A Dead one? I put a hand to my sword, fear rising in my throat. But as the figure became clear, materializing right in front of me, I knew I had no reason to be afraid.


  It was my mother.


  She was shaking with shock and confusion. “What's going on?” She looked around. “Breena!” She turned to my father, her eyes widened. “Frank!”


  “Raine!” My father rushed to her, catching her in his arms. “What happened? What are you doing here?”


  My mother looked around, steadying herself against him. “I had this dream...” She sighed. “About our daughter. About Feyland. That there was danger. That I needed to come home. Come back here.”


  “But how did you...?”


  “It was like a trance. I got out of bed – it was like I was floating – and went down to my studio. And I started painting – but it was like I wasn't controlling the brush. Something else had taken hold of me. And it guided my hands. And I could see – beneath this very dim haze – that I was painting the palace, but I couldn't understand why or how. And then the painting started shimmering...beckoning me closer and closer....and I leaned into it.”


  “And then you ended up here?” I cut in. Kian had told me that the greatest fairy painters, those with the most consummate skill, had been capable of making paintings so beautiful that they lured the viewer deep within, serving as a portal to Feyland from the Crystal River, and vice versa. But for a human to create a fairy painting – that was unheard of!


  “You're extraordinary!” My father kissed my mother's forehead. “You're an extraordinary woman, Raine.” Yet a chill that passed through the room snapped him out of his reverie. “But we need to get you out of here. There's a war on – the suns have gone out. You may not have much time.”


  “If Feyland's magic called me here,” my mother said defiantly, “then here is where I shall stay. I have come to protect my daughter, Frank (and you, if you need it). I'm here to see this through, no matter what the cost.”


  “The cost, I think, will be great. For you and for those you love!” A high-pitched, cackling voice filled the room. We turned to face Redleaf, perched high above us, flames glowing at her fingertips.


  “You fools,” Redleaf spat. “Your spell was designed to allow the Summer Queen to pass through the gates. Well, after all, I am the Summer Queen. And I am here to take my revenge at last.”


  


  



  


  Chapter 20


  


  


  Redleaf spun around to face Shasta. “Little girl!” She jeered. “Now you have been humilated in front of your family. In front of your friends. You have lost the title you held so dear. I knew that you were trouble. I felt it in my bones. And now I'm glad to see you are ripe for the picking!”


  “Redleaf, stop,” I cried. “You don't want this.”


  ookman tDon't I?” Redleaf laughed. “Every bone in my body – if I had bones any longer – cries out for revenge. My hatred for you knows no bounds, nor my hatred for everyone here. You have all wronged me. You have all humiliated me. You have all thwarted me. My husband who betrayed me with another woman. His filthy concubine who pretended that she was Queen instead of me. Their bastard child, born of shame and despair.”


  “You stop that!” My father pulled out his sword, but she silenced him, throwing a fireball at his feet. Delano jerked him back, pulling him from the flames in the nick of time.


  “The Winter Queen – who thought she would prove a better queen than me. That filthy pixie – at least your half-brother knew whom to serve. And the girl who murdered me while I was unarmed, defenseless. Coward. And now the whole world knows what a coward you are, Shasta!”


  “This isn't you!” I ran to Redleaf. “Please – remember what you said in the Kingdom of the Dead. You didn't want to be this person anymore. You didn't want to be consumed by hatred any longer. You wanted me to set you free, you begged me...”


  “And you did nothing to help me!” Redleaf laughed. “You just ignored me. Left me to languish!”


  “I'm trying to save this kingdom you love so much. And you could save it too. You could be free of this anger the Dark Hordes have infected you with – if you'd only let go. Let go of your revenge. Then you could pass beyond the mountain – you wouldn't have to fight anymore. You wouldn't have to sully these halls...your halls...with blood.”


  Redleaf scoffed. “They're not mine!” She raised her hands, flames appearing at her fingers. “They're those of my faithless husband.”


  The Winter Queen reached for her sword.


  “You think you could protect your child?” Redleaf swooped down, her face gleaming as she jeered at the Winter Queen. “Now you will watch her die!”


  “No!” Shasta cried, but it was too late. Redleaf had sent a ball of flame directly towards Shasta, a ball that grew hotter and larger as it shot forth.


  Time seemed to stand still. The Winter Queen, her magic flashing in a blue halo about her face, rushed forth, pushing Shasta out of the way, placing herself directly in the path of the flame.


