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Aiden

Aiden grit his teeth, fighting through the blaze skittering across his skin. It burned. It had never been this bad before. Was this to be his life now? His flesh flayed, then left until his skin grew back enough for Mab to return and start the agonizing cycle again? The thought sent lightning shivers across his body.

As if the life debt which kept him bound to their Majesties wasn’t bad enough—at least then he had some glimmers of freedom. And despite their nightly drainings of his magic, he still had the opportunity to chase his revenge against the Summer Prince. Aiden closed his eyes; the familiar pain of the drainings barely phased him anymore—not with his skin so raw.

How many days had passed? He’d lost track the third time he’d been held under Mab’s knife. Pleading had been useless—it’d been his fault they’d lost the Crown of Flames, his fault Summer still stood strong against them. And he had known this would be the consequence. Still... even in his worst nightmares he couldn’t have fathomed the extent. Now he needed to find a way to block out the pain and accept his new existence.

Silence pressed in on Aiden like a wili’s veil. Had the dungeon in the Winter Palace always been so quiet? Where were the screams of the tortured captives? The chatter of bored guardsmen and soldiers? Perhaps the war was going poorly without him and there were no new prisoners to interrogate. Or he was just being arrogant and their Majesties were keeping him in isolation from the others.

After all, it was arrogance that got him into this torture in the first place. If he hadn’t been so overconfident that those in his inner circle wouldn’t dare betray him... if he had just returned to the Winter Palace rather than spend the day with Wyn. No, he wouldn’t regret the moments he’d spent with her; she was the only person who’d cared about who he truly was, at least after his parent’s death. Aiden bowed his head; he’d likely never see her again. Who knew how long their Majesties would keep him down here?

Anger flashed through him, pressing his flames against his arms; their usually soft warmth seared his flesh. It was that vampire’s fault... and the prince’s. He’d known not to trust that Jefferson, but had been forced to keep him close. Dek, the closest person he’d had to a brother, was now dead because of him. If the vampire’s lies hadn’t drawn him out into the open when he was weak—if the prince hadn’t ambushed them—the crown would still be theirs and perhaps Summer would have fallen by now. 

A breeze whisked in, washing over his tormented skin, and a scream clawed its way out of his aching throat.

“Hello, Pet.”

Ice flooded Aiden’s stomach. No... it couldn’t be. It was too soon; his skin had hardly healed.

The pattering of tiny pearls brushing against one another like rain drew closer as Mab entered the room. His heart pounded in his throat, and Aiden’s muscles screamed at him to back away, but fear and pain stilled him.

She crouched down, her glowing violet eyes surveying him as one might a new blade. Aiden swallowed as she reached out a finger and stopped a mere hair’s breadth from his chin—raising it so he lifted his head. The warmth of her burned like a candle against his skin as her lips quirked ever so slightly. His stomach churned, and he took a deep breath, refusing to vomit. 

“You’re still quite raw... strange. I could’ve sworn it didn’t take as long for you to heal the last time.” She cocked her head to the side. “Perhaps your body is weakening—how annoying.”

Aiden’s brow crinkled in confusion. Was she truly annoyed that the time it took between skinnings was longer? She’d seemed to relish in his renewed fear each time he’d lain before her, well healed and ready to be cut into again. What was a few more days?

“I have a mission for you. A chance to redeem yourself, but you can’t go like this. You’ll need your strength to carry it out. Perhaps I’ll send Mare instead... for the first part anyway.”

He longed to ask more about the mission, but his throat was far too raw for words, and he dared not tempt Mab with a reaction. 

She straightened and stared down at him as though he were nothing more than a puddle. “Come, Pet. Perhaps healing in your room will speed the process. There is an element of timeliness to my plan.”

Aiden winced through the pain and struggled to stand. Swaying, he caught himself just before he hit the floor. He tried and failed again. Mab let out a low growl, and his stomach dropped. His freedom was so close; he’d do anything not to have to suffer under her blade again. And now his cursed body failed him. 

“Don’t linger here too long,” she said. Mab folded her arms and made her way to the door. “I need you in fighting shape within the next three days.” 

The door clicked shut, but there was no scrape of the lock dragging across it. A breeze raked across his skin. He groaned. The pain... it was nothing compared to the relief that washed through him. Freedom. Thank the sweet rain they still needed him. 

He took a deep breath, crouching like an animal on the dungeon floor. He’d lost hope he’d ever see his old room again: the dim lights, rough sheets and beat up mattress, the books and few reminders of his parents beneath his bed. Tears welled in his eyes as the thought of returning to his old life filled his chest with hope. Perhaps it hadn’t been good, forced to do their Majesties’ bidding, but it’d been better than the endless cycle of torture. Trying to stand again, dots flashed across his vision, and he fell back to his knees. Perhaps another hour of this place was for the best. 

After several failed attempts, he rose, avoiding the mold-covered walls and limping carefully across the slippery floor. Bracing himself against the door, he hauled it open, and the damp dungeon air washed over him. 

Aiden lumbered up the stairs to the frost-covered halls of the Winter Palace. Goblin soldiers snickered as he passed. What a monster he must look like, with his silver-streaked flesh on display so they all might see his failure. Their whispers pierced him like needles: “their Majesties’ pet,” “useless failure,” “practically human.”

The last one didn’t hurt as much—he knew, and perhaps they knew too, just how powerful he truly was. He might look human, and his wing stubs were too caked in blood and loose flaps of flesh to make out what he truly was, but his magic was undeniably fae. Still, if he was human, if he could live in the Human Realm and practice human magic, what a blessed life that would be. 

