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            Chapter One

         
         Fetch was no ordinary fox.

         
         An obvious fact to anyone who had seen him soar across the sky wearing the coat he had created with his enchanted threads.
            He was a Zindero, a weaver of magic with an endless supply of spools, each with a different and magnificent power.
         

         
         Some might call him peculiar. Others, extraordinary.

         
         But on his first day back home in Ocho Manos, he didn’t feel extraordinary. He felt nothing but exhausted from his recent
            journey to the Otherworld.
         

         
         It had been a death-defying adventure in which he’d performed a great service to human witches, one that would inspire the kind of tales that would be told for eons. Maybe his story would even make it into a book that would sit on the shelves in Los Misterios—a library that housed countless spellbinding books. The library had once been his favorite place . . . but that was before. 

         
         Still in his bathrobe, Fetch plopped onto the wooden stool in his workroom and began opening the mail that had arrived while
            he’d been away.
         

         
         A catalog of bargain spells—cheap little charms that did things like make someone sneeze five times in a row, or glue someone’s
            mouth shut for ten seconds. No real or significant magic. He tossed the catalog into the trash and picked up the next bit
            of mail: a note from his fairy friend Garzo. The paper, a light blue linen, smelled like poppyseed and spun sugar.
         

         
         Fetch’s stomach grumbled as he read.

         
         
            Is my superpowered vest ready? It had better be magnificent (PERFECT!) with all the time you’ve taken. Your customer service
               is rather lacking, to be honest, and not at all what I expected from a FRIEND. I’d hate to leave you a one-star review. (Insert
               grumble here.) I’ll be by the day after Winter’s Eve to collect. Do NOT disappoint me.
            

            G (for GREAT)

         

         Fetch smirked. Garzo really was the most dramatic, self-absorbed fairy he’d ever met. With a sigh, he dragged a paw down his furry face. He didn’t want to think about how behind he was on his sewing orders. Nor did he want to think about winter only a day away. After all, winter was the time of year when everything had changed— 

         
         Bzzz. Bzzz.

         
         Fetch scanned his workroom, a small dusty space with worn wood floors and dozens of shelves that housed his magical spools
            in every color and shimmer.
         

         
         A spool of rainbow thread trembled as if it had heard the sound too. Or had Fetch only imagined it?

         
         This is what happens when you’re so tired you start seeing and hearing things, he thought. He’d been home a day, slept through most of it, and was still so tired all he wanted to do was fall into his
            cozy bed for an entire season.
         

         
         A ghastly odor floated into the air just then—like a murky, slimy swamp on a hot summer afternoon.

         
         As a fox he was quite excellent at picking up scents. And this one was not only foul but incredibly old. Had he left some
            food to rot while he was away?
         

         
         “I’m definitely not imagining that,” Fetch said, covering his nose.
         

         
         His ears pricked as he reluctantly sniffed the air, walking over to a side table that was stacked high with scraps of fabric
            and heaps of tangled thread. His enchanted trench coat was tossed next to the mess.
         

         
         Bzzz. Bzzz.

         
         Whatever was making that sound was buried beneath the rubble. Or maybe it was inside his coat. He knew better than to reach into one of its limitless pockets—what if some venomous insect had stowed away in there and was just waiting to bite or sting him? 

         
         It was also entirely possible that it could be a vampiric beast waiting to suck his blood. There were all sorts of strange
            and monstrous insects in Ocho Manos, his island home, but with winter approaching, most had already died out or gone into
            hibernation.
         

         
         Fetch snatched a spool of chocolate-colored thread used for its ability to create a temporary armor. He unraveled and wound
            the string around his paw, where it tightened on contact.
         

         
         With a wince, he reached into a coat pocket. Empty. He reached into another.

         
         But all he found was the magical flower he’d taken from Esme’s hair when they’d said goodbye yesterday. A reminder that he
            had a friend out there, even if she did live in another dimension.
         

         
         There it was again—that horrid buzzing sound. A shiver climbed up Fetch’s spine as the tangle of threads on the table shifted.

         
         The swampy smell of death floated up like a northern wind, and he nearly gagged. Covering his nose again, Fetch slowly began
            to untie the tangle. One layer at a time.
         

         
         Then he saw it.

         
         The little culprit wasn’t like any insect he’d ever seen. It was a sort of spidery wasp with red spotted wings, six hairy legs, and a face that looked a bit like a scrunched head of cabbage with narrow eyes and a very angry mouth. 