  “Mother!” Shasta screamed, stumbling backwards.


  But the flames had already taken hold of the Winter Queen, lapping at the folds of her dress, her skin, enveloping her completely. This was no ordinary fire, I knew – this was a fire from the land of the Dead, its magic strong enough to combat even the Queen's royal immortality.


  Yet beneath the flames, the Queen began to glow. Her pale skin grew translucent; her silver-blue eyes began to sparkle brighter than ever. She was no longer a body, but a spirit, glimmering beneath the flames.


  “Shasta,” it was the Queen's voice, but not the Queen's voice. It echoed faintly, as if coming from millions of miles beyond the mountain. “I love you – I have always loved you. If I had told you sooner, perhaps you would not have felt the need to do what you did.”


  Shasta began sobbing louder.


  “Kian – to you I leave the scepter. To you I leave the voices of the ancients. You will be king, now. Do what you can do for Feyland.”


  Another figure appeared alongside the Winter Queen. It was a man with bright blue eyes and a white bushy beard. He shimmered like Redleaf, but he was not a phantom like her. In his face I could see happiness, peace. Wherever he rested, it was not a place of suffering.


  “Come with me,” he whispered.


  “Father!” Kian exclaimed.


  But the flames consumed them both, and when the fires had died down, there was nothing left of the Winter Queen but her crown.


  Redleaf snarled with rage. “Very well! So your mother went first!” She turned to Shasta. “But now it's your turn.”


  “It is not her turn!” My mother stepped firmly in front of Shasta. “She is a child, your Highness. Would you really kill a child?”


  “I nearly killed yours when she was an infant in her bed,” said Redleaf. “Why would I spare one who did me wrong?”


  “If you want to kill anyone,” Raine said. “Kill me. I'm the one you hate. If killing me will set you free, if it will stop this desire for revenge, this anger, then do it! I'm the one who stole your husband, who lived in your house, who bore his children. I was young and a fool and I did not think of your pain, only of my happiness. I made you what you are, never guessing that you were hurting too. I am the one who must pay the price.”


  Redleaf looked surprised. “You would sacrifice yourself?”


  Raine knelt at Redleaf's feet. “I beg you for forgiveness, Redleaf. For all the pain I caused. For all the sadness. It is I who bear the brunt of this war. Kill me – or forgive me, as you will. But let your anger end with me.”


  “And with me!” My father chimed in, kneeling at Redleaf's feet. “Do not take my daughter. Do not take this child. It is I who hurt you. It is I who swore to be faithful to you – and lied. I thought I was above such petty laws. I thought, as King, I could do what I wanted. I know now that my actions have been cruel, and that I have paid the price. I will not stand in your way. I am sorry, Redleaf, for what I have done to you.”


  “You...sorry?” Redleaf looked back and forth at my mother and father in confusion. “You are sorry?”


  “We have played our parts in the history of this war. We are prepared to accept whatever responsibility you mete out.”


  “Killing them won't make you feel any better!” I cried. “It will only keep you here, trapped in this hatred. You have to move on, Redleaf. You have to forgive them. You have to let go.”


  Redleaf looked at me, the hatred in her eyes replaced by pain. “Let...go...”


  “It's the only way you'll find peace. Killing my parents won't bring back your youth, bring back your life. It will only keep you here. Do you want to be a ghost forever.”


  “Forgive me, Redleaf,” my mother whispered. “I didn't know I had caused you so much pain.”


  “Nor I,” my father added.


  “Forgive...” Redleaf repeated. Her eyes were flashing red and brown, the colors of Autumn. Her tortured, contorted face began to slack, to relax. “You would sacrifice yourselves – both of you?”


  My father and my mother both nodded, closing their eyes.


  “Forgive...” Redleaf began to shimmer once again. “You both truly know love.” Tears were falling from her face, vanishing like mist before they hit the floor. “I never knew love. I wished I had...”


  “Redleaf,” my father began.


  “Keep the castle safe.” With that, Redleaf's shimmer grew brighter, until with a single burst of light, she vanished completely.


  From the corners of our eyes, we spotted more such lights out the window, on the battlefield. Kian and I rushed to the window. There we saw all the Dead – all of Redleaf's army – vanishing likewise, her forgiveness extending to each of them in turn. One by one, like bursting stars, the Dead soldiers flickered out and vanished, leaving only the rest of the Dark Hordes, so faintly illuminated by the glow, on the plain.