As he made his way through the glittering hall, he sensed the pulse of his own magic calling to him. Oberon must have used what he’d pulled from Aiden to reinforce the barrier and keep out Summer. Afterall, why should the king use his own magic when he could hoard Aiden’s? Still, despite the cruel way it was ripped from him, the feeling of the barrier was a comfort—a constant reminder that, with his full strength, he had the power to take on the gold fae of Summer. One day he’d make them pay for the death of his parents and how they’d treated him.

His clenched fists trembled as he entered one of the smaller halls. The walls glinted with the pale green glow of the icy chandeliers. Shrunken green fae pounded on the sides of the bulbs—they must be recently captured, spies perhaps. The ones who’d been there longer had long given up their pounding in favor of pitiful glares. He rounded a corner and stopped to stare at the grand staircase leading to the ballroom.

Typically it was stark, the base made of ice clear enough to see the floor below and the railing coated in spikey shards of frost. But now green-capped elves wrapped pine garlands around the frost and hung bows and silver bells along the hallway. Lanterns lit with actual candles floated up the stairs in a spell-induced trance—no doubt forcibly controlled by one, or a few, of the captured green fae. 

Could it be Solstice already? His heart leapt into his throat. It’d been near the end of autumn when he’d entered the dungeon. Had two months really passed?

A hag, a magic-less brown fae courtier, slowed as she spotted Aiden. He didn’t have the strength to flare his blue flames menacingly to deter her from speaking to him. Instead, he kept his head down and picked up his pace, hoping to avoid any direct taunts. 

“Tell me, will their Majesties have you dance at next week’s festivities?” she cackled, recalling a previous punishment when their Majesties had forced him to wear iron slippers and dance before the court.

Aiden grit his teeth and glared at her, but she only laughed harder as she swept past. Tears pricked the corners of his eyes as he struggled to hurry to his room. Save for his nightly drainings, he hoped never to leave.

Stopping in front of his door, Aiden waved a hand and pulled on the wisp of magic at his core. Black flashed across his vision, and he stumbled back, catching himself before he hit the floor. Half crawling, he made his way into the bed and collapsed into its welcoming folds.

Sleep didn’t come easily. Sharp pains from the sheets rubbing against his skin kept him from true rest. He needed to think of something to put his mind at ease. Wyn’s laughing face materialized in his mind. The way she teased him each time he expressed his fascination over her human rituals, the way it felt to have her head tucked against his chest, and the flames that ignited within him when she kissed his lips swarmed through him.

It’d been nearly two months since he’d felt the heat of her lips against his. And now? Did she think him dead? Had she moved on? It wasn’t fair of him to think she could be his forever... He could give her nothing, not even himself. It wasn’t worth dwelling on things that could never be.

When exhaustion no longer clung to him like the twisting vines of Luching, Aiden peeled his eyes open and stared up at the dark ceiling. With a snap of his fingers, tiny fires burst to life around the room, bobbing mid-air. He tensed as the sounds of shuffling feet grew closer to his door.

“This plan of yours could easily get him killed. If you recall the last time...” Oberon’s voice sounded just a little ways away.

“You worry too much.” Mab’s voice this time. “It’s a trap; we’ll lure him in and weaken his magic. And besides, our pet should be healed enough by then.” 

“I just don’t wish to lose such a great source of power.”

Mab scoffed. “You have plenty of his magic stored and more than enough green fae to sacrifice in his place.”

The door swung open, and Aiden sucked in a breath as their Majesties approached his bedside. Mab wore her traditional white and pearls while the metallic tips of Oberon’s antler glamour shone menacingly down at him.

Aiden swallowed as the king produced a crystal wand from the sleeve of his silver robe. 

“At least you’re awake this time.” He placed the wand to Aiden’s forehead, and the world exploded in pain. 

Aiden wasn’t sure how much time had passed when he woke again. The small room had no windows, and his internal clock was hardly reliable anymore. Aiden walked to his bathroom and inspected his reflection. A red- and pink-skinned monster stared back at him. He resisted the urge to scowl. 

His mind flicked back to their Majesties’ conversation—perhaps it didn’t matter what he looked like if Mab’s mission would likely end in his death. Though perhaps his instincts would lead him to wend away to Wyn like when the Summer Prince had nearly killed him. He didn’t want her to remember him as a dying monster—he didn’t want her to see him dying at all. Still, he could at least give her something to remember him by. 

Aiden closed his eyes and thought of where he could go to find an appropriate Solstice gift. There was the glass mountain in Autumn; the flowers there were beautiful. Though if one of the flowers should break or the wind blew too fierce and whipped up any stray shards, he’d suffer even more. If he could still go to Spring, he might be able to bring her back water from a wishing well. One sip and jewels could fall from her lips when she spoke, or whatever it was humans wished for. And what would Wyn want with jewels anyway?

Each idea that came to mind was more foolish or risky than the next. He might as well try to steal the Summer Prince’s crown for her. It would probably cost him his life, and he’d likely ruin Mab’s plans, but it was no more valid than his other thoughts. He sighed and sat on the edge of the bed. Reaching beneath it, he pulled out his father’s book on human inventions. Perhaps there was something human she’d like. Not that he could build any of the complex contraptions he read about.

After several minutes of flipping aimlessly through the book, he stood and dressed in the loose black shirt and pants he used to sleep—the fabric much more gentle on his skin than his fighting leathers. He rubbed his chest, the place where his mother’s ring had hung. There had been a story she had once told him, about the twelve Summer princesses who’d been lured to an underground kingdom by an encantado who’d impregnated and drowned them all. 