         
         A scream climbed up Fetch’s throat only to die when he saw one of the creature’s back legs was caught by a thread.

         
         “So you’re stuck,” Fetch said, feeling a bit bad for the feisty thing, but secretly grateful it couldn’t get liftoff and attack
            him.
         

         
         The insect flailed its legs, then opened its mouth. Out came an earsplitting shriek.

         
         Fetch jumped back, but he didn’t have the heart to smash the thing. How had it even gotten in here? His underground home was
            a very well-secured labyrinth of tunnels.
         

         
         He rushed back to his worktable, emptied a small jar of buttons, and grabbed a pair of scissors. Then just as quickly (before
            he lost his nerve) he clipped the length of thread tied to the creature’s trapped leg as he set the jar on top of it.
         

         
         There was a moment of stillness, when Fetch thought perhaps the beast was appreciative. But then it glared at him and began
            buzzing furiously around inside the glass, releasing itty-bitty trails of pea-green smoke.
         

         
         Fetch shrugged off his robe and tugged on his coat before turning back to the caged beast. “I’m going to go to the market,
            and when I get back, if you’ve calmed down, I’ll set you free. Got it?”
         

         
         The beast said nothing, just kept glaring.

         
         But what Fetch didn’t tell him was that he was going to research what the insect was before he ever set it into the wilds of Ocho Manos. 

         
         After Fetch left, the trapped creature clicked its hairy legs against the glass.

         
         Clickety click click.

         
         And then it smiled.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         The air was chilled, a crisp almost cold that felt as blue-gray as the sky. The trees’ leaves had lost their golden luster as they clung to the skeletal branches.
         

         
         But the market stalls were brimming, overflowing with fruits and breads and jars of golden syrups and shimmering jams.

         
         Fetch loaded his basket with apples, blackberry buns, a dozen eggs, three cans of sardines, and half a smoked ham.

         
         Shoppers milled about, preparing for winter as the scent of pipe smoke and ash bark filled the air.

         
         “Beg your pardon,” an old woman in a tattered sweater huffed as she muscled past the fox and through the crowd of magical
            creatures. There were fairies, and witches, and sprites. There were shape-shifters, goblins, and golden-winged crows.
         

         
         Fetch’s last stop was at the entomologist’s stall. The bug expert was a tall, balding man with thick glasses and a bushy silver beard that touched his broad chest. “What bugs you, son?” he asked. “Ha ha. Get it? Bugs?” 

         
         Son. That’s what Fetch’s grandfather used to call him.

         
         Fetch smiled, forcing a polite chuckle. “I just need to ask a question,” he told the merchant.

         
         The man pushed his spectacles up his bulbous nose. “Shoot.”

         
         Fetch quickly described the insect he’d found, down to its foul temper and fouler odor. “Have you ever heard of anything like
            that?”
         

         
         The man stroked his beard, thinking. “Can’t say that I have. Sounds like the critter’s possessed.”

         
         Fetch frowned. “Possessed? By what?”

         
         A small laugh rolled out of the man. “Well, not exactly possessed, but I have heard of creatures who run straight into evil
            like it’s a cloud, and it sticks to them long after it’s gone.”
         

         
         “Sticks to them?”

         
         “Although evil often has a hard time perceiving such a small creature. Heck, big evil often can’t even perceive a small act
            of magic, never mind a bug. You say you imprisoned it under glass?”
         

         
         Fetch nodded. “I . . . I don’t think I could kill it.”

         
         “Tell you what,” the man said. “You bring that jar to me. I’ll see what I can learn. You could also try a reveal spell. They
            aren’t too expensive. Of course,” he said, still stroking his beard, “it could make things worse.”
         

         
         Fetch’s pulse picked up speed. He could certainly try a reveal thread. But he didn’t want to muck things up. “Worse how?”

         
         “Throwing good magic after bad isn’t always the best plan. Best to just bring it to me.”

         
         Fetch nodded, although his mind was already busy thinking about his enchanted threads. Each had a different power, so surely
            there was one that might work. The problem was that there were so many, he hadn’t even begun to learn them all. His grandfather,
            who had raised him, had spent countless hours instructing Fetch, showing him the delicate nature of magic, but all that stopped
            five years ago when he took his last breath. Fetch had only been nine years old.
         

         
         “Thanks,” Fetch said. “I’ll figure something out.”

         
         “You’ll bring me the jar?”

