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A Fatal Kiss
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It is from an old Danish folklore that I learned of the Fatal Kiss, the kiss bestowed upon mortals by the beautiful Snow Queen, the Queen of Winter, a magical being of the fey. No mortal can survive her kiss. Yet, a mortal is constantly being challenged to survive this kiss, to overcome the fatal magic by the strength of love. Now the Snow Queen has a son, who is known as Jack Frost. Jack Frost was one of the first immortals whom I learned of who risked his immortality in order to follow his heart and love a mortal girl. Like his mother, his kiss is fatal to mere mortals. 
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Prologue
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The dream had come again, like the sun after a storm. It was the same dream that had come many times before, battering down the doors of my mind night after night since I was a child. It was the sort of dreams all girls dream, I suppose – a dream of mysterious worlds and hidden doorways, of leaves that breathe and make music when they are rustled in the wind, and rivers that bubble and froth with secrets. Dreams, my mother always told me, represent part of our unconsciousness – the place where we store the true parts of our soul, away from the rest of the world. My mother was an artist; she always thought this way. If it was true, then my true soul was a denizen of this strange and fantastical world. I often felt, in waking hours, that I was in exile, somehow – somehow less myself, less true, than I had been in my enchanted slumber. The real world was only a dream, only an echo, and in silent moments throughout the day it would hit me: I am not at home here. 

I would shake the thought off, of course, dismiss it as stupid, try and apply my mother's armchair psychoanalysis to the situation. But then, before bed, the thought would come to me, trickle through the mire of worries (boys, school, whether or not I'd remembered to charge my IPod before getting into bed, whether or not my banner would be torn down yet again from the homeroom message board) – will I have the dream tonight? And then, another thought would come to me alongside it. Will I be going home again.

And the night before my sixteenth birthday, the dream came again – stronger and more vivid than it had ever come before, as if the gauzy wisp of a curtain between reality and dream-land had at last been torn open, and I looked upon my fantasy with new eyes.

I was a fairy princess. (When waking, I would chide myself for this fantasy – sixteen-year-old girls should want to start a fruitful career in environmental activism, not twirl around in silk dresses). But I was a fairy princess, and I was a child. I dreamed myself into a palace – with spires reaching up into the sun, so that the rays seemed to pour gold down onto the turrets. The floors were marble; vines bursting with flowers were wrapped around all the colonnades. The halls were covered in mirrors – gold-framed glass after gold-framed glass – and in these hundred kaleidoscopic images I could see my reflection refracted a hundred times.

I was a toddler – perhaps four, maybe five years old, decked out in elaborate jewels, swaddled in lavender silk, yards and yards of the fabric – the color of my eyes. I hated the color of my eyes in real life – their pale color seemed to make me alien and strange – but here, they were beautiful. Here, I was beautiful. Here, I was home.

The music grew louder, and I could hear its melody. It was not like human music – no, not even the most beautiful concertos, most elaborate sonatas. This was the music that humans try to make and fail – the language of the stars as they twinkle, the rhythm of the human heart as it beats, the glimmering harmony of all the planets and all the moons and all the secret melodies of nature. It was a music that haunted me always, whenever I woke up.

Beside me there was a boy – a few years older than I was. I knew his name; somehow my heart had whispered it to my brain. Kian. All the palace around me was golden – with peach hues and warm, pulsating life – but Kian was pale, pale like snow. His eyes were icy blue, with just a hint of silver flecked around the irises; his hair was so black that ink itself would drown in it. He seemed out of place in the vernal palace that was my home – out of season with the baskets of ripe fruit that hung down from the ceiling, with the sweet, honey-strong smell of the flowers. But he was beautiful, and all the more beautiful for his strangeness.

We were dancing to the music, our bodies echoing the sounds we heard – or perhaps the sounds were echoing us. We were learning the Equinox Dance. It was the dance that we would dance on our wedding day.

It was a custom in this fairy kingdom that royal children would learn this dance – the most complicated and mysterious of all dances – for their wedding days. And so we all practiced, day after day (night after dream-rich night), for the day that we would come of age, and dance the dance truly, our feet moving in smooth unison, echoing the commingling of our souls.

My father was the fairy king of the Summer Kingdom – a place where everything tasted like honey and felt like the morning sun on your forehead. Kian's mother was the Winter Queen of the Winter Kingdom, a place beyond the mountains where cool breezes turned into arctic chill, where a castle made of amethyst stood upon a rocky peak, and evergreens dotted the horizon. And it was only fitting that our two kingdoms should meet, should join together; we were the chosen ones.

“You will be my Queen,” the boy whispered to me. His voice was confident, strong.

The dance was still difficult for us. I got tangled in my waves of lavender satin, tripping over his silver shoes. He in turn kept fumbling with his hands, trying to spin me around the waist and instead, elbowing me in the side – but somehow it didn't hurt.

“Silly,” cried the other girl watching us. She, like Kian, was stunning – her hair was as long and lustrous as a starless night; her eyes were silver, like the pelt of a wolf. She was called Shasta, I knew. “Silly – that's not how you dance.” She giggled, and her eyes glittered with her laugh.

And then everything changed and became chaos – my home was suddenly ripped apart and replaced by a new scene. Something – something – was attacking, something with teeth and horns and claws that ripped, something that made a great and bellowing sound I could hear even when I pressed my hands tightly to my ears. The Minotaur.

The screaming came from all directions; everybody was running – me and Shasta and Kian – and the adults, all of them – away from the Minotaur, into each other. Everyone had gone mad. And then someone – someone – was fighting it, a cavalcade of fairy knights each shining in his golden armor – and some knights from the Winter Kingdom too, in their silver.

The Summer King and Queen were there, and the Winter Queen was there too. She looked like Shasta, but older – and her face was different. There was something hard and glinting in her eyes that I could not see in Shasta's, like the shiny specks in stone. I was afraid.

“This is your fault!” a voice snapped – I could not tell to whom it belonged.

“No – it's yours!” Another voice – equally angry, equally cold.

“If it hadn't been for your kingdom...”

“Don't give me those excuses – the Minotaur is a device of your court!”

The voices grew higher and stranger, angrier, louder, quicker and quicker in their retorts until I felt like I was surrounded in a cacophony of rage, bellowing over and over again until at last all I heard was:

“It's all because of that girl!”

And for a moment, they were all silent, and all of them were staring at me.

I could not understand, but it did not matter. Before I could think, could understand what was going on, what was happening to me, the scene had changed again.

I felt his arms around me. That was the first thing; I felt it before I could see anything, see him. I felt his arms encircle my shoulders, feel him brushing my shoulder blades lightly with his fingertips. I shivered. His hands took mine. I could see him. It was Kian, but he was older, now, and so was I – both a young man and a young woman – staring at each other. Age had only made us more beautiful; his hair was longer, now, and his eyes sharper, with greater depth. I could see my reflection in his eyes; my hair was longer too: a deep, warm brown with flecks of gold studded throughout. And I could see my expression – full of fear, full of joy – as he bent down closer to me, as his lips came ever closer to mine.