He shuddered at the dark story. His mother always had a knack for telling terrifying stories when the family spent the night in starlit fields. His never came close to hers. But there was something in the tale which gave him pause. It’d been true; the Summer queen had been the only one of the twelve to escape. She’d seen to it that the encantado had been executed, and his river diverted, but the trove where he’d lured the princesses still existed. And it was said to have trees made of gold and silver. Perhaps a few leaves from one of those trees would be a good gift for Wyn. He could probably fashion them into some sort of jewelry. 

Yes, it would be perfect. Pulling at the magic in his chest, Aiden wended. His limbs shook and exhaustion hit him as though he were slammed into a wall. He hit the ground hard and cried out at his bruised and burning flesh. Cold raced through his body as he lay in snow, waiting for the pain to die down. When it finally did, he pulled himself up and shivered, staring out at the desolate wasteland. 

This was certainly not Summer. 

Streaks of violet, gold, and green illuminated the night sky, coated in a speckling of stars. The wind howled as it tore through his thin clothing, making his bones ache. He must still be too weak to wend. Freezing frosts. The irony of his failing blue fairy power would’ve made him laugh if he wasn’t so cold. He should be able to easily wend to Summer, but still, he remained in Winter. The palace should be close. Aiden looked at the sky, hoping to recognize one of the constellations that would point him in the right direction. His father had taught him to navigate by the stars long ago, but now the memory, like that of his parents’ faces, was warped and blurred.

He sighed and began walking. At least if he kept moving he was bound to come across something, hopefully. Trudging through the hard snow, Aiden spied three spikes just beyond one of the white dunes. As he drew closer, the brilliant colors of the sky above shimmered within the ice castle's graceful form. 

Reaching out, Aiden felt for the familiar tug of his magic within the barriers, but it felt strange, almost as though the magic were not his, yet still familiar. His chest tightened, and he picked up his pace. Triglav, the three-headed frost giant who guarded the entrance, was nowhere to be seen. By the time Aiden reached the ice bridge, he was running. There were no sounds of their Majesties’ beloved raucous revels, no howls of the drekavacs, just the wind as it blew swirls of snow into the ravine. 

Had Summer attacked in the short time he’d been away? Surely he would’ve felt it if they’d managed to break his barriers. Aiden scarcely breathed as he crept across the bridge, barely extending any magic to keep his footing on the slippery surface. 

The door opened for him, and he stepped inside. Nothing. Halls usually packed with brown fae bragging on their conquests against the greenies were empty. He hurried to the ballroom; perhaps the summertons had gathered all the people... bodies... there—it was the only place that could fit all of them. But when he reached it, like everywhere else, it was empty. 

Heart racing, Aiden dared to call out, “Hello?” His voice echoed against the ice walls.

Perhaps he could go to where the green fae were forced to work? Surely Summer wouldn’t have captured them. His footsteps crunched against the frosty ground as he raced toward the kitchens. Someone had to be there. Throwing the door open, three fire-salamanders spun to stare at him, their dark eyes widening. Orange and red slimy skin coated their bodies. Two stood on their hind legs, peering into a cauldron. 

“Meat?” The one on the ground said, flicking its tongue at him. 

Aiden took a step back. Today was not a day to fight them. He couldn’t afford to use what little magic he had built up on them. Not until he found the others.

“Blue fairy...” another whispered. “We feed.” The other two glared at their companion, then turned back to Aiden. 

He tensed. How could they have known what type of fae he was? Surely this wasn’t an aspect of typical fire-salamander magic. Then again, these creatures usually inhabited the inside of volcanoes—little was known about their powers.

“Come,” the fire-salamander said and led him through the door he’d entered through.

Aiden’s jaw fell slack. Where was the hall? Before him was the elaborate dining room where Mab and Oberon hosted important members of the brown fae community. As though they cared for the plight of brown fae. They were just a means to an end—power was all they craved. 

The fire-salamander tugged him into one of the chairs, but he shook his head.

“We feed,” they said.

Aiden glanced dubiously at the grand table. What would Mab do to him if she found him at her table? The last two months flashed through his mind, tearing through his chest and sucking the air from his lungs. Aiden doubled over, catching the back of a chair. A sticky hand rested on his shoulder, and he looked up. The fire-salamander held out a glass of wine, but there was no pitcher in sight.

“Drink.”

Aiden took the glass and pretended to sip the red liquid. The rare times he’d been in a position to taste alcohol, he’d loathed the flavor. Wiping his red-stained lips with his sleeve, he looked sidelong at the flame-colored creature.

“Sit,” it urged.

Taking a deep breath, Aiden took a seat in the chair to the right of the head. “Where is everyone?” While fire-salamanders were native to Summer, it struck him as odd that the army would abandon them here.

“Gone. Many, many years.” It nodded solemnly.

“Years? But that’s not possible, I—” His power was substantial, but even he couldn’t travel through time... at least, he hadn’t thought so.

A loud groaning noise sounded from beyond the door, followed by a click. Something tugged at his chest, almost like the sensation of being near the barriers but stronger, older. 

“What was that?”

The fire-salamander shifted back. “Just moving.” It nudged the wine glass closer to Aiden, and said, “Drink. Feed.” He grabbed the glass, and the fire-salamander waddled from the room.