         
         “Sure,” Fetch said before turning down the winding cobblestone road toward home. On the way, he stopped in front of the bronze
            clock tower in the open square. Others had gathered in its shadow, drinking apple cider and hot cocoa, waiting to ring in
            the winter season.
         

         
         At midnight, the fall queen, Pria, would fall into a deep slumber and the winter queen, Celeste, would wake from hers. This
            arrangement—an agreement made by four enchantresses hundreds of years ago to avoid squabbles that could lead to war—maintained
            harmony and balance in Ocho Manos.
         

         
         “Long live the winter queen!” someone shouted.

         
         More like the thief queen who stole my little sister, Fetch thought with a scowl.
         

         
         One terrible night five years ago, Fetch and Violet had gone to Los Misterios, and while he had been busy reading a book, Violet wandered off and Celeste swept in and took her. Then she’d cursed him into this fox form. Days later he received a message that Violet was dead, but he never believed it. He’d immediately wanted to storm the palace to prove it and to rescue his sister, but the place was heavily spelled against intruders, and if Fetch failed (a likely scenario) he knew his sister would pay the price. Never mind that the queen had promised to tear him limb from limb if he ever tried, and what good would he be to his sister then? 

         
         Even through all the chatter and commotion, Fetch could hear the clock tick-ticking away, counting down to winter. The moment
            Celeste opened her eyes, Ocho Manos would be cast in shadow. The days would grow shorter and darker, and the world would fade
            from red and gold to silver and white.
         

         
         And tomorrow it would be Violet’s tenth birthday. Though Fetch didn’t want to think about that. It hurt too much. Plus, he
            had more pressing things to consider, like the creepy little cabbage-faced beast trapped in his home.
         

         
         When he returned to his labyrinth, he set the basket down and rushed into his workroom, hoping he could find the thread that
            would reveal what or even who the creature was.
         

         
         But the moment he got to the table, he froze. His tail swished wildly. For there was nothing under the glass. The little monster
            had escaped. But how? Where?
         

         
         Fetch’s eyes darted about, listening for any sound, any movement. His senses were on high alert. Every shadow seemed deeper, every creak of the floorboards louder. 

         
         But then . . .

         
         He heard the buzzing before he saw the little beast. Before he felt the burn of a sting at the back of his neck.

         
         Fetch clutched at the spot where the pain flared. As the beast’s venom worked its way into his bloodstream, it left a burning
            trail that made him grimace. But before he could react fully, he saw the deadly invader tumble to the floor.
         

         
         Its wings twitched, and then the beast went completely still.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Malvada

         
         The Malvada stirred.

         
         Hungry. Vicious. Prepared.

         
         But weak.

         
         It was the fault of that wretched girl, Esmerelda Santos. The same girl the fox had helped. After she had expelled the Malvada
            from the witch Escarlata, the darkness had been damaged—but not defeated, as the fox believed. It had been difficult, but the Malvada had managed to reduce itself to the form of a lowly
            insect and stowed away in Fetch’s pocket as the fox made his journey back home. It was the new beginning the darkness needed,
            but for its plan to succeed, it would require more than this scrawny, weak, half-cursed fox could offer.
         

         
         A momentary disappointment, the Malvada thought as it observed the world through Fetch’s eyes, breathing in the magic that hung in the air like thick honey. It needed a more powerful vessel, one that would allow it to take a permanent form—one that would give it unyielding power. 

         
         Until then, the Malvada would watch, and it would learn. It would feed on the fox’s magic until he was an empty sack.

         
         The fool has no idea what’s in store for him.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Fetch slept through the turning of the seasons. He wasn’t sure if it was the insect bite, or maybe the healing ointment he’d
            used on it, but his sleep was far deeper than usual. The good news was that when he woke, the wound was healed, as if he’d
            never been stung at all.
         

         
         The bad news was, today was Violet’s tenth birthday.

         
         Which meant that her Zindero powers would awaken fully. But without the enchanted threads that were a part of her inheritance,
            and without Fetch to teach her, she’d never truly command her magic. Which made it all the more confusing why the queen had
            taken her. Fetch had once thought that maybe Celeste just needed a servant, maybe one who was a naturally good sewer. But
            then why not take him?
         

         
         Fetch shook loose a long exhale, wondering what Violet looked like now—did she still have unruly red hair? Were her eyes still as blue as the summer sea? 