“Oh, Breena,” he said to me. “My Breena.”

His blue eyes took on a look of sharp determination; he stared at me with such intensity that I felt that his eyes had penetrated into the truest part of my true soul, a part hidden even to the rest of this strange and wonderful land.

“I will kill you, Breena. It is what I have to do. It is decreed.” He cupped my face with his hands, and I could feel his cool breath whispering upon my cheek. “We are mortal enemies.”

Always, every night, that same dream – that same fear, that same joy. When I woke up each morning, I felt a profound sense of loss, a yearning that stretched so deeply it crossed the bounds of reality itself. The alarm clock would ring, and everything would change. I was a nearly-sixteen-year-old girl, with suede boots, with T-shirts bearing sayings I believe in.  I had an IPod, a cell phone, my laptop (with pages full of html code for my brainchild, teensforgreatergood.com). I spoke in rushed slang about the latest films and television shows, played video games with Logan, teased him when he won, teased him when he lost. I wore little to no makeup and complained about homework during G-Format. The idea of dating – of fumbling high school boys trying to score in between stolen keg stands, of Facebook relationship statuses and hastily-texted endearments – repulsed me.

But for a few hours each night, I was somebody else. I was a princess in a castle, with a dress made of lavender and besides me there is a prince with arctic-blue eyes, and arms wrapped closely around me, and lips coming nightly ever closer to mine...

I was home.
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It was not the best day for a birthday. The sky was misty and full of rain – clouds looked as full and wet and ready to drip as kitchen sponges. I woke up with a headache, in a feverish sweat. The dream again. A prince in disguise. A melodious dance. The Minotaur, all eyes, all teeth. I tried to shake the images out of my brain.

“Mom!” I called out.

There was no answer.

This was strange. There was a tradition in my family – every morning on my birthday, my mother would surprise me with a birthday breakfast in bed: banana pancakes with cinnamon and chocolate powder swirl. It was her way of trying to put some weight on me.

“Mom?” Maybe she had overslept. I briefly considered bringing her breakfast in bed, to tease her. I crept into her room. It was empty. 

“Mom?” My calls ricocheted around the rooms of our house, but there was no answer. I was alone. Her coat and hat were missing from the downstairs rack. She had gone out, then. Had she forgotten my birthday? 

I didn't have time to think about it. I was late enough for school as it was, and my birthday did not preclude the schoolbus arriving in five minutes down the block. I threw on the cleanest clothes I could find – a soft, silky T-shirt and a slightly battered pair of denim jeans – and dashed out of the house towards the bus stop.

I made it, but only barely. I was winded, breathless; I didn't even have the breath to bid my customary hello to the bus driver. The sky looked more miserable than before. This was not my morning, I concluded; I hoped this was not a sign of things to come.

I pressed my head against the frosty glass of the windowpanes, feeling the cool air blow softly on my cheek. The bus sped on, through our little suburban town – a sea of identical, winking houses, of elegant gardens trimmed perfectly in accordance with the Town Council's meticulous landscaping policies. And then we entered the woods.

The long, winding country road that took us through the woods to Kennedy High was my favorite part of the journey to school. The woodlands were deep and green, the sort of endless forests in which one can imagine all kinds of daydream fantasies. These woodlands, currently under development by the Town Council, and marked for transformation into a Gregory County Buy-B-Mart, were my lunchtime sanctuary, the place I spent my stolen free hours wandering when I could not bear school any longer, could not stand the crowding mean girls and the taunts of the popular crowd and the politics of cafeteria seating; I could not bear the idea that these trees – these rich, green trees - might be torn away, replaced with shiny, glinting asphalt and meticulously arranged parking lots.

“Tree-na,” they called me. It was a stupid nickname, the sort of thing probably thought up on a drunken binge through Courtney Spade's parents' liquor cabinet some Friday night when his family was out of town. It was certainly nicer than the names that they called some of the other nerds. But nevertheless, it stung. 

Today, however, the woods seemed unfamiliar to me. The old pathways seemed to curve and wind in strange ways as I passed; the trees seemed like they were whispering to me, their branches contorting in angles I did not recognize. The rustle of the leaves was strong – but there was no wind. Something was different. 

And then I saw a satyr on the edge of the road. 

It vanished a moment later. Fantastic, I thought to myself. My sleeping patterns had led me to hallucination at last. But the image stayed with me – that little figure, with a man's face and torso and the legs and hind of a goat, with little horns poking through right above his ears. It was not unfamiliar to me. I had read the books of Greek and Roman mythology my mother had bought me for my tenth birthday so many times that the pages were dog-eared and falling out; I knew exactly what a satyr was meant to look like. I also knew that they weren't real.

Just a hallucination, I thought, a trick of the brain. Perhaps I had fallen asleep again, dozed back into my enchanted dream.

That was when I saw the goblin, poised atop the school building. It was blue and hunched over, with tiny bat-wings that didn't look like it could carry its bony body. And then it took flight...

Just a bird, I thought to myself. Just a bird, like any other. I'm the one who's strange today – I haven't gotten enough sleep. (I had seen its eyes, its claws, its eerily pointed chin...)

I did my best to ignore the mysterious sights of the woods. I had enough on my plate as it was.

My day did not improve. Some days before I had hung up a “Save the Woodlands” banner on my homeroom's notice board along with a sign-up sheet, hoping to co-opt some of my classmates into an effort to save my beloved woods from the machinations of the town council. Somebody had torn it down, shredding it into little pieces and leaving it scattered on the homeroom floor. Nobody had bothered even to clean it up. Figures, I thought. The popular kids at school were given tacit approval for their actions by the teachers, who in turn wanted to impress their generally wealthy, influential parents.

This is why I liked the woods, best. There was nothing there but me and my thoughts – no cruelty, no distractions. Only the sound of the whispering stream and the crunch of leaves beneath my feet.

I sighed and began picking up the pieces of my banner.

“Need some help?” Logan came up behind me.

I smiled at him gratefully. “Yeah, sure.”

“Happy birthday, Bree.”

He'd always been my best friend. He was my age – though much taller (a recent development – I had teased him all through our early adolescence when I towered over him easily). His hair was light, sandy-brown, his eyes hazel with gold specks, and his demeanor warm, even protective. I always felt safer when Logan was around. He smelled like the woods – like wood chips and musk – for, like me, he spent all of his time wandering its hidden pathways. His family were country people – if they didn't live in the woods themselves they lived as near it as possible – not in the whitewashed, sterile houses of the suburban part of Gregory, Oregon.

“Sorry they tore up your sign-up sheet, Bree,” he said.