Magic pulsed from beyond the adjacent door, different from the one the salamander had passed through. Aiden rose, following the pull. His fingers trembled on the handle as he pulled it down and drew open the door. 

He gasped. The room was filled with glittering snow under a pale blue light. Stepping inside, a cool breeze washed over him. Aiden flinched, bracing for pain, but there was nothing. Not even the slightest tingle. He rolled up his sleeve—his skin was no longer pink from Mab’s cruel ministrations. Instead, it boasted a dark olive color he hadn’t seen in months. Even his magic felt strong and natural. What was this place?

Walking through the snow, Aiden followed the pull of the magic. Fist-sized pearls scattered throughout the snow in all the shades of the aurora sky. Perhaps Wyn would like one of these. He stooped to grab a pale pink one when a blue twinkle caught his eye. A few feet away, a pearl filled with a bright blue glow seemed to call to him. Aiden dropped the pink pearl and reached for the blue. It flickered as he touched it, holding it up as the light reflected off the snow. 

What was this? He pushed a bit of his power into it, testing its magical properties. The light flickered, but nothing else happened. Turning it over, he searched for any inscription and rubbed the sphere between his hands. Still, nothing. Perhaps it was just an unusually beautiful pearl. 

“You didn’t stay!”

Aiden whirled to see the three fire-salamanders engulfed in flames behind him. His own blue fire ignited down his arms, and he crouched, ready for a fight. 

“What are you doing? What is this place?” Everything here was wrong—no, not wrong, just incredibly different from the Winter Palace he knew. But this room... this didn’t exist in Mab and Oberon’s court. 

Liquid fire spewed out toward him, and Aiden gasped, throwing up his flames. The salamanders hissed, ignoring his question as their fire nearly rolled over his barrier and spilled out towards him. He leapt out of the way, tumbling into the snow.

Pausing, he took in the glittering frost-scape. Something like this shouldn’t be guarded by creatures of Summer. One of them scrambled forward, and Aiden huffed a laugh. “I thought you wanted to feed me.”

“Yes,” it said. “We feed. We take.” It opened its mouth revealing a row of jagged teeth. Aiden lept back. How could such creatures exist, and what did they want to take?

His heart pounded as the fire-salamanders divided up, crawling across the walls and racing toward him. Swallowing hard, he reached to his magic. The fire-salamanders’ bodies glowed, and the liquid fire shot at him from three directions. Aiden wended, thinking of his room—even if he were somehow in the past or wherever... he could figure everything out from there.  

Again, he hit a wall and stumbled backward, hitting the ice-covered ground. Groaning, he sat up, rubbing the back of his head. What was wrong with his magic? The ice burned his skin as he tried several times to push himself to his feet. When he was finally able to stand, he panted, struggling to see through his semi-blurred vision. The same ice palace stood before him, but now Triglav slouched against the entryway. How? Taking a step forward, the familiar tingle of his magic washed over him as he stepped through the wards—his wards.

If this was the Winter Palace, where had he been? He looked down; the blue sphere was still clutched in his hand. Had this been what those salamanders had wanted to take? It didn’t even do anything. Perhaps, like Oberon, they’d hungered for his magic. Shuddering, Aiden slipped the orb into his pocket and made his way casually to the entrance. 

“Cutting it close tonight, Dog,” Triglav spat.

Aiden flinched at the nickname. “What is the hour?”

“Three minutes to midnight.” The frost giant rumbled a laugh.

Freezing frosts. Aiden moved past him and entered the palace. It was full of chattering fae, just as he remembered. None of this made sense. Hurrying down the hall, he patted his pocket. At least he now had a gift for Wyn. The more he thought about it, the less likely it seemed the salamanders wanted an unmagical ball. After all, they’d known him to be a blue fairy, and they’d wanted to feed on him. No, this was a good, safe present for Wyn—a goodbye present, he reminded himself. He couldn’t keep torturing himself by wanting her and hurting her by not being what she needed. He couldn’t be.

The door to their Majesties’ study was slightly ajar. Aiden pushed it open and froze in the entryway. Mab sat perched on the desk filing her nails—the image of her with a knife flashed through his mind. Her approaching; the knife sinking into his flesh. 

“We don’t have all night,” Oberon said, stepping in front of his wife and sauntering to the center of the room. 

Cold trailed from Aiden’s face, down his body as he shakily closed the door and tripped into the room. He knelt before the king and closed his eyes, trying to ignore Mab’s cold stare as he fought to keep the horrific memories at bay

Today, I’m free of that prison, and tomorrow, I’ll see Wyn.

Oberon placed the tip of the crystal wand to his forehead and ripped Aiden’s magic out.
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Freddie

The phone rang and Freddie blinked, rolling over to stare at the clock. Two in the morning... Who would call at this ungodly hour? Not that she’d been sleeping; her thoughts buzzed of her failure to secure a single byline in two months of interning for the New Wall Inquirer. And the ever haunting image of the vampire’s body as he’s writhed in agony after she’d staked him with a red sole.

Hauling herself from bed, she padded downstairs to the kitchen and lifted the old-fashioned cord phone.

“Hello?” she croaked.

An official-sounding voice responded. “May I speak to the parents of Wynifred Jones?”

“This is Wynifred. They are... ” She frowned; it was the middle of the night. “Who is this?”

Hesitation hung on the line, then she responded slowly. “This is Officer Carin from Northampton County Prison.” She paused again, and Freddie’s pulse picked up—all traces of sleep gone. “My parents are sleeping, can I—? I can pass along the message.”

“I—I’m not sure. Can’t you get your parents?”