  “I hope they've found peace,” Kian whispered. I saw that he too had been crying. “Like mother.” But now was no time to mourn.


  “I am the Winter King now!” He turned to the rest of us. “I am the Midnight Knight. And we must wait no longer. The old Fey tales have the Midnight Knight and the Red Wolf defeating the Dark Hordes. But we have more than that. For we have the Knight, we have the Wolf, and we have our Queen.” He took my hand. “We must wait here no longer. We must combine our magic – all of us! Breena, Delano, all of us!”


  “Then let's leave the castle now,” said Logan. “No more waiting this out. We'll do or die. Like the Queen would have wanted.”


  My father stepped forwards. “Then I will go too. We will link hands. We will lead our men. We will combine our magic to create light where there is no light. We will create warmth for the other soldiers. We will inspire them, one last time.”


  “I'm ready,” I said.


  “I too,” Delano added.


  Shasta said nothing but stepped forth, her eyes wet with tears.


  “Then break down the protection spell on the gate,” I said. “And let us all march forth and lead our armies – one last time.”


  We returned to the courtyard, rushing from group to group of the remaining soldiers, giving orders, telling them the plan. We were to march forth, linking hands, each of us connecting with each other's magic, working together. There would be no retreat. There would be no surrender. We would use the magic of Feyland, the magic each creature has harnessed whether they are fey, pixies, or other mythical creatures and keep walking forth until Feyland was saved, or else the rest of us were dead. Pixies, fairies – Winter and Summer both – wolves, centaurs, Minotaurs, satyrs: we all joined hands as we marched towards the gate.


  Kian was on my left, Logan on my right. I squeezed both their hands as we positioned ourselves before the gate. Behind the barrier set up by the protection spell, the Dark Hordes were groaning and wailing, gnashing their teeth and snapping at us.


  “Are we ready?”


  The wolves and centaurs howled and neighed in approval; the fairies cried “aye.”


  “For the Midnight Knight!” Kian cried. “For the Red Wolf. For the Queen of Summer!”


  For the King of Winter, I added telepathically.


  “For Feyland!” We all shouted together.


  The fairies in charge of the protection spell concentrated hard, and the gate of magic flickered. In a moment there would be no turning back, no safety. We would be marching on the Hordes: our final stand.


  The lights of the gate vanished with a flash, and then there was nothing between us and the Hordes but ten yards of earth. We marched towards them, cheering, our hands squeezing each other's hands with all our strength, all our courage thousands of hands strong. We bore no arms: no swords, no shields. We had our magic the magic that tapped into the great strength of Feyland.


  A glow began to surround us all as we marched forth, a glow that gave us light and heat and courage. It started out as a golden glow – the glow of Summer – but was soon joined by the colors of Winter, Autumn, and Spring. The pixies too began to spark green and yellow, and their colors too added to the glow of magic that surrounded us, making it shine brighter and brighter. Even the wolves, howling, seemed to connect their magic with ours, their long-dormant powers awakening at this hour of need.


  “You will not take Feyland,” I cried. “Too many have died already.”


  The Hordes began rushing towards us, their teeth bared, their horns sharpened. But as they drew near, they found that they could not touch us. The magic around us was too strong, and one by one the banshees and the giants tried to breach it, only to be thrown back into darkness.


  The earth began to shake as our magic connected with the magic within it: the trees began to glow, the life on their buds offering us hope, offering us strength. The blades of grass beneath us began to shine, and the Hordes howled with pain as their feet made contact with this magical light. The wind itself seemed to take on a faint glow as it whipped past the Hordes, slashing their faces with the magic in the air.


  This was the great magic of Feyland – the ancient magic. This was the sign of the Frostfire: pixie and fairy, Winter and Summer, Minotaur and centaur all united together, willing to die together, willing to die for the land that we loved.


  This was love.


  Kian and Logan held me tighter as we marched forth, chanting loudly.


  “For Feyland! For Frostfire!”


  For love.


  The magic we had been afraid to face; the magic we had not allowed ourselves to use for so many centuries. The most powerful magic of all.


  Within the magic glow I could make out faces, faces I thought I recognized. The Winter Queen, the light taking her form, whispering something to Shasta. Queen Tamara, her mouth twisting into a smile. Other Queens, other Kings: the power of all the dead of Feyland who had gone on to peace, and yet returned to keep us safe. Those whom I had seen fall on the battlefield: Vineseed, the pixies, even those I myself had killed before we had made peace. Because they loved Feyland, too. Because they loved.