“No worries. We were the only two who signed up. Oh well. Not like anyone at this school cares about anything more significant than who’s sleeping with who in celebrity news. They're probably just excited that we get a Claire's Accessories within walking distance of school – probably think an endangered species is something you have to pick up on the sales rack before it sells out...”

“I wish they were an endangered species, considering how mean they were.  Whether they believe in the same things are not, they didn’t have to tear up your sheet,” said Logan, giving me a great bear hug.

My day did not improve. I suffered through another round of P.E. - a subject at which I was notably terrible – before returning to the sweat of the locker room, ready to face the barrage of mean girls who saw, in that strange way only girls can understand, the locker room as a way to show off their toned, sleek bodies, expensive underwear, and even monogrammed towels to their less affluent peers.

Clariss and Hannah, the heads of this unfortunate cabal, had already selected for themselves the choicest seats in the locker room.

“Really, Hannah,” Clariss was saying. “I don't know how you're ever going to get a boyfriend if you don't at least go to third...”

“I don't want to be a slut like Elizabeth Macneal,” said Hannah.

“Big Mac's only a slut because she's fat,” Clariss decided, as if this logic were entirely sound.

I tried to shut out their voices – squeaky, high-pitched sounds. 

And then I saw the goblin again. It was smaller, this time, perched on the edge of Clariss and Hannah's bench, snarling at them like an angry dog. It stuck out a sharp talon and started sniffing.

It was real this time. I blinked – and it was still there, opening its mouth and aiming precisely at Hannah's hand...

“Stop it!” I cried, and tried to swat the goblin away. “Go away!”

Before I could collide with it, the goblin vanished, and my hand instead hit Clariss square in the arm. The bottle of perfume she was holding dropped to the floor and shattered, the sticky-sweet smell of expensive scent flooding the locker room, combining with the smell of shampoo.

“What are you doing?” shrieked Clariss. “Are you crazy?”

“Yeah, what the hell, Tree?” Hannah echoed her.

I felt a pair of hands shove me into the lockers. “That was Chanel No. 5, you dumb bitch!”

“Crazy hippie,” said Hannah – as usual, her echoes only a few nanoseconds too late to be anything but pathetic imitation.

I was surrounded by them – like a caged animal. Hannah and Clariss were joined by the rest of their coterie – Ali Walsh, Cassia Barraclough, and Jo Murphy, all of whom had decided that I had stepped out of line, and were to be punished.

“Why don't you go draw some fairies,” Jo said, shaking out her auburn hair. 

“No wonder she always draws magical creatures,” said Cassi. “She doesn't have any real friends of her own.”

“Maybe she can put a spell on someone,” Ali said, cackling as if she had achieved the height of wit, “make them be her friends.”

They all started laughing, pointing, and joshing each other until at last I could stand it no longer. I pushed past them out into the hallway, my eyes stinging with the first hint of tears.

“Enough,” I said to Logan at lunchtime. “I can't wait to graduate. If I get into art school, I'll be out of here – making my fortunes in Providence, Rhode Island.” My dream was to go to RISD – the Rhode Island School of Design and become an art director like my mother or a famous artist with my own art gallery.

“Only a few more years,” said Logan. “Then you're free.”

“Being a sophomore sucks,” I decided.

“Yeah,” he said. “Not as bad as being a junior, though. College applications.”

“Don't remind me,” I said.  Logan was smart.  He was already a junior although he was just a few months older than me.  I had no doubt he would be accepted into any college he set his sights on.  

We caught sight of Clariss, Hannah, and the gang staring at us, passing around their whispers and their giggles.

“What do you think they're saying?” Logan asked me.

“The usual. Probably how hot you are, and wondering why you spend all your time with weirdoes like me instead of dating one of them.”

“Don't be stupid,” said Logan. “They're probably talking about how gorgeous you are!  It seems to me they’re just jealous of you.”  He moved in closer as a student carrying a large tray nearly side-swept us.  Our hands brushed.  He glanced over at me for a second and said, “Bree, you’re perfect.”

“Hah, that'd be the day,” I said. “Besides, what's this I hear about you asking Clariss?”

“What?” Logan made a face. “Who told you that?”

“I overheard Hannah telling Ali Walsh, Clariss was going with you. Somehow I figured I'd better do my fact-checking before jumping to conclusions.”

“Check away,” said Logan. “The closest I've come to asking Clariss to the prom was when I was standing in front of her, listening to her talking about how much she wanted to go, but just couldn't find the right guy to go with....so I told her I wished her good luck, and walked away.”

“Why didn't you go with her?” I was trying to sound nonchalant, but there was a bit of envy trickling into my voice. Clariss was, after all, the most beautiful girl in school.  And Logan was the most gorgeous boy in school, although he was my best friend since whenever.

“Because she didn't ask me,” said Logan. “I like a girl who isn't afraid to be herself, and ask me if she wants to go with me, instead of playing games.” He saw my face. “Besides, she's not my type.”

“What is your type?”

“Natural, down-to-earth,” he said, looking at me with a hint of a smile.  

Before I could respond, I hear a familiar lilt behind me. “Guys guys guys guys guys!” exclaimed Sandy, a tiny redhead with what seemed like a constellation of freckles dotting her nose. “Oh my God, guys!”

“Yes, Sandy?”

“They found Jared!”

“Jared Dushev?” Logan stood up, looking concerned. Jared had been missing for about a week. We all assumed he'd been cutting class to go up to Portland for a Depeche Mode concert – it was the sort of thing Jared would do.

“He was in the woods! Apparently they found him near the Love Shack, completely out of his mind – babbling so that nobody can understand him, covered in human bites!”

“Oh my God – is he okay?”

“Apparently he's lost a lot of blood. We don't know yet.”

“Is it drugs?” I asked.

“Maybe. Jared's into that sort of thing. But the bites...” Sandy shivered. “I don't like the woods; they're creepy. Ever since the wolf attack.”

She dashed off, eager to check another name off her list of people to whom to gossip.

“Things are sure strange around here,” I said to Logan. “First Jared – now, you know – I think I'm going crazy. Whatever I saw in the locker room...human bites...next thing I'll find out this whole town is haunted, like in Buffy the Vampire Slayer.”

I tried to laugh off my worry, but Logan remained silent, his brow furrowed. He stared at me with quiet intensity, his dark brown eyes growing larger as they stared into mine. For a moment, I thought he looked frightening – as frightening as the morning's woods – even predatory.

“What is it?” I asked him.

“Nothing.” He smiled at last, and I could have sworn his teeth looked a hint sharper than was normal.