         
         He grabbed a memory thread from his collection and, as he did every year on her birthday, he tied the piece around his wrist
            and made a wish for Violet. That she was safe. That she was warm. That she was loved.
         

         
         The pink-and-gold thread shimmered, and the sound of Violet’s laughter, a soft mischievous giggle, floated into the air. Fetch’s
            heart ached. If only her joy could fill the house again for real.
         

         
         “I miss you,” Fetch said as the thread vanished with a spark. “Today you’re ten, a true Zindero. I’m sorry I’m not there to
            teach you.”
         

         
         The silence was so thick it felt as though it could swallow him whole.

         
         Then, out of the corner of his eye, he caught a sudden movement. He turned to the rack where his enchanted coat hung.

         
         He stared for a moment, then just as he shifted his gaze, the hem of the coat fluttered again. “That’s odd.”

         
         He went over to inspect the thing. It went still at his approach.

         
         Twisting his furry mouth, Fetch removed it from the hook and slipped it on. It felt the same as it always had.

         
         Then, just as he began to remove the coat, the buttons buttoned themselves and the collar tightened. He clawed at the garment, tearing off the buttons, gasping as the collar cinched tighter and tighter. And then, as suddenly as it had come to life, the coat fell perfectly still. 

         
         Panting, Fetch threw the thing off. He’d never heard of a murderous coat and he most certainly hadn’t designed it that way!

         
         Maybe it had gotten damaged during his travels, a missing stitch or a torn hem. Something to explain why his coat had gone
            haywire.
         

         
         But though he inspected every inch, there was no defect that he could see. He sat hunched over his scratched mahogany sewing
            table and tugged his wool sweater tighter as the cold reached its long bony fingers down into the labyrinth of tunnels, expertly
            carved by his grandfather, that made up his home.
         

         
         He glared at the mountain of orders that had piled up while he was away. They certainly weren’t going to stitch themselves,
            and he needed the coin, so he forced himself upright, groaned, and got to work.
         

         
         First up, a fairy vest.

         
         Fetch truly hated working on fairy garments. The little creatures, also known by names like alasinders and hadas, were always
            his most demanding clients.
         

         
         “The stitching must be perfect,” they’d squeal. “Extraordinary. Remarkable in every way!”

         
         “It’s just a hem,” Fetch muttered to himself as he inspected the velvet vest’s remarkable, perhaps even perfect, stitching. He had been sewing for three hours with an iridescent purple thread known for its properties of invisibility, when— 

         
         Gong!

         
         Fetch startled, glancing at his pocket watch. With a grumble, he stood and headed down his home’s main tunnel toward the late-afternoon
            visitor.
         

         
         Fetch pulled the periscope closer and peered through the glass.

         
         “I know you can see me!” Garzo practically roared. “Open up! I’m cold and getting colder by the second.” He stomped his little
            foot on the doormat. “And soon I’ll be frozen over, closing my eyes forever to this wretched world all because—”
         

         
         Huffing, Fetch tugged on the thick rope to open the hatch fifteen feet above.

         
         With a hoot, Garzo slid down the pole.

         
         Fetch stepped back, eyeing the two-foot-tall creature, who had lavender eyes and silvery hair that stuck up in great tufts,
            framing his round, cherubic face.
         

         
         “You could have just flown down here,” the fox said.

         
         “Didn’t you hear the part about me freezing?” Garzo argued. “My wings are delicate filaments of beauty, yes, but very susceptible
            to the cold. And thanks to your slowness, they are now brittle sheets of ice, thank you very much.”
         

         
         “You’re welcome.”

         
         Garzo’s face bloomed red with anger. His nostrils flared as he tugged a tiny notepad from his vest pocket and, using only the tip of his finger, began to scrawl words onto the page. “Slow,” he repeated. “Indecisive . . . rude.” 

         
         “Are you seriously taking notes on me?” Fetch asked, his eyelids heavy with exhaustion.

         
         “You know I take notes on everything! Why do you think they call me Spy the Magnificent?”

         
         “I thought you called yourself that.”
         

         
         Garzo scowled, pocketing the notebook. “Did you get my note? Do you have the merchandise? Is the hem perfect?”

         
         Fetch nodded.

         
         “Extraordinary?”

         
         “Remarkable in every way,” Fetch said. “What’s your obsession with vests anyway?”

         
         Garzo’s face brightened and a tiny smile tugged at his lips. “Pockets!” he sang, sweeping past Fetch and into the sewing room
            as though he owned the place.
         