  And in the tangle of light and form, I could have sworn that I made out Redleaf's face.


  The light grew ever-stronger, ever-brighter. The earth continued to shake beneath us.


  We fell back as a chasm opened before us, the earth breaking in two.


  The Dark Hordes let up a collective scream as the wind pulled them towards the chasm. The air itself was against them; the earth was against them. Feyland was crying out against their invasion. We would not let them take us. We would not let them own us. We were stronger than they were.


  We loved. And love was the strongest magic, the strongest power of all.


  And the light surrounded us, keeping us safe, as – thousands upon thousands – the Dark Hordes were sucked down into the earth, into its darkness, into its endless gravelly sleep.


  They had not taken us. We had not let them take us.


  The surfaces of the chasm fastened together; the earth closed up once more. We were standing on an empty expanse. The light surrounding us diffused – it illuminated every living thing in Feyland. The apples on the trees. The grass. Each other.


  The suns were still dark, but we could still see. We could look around.


  It was over.


  


  


  



  


  Epilogue


  


  


  


  We spent many hours counting the dead. We gave them all graves: pixies and centaurs, fairies and wolves. We mourned for them all. We buried too the bodies of those members of the Dark Hordes we had managed to kill, and for them, too, we said a prayer. Perhaps one day, I wondered, they too would do as Redleaf had done, abandon their hatred and anger and live once more in the light of Feyland.


  For there was light. The suns had not reappeared in the sky, but the magic we had created together cast a pale morning glow over the land. It was enough to sustain us for a while, I knew, to keep us warm. But we would have to find a way to restore the suns.


  “I'll do it,” Shasta said to me, standing hand and hand in Rodney above a grave that she had dug for a pair of Winter fairies, husband and wife. “It's my fault that they're gone.”


  “Our fault,” Rodney cut in.


  “I know I can never make up for what I've done,” said Shasta. “I can never bring those people back to life. I know I'll never be a Winter Princess again, but I don't want to be.” Her face was solemn and grave. She was no longer a child, I thought. She had lived through the horrors of the past few days, lived through her mother's sacrifice. She too was willing to do what she had to do to restore Feyland to what it had been. “I'm not going beyond the Crystal River anymore. Neither is Rodney. One day we want to go, to escape. But not yet. Not until we bring the suns back. And we'll work for it, Breena, no matter how long it takes.”


  “And I will, too!” Rose cut in. Her face was bruised and lined with scars, but I could see the strength of spirit in her. “I made that potion that set those vile creatures free from the Gorge.”


  “My mother loved me,” Shasta said, looking out over the horizon. “And if I could have only believed that, only known that…”


  “You know it now,” I took Shasta's hand.


  “I'll make her proud of me,” Shasta said. “Wherever she is.”


  I caught sight of my own mother, walking in the distance with my father by her side. I could not hear what they were saying, but their expressions said it all for me. I had never seen my mother look so happy, so relaxed, so in love. As my father took her hand, I could see that his guilt and shame had vanished and my mother's too. No longer was their relationship something to be hidden, something to be regretted, a source of conflict. They had acknowledged the pain they had caused, and Redleaf had at last forgiven them.


  They came a little closer and I could hear their words. I ducked behind an orange tree, fearing that my presence would intrude upon their reverie.


  “We will rebuild it,” my father was saying. “This is our chance – to rebuild everything. The palace, the city...us.”


  “Us?”


  I peeked out behind the tree to see my father blushing bright scarlet.


  “I am...” My father looked down. “Free to marry. At long last”


  “To marry a human?” My mother looked hopeful.


  “The situation is not what it once was,” said my father. “The people might not accept a full human – one without any magic at all – as Summer Queen, but as Summer Queen Mother they might be more willing. They love Breena.”


  “Of course they do.” My father squeezed my mother's hand. “Just like we do. Imagine it, Raine – the family we never had. The family we'll get to have at last. You, me, and Breena, living together.”


  “She's a bit old for that, don't you think?” My mother laughed. “She's not a baby anymore.”


  “Don't I know that?” I could see the wrinkles on my father's face. “Then just you and me, then – in a separate wing of the Palace. And Breena coming over for dinner!”


  “Do you mean that?”