I rubbed my head with my hands. I must be seeing things again, I thought. Time to get some sleep. 
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BUT THERE WAS NO SLEEP to be had for me. Instead, there was Algebra Class, followed at last by Art – the last class of the day, and a respite from the chaos and confusion the day had brought with it so far. Art was always my favorite class – I took such pleasure in losing myself on the canvas. There, I could bring out all the images I had seen in the most secret part of my soul, paint the moments and people and figures from my dreams, express myself more deeply and truly than I had ever been able to in any other medium. My paintings were filled with fairies and demons, pixies and goblins, satyrs. Even today, of all days, seemed somehow better, easier to deal with when I was painting. I painted the satyr that I thought I had seen – the goblin poised to take flight from the rooftop. Even if I was going crazy, I thought, at least it was improving my art. Plenty of artists were crazy, after all. Van Gogh had even cut off his own ear. I grimaced at the thought.

After Algebra I met up with Logan again.

“I've been thinking,” I said. “I think something's going on today – something big.”

“Like your birthday,” he teased me. I smiled.

“I mean – these things I've been seeing. First a satyr, then that goblin. Something's different about today. And I think we should find out what it all means.”

“Your point being?”

“Research, Logan.”

“You want to research mythical beings? You're not going to find that in any library,” Logan laughed.

“Actually,” I said. “I am. The library has a whole section of Greek myths, Egyptian myth, even English and Norse.  Just because we're not going to find Pixie information in a natural history textbook doesn't mean they're not there somewhere.”

“Myths aren't real,” said Logan. He did not meet my eyes.

“Actually,” I said, acutely aware that I was putting on my nerd-voice (Logan rolled his eyes with a smile), “myths reflect centuries of oral tradition in non-literate as well as literate peoples – when it comes to the supernatural, there's no beating folklore.”

“You sound like your mother,” Logan said with a grin. When it came to slightly pedantic discussions of myth, legend, and folklore, my mother could go on for hours. It was the reason my family had few friends in Gregory.

So to the library we went, in search of information about the sort of creatures I had seen. There was little mention in the first book we tried, Bulfinch's Mythology, nor was there much help in any of the works about Norse mythology. We were ready to give up before I found relevant passages in Edward Causabon's The Great Book of Anglo-Saxon Folk and Legend: A Mythological Dictionary.

“Wait, wait here,” I said. “Here's something.”

Goblins. The book read. Mythical beings believed to have trickster powers – they are commonly cited as maintaining human form, albeit with minor exceptions (longer claws, pointed chins), and often used in mythology as a stand-in to represent minor demons. While goblins were widely understood as mischievous creatures, and somewhat malignant, they are rarely depicted as actively seeking to harm humans in the manner of, for example, the Pixie. For more, see PIXIES.

“Hey, take a look at this,” I said. “Pixies...”

Pixies. One of the most malevolent figures in English mythology, Pixies is understood as the counterparts of faeries. While the magic of the faeries is often cited as dangerous, even fatal for non-humans, faeries themselves are rarely understood as being evil or malicious in and of themselves; rather, they are depicted as belonging to an entirely separate world than that of human beings. Rather, Pixies – traditionally the enemies of either werewolves or vampires, depending on the source – are known for their malicious attacks on human beings, including but not limiting to severe bite marks that leave their victims with intense memory loss and a “touch of madness.” Pixies are depicted in a number of Old and Middle English sources, include “The Wyrd of the Wild,” “Skanner's Tale,” and several folk compendia from the early thirteenth century...

“Whoa,” said Logan.

“Severe bite marks that leave their victims with intense memory loss and a “touch of madness,” I repeated. “Sound familiar to you?” Then I stopped myself. “Wait,” I said. “This is stupid. Really stupid.”

“You don't believe in Pixies, then?” asked Logan.

“Of course not!” I said. “I'm not...I'm not Tree-na, okay? The stupid hippie who draws magical creatures out of Disney movies.”

“I didn't say that,” Logan said softly.

“It's just...” I sighed. “It's just those dreams I've been having. Every night. About fairyland – Feyland, they call it. And it's the most beautiful dream, every single night. And it feels so real. And if there are goblins, or satyrs, or pixies in the dream, well, they feel real, too. Look, I know it's stupid.”

“I don't think it's stupid at all,” said Logan.

“Maybe in another life,” I said. I groaned. “I should get home,” I said. “I have so much homework to finish.”

“Not doing anything special for your birthday?”

“I don't know,” I said. “My mother and I usually spend it at Baba Louie's – they've got the best ice cream in town. But she wasn't at home today when I got up, and she hasn't called me or texted me since.”

“Your mother texts?” he snorted.

“She likes to keep “modern,” I said. “But I haven't been able to reach her. Great,” I sighed. “Stood up by my own mother on my birthday. How pathetic is that?”

“Not very,” he said. “I'm sure she'll be in touch. She probably had to rush to work or something.”

“Yeah, maybe,” I said.

“Let me tell you what,” said Logan. “Sweet sixteen is too special to celebrate alone. Let me come by and cook you some dinner. My childhood as a latchkey kid taught me some valuable cooking skills. And if your mom shows up, just text me and I'll cancel.”

I smiled. “Thanks, Logan; that's really sweet.”

“No problem,” he said. “I like to cook. Especially for someone who can appreciate my culinary skills. And you, my dear, eat like a horse.”

My voracious appetite was indeed the subject of many jokes on the part of my friends and family. (“Where does it all go?” my mother threw up her hands in despair).

Feeling slightly better, I caught the late bus home – along with the kids who had stayed late for detention. I curled up against the window, glad that at least I had one friend with whom to celebrate the day. But I couldn't relax. Thoughts kept cropping up in my mind, images – the goblin, satyrs, Pixies....

We passed by the Love Shack, the dilapidated old shack at the end of the woods that was, until the wolf attack on Francesca Kaminski six months ago, the most popular destination for young people to arrange beer-soaked trysts. I thought of Jared Dushev – babbling incoherently, covered in human bites...had a Pixie done this to him? Did Pixies even exist?

And then I saw it, standing by the side of the road. 

I thought he was a hitchhiker at first, one of the backpackers that frequently hiked through Gregory on their way to Oregon. But then I got a closer look at him.

He was tall – too tall, somehow, for his slender frame, so that he seemed to dangle down from his narrow, bony face. His cheekbones were high and pointy, triangulating down into a sharp, cruel chin. His hair was ashen blonde, and his eyes were green – a weird, neon color I had never seen before, too bright and strange to be natural. His hands – with long, snakish fingers, rested upon a sharp staff. Delano. The name came to me before I even had time to realize what I was seeing – and I recognized him, even as I had no idea who he was.

The bus rolled on towards him.

And then he turned to me. It seemed that the bus had stopped, or at least slowed – time itself was pouring out like molasses. I could see the nebulous color of his eyes twist and shift – first it had been green, now it morphed into yellow. He could see me. Through the foggy glass panel, through the bus, through the distance, he could see right into me. My heart started ricocheting around my ribcage.