She tightened her grip on the phone as the hair on her arms prickled; nothing good could come of this call—she was sure. “I can’t. They keep their door locked, and they’re heavy sleepers.” 

The lie slipped from her lips with ease. Whatever this news, there was no guarantee her parents would share it with her. She swallowed hard, shoving back memories of Aiden’s careful dances with truths as he failed to lie. 

Several heavy moments passed until, finally, the officer cleared her throat. “I suppose it wouldn’t do too much harm. You're nearly eighteen, and this does concern you...” She hummed a bit, and the sound of tapping fingers came through the speaker. “You were involved in a kidnapping attempt by one Dion Goatherd?”

If the officer’s voice hadn’t sounded so serious, Freddie might have laughed. She’d never been able to get over the fact that the faun’s last name had been Goatherd. But now a tightness formed around her throat as she responded. “Yes.”

“We’re calling to inform you he’s no longer in prison custody, and we caution you to stay inside or with large groups until he’s apprehended.”

“You mean... he’s escaped?” She swallowed hard. 

It had only been a couple of months since she’d revealed him as a serial kidnapper—far too soon for him to be released. What if he wanted revenge? The first time had been luck... fending off his vampire henchman with the heel of Amanda’s shoe. Near death escapes were sometimes just part of the job of being a journalist, but she needed to survive long enough to be an official one.

“Yes, but don’t worry. The police are working on the case as we speak.”

Freddie pressed her lips together. At least before, she’d been the one to go after him, but now, she had no idea where he’d strike. “Do they have any leads?”

“I’m not privy to the case details. Just stay safe and let the police take care of everything. The majority of prisoners who escape are returned.”

“Fae prisoners?”

“He’s only a brown fae; he doesn’t have any magic.”

Freddie frowned. Dion wasn’t completely harmless, nor was he a brown fae. He was a satyr, a type of green fae, albeit with horns so short he could be a faun—an actual brown fae. Once he got his hands on a flute—and those weren’t exactly hard to come by—he’d be dangerous. Or at least a bit more dangerous than the average human. She needed to find him before he found her. But this time she’d bring Raul and Jefferson, too. Maybe even Pelrin... maybe. Perhaps it’d been a tad reckless to try and corner a fae kidnapper with no fae backup.

“Thanks, I’ll do my best to stay safe.”

“We’ll call your parents back in the morning and let you know of any updates,” the officer said and hung up. 

Freddie leaned back against the wall and glanced over her shoulder at the stairs. Her parents would probably try to force her to stay home for the last week of the semester once they found out. And if Dion truly was after her, his magic wouldn’t harm her while she had Aiden’s ring... but he might try to attack Amanda again. There’d definitely be no sleeping now. Where would the satyr go? Did he have anyone else in the city who would help him? Perhaps that werewolf girl, but she was locked up. Surely the police would increase security around her now.

Nerves buzzing with energy, she trooped back to her room to grab her laptop. If she got to him first, she could ask about Freya and the other students who hadn’t been found—now all likely turned to vampires and werewolves like Dion and his cronies had tried to do to her. She shivered at the memory. The police probably already interrogated him, but they didn’t have gold fae magic backing them up. And Pelrin was still trying to get on her good side... surely he’d use his magic to help her with this. Maybe he could enchant the truth from the goat-man’s lips. To help save the students. Freddie pressed her lips together; the police seemed to have all but forgotten about them—but she wouldn’t.

The first thing the satyr would need was a weapon. She searched for music stores near Easton—there were so many. She made a note to call them in the morning to find out which ones carried flutes. But then what? Would he try to take more people... or would he try to take her?

The hours passed slowly as she sat at her desk searching for useless things: places for fauns, where do escaped criminals go, goat herding tactics... Her eyelids drooped as the sun crested the horizon, filling her room with its golden glow. The events of that night played out in her mind for the hundredth time, as though she were reliving them. 

She had followed Amanda into the dark office building as a cold dread she didn’t remember having washed over her. A vampire stepped out of the shadows, his fangs flashing in the low light of the street lamps outside. Then a werewolf appeared, her yellow eyes glowing bright... and hungry. Freddie’s stomach turned as she eyed the two red fae; perhaps her friendship with Raul, who was also a werewolf, comforted her slightly, but it was the vampire who turned her heart to ice.

He smirked and moved toward her but paused when the satyr called his name. She let out a breath. Despite being in charge, the satyr was scarcely a threat without the others. Still... His familiar words came back to her: “I’ll even give you a choice: vampire or werewolf.” The thought still gave her chills; she’d never want to give up such a huge part of herself. Knocking out Amanda first, then trying and failing to knock out Freddie, the vampire carried them off to the conference room they would later escape from. Aiden’s ring had protected her.

She twisted it on her middle finger; the tiny leaf carvings glowed in the soft dawn light. Aiden... they’d been talking about him that night. The satyr had wanted him dead, or at least hoped Mab and Oberon would kill him. Her chest tightened. There hadn’t been a day she hadn’t thought of him... hadn’t wondered if he still lived. What if the satyr was going to Fairy to see Aiden’s fate for himself? What she wouldn’t give to know, too.

Bowing her head into her hands, Freddie let her eyes close. She couldn’t let herself remain hung up on him. They’d only gone on a couple of dates, but she couldn’t stop her heart from pounding at their memory. It was stupid. Aiden was likely dead. Even if he was alive, their relationship was a constant risk to them both. Pelrin already wanted to kill him, and there was no telling what Mab and Oberon would do if they found out about her and Aiden. Shaking her head, Freddie pushed away thoughts of him and picked up her phone. She had a faun, or satyr rather, to track down.