         
         Violet had loved pockets too. Hiding places for marvelous things, she’d called them.
         

         
         The fox entered behind the fairy, who was already examining the vest eagerly.

         
         Fetch said, “I used thread with invisibility powers and as a bonus I added another thread that will mask the spell of strength—”

         
         “So no one will see me coming!” Garzo did a little leap. “How strong are we talking? Will I be able to bend iron with my bare
            hands? Because I’ve got my own magic for that.”
         

         
         “It will be more like you’re the iron.”

         
         Garzo sniffed, then smiled. “Iron Spy the Magnificent!”

         
         “But every time you wear the vest,” Fetch added reluctantly, “that power will get weaker.”

         
         “So not remarkable magic.”

         
         Fetch gave a light shrug. “No magic is forever.” Wasn’t that what his grandfather had always said? He extended his paw. “That’ll
            be two silvers.”
         

         
         Garzo huffed as he reached into his vest pocket and retrieved two coins, both engraved with Queen Celeste’s image, her narrow
            jaw and penetrating eyes.
         

         
         Beaming, Garzo said, “This will be the perfect vest to wear to the festival.”

         
         “Festival?”

         
         The fairy raised a single eyebrow. “Didn’t you hear? It was announced at the turning of the seasons. Or did you sleep through
            the festivities as usual?”
         

         
         “You know I hate winter,” Fetch grumbled. “But tell me about this festival.”

         
         With a snort, Garzo flitted into the air and perched atop the desk, crossing his little arms over his chest. “Well! It appears
            that Queen Celeste is hosting a winter festival in ten days’ time. Can you imagine? It’s been several decades since the last
            soiree at the palace.”
         

         
         “I thought she throws a big party every year,” Fetch said. “To choose a few magical creatures to give up their magic.”

         
         “Really, Fetch, you shouldn’t fall for such gossip.” The fairy leaned closer, his voice low and conspiratorial. “I think she likes such wicked stories circulating because it creates fear, and fear creates control.” In a burst of energy, Garzo swooped across the room and back again, his wings shimmering. 

         
         “But this party is real! Think of the splendor, the glittering opulence—a fairy’s paradise, I tell you!” He tilted his head close.
            His messy tuft of hair fluttered. “Do you think I’ll get an invitation?”
         

         
         Fetch’s mind stumbled over Garzo’s words as if each was an exploding bomb. A festival. At Sterling. The highly guarded winter
            palace, which was protected by spells so strong no unauthorized intruder could ever get in—or out—alive.
         

         
         The very place where Violet was.

         
         Garzo took to the air again, flapping his hands in front of Fetch’s face. “I can see the wheels turning, and they are dangerous
            wheels indeed. Best to forget I said anything.”
         

         
         But the words had been spoken and Fetch’s mind wasn’t just turning, it was spinning. For one night, there will be no spells protecting the palace. Could this be my chance to save Violet once and for all?

         
         Fetch’s heart raced, skipping around his chest as if to say, yes, yes, yes.
         

         
         “Garzo,” he whispered, “this is my chance.”

         
         The fairy whipped his head from side to side. “I don’t like that look on your furry face, and before you even ask—which I know you’re going to—I will not participate in any treachery or treason. Well, unless it benefits me tremendously, and this does not.” 

         
         A horn sounded, so loud it shook the walls.

         
         “Eep!” Garzo exclaimed.

         
         Fetch’s eyes went wide. “Is that what I think it is?”

         
         “That horn can only mean one thing.”

         
         The winter queen’s army was approaching, calling on the citizens of Ocho Manos to assemble. Fetch’s fur bristled and his heart
            raced.
         

         
         Shrinking back, Garzo squeaked, “Let’s hide down here and pretend we didn’t hear it.”

         
         “You’d risk the queen’s wrath?”

         
         “If it means keeping my head and my precious wings, yes.”

         
         “I don’t think they’re here for those things.”

         
         The last time the winter queen’s army came through this quadrant of Ocho Manos, Fetch had been a toddler. He recalled only
            bits and pieces, like his grandfather whisking him into his arms as they headed outside. “Pretend you’re asleep,” he’d whispered
            to Fetch.
         

         
         He didn’t remember what had happened next.

         
         “We should go,” Fetch said.

         
         “Fine, but if anything happens to me it will be all your fault, and you’ll have to live with the guilt all the days of your
            woeful life.”
         