Breena.

I heard a voice call my name, in a sound so high-pitched, so unearthly, that it could not have been human. The figure was ten yards off at least; I felt his call as a whisper in my ear.

When I got off the bus I ran home, locking all the doors and windows behind me. I was out of breath, terrified. I tried to calm myself down – Pixies didn't exist, after all – Jared probably was experiencing the bad after-effects of an unfortunate drug trip. But how did he get those bite marks? The world of my dream seemed to be hovering parallel to reality, the tender fabric between the two fluttering aside – my dreams trickling into the world of day.

“Hello!” I called out. Still nobody at home.

I dialed my mother's office.

“Raine Malloy's office?” the voice answered. It was my mother's secretary, Paula.

“Hi, Paula; it's Bree. Do you know where my mother is?” She should have been home by now.

“Oh, Bree, hi. Look, I'm really sorry, but your mother had to be called out of town on some really important business. I had to call her at six in the morning – she didn't want to wake you. Told me to tell you how sorry she is, and to wish you a very happy birthday. She'll be back soon. It was an emergency, trust me.”

“Oh,” I said. “Sure.” At least she had remembered. All the same, this didn't sound like her. Something was wrong.

Worry knotted itself into my stomach.

Suddenly I heard a loud rapping at the door. I jumped, thinking of the figure – the Pixie – I had seen on the bus ride home. The Pixie that had seen me.

The knocking came again. I couldn't breathe; panic seeped into me. Delano. The terror was instinctual, irrational – as if my soul understood somehow what my brain could not.

The sound came again. Then the fumbling of the door knob.  I crept backwards, looking for something I can use as a weapon.

Then I heard the voice.

“Hey, Bree? Bree? Are you there? I've brought ice cream!”

Relief flooded my veins. Logan. Of course.

“Just a second!” I smoothed my hair, shaking all the worry out of me. How could I have been so stupid as to forget?

“It's freezing out here!” Logan called. “Everything OK?”

I went to answer the door. 
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Chapter 3
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“I BROUGHT GROCERIES,” said Logan, with a smile. “Your favorite tortilla bread, some chicken...” Before he could finish his sentence, however, I dragged him inside and locked the door.

“What are you so paranoid about?” he asked me.

“Nothing,” I said sharply. “It's stupid. Nothing.”

“It doesn't sound like nothing.”

“You'll think I'm stupid,” I said. I turned red. The rational, sensible, modern-day part of me could not believe that I was going into hysterics about perceived Pixies or theoretical fairies. Sixteen-year-old girls go into hysterics about math grades and prom dates, I thought (although that didn't seem like too enticing a prospect either), rather than hallucinate Pixies on the roadside.

“I don't think you're stupid,” Logan said, taking my hands in his. “The only stupid thing is you getting upset and not talking to me about it.”

“I think...” I sighed. “It's crazy, okay. But I think I saw the Pixie. On the road home – standing as the bus went by. I think he saw me.”

Logan jerked up. “What did he look like?”

“Pointy face – white skin, really white skin – and his eyes.”

“What about his eyes?” He leaped to his feet.

“Green, kind of. But yellow – sort of – you know glow-sticks that change color when you break them? Sort of like...”

“Stay right here.” Logan began marching, one by one, to the windows, checking that they were locked, closing the curtains. “Don't move – don't answer the door, no matter what.”

I had expected him to tell me to stop worrying, that Pixies and fairies and magical creatures were only figments of my imagination. If anything, I had expected him at his most open-minded to cock his head and consider the possibility of supernatural fauna. I had not expected this.

He came to me and held me closely, so closely I could smell that reassuring, familiar smell of musk and wood lingering on his neck. He pressed his lips to my forehead. “Feel safer?” he asked me. He had calmed down now, and felt more like the Logan I knew. My Logan.

Of course, I thought to myself. He was just making me feel safe – making sure I knew he was protecting me. There was nothing to worry about at all.

“Come on, let me make you some dinner,” said Logan. “Enough with the stress for one day.” He smiled. “I've got lots of options for you. Mexican tortillas with fajita chicken, Italian pasta with meatballs, or Chinese noodles with shrimp. I think we should eat them all. But save room for dessert – I've got a surprise for you.”

“You're amazing.”

“I'm average.” Logan shrugged. “Besides, it's your birthday. If I'd brought my guitar, I could have even sung you a song. And,” he added, “I believe you mentioned you'd finished your latest painting?”

“You remembered!”

“I don't suppose you're going to let me go without seeing it.”

I blushed. “It's not that good...”

“I'm sure it's excellent,” said Logan. “Come on – show it to me.”

I brought the canvas down from the art studio upstairs. “See,” I said. “Mediocrity at its finest.” I was embarrassed, showing my pictures to Logan.  His confidence in me, his faith and his trust, had the effect of making me want to live up to his expectations, no matter what. He thought I was a great artist – I wanted my paintings to be as great as he thought they were. I hoped whatever Logan saw in me was really there.

“Bree Malloy,” said Logan, examining the canvas. “You are a genius.” It was a painting from the dream. They were always paintings from my dreams. Whenever I woke up from a particularly vivid evening in Feyland, whenever the lilting music of the fairy waltz had played too long and loud in my ears, I woke up with a desire, a craving to paint. The unreleased energy would haunt me all day – through school, through lunch, through the afternoons – until at last I would be unable to bear it a moment longer and would dash to my studio, feverishly painting from memory the images in my brain – the bared teeth of a Minotaur, the turrets and spires and minarets of the golden Summer Palace, the face, preternaturally beautiful, of a fairy prince with winter eyes....

This one was of Kian. I had painted it a few nights ago – when the dreams had started getting stronger. He was a young man in this painting, strong and powerful, with cheekbones that glimmered like ivory and eyes fringed by dark lashes, that seemed to shine out of the painting, shine with a light that no oil on canvas could ever have rendered naturally. He was standing in a garden, ripe with orange-flowers and yellow blossoms, the tropical colors of the garden contrasting sharply with his cool, unblinking stare.

“It's so realistic,” Logan added. I noticed that he was looking at the background – the landscape in which I had painted Kian – almost willing himself to ignore the details of the prince's face.

“What's wrong?” I asked him.

“Nothing,” he turned red. 

“Is the portrait all right?”

He nodded, refusing to look at me. “Is that the guy from your dream?”

“The man,” I said, defensive in spite of myself. “Yes, from my dream” My face fell. “You don't like it?”

“No, it isn't that,” Logan said. “He's beautiful. Beautiful. It's just – the detail...you've an eye for details, Bree.” His voice sounded forced. “They're really – they're really lovingly done.” He sighed. “Come on, Bree, let's get some food. I vote that we start with a certain favorite delicacy of yours. Three guesses.”

“What is it?”