[image: Snowflake outline]

“HOT ON A STORY?”

Freddie ground her teeth as the tip of a red braid brushed the table in front of her. A week had passed, and there’d been no word on the satyr. The last thing she needed was her archrival to rub it in. 

“Don’t you have someplace better to be, Mal?”

The girl above her twisted, leaning with her back against the upper school library’s bench. “It’s Mallory, and I was just checking on you. Especially with the news and all...” She trailed off, batting her eyes innocently.

“How—That information is supposed to be confidential.”

Mallory held up her phone. “A journalist has her ways.”

“Your dad told you, huh?” Despite his position as a sergeant in the Fullerton police department, Mallory’s father didn’t seem to be able to keep important information to himself. Pursing her lips, Freddie folded her arms over her keyboard. “What do you even want, Mal?”

“Well, Wynifred.” Malloy’s lips quirked as Freddie winced at the use of her full name. Couldn’t her parents have come up with something more modern? “I know you’re looking into that fae’s escape, and since we both have journalistic internships now, I thought we could share leads.”

Freddie scoffed. “Working for Chattable is hardly journalism.” The site had grown in popularity over the past year with its five hundred character posts on world news. But in its rush to grow, its hiring processes had gotten sloppy. Now, near anyone could become a “journalist,” and fact checkers were a fantasy. It was no more than a glorified social media platform.

“At least my posts actually get published.” Mallory tossed her braid over her shoulder, and Freddie winced. Save for the article on the kidnappings, all her pitches had been passed along to senior journalists. 

When she finally found the other students, she could write the follow-up to her original article—no one would be able to take that from her. But so far, the leads had been few and far between.

“Just leave me alone, Mal,” Freddie sighed. She’d barely made a dent in calling all the music stores in the area, and so far five fauns had purchased woodwind instruments... and she had thirty more stores to go. Maybe she’d started calling too soon... maybe she should start over. Mallory peered over her shoulder, and Freddie turned her laptop out of view.

“Hmmm, I’m looking into all faun-owned businesses, too. He’d likely want to link up with his own kind. You know how fae are.”

Freddie pressed two fingers to her temple. “How exactly are fae?” 

“You should know, you shack up with them all the time.” Mallory sniffed, and it took everything in Freddie not to stab her pale hand with her pen. “They have no regard for our laws or people. If they want something, they take it. Just like that faun tried to take you.”

Freddie slammed her computer shut and got to her feet. “Just because one fae did something wrong doesn’t mean all fae are bad. How can you be so—so heartless? Humans do awful things all the time, does that make us bad, too?”

“Fae are our natural predators. What we do in self defense cannot be compared to vampires craving our blood or fairies stealing our children.”

Shaking her head, Freddie raised her voice. “Vampires have blood banks and synthetics, and fairies don’t even do that anymore. And besides, are you trying to say humans don’t take advantage of other humans?”

“That’s different,” Mallory said. “Fae on fae crime is much higher than that of human on human.”

“Maybe that’s because we hold most of them in poverty in this realm. There’s barely a chance to escape.”

“Please, there are plenty of well-to-do fae. The rest of them are just lazy.”

Freddie opened her mouth to shout back, but a stony chill stiffened her limbs and strangled her throat. She gasped and saw Mallory in a similar frozen state of horror.

“There will be no shouting in this library,” Ms. Euryale, the librarian on campus, said in a low, steady voice. Her flashing green eyes, hissing bun, and use of magic betrayed her green fae heritage. Freddie struggled against the magic holding her. “S-sorry, ma’am,” she said in a hoarse voice. Mallory just glared at the woman as the grip of the magic lessened.

“I’m going to have to ask you both to leave. This is a place for quiet study, not a shouting match,” the librarian said.

“How dare you use magic on me,” Mallory snapped. Despite her seeming disdain, even she had dropped her voice. “I’m pretty sure that’s assault, and I can report you.”

Ms. Euryale shrugged. “You can report me after you leave. You’re lucky I don’t ban you for life.”

Freddie shot a glare at Mallory, shoved her laptop and notebook into her backpack, and snatched up her coat. Striding out of the building, she left Mallory behind to gather her things at the other end of the table, not looking back.

Outside, the winter air bit into her cheeks as she marched across the upper school campus towards the shuttle stop. Other students passed her, bundled into thick jackets with their heads down so it was impossible to tell if they were fae or human. Wrenching her phone from her pocket, she texted her best friend, Amanda.

[5:03 PM] Movie night?

The reply was immediate.

[5:03 PM] Sure. I’ll tell Raul and Jefferson.

Letting out a breath, Freddie joined the cluster of students waiting for the shuttle to New Wall’s lower school. In just one more year... less than that... a few months, she’d graduate, and the upper school would be her home. Her chest swelled recalling the intense joy and relief of receiving her acceptance.

When the bus arrived, she piled in with the other students, watching the beautiful blend of gravity-defying fae structures mingling with the red-brick human ones whisk past. A movie night would be the perfect way to get everyone together and catch that satyr. She’d yet to tell any of them her plan. Amanda would worry if she knew their would-be kidnapper had escaped and would betray her—likely accidentally—to Jefferson. And Jefferson was dead loyal to Pelrin. 

No, Pelrin couldn’t know yet. She didn’t need him sending one of his guards to follow her every move. Not that Ginny hadn’t grown on her, but it was a relief when the little pixie had resumed her duties in Fairy now that Freddie was “safe.” 