         
         “What are you worried about? You’re wearing a very fine vest that gives you strength,” Fetch said, hoping to make the fairy feel better. 

         
         “Well, maybe that strength doesn’t work against zombies.”

         
         The army’s horn sounded again.

         
         Garzo had a point. Because this army wasn’t like any other. This one was made up of the walking dead.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         The air was crisp and gray, ringing with the hollow sound of winter.

         
         Stone buildings with green tiled roofs slanted this way and that, crammed together along the narrow road. Fetch felt queasy
            as he and Garzo fell into the rhythm of the moving crowd of duendes, fairies, and brujos, all looking just as terrified as
            Fetch felt. Well, maybe the witches appeared less terrified, but that was only because they hid their emotions better than most.
         

         
         The horn sounded again, long and deep.

         
         The crowd picked up their pace. Murmurs and whispers twisted all around them.

         
         “This had better be good.”

         
         “What could they possibly want?”

         
         “Do you think the queen will make an appearance?”

         
         When they got to the town square, Fetch’s gaze landed on the twelve soldiers representing the queen. The Legión Inmortal stood like neatly lined-up gravestones. Twisted, knobby trees cast odd shadows on the ghostly figures, which were at least seven feet tall, with ashen skin so thin Fetch could see the muscles and bones beneath. Hanging from their necks were chain-like threads that reached the length of their arms, which dangled nearly to their knees. Their eyes were slits of black, empty and terrifying. 

         
         One of the soldiers, taller and more intimidating than the others, stepped closer to the frozen crowd. His tangled white hair
            hung around his face like spiderwebs.
         

         
         “Greetings,” he said bitterly. “I am Ernesh, capitán of the guard.”

         
         The capitán spoke slowly, spacing out each word. The chain around his neck made a sharp clanking sound as he turned his head
            from one side of the crowd to the next. Black mist rose from the links.
         

         
         “As you are aware, winter is Ocho Manos’s longest season,” he said. “The darkness swallows the light after only a few hours,
            and this winter the light will be even briefer.”
         

         
         Why? Fetch thought. And how brief—an hour, two?

         
         Ernesh paused as if to read their reactions, or maybe he just liked being the center of attention. “It is for this reason”—his
            cold, vacant eyes scanned the crowd—“that new rules have been put in place. By royal decree, the use of magic is now prohibited
            during the hours of darkness.”
         

         
         Shock rippled through the mob in gulps and wheezes, but no one dared question aloud why the queen would do such a thing. Did it have to do with the festival? Fetch could feel the tension expanding, the confusion and anger growing. Ocho Manos was a vast island where magic ran wild. Limiting people’s magic was like telling the sky to limit its rain. 

         
         The capitán snarled, revealing icy fangs. The air quieted almost immediately. “The new law takes effect,” he said, “tomorrow.
            Invitations to the festival will be delivered then as well. Of course, not everyone will be graced with one.”
         

         
         “Why not?” someone asked.

         
         “If everyone were invited, it wouldn’t be special, would it?” Ernesh emphasized special in a tone that told Fetch the capitán didn’t really care about the festival. “The queen herself has chosen who will attend,”
            he added.
         

         
         Garzo was digging his bony little fingers into Fetch’s leg, but the fox didn’t so much as flinch. It was best to remain unnoticed.

         
         Ernesh added, “I need not remind you that we have hunters of magic. And if you are caught breaking royal law, I will hunt
            you down personally.” His voice hung on the threat for several beats, as if reminding everyone of what they already knew—that
            such a crime meant a slow and painful death, or having your magic ripped away.
         

         
         At once, the soldiers turned as a single unit. Ernesh surveyed the crowd one last time as if looking for something.

         
         A trail of black smoke floated toward the crowd, twisting and hissing as it drew closer. As the smoke reached Fetch, he realized it wasn’t smoke at all, but more like the dark threads of a spiderweb. 

         
         Fetch stepped out of the way as Ernesh smiled, then turned and led his army out of the square in a silent ghostly march.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         As soon as the army was gone, the crowd erupted in an uproar of whats and hows and whys.
         

         
         Heart pounding, Fetch turned to Garzo, but the little fairy was nowhere in sight. He’d probably flown to his stone cottage
            and was already sitting by a fire warming his toes, waiting for his invitation to the Winter Festival.
         

         
         The fox ran all the way home.