  “I know we did a lot of stupid things together, Raine,” said my father. “But we did one good thing together. One very good thing. And when I look back on my life, I think I would have done all the foolish things together just to get her in our lives. And you. And I want to try it again – without being foolish, this time. I'm too old to get down on one knee, Raine – my knees aren't what they used to be. Fairy immortality only goes so far when one has taken a few dragon-spikes to the kneecap. But I hope you'll say yes, anyway.”


  I could see my mother give him an impish smile. “I'll wait while you get a pillow to kneel on”


  “Is that a yes?” His face brightened.


  “Shh!” She silenced him with a kiss. “You'll spoil the surprise, Frank!”


  I knew that their reverie was no place for me – not yet. Right now they needed to be alone, alone for the first time in twenty years, alone to whisper promises of times from before I was born, out of my earshot. I smiled as I left them, knowing as well as my father did that my mother's teasing was a sure-fire sign that she meant “yes.”


  We'd be a family again.


  I walked a little further down the battlefield, where Delano and his men were burying the pixie dead.


  “This land,” I said. “This land is not Feyland.”


  He looked up at me, resting on his shovel.


  “I will make a decree,” I said. “The land where the pixies have fallen – this patch of earth here. I will call it Pixie Pass, in honor of the pixies who once lived there. Whom we fairies once drove out. And nobody will pass this land without honoring the pixies who gave their lives to save it.”


  “Thank you,” Delano said quietly. There was no hint of sarcasm in him any longer.


  “And we will welcome pixies in our courts. Summer and Winter alike. You don't have to stay in the northern lands – not unless you want to.”


  “They're not so bad,” Delano gave a weak smile. “You would have learned to love them. Had you stayed. Had you married me.” He looked at me with regret.


  “My home is here, Delano.” I extended a hand. “But you are welcome in it.”


  “And you – and your kind – are welcome in the north.” He took my hand and we exchanged a solemn handshake.


  “I will always call this place Feyland,” I said. “But I will let it be known that it once had ano ther name. Skirnismal. And those pixies who live among us will be welcome to call the land by whatever name their language requires. They will have the same rights as fairies, and my patronage will extend to them all. I know you are King of the Pixies. But will you accept another title?”


  “What is that?”


  “The Duke of the North,” I said. “Of the United Lands. You will of course rule all the pixies,” I said quickly. “I would never dream of...”


  “I accept.” Delano lowered his eyes. “But now,” he said sadly. “I must finish the burial?”


  “Someone you know?” I motioned towards the grave.


  “My son.”


  Delano continued digging, no longer meeting my eyes. My heart filled with pity for him. How much of his life did I not know – would I never know? How much would remain a mystery to me?


  I went further along the walls, to where the wolves were mourning their dead with a howl. Josephine was covered in earth as she dug each grave by hand, spurning all offers of magical help.


  “I told Josephine the truth,” Logan came up behind me. “I told her that our engagement was for politics only – that I didn't want that. That I wanted you to marry for love, not for our support.”


  “And?”


  “She wasn't happy about having anyone but a Wolf on the throne. But it's different now. She trust you. You saved Feyland.”


  “We all did,” I said.


  “I told her that the Wolves would be granted full magic again, under the new Frostfire reign. I told her that wolves would be welcomed into the courts once more.”


  “Court,” I said. “We want to build just one. Leave the Summer and Winter palaces where they are, but build a new one. The Palace of United Feyland. Right on the border between Summer and Winter. A palace for all fairies.”


  Logan gave a faint smile. “Then I need to ask your Royal Highness for a favor.”


  “What is it?”


  “Shasta must have told you by now of her plan.”


  I nodded.


  “I want to go with her. On her quest. To help restore the Feyland suns. And for another reason. I want to find the source of Wolf Fey magic. I want to restore magic powers to my kind – to restore their lost glory. I want to go away for a while. Only...”


  “Only what?”


  “If you had a reason for me to stay?” His voice trembled. “If you had a reason to keep me here.”


  I sighed. I knew this time my choice was final, that there was no going back. The war was over now, and as the chaos of the conflict had died down, it was time to give him the true answer. The honest answer.


  “I give you permission to go,” I said, taking his hand. It was enough. He knew what I meant.


  “I see,” he said.


  “I will always welcome you back here,” I said. “As a friend. As my closest most dear friend. But now it's time for you to go. To find your magic. To find...to find someone who can really make you happy.”


  Logan took a deep breath. “I figured you'd say that.” He forced a smile.