Freddie jumped off the bus and headed across the Bailey, the open courtyard between the two lower school dorms. Warm air greeted her as she stepped into the building and trooped up the stairs. As she approached her room at the end of the hall, Amanda and Raul looked up from where they sat. Amanda, a short, Korean girl with pin-straight black hair stood up, her ponytail lopped over her shoulder. 

“Jefferson’s outside,” she said, then pointed to the door across from Freddie’s. “She put that up again.” 

Freddie’s eyes narrowed as she approached Mallory’s door, a simple wooden cross hanging from it. It was hardly a statement of piety. Freddie sincerely doubted Mallory even knew what the cross was supposed to represent. No, it was designed specifically to keep away vampires, aka to make Freddie’s life more difficult. Striding to the window between the two doors, she hauled it open, letting a blast of wintery air blow through the dorm.

“Dios,” Raul cursed and pulled the hood of his sweatshirt over his freshly buzzed head.

Freddie ripped the cross from the door and hurled it out the window before shutting the window again. “Tell Jefferson he can come up,” she snapped and shoved into her door. 

Raul and Amanda followed her in a bit of stunned silence. Freddie had never actually damaged anything of Mallory’s before, and her stomach clenched as she glanced back out the door. Maybe she should pick it up later, but now she had to focus on finding the satyr.

Sinking onto the bed, Amanda flicked on the TV. “How ’bout Hallmark since it’s the holidays and all?”

Raul groaned, sinking into the couch. “How about Die Hard? That’s a Christmas movie.”

“That is a stupid action movie, we’re not watching that.” Amanda’s phone buzzed, and she strode to the door and pulled it open to reveal a pale, blond vampire grinning down at her, his red eyes glowing.

Instinctively, Freddie drew back, then inwardly cursed herself. Only one vampire had ever tried to hurt her. There was no reason to be afraid of all of them—especially not Jefferson. He bent down nearly in half to plant a kiss on Amanda’s lips before stepping inside.

“What are we watching?” he asked, nudging Raul over to take a seat next to him. Raul’s nose wrinkled, but ever since Jefferson had risked his life to steal back Pelrin’s crown, the only thing keeping Fairy from falling to the Dark Fae Army, he’d all but dropped their feigned rivalry.

“Amanda wants something holiday related. What do you think about Die Hard?”

Jefferson grinned, but his face drooped when he caught Amanda’s glare. Before he could suggest an alternative, Freddie cleared her throat.

“Hey guys... I kinda have something to tell you.”

Amanda looked up from her phone while the others stared at Freddie curiously. “You’re not getting back together with Pelrin are you?” Amanda asked.

“What? No!” Freddie folded her arms. “Why was that the first thing—nevermind. I really wanted to ask you all for help. You know I’ve been working on that story to find the other missing students, and I think I finally caught a break. The faun, er satyr, escaped from prison!”

“You say that like it’s a good thing, Fred,” Raul said. 

Jefferson frowned. “How long has he been out?”

“Just under a week.” Freddie shrugged.

Amanda slapped a hand to her forehead. “And you’re just now telling us? Do you at least have any leads?”

“Amanda! Freddie knows this is a dangerous matter. I’m sure she’s just been scared and staying inside as much as possible, especially after what happened last time.” Jefferson gave Freddie a pointed look as Raul struggled to disguise a snort.

Freddie sighed and took a seat next to her friend on the bed. “I’ve called a ton of music stores in the area. A few have sold to fauns Dion’s age, but even if I did find out he bought one, I don’t know where to go next.” 

Amanda reached out her hand. “Let me see your notes. Maybe I’ll see something you’ve missed.”

“No, you guys can’t be serious about trying to track down the guy who nearly killed you,” Jefferson said.

“There’s no stopping Freddie, man.” Raul slapped him on the back as Freddie passed her notebook over to Amanda.

“But you were nearly kidnapped, killed, and dragged off to Fairy!” Jefferson ran a hand through his chin length locks.

“Technically, they wouldn’t have been killed, just turned into red fae like us,” Raul said.

“It’s the same thing!”

“Maybe for you...”

“Even if they didn’t die that night, they would’ve died on the front lines of the war. It’s brutal out there.”

Freddie sighed, trying to tune out the boys’ argument. “See anything?” she asked Amanda.

Pursing her lips, Amanda frowned at the five stores who’d said a faun Dion’s age had purchased flutes, but there were countless others that had said they couldn’t remember or had just laughed and hung up. Her finger hovered over the name of one location: Bethlehem.

“I think—” She tapped her phone. “Yeah, my mom sent me this.” Pulling up her texts with her mom, Amanda showed Freddie her phone, and Raul leaned over to get a glimpse. It was a picture of her mom’s computer screen where she could just make out a flier for a holiday woodwind competition. “My brother’s entering.”

“And maybe Dion is, too,” Freddie muttered. It would make sense if Dion was after her, or at least trying to get to Amanda. She pressed her lips together, not daring to speak her theory aloud. 

“It’s tomorrow night if you want to go with me.”

“No, no—” Jefferson started but stopped as a blinding gold light filled the room. 

“What are we watching? Titanic?” The light faded revealing a handsome fairy with gold wings and blond hair trailing down his embroidered gray jacket. “You look nice, Fred.”

Freddie glanced down at her worn jeans and red hoodie and frowned. “I wear this pretty much every day, Pelrin.”