         
         Once he was tucked safely inside, he darted into the sewing room, skidding to a halt in front of his worktable. His tail twitched
            and his spine tingled with the cold.
         

         
         Magic is now prohibited during the hours of darkness.

         
         Fetch’s heart thumped to the rhythm of tomorrow tomorrow tomorrow.
         

         
         This was the first real chance he’d had in five years to rescue his sister, and now this ridiculous new rule could ruin it all. How would he ever rescue Violet if his magic was on a leash! A feeling of uselessness threaded between his ribs. No. He’d been afraid for too long, made excuses for even longer.
         

         
         I’ll find a way.

         
         Somehow he would slip into Sterling during the festival when all eyes and spells were elsewhere, then he’d find Violet and
            escape before the ghostly guards caught them.
         

         
         But the palace was vast. How would he locate her?

         
         The queen’s voice rang in his memory: If you ever try to find her, I’ll know, and I will tear you limb from limb. There will be no end to your suffering.

         
         Fetch paced. His bushy tail swished restlessly. Doubt began to burn holes in his resolve.

         
         Then an idea sparked. What if he could see Violet? Maybe gather some clues as to her precise location. The idea reminded him of what the entomologist had said: big evil often can’t even perceive a small act of magic.
         

         
         Well, the queen was evil, so maybe she wouldn’t notice such a minor spell, right? It didn’t matter—Fetch had to risk it.

         
         Determinedly, he took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and called on his Zindero magic. A familiar humming began in his stomach,
            then rose to his chest, swirling around his heart. A spool of pale blue thread floated into the air as a spool of gray rolled
            toward him.
         

         
         Meticulously he knotted together the two threads, then reached into his coat pocket and pulled out the handkerchief Violet had shown him right before she disappeared. On it, she’d sewn a crooked heart with twelve stitches. 

         
         “What’s this for?” he’d asked.

         
         “It’s my heart.”

         
         “Oh?”

         
         “I’m going to carry it in my pocket, so it never gets lost.”

         
         And before Fetch could ask for an explanation, she continued, “In the book I just read, the princess had a best friend, a
            dragon, and . . .” Here she paused, bottom lip quivering before she added softly, “He died. It was so sad, Fetch. The princess
            said she lost her heart that day and never ever found it again.” Violet looked up at him with wide blue eyes. “Do you get
            it now?”
         

         
         “Got it,” Fetch had said, his mind elsewhere as usual.

         
         The hankie had once belonged to their mother, who Violet had never known because she’d died along with their father in a boating
            accident when Violet was a baby.
         

         
         She had never been without the handkerchief. Not once.

         
         Fetch set the woven threads on top of the stitched heart. Then, for good measure, he placed Esme’s magical flower petal there
            as well. Maybe it held no power, but it made him feel less alone.
         

         
         Fetch floated his paws before him. “Show me where Violet is.”

         
         The air crackled and shimmered. The threads floated up, waving back and forth, creating sparks of soft blue light.

         
         Fetch held his breath. His jaw clamped tight. His paws shook with the weight of magic and hope.

         
         Please work.

         
         Just then, the spot where the wasp had stung him began to throb.

         
         He touched his neck, but there was no proof he’d ever been hurt. Something began to rise in him. Something hot yet cold, terrifying
            yet inviting. Something dark and brilliant. He felt dizzy.
         

         
         His body grew heavy, and his eyes even heavier, and soon he was pulled into a world of mist and shadow.

         
         When his vision cleared, he saw himself in Los Misterios, standing in a dark row of shelves, cradling a leather-bound book—just
            like he had that horrible night.
         

         
         This was all wrong. Fetch didn’t want to relive this memory. He wanted to find Violet’s location in Sterling.

         
         Still dreaming, Fetch stared at himself, the last time he had been a human boy. He’d been lanky, with red hair and a lopsided
            smile. His hand casually in his coat pocket as if he had no worries in the world.
         

         
         Well, that was all about to change.

         
         “So that’s what you looked like as a boy,” a familiar voice said.

         
         Fetch turned to find his friend Esme standing next to him. Her dark, wavy hair hung around her face, each strand laced with
            enchanted flower petals.
         

         
         “Esme?” He was so elated to see her he practically leaped into the air. “Are you . . . are you really here?”

         
         “Apparently,” she said. “But why am I in your dream?”

         
         “Maybe because I used one of your flower petals, but this—this isn’t what I wanted to see. I was trying to locate my sister in the palace. I think my magic messed up.” Just like his coat had. 