  “I'm sorry.


  “No, don't be sorry.” He turned away from me. “I think I always knew – deep down. I knew however much you loved me...it wasn't the way I loved you.”


  “I do love you, Logan,” I said. “But you deserve someone who can love you in a different way, completely.”


  “It'll be tough finding someone who can measure up to you.” Logan gave a bitter laugh. He looked down, and for a moment I almost wavered.


  I had to be strong and let him go. “When you find her,” I said. “You'll know.” I fought back tears.


  He opened his arms and I ran into them. It was to be our last embrace for a while. We held on for the longest time, but finally he kissed me on my forehead, turned and walked away. I felt my heart break but knew it was for the best.


  At last I came around the castle walls to find Kian. He stood alone, looking out over the horizon. His face brightened when he saw me.


  “Where have you been?” He took my hand.


  “With Logan.”


  “Oh,” his face fell.


  “Saying goodbye. He's leaving. He's going with Shasta and Rodney and Rose. On a quest. They've gone to find the suns. To get them back.”


  A smile came to Kian's face. “Then...?” He finished the thought telepathically.


  I nodded.


  “Then we're here,” Kian looked out over Feyland.


  “Here we are.” I looked out with him – over the valleys and mountains, over the forests and oceans. Everything was faint in the magic-light, but its beauty was even now unmistakable.


  “Then there's something I have to do.” Kian dropped to his knee, taking hold of my hand. “I believe, your Highness, I told you that if this war was ever over, I would ask you to marry me. I would ask you to be my Queen. And now here we are.”


  “Here we are.”


  I could feel the tears stinging at my eyes. I thought of all we had gone through to get to this moment – of all the pain and confusion, the misunderstandings, the deaths. All at once I felt tired, more tired than I had been in my life. My limbs ached; my muscles cried out for release. All the adrenaline that had kept me going for the past two years left my body, and I sobbed with the flight of my tension.


  “Breena?”


  “Yes?”


  “Will you?”


  “Yes!”


  He was covering my hand with kisses, wrapping his arms around my waist, holding me more tightly than he had ever done before.


  “Now get up,” I pulled Kian up to face me, pressing my lips against his. “We have a lot of work to do.”


  *************
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  The stones glowed brightly, seeming in their otherworldly light to mirror the gleaming of the stars. The night was black, as black as a squid's ink, but she was not afraid. She had the stones – their ancient power calling to her as she held them in her hands. She had the book, its pages seeming to grow warm upon her fingers as she turned them. And she had her love – and she knew that he would keep her safe.


  The crimson sunset had vanished into the black waters, and now all was still. They stood at the top of the volcano, a volcano that had not erupted in many centuries – since the old days. Since long before the Erosion had come to change the shape of the world.


  But she felt its power. She knew that deep within the volcano, the power of flame lay waiting, like a dozing beast, waiting for her to harness its strength, to let the force of the fire take over. She knew that she had the power: she would connect with the molten lava, with its heat, its beauty. She would make its strength her own.


  She was beautiful; she knew it now better than she had always known it. The stars and stones alike shone down upon her, casting her dark face and flashing eyes in their milky pale light. The stones were piled high – green and blue, yellow and red, precious gems from all corners of the island. She had found them all herself; they had called to her, each one, since she was a child. She had felt a connection with each tiny gemstone as she held it in the palm of her hand, pocketing it for her collection. Now, staring at the circle of stones she had made, she knew why. It was for this purpose that she had been chosen. It was for this purpose that her abilities had been formed.


  She sat cross-legged in the center of the circle, her book on her lap. It was the book of the Fire King, the god of fire, its ancient tongue intelligible to the Fire's children alone. She knew what her destiny was. She would bring back the Sacred Fire, its purifying force, its flames. She knew what the scientists knew and did not say – that the Erosion was getting worse, that soon the whole earth would be engulfed in water. The ice caps would melt; the tides would grow stronger. The people did not know; the Earth did not know. But she knew.


  And she knew it was her duty to stop it. The Sacred Flame would come, at once creator and destroyer, push back the waves and call from its molten depths new lava, new earth.


  And she was doing it with her love at her side. She gazed at him, her heart beating faster. She knew his beauty; his beauty floored her, as if she were seeing it for the first time. It was always like the first time. She knew the source of his flashing eyes, his powerful animal muscles, his broad shoulders. The power of the flames rushed through him. He drew his beauty from the source – like her, he called upon the volcano and its ancient ways.