He grinned. “And it suits you so well.” Turning back to the boys, he angled himself to where Jefferson had been sitting. “Soooo we decided on a movie?”

“Die Hard—” Raul said just as Jefferson cut him off.

“They want to go hunting down an escaped criminal.” The vampire’s usually white face flushed red, the blood from his last meal still circulating in his veins. “Tell them that’s crazy!”

Pelrin’s turquoise eyes flashed as he turned to Freddie. “What criminal?”

Her stomach sank. Next time she’d just tell Raul. “Look, Pel, it’s not as bad as Jefferson says. It’s just a faun... for a story.”

“You mean the faun who tried to kidnap you?” His voice shook, and Freddie drew back, fearing for the cardboard box she used as a coffee table. “He escaped?”

“Everything’s fine. I just want to ask him some questions. We have to find those other students. You can even go with me if you want.” She bit her lip, unsure if she actually wanted Pelrin there.

“No.” Pelrin got to his feet. “You’re not going. Where is he?”

“We—we don’t know exactly...”

He turned to Raul, who shrank back. “Where?”

“I mean there’s a woodwind contest the next town over, but Pel, it’s just a hunch. No need to get all upset,” Raul said.

Pelrin pressed his lips together. “I’ll go, just in case.”

“Pelrin, this is my story. I’m going.” Freddie stepped in front of him, arms folded across her chest.

“I’ll get someone to stay with you. If he’s on the loose...” Pelrin stepped around her. “When’s the concert? Jefferson, show me where it is.”

The vampire glanced back at Amanda, who clutched her phone close to her chest. He gave her a half smile. “Come on, if your brother’s in danger, isn’t it more important than a story?”

Amanda flicked a glance at Freddie. “You’re right—it is my brother. We should all go.”

“That’s not what I meant!”

Amanda shrugged, and Freddie smiled. “The more of us there are, the safer it’ll be. Especially if you’re there, Pel.”

Gritting his teeth, Pelrin clutched at a bunch of his long golden hair and glared at Freddie. “Fine, but I’ll lead, and you do exactly as I say. I suppose he’s only a faun...”

Jefferson let out an exasperated sigh. “This is going to be a disaster.”

They settled in, and Raul put on Die Hard. Freddie pored over her phone, scrutinizing photos of Freya, Daniel, and the other missing students for the millionth time. There had to be something she was missing, Aiden would know. She swallowed down the painful thought. Aiden wasn’t here; she’d have to do this on her own. With the information she got from Dion tomorrow, she’d finally have a lead... she hoped.
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THE NEXT EVENING, THEY met in the crowded Bailey. It was the last day before break, and the sea of students was flooding through the courtyard to get home. Amanda and Raul hauled their bags into Freddie’s trunk, and they piled into her tiny Toyota Corolla and took off toward Bethlehem. Jefferson begged them to turn back the entire way while Raul tried to distract him by hounding him with questions about his Agera. But as much as Jefferson loved to talk about his car, it seemed the threat of Amanda in danger, once again, was too great to deter him from his argument. 

Amanda’s brother attended a private school for musically gifted kids. It suddenly struck Freddie as implausible that the satyr might have tricked his way in just to steal away a couple people. It seemed like more effort than he’d put in before, but then again, he might not have anyone helping him this time. She pursed her lips as they parked and followed the slow stream of people into the auditorium. 

Taking a pamphlet from one of the ushers, Freddie skimmed the student roster. Her gaze caught Amanda’s brother’s name, James Lee, then moved on to the instruments. Obos, fifes, several clarinets, and a french horn were positioned above a slew of flute players—no doubt this concert would last for hours. Sighing, she turned her attention to the students’ last names, not truly believing Dion would keep his name while entering. But it looked as though several of the students came from a faun heritage with names like Ramsey, Nanny, and Pan. He could be posing as one of those...  

“See anything?”

Freddie jumped and looked up to see Pelrin’s handsome face hovering just inches above her own. She cleared her throat and shook her head. Passing the pamphlet to him, Freddie led her friends around back to find the stage door.

“I’m starting to think this is a bad idea,” Raul hissed. “What if he’s not here and we just embarrass ourselves by accusing some random guy?”

“And what if he is here and we miss our chance?”

“Yes, our chance to put him back where he belongs,” Pelrin said.

Freddie glared. “Don’t you care about the missing students? They’re somewhere in Fairy. You could’ve sent people to look for them.”

“I’m not sending my people to roam the four realms in search of people who don’t even belong to Summer. We’re in the middle of a war. Once you come up with a concrete location, maybe I’ll send some of my people in to get them out.”

“And maybe I won’t sneak across the border to rescue them myself.” Freddie flicked a curl from her face and darted backstage. 

They scanned the flurry of students and faculty shuffling around. Freddie and Amanda did their best to stay out of the way as Pelrin headed over to the dressing rooms, and Raul and Jefferson moved to the opposite side of the stage to get a better view of the performers. Time slipped by as the musicians played one after another. Finally the first of the fauns stepped onstage—it wasn’t Dion, though this faun’s flute had a haunting melody that made the audience sway in their seats. Freddie frowned. What a cheater. 

“Look there.” Amanda pointed into the audience. Leaning against the back wall was Mallory, her narrow blue eyes scrutinizing the satyr as he stepped off stage. What was she doing here? Unless...

Freddie did a quick search on her phone for the background on the school. Sure enough, it’d been founded by a satyr and had been run by the same family for years. Now, a satyr and his nymph wife served as the school governors. Of course, Mallory would think they were guilty. 

She grit her
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