         
         She scanned the shadows. “This is the night your sister disappeared, isn’t it?”

         
         Fetch nodded.

         
         “Why would your magic bring you back here?” Suddenly, Esme froze, tilted her head, and whispered, “Listen.”

         
         Fetch heard the footsteps before he saw her.

         
         With a thundering heart he turned just as Violet rounded the corner. Unlike that night, now he paid close attention. He studied
            her willful eyes, her determined jaw, and the clover birthmark right beneath her chin that she thought made her lucky.
         

         
         He watched as she tugged on his coat. “There are no books on dragons here, Fetch.”

         
         He wanted to scream. To force this version of himself to pay attention to Violet. But just like that night, his other self
            uttered, “Mm-hmm. Try a book on the lost unicorn horn.”
         

         
         “But dragons are my favorite,” she said with a huff.

         
         Other Fetch nodded absently. “I’ll be done in five minutes.”

         
         No! His heart twisted painfully. He knew what came next.
         

         
         Violet whispered, “The shadows are loud tonight.”

         
         Then she wandered off. Fetch went to follow, but his feet were like two cement blocks.

         
         “Wait!” he hollered, but of course she didn’t hear him. With sinking despair, he watched her vanish behind the bookshelf.

         
         He spun toward Esme. “What do I do?”

         
         “You’re the cleverest fox I know. You’ll figure out what to do.”

         
         “I don’t feel very clever.”

         
         Then, in a hushed voice, she said, “We aren’t alone. Do you feel it?” She began to fade.

         
         “Esme!”

         
         “Oh, drat! One petal just isn’t enough.” And then she was gone.

         
         Fetch whirled back to his dream self. “Look! Don’t let Violet go!” How different he had been then, so distracted, so caught
            up in adventures inked in the pages of books. So very sure of his legacy of magic.
         

         
         But his other self just kept reading, and when he finally did look up five minutes later and saw that he was alone, that Violet
            was nowhere to be found, he began searching for her, thinking she was playing hide-and-seek.
         

         
         “I know you’re here,” he teased, slipping around bookcases, ready to pounce on his hiding sister. But she was nowhere to be
            found.
         

         
         And in the space between now and then, Fetch felt the presence of something else, a sliver of magic that pulsated in the darkness.
            As if it had followed him into this world.
         

         
         He ran. Through the grand hall, down the shadowy steps, and into the street.

         
         “Violet!” he shouted, his voice swallowed by the thickening fog.

         
         But Violet was gone. The only sign of her was the heart-stitched handkerchief dropped on the snowy cobblestone road. A cold wind tumbled toward him as he snatched it up. 

         
         Then Violet’s voice, low and urgent, whispered through the mist. “Fetch.”

         
         “Violet?” His chest tightened. “Are you really here?”

         
         “Stay away.”

         
         A knife of panic pierced his heart. “What . . . why?”

         
         “Please.” Her voice faltered. The distance between them growing as her handkerchief warmed in his paw. He looked down.

         
         A single stitch vanished before his eyes.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Six

         
         “Fetch!” a voice called. “Fetch, wake up!”

         
         Blearily, the fox opened his eyes. Garzo’s round face loomed over him, his silvery hair standing at attention.

         
         The fairy gulped in a giant breath. “I thought you were dead! Do you hear me? DEAD! How could you put me through such a dreadful
            experience?!”
         

         
         Rubbing his head, Fetch sat up. “I—I was trying to locate Violet, but I fell into—” What? A dream? A vision? A horrible memory?
            Fetch had no idea, but it had all felt so real—and so painful.
         

         
         He stared at the handkerchief. It hadn’t been a mistake. A stitch had vanished, leaving only eleven.

         
         What could it mean? As a Zindero, he understood the power of weaving with enchanted threads. But Violet had been only five when she’d stitched this. She hadn’t yet come into her full power. Was she somehow communicating through the threads? But how? And why now? Could it have something to do with her birthday? 

         
         “Locate her?” Garzo looked confused. “But you already know she’s in Sterling.”

         
         “I need the precise location where she is in the palace.”

         
         “I thought you were kidding. Or I hoped so.” Garzo’s face went pale. “You don’t really think you can march into Sterling and
            abscond with your sister?”
         

         
         Fetch felt a swell of courage, the kind that made his teeth feel sharper, his claws longer, and his heart fiercer. “Garzo,
            while I was in that weird dream state
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