“What wakes you up in the morning, cools you off in the summer, and can only be found in your favorite chain coffee store?”

“A caramel latte?!” I leaped up. I had not had one since May; Gregory didn't have one store (although the proposed woodland shopping mall, to my intense frustration, was due to get one), and my commitment to environmentally friendly behavior meant that I didn't want to waste the gas to drive all the way to neighboring Vanton. 

“I bought ice cream, coffee, and this weird syrupy-stuff from the corner shop.” He poked the canister suspiciously. 

“Let's try it,” I said, eager to let the subject of the paintings drop.

It was not quite chain-store quality – it was messy, and our efforts rather stained the countertop I had just finished cleaning – but it was delicious. “Whipped cream on top!” I proclaimed, grabbing a canister from the pantry and foaming the top of the cup with a pyramid of whipped cream. I missed the cup slightly, accidentally aiming at Logan and getting whipped cream all over his shirt.

“Nice going!” said Logan.

“Oh, God, Logan,” I breathed, “I'm so sorry. That's your favorite shirt!”

“Well, you should be,” he snapped, grabbing the canister from me. “You know why? Because now! Now! Now your shirt's going to get ruined too!” His mock-anger gave way to gleeful joy as he aimed the canister square at my face and started squeezing. 

“Gotcha!”

“Not so fast!” And so we began chasing each other around the living room with the whipped cream canisters, laughing as we did so. The worries of the day were forgotten – at last we were relaxed, carefree, and normal. Pixies and fairies and Jared Dushev seemed far away as we joked and teased each other. We were kids – normal kids – having a food fight in a living room while my parents were out.

At last we gave up (Logan having won a rather sound victory), and I went upstairs to change. “I can just wash my hair out in the sink,” I said, putting my head under the cool, refreshing water. Logan, meanwhile, had taken off his shirt to let it dry.

“I bet Clariss just wishes you sat around shirtless in her house,” I said – and I cannot deny that I certainly allowed my glance to linger on his lean, taut muscles a few moments longer than would have been strictly friendly. Despite being in Oregon, Logan had a natural tan as though he spent a lot of time outdoors without a shirt.  Not only had he grown taller in the last couple of years, but his frame had filled out – broad shoulders and chest down to a taut tapered stomach.  Logan had a body any athlete would envy.

“Yeah, well, I'd sure like to empty a canister of whipped cream in her face,” said Logan. “Maybe then she'd shut up.”

“You really don't like her? Not even a little bit?”

“Yeah, that's why I'm not going to prom with her. Because I'm desperately in love with her.”

“No, seriously,  Logan.”

“Firstly, she's horrible to you, and I don't care if she looks like Keira Knightley, that's a deal-breaker. Secondly, she's really not that attractive. All that makeup, hair extensions, and straightener – I don't even know what she looks like under all that stuff. If she isn't confident enough to look like herself...”

“You're like the perfect boy,” I said to Logan, coming over from my impromptu shower, my hair dripping all over the floorboards.

“Not quite,” said Logan, and his smile darkened. For a moment, he looked unhappy. “Hey you, come here.”

I grabbed a clean kitchen towel, wrapped it around my head, and sat beside him.

He took the towel and started rubbing my hair dry.  “You've still got some whipped cream – right there.” He gestured to a stray bit still clinging to the hairs beside my face. “Let me get it for you.” His hand stopped at my cheek, cupping it softly. I looked into his eyes – they were full of intensity, full of kindness.

“I've had a great birthday,” I said, softly.

“It's a pretty good day for me, too,” he said. His hand was still there. “Happy birthday, Bree...” His face came closer, ever more slowly, to mine.

My heart began beating more quickly. “Yeah, you too,” I said instinctively, before realizing what I had just said. “I mean...”

“Yeah...” His other hand found mine. I felt myself leaning forward, just slightly, my lips just inches from his...

Suddenly there came a loud knock on the door.

Something was wrong.

It was a booming, vicious knock – the kind of knock that echoed through the house and seemed to make it shake.

“Breeana!” came a voice from outside. “Breeana!” It was high-pitched, unearthly, terrifying. It was the Pixie's voice. Delano.

Logan sprang up. “Go upstairs,” he said, roughly.

“Logan, what's going....” 

“Don't argue with me – go!” He knew something. I could see it in his eyes, in the tautness of his muscles, in the fierce setting of his mouth.

“Hide in the art studio. Lock the door, get on the floor, and don't. Move. Whatever you hear – whatever you think you hear – Don't. Move.”

There was no time to argue. I ran.
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I COULD NOT BREATHE. I could hear the knocking get louder and louder downstairs, hear Logan rushing down, but I could not wrap my head around what was happening. “Logan!” I tried to cry out but my voice refused to listen to me, to make any sound at all; I choked. What was he doing? Whatever was down there – whatever thing – and I knew deep in my heart that it was the Pixie, Delano, the thing I had seen staring at me on the side of the road – it was surely nothing Logan could fight. He was just a boy, after all – strong, surely, muscular, certainly – but a human. Like me. He could not fight against some magical creature.

And yet – what magical creature was there? Until this morning, I hadn't believed in magic at all; now, it was coming all too quickly. 

He had been so strong, so sure, Logan, I thought. He had taken control of the situation – he had believed everything I said, taken it seriously, then rushed me upstairs and had me lock myself in the art studio. Why? It was almost as if he had known what was going on, recognized the situation from what I was telling him, and determined that he would fight the Pixie.

What did he know?

The door flew open; I could hear the sound of a whistling wind swoop into the living room. It was the sound of a thunderstorm. My heart was beating faster now; terrified, I scrambled under the desk, covering my head with my hands. There was a loud crash. 

What was going on? Who was this thing – this Pixie? And what did it want with me?

My eyes caught sight of the painting I had done of Kian, sitting back on the easel where I had replaced it, and my heart felt that same familiar longing – that same familiar familiarity. I felt as if there were something I had forgotten, some grave and important fact just slipping beyond the grasp of my brain, some key to all the answers of my dreams, of this whole strange day, that I knew – that I had always known – but just could not remember.

And Kian's face was the key to it all.

I closed my eyes tightly, my mind straying back to the world of my dreams.

Come on...I whispered to myself. Come on, Breena, remember...

Remember whatever it was I had forgotten.

There came a great and terrifying howl from downstairs, the howl of a wolf, careening off the ceilings and the walls, echoing upwards so that it felt the howl was coming from directly behind me, from all around me. The floors of the art studio shook; the walls were vibrating. I could hear one set of plates crashing, then a vase – identify each sound as one thing, then the other, crashed, was destroyed. I could hear sounds of a struggle – great thumps followed by loud crashes, the sibilant hissing of the wind on all sides of me, seeping underneath the door, shaking at the lock.

Make it stop...I cried. Just make it stop...

