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kailin gow

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.

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

––––––––
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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

––––––––
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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
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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
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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
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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

––––––––
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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
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