  He was the Fire King, and for thousands of years he had been searching for his Queen, the goddess from whom he had been separated. The goddess who had more power even than he to destroy and to rebirth. The true power of the twin ways of flame – death and resurrection. And only she could regenerate the earth. Only she could rebuild its lost lands. He had searched for her, evermore frantic – knowing that he had to find her before it was too late. Before the Erosion grew too dangerous. Before the Calypticon. For the gods of Water would submerge the earth to suit their own ends – if the fire gods did not strike back.


  The girl knew the legends well. After all, she had grown up on the island. She had not mingled with the other outsiders, the generations of new settlers who peopled the island with fast cars and shiny beach homes. No, she was one with the Veteri – she sought them out. She knew their hiding places. She listened to their stories. And she knew the Fire God sought one born of a mortal, who would from her flesh reveal her powers. And she would win the love of the Fire God. The Fire God who had spent centuries seeking her, who had assumed human form, who sought out the one who loved him above all else. The one who loved him so much she was willing to die for him, and to be reborn. The one who would past the test.


  And she was that goddess. She knew that now, her heart beating faster with proud certainty. From the moment she had met him she had known him – seen past his brilliant blue eyes and cruel charm to the flame burning within. And she had wanted it so badly – for the tales to be true. For the legend to be real. To be his goddess. And it had been proven true. She had not run from him, from the danger of his desires. She had stood by him, borne his passion, burned to his touch.


  And now she would summon the Sacred Flame.


  


  


  It was time. She would fulfill her destiny. The great task of the stones – from these small, hot gems she would make the fire.


  But first she had to pass the test. A bonfire had been prepared for her in the basin of the volcano, drawing its strength from the volcano below. She would walk through the flames. She would stand in their heat.


  But she would not be burned.


  She would simply be reborn, her goddess form made clear.


  “Stop!”


  She whirled around to face him, and her face crumpled with compassion. She knew this man – she knew he was the enemy of her love. His ways were not her ways; he belonged to the realm of water. That shadowy cool force that only dampened her flames. She had loved him, once – but she could not think of that now. That was before she had learned who he was – that was before she had discovered her destiny as Queen of Fire.


  “Don't do it – it's too much a risk I can't save you from these. Even my power won't extinguish these flames. It's too much a risk.”


  The Fire King scoffed. “Some faith you have in her, cousin! Be off with you!”


  “Please – it's too dangerous. You're risking her life.”


  “I have found my love,” the Fire King said. “She has found me. She is the Goddess. Let not your petty jealousy blind you to that fact. She is mine now.”


  The girl's eyes were wide with sorrow. “I'm sorry,” she whispered to the man. “I'm so sorry.”


  But she did not hesitate. She turned and walked proudly towards the bonfire, which set the night blazing with its light. Flames licked at the hem of her dress; she could feel its scalding heat. But she knew it would not burn her. She knew it would not hurt her.


  She had to prove her faith. She had to prove her love.


  She had to jump in.


  No sooner was she in the midst of the flames than she knew something had gone wrong. Her skin was blistering; agony beat in her blood. She screamed and could not scream, for her mouth was filled with smoke, with fire.


  “Help!” The cry escaped her lips. “Somebody help me!”


  But there was nothing they could do. The greatest oceans in the world could not have put the fire out. She heard them yelling, screaming, calling her name – she saw, between the licking of the flames, them running towards her, repelled by the magic that guarded the bonfire, thrown upon their backs. Her screams choked into nothingness; her pain became nothingness too. She heard them screaming her name as she died.


  And then the flames were gone, carrying with them her body, turned to ash, and the ashes blew forth over the silent night. All that was left of her – scattered to the winds.


  “No...” The Fire King was doubled over. He felt her pain. He felt her burn. Tears were stinging at his eyes. “No!”


  “You killed her. You fool – you killed her!”


  “She was the goddess!”


  “She wasn't a goddess – she was a girl. My girl. And you killed her!” A punch, a blow. The Fire King did not bother fighting back. He let the Water King kick him, bruise him, spit upon him; he let his blood run freely into the earth. This pain was better, he thought. Anything was better than the guilt that was overtaking him.


  The guilt running alongside the fear.


  For he knew now, with terrible certainty – time was running out. The woman he loved was not his goddess. She was dead – gone from him forever. And if he did not find his goddess soon, then the whole world would suffer for it.
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