And then at last it had stopped, and the silence that followed was worse than the fight itself. One way or another, it had finished, and I did not dare to get up, to go downstairs, to see one of them (oh, but which one?) lying dead upon the floorboards, and one of them standing before me.

It didn't matter, I told myself, willing myself to be brave. If Logan had won, and sent the Pixie away, then he would need my help – washing the wounds, getting bandages...If Delano had won, then he would be coming upstairs to find me shortly...and the end result would be the same. I had to be brave.

You are a princess, said a voice in my head. Be brave.

Somewhere, somewhere far away, deeper than every plummet sound, I heard the melody of fairyland, that strange waltz from my dreams. It was playing for me. It was willing me to be brave.

Slowly, I opened the door.

I came downstairs, feeling sicker and sicker at each step. I did not want to see what had happened.

The first thing that caught my eye was Logan. He was laying naked, unconscious, thrown upon the sofa. But he was breathing.

I grabbed a blanket and ran to him, covering him up, without even the presence of mind to be embarrassed. He was hurt, and that was all that matter. I knew enough First Aid Training not to move him, nevertheless I shook him a bit, calling his name.

“It's going to be okay, Logan.” I pressed my cheek to his heart. It was beating strongly, powerfully. He would be fine. “Listen to me – there's just a little wound, okay? Nothing too bad.” I grabbed the shirt he had taken off earlier, pressing it to the cut on his shoulder, applying pressure to stop the bleeding. “You'll be fine.”

There was no sign of the Pixie. I relaxed, taking the first full breath I had taken since that terrible knocking first rapped on the door.

I went to the window, checking the locks, making sure there was nothing lurking in the woods.  

And then the kitchen door flew open.

He was taller than I had remembered; his face was bonier, his eyes even more yellow – the putrescent color of burning sulphur. But I remembered his smile from the bus well enough – that cruel, cold, evil smile that told me he could look upon me, and Logan, in full, clear knowledge of what exactly he planned to do to us, and feel no regret, no remorse, no hesitation.

“Breena.” His mouth had not moved, but I heard his voice bearing down upon me, freezing the blood in my veins. “Come here, Breena.”

His eyes remained fixed upon me.

And then he was changing. He was beautiful, almost – and charming – his chin became less pointy – his eyes turned green again. Why, what had I been so afraid of, I felt myself wondering. He wasn't so bad at all. He was even handsome, with his outstretched hand, his long, ash-white hair. (And somewhere in the back of my mind a voice kept on screaming, kept on resisting, but I kept on moving forward anyway, hypnotized, entranced by his beauty, by those mesmerizing, morphing eyes...)

Perhaps I could just go to him, just for a little while...

Something stopped me. I felt a hand – a warm, strong hand – clamp around my mouth, another arm encircle my waist.

“Logan?” I craned my neck, but Logan was still there, lying unconscious upon the sofa where I had left him, still breathing.

Then who was behind me?

I struggled, but the grip remained firm on my waist, pulling me backwards, away from the Pixie King, whose malicious eyes (for they were back to malicious, now) were still fixed upon me.

I whipped my head around and gasped.

I knew his face, knew his face better than I knew my own reflection. I had dreamed of it every night for sixteen years.

It was Kian.

He was more beautiful than I remembered – that I ever could have known. His hair was longer, now, and his skin was even more white – the color of the first snowy morning in wintertime. His eyes were the silvery-blue of a wolf pelt – I could have mixed a thousand colors together, but I would never have been able to paint his eyes as I saw them then, in all their evanescent beauty.

And he was pulling me away.

“Wait,” I said, pushing myself out of his grasp. “Wait – look – we can't leave Logan here.”

But he kept on pulling me, floating backwards, up the stairs, towards the art studio.  

Prince or no prince, I wasn't about to leave Logan in the clutches of the Pixie King. “Let me go!” I cried, trying to loosen his vice grip upon me. I remembered the Kian from my dreams – soft and gentle, even loving. This wasn't right.

“Let go of me!” I cried, but it had no effect. We were nearly at the studio now.

Then I caught sight of the Pixie King. He wasn't any more keen on Kian taking me away than I was, and he had fitted his bow with a sleek, silver arrow, and was aiming it right at us.

In a choice between the two of them, I still would have gone with Kian.

“No!” I cried, but it was too late. He had already drawn his bow, his sinewy arms tensed up, ready to fire the arrow straight into my heart...

Suddenly, out of nowhere, a blur leaped upon the Pixie, knocking him to the ground. It was some kind of animal, I thought, but it was certainly bigger than any animal I had ever seen. Its fur was long and gray; it had endless claws, and huge teeth. It was like a wolf – but it wasn't a wolf. It was different, somehow – nobler – the way unicorns in Causabon's Mythography looked different from ordinary. The wolf had been touched by magic.

The Pixie King leaped up again, ready to strike at the wolf, which in turn bared its teeth and snarled viciously. The two hurled themselves at each other, locked in battle, ready to fight to the kill...

And then Kian starting pulling me back again, into the art studio, away from the wolf, away from the Pixie, inextricably bound in the struggle of death...

He swept us backwards and the art studio door closed before us.

And then the door vanished.

I looked around us. We were in a forest – a great expanse of glittering trees, shimmering leaves. This was no ordinary forest.

“Where are we?” I asked Kian, but somehow I already knew.

I had been there before. My skin was tingling. My heart was pounding. I felt as if I had, for the first time in my life, woken up from the haze of sleep. Everything was clearer, brighter, sharper, more colorful. I could hear music in the wind – echoes from miles away. I could see each leaf, each blade of grass, each chip of bark, with infinite clarity, as if I were looking under a microscope. 

I had painted some echo of this place. But if all my paintings were imitations of the images in my brain, then the images in my brain had always been only echoes of this.

We were in Feyland at last.
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I LOOKED AROUND ME. It was the most beautiful forest I had ever seen. The leaves sparkled, each one giving off a glow like so many tiny fireflies. The grass murmured beneath me, rolling like waves over the earth. Everything was alive, moving. I could smell lavender and honeysuckle in the air. And everything had a sound, a song. The leaves had their song, and I could hear it – the gleeful, light bursts of a pitch pipe. The bark had a song, and I could hear that too – deep, powerful bass notes. The wind had a song – the trills of a piano sonata – and I could hear too the song of the clouds, slow and melismatic. And the songs came together, too, into a great symphony of sound, and somehow the sound had color, too, because I could hear the colors, and I could see the smells. Somehow my senses had been scrambled, overwhelmed by the beauty of the forest. My dreams were nothing like this. Nothing, not even the most unbridled flights of my imagination, could ever have compared to his.

And then I realized how I had gotten here; I remembered Kian, forcing me up the stairway, forcing me to leave Logan, with his hand clasped over my mouth and his ears deaf to my struggles.

Beautiful fairy prince or no fairy prince, I wasn't about to let anybody carry me anywhere.

And so I bit him.

It was the first thing I thought to do – the first bit of flesh I could grab – so I sunk my teeth into his hand and began kicking wildly. He jerked his hand out my teeth and glared at me – I saw where my teeth had left a gleaming, silver stain upon the whiteness of his palm – and tried to restrain me. I closed my eyes, trying desperately to remember the self-defense tricks I had learned in my mother's Female Empowerment classes. Knee to the groin. Fingers to the eyes. My limbs shot everywhere, trying to find his weakness, some way to hurt him, to get away...

My mother's tricks, however, had been designed for human attackers. Kian gracefully dodged every blow I tried to land at him, vanishing and reappearing behind me, parrying me with the slightest feint to the left, a block to the right. At last I rushed straight towards him, my heart banging against my chest, my cheeks flushed with rage.

“Oh no you don't,” I cried.

He caught my wrists and twisted my arms around, until I was facing away from him. I could feel his breath upon my neck as he whispered in my ear.

“Are you going to stop struggling?” he asked me.

“Not until you tell me what's going on!” I cried, feeling almost out-of-breath.

But it was no use. He held me fast and firm.  

I had dreamed of this moment often, dreamed of his hands on me, his lips so perilously close to my neck. Even at that moment, I could not deny that part of my weakness was psychic – an innate submission from the deepest cloisters of my subconscious. But I wasn't prepared to let my instinct take over. Nobody, not even Prince Kian of Feyland himself, was going to kidnap me and get away with it.

“Fine,” I said at last. “Now, tell me what you want and let me go. And apologize.”

“For what?”

“For grabbing me like that.”

“Princes don't apologize,” said Kian. I turned to look at him, flushing with anger. I had thought he was merely being arrogant, but he seemed genuinely confused. Then his expression changed. “You don't have to worry about your friend. I know that must have frightened you. But the Pixie won't drink his blood. Pixies don't like werewolf blood.”

“Werewolf blood?” I sputtered. “But Logan's not...” I recalled his eyes when I had told him of the Pixie, his strange response to my intimations of supernatural occurrences. He had believed me, hadn't he – hadn't he taken everything more seriously than I had myself? I was too tired to resist. It didn't seem that much stranger than anything else that had happened today.

“But of course, you already knew that, didn't you?”

“Of course not!” But before the words were out of my mouth I knew that perhaps I was lying to myself. That connection I had always felt with Logan – the way he smelled of the forest, the way I felt so comfortable showing him my paintings of Feyland. Perhaps I had always sensed that he, like me, was touched by magic. I smiled grimly. On a far less philosophical note, there had to be some explanation for him choosing to hang out with a loner like me over Clariss and her ilk. 

I had, however, far more pressing issues to consider, not least among them the safeguarding of my own life.

“Are you going to drink my blood?”

I thought of Clariss, who squealed with sensual glee at the thought of attractive young vampires, and often sighed over films depicting bloodsucking fiends in romantic entanglements of girls of my age. She was welcome to Kian, I thought. I certainly wasn't interested in being murdered before I turned seventeen.

He considered. “You'd be a delicious treat for plenty of species in Feyland,” he said. “The Pixies would have you for breakfast. I'm afraid, however, that I'm far more keen on Fairyfruit wine than on the blood of the innocent, if I haven't offended you.” 

Was he teasing me? There was no sign of a smile in his eyes.

“Only animals like Pixies drink blood. Fairies are far too civilized for that.”

“So – you're almost human!”

He looked somewhat offended. “I think you'd better say that humans are almost fairy.”

“I'm afraid I wouldn't know.” I stiffened. I wasn't in any immediate physical danger, but I wasn't particularly interested in being overly polite to the man who had just kidnapped me.

“Surely you haven't forgotten what it was like at the Courts?”

I thought of my dream. “No, I've never been here before,” I said. I certainly wasn't prepared to give away any more information than was strictly necessary.

I could tell he didn't believe me. “Really, now?” he said. “Haven't you ever dreamed – say – once or twice, of a place you couldn't describe? Of a place you couldn't quite put your finger on – but that was more familiar to you than your own home, your own bed?”

I couldn't lie to him; he could see right through me. “Yes,” I said at last. “As long as I can remember I've been having dreams. But that was all it was. A dream. I don't know why I'm here.”

“Was it a dream?” Kian began pacing down the length of the forest. I saw the grass respond to his approach, and part – making a path in the dense underbrush. I gaped.

“Maybe you thought it was a dream,” Kian continued, breaking the spell of my distraction. “But you were here – living here – once. In your childhood. And then in your dreams – coming back to visit. You and I played in the Summer Court, with my sister Shasta. We hid oranges and bid each other find them. We splashed in the fountains and tried to chase phoenixes – we never caught any; phoenixes are wily birds. We even learned the dance for our wedding.”

“Our wedding? I was a child!” (And yet I could not help feeling somehow that I had always known this. I had painted him – over and over again. It almost made sense...I forced the thoughts out of my head. Delano the Pixie had almost hypnotized me into attraction to him. Why should I be so sure Kian wasn't doing the same?)

“Our parents arranged it,” Kian shrugged.

I thought of my mother arranging my wedding and laughed. She was a firm believer that women should remain unmarried – and unhindered – as long as possible, and explore as many different avenues of romance in the meantime. 

“I doubt my mother would have gone in for that,” I said.

“Oh yes,” Kian said. “Yes, your mother Raine, and your father the Summer King.”

I put the issue of my mother's philosophies on marriage aside for a moment. “The Summer King?” I burst out laughing. “That's ridiculous! I don't even know what a Summer King is?”

“More or less what it sounds like,” said Kian, with a somewhat exasperated expression. “The Summer Court is ruled by a Summer King.”

“Well, yes, I got that much...so I’m a..a real princess?” I tried shoving Kian playfully, forgetting myself.  “Get out.  That’s the most ridiculous...”

“And I am Kian – the Winter Prince – the son of the Winter Queen.”

I stopped him. “That makes no sense,” I said. “Winter and Summer are seasons. How can you rule a season? Wouldn't that mean that your family and my family take it in turns?”

He shook his head. “Not in Feyland. In your world, seasons are times. In my world they are places. One where it is always summer. One where it is always winter.”

I had questions about how exactly Feyland existed relative to the earth, and how this fit in at all with my basic understanding of physics, but somehow I felt this really wasn't the time.

“And the Summer King is a fairy.” Kian continued.

“So I'm a fairy.”

“Don't be stupid,” said Kian. “You're a half-breed.” There was a faint note of contempt in his voice.

“A half-fairy, then,” I said, my voice rising. “And I don't see what's so wrong with that.”

“The fairy part is rather more pressing,” he said. “If you were just a human I wouldn't have had to go through all that trouble to get you.”

“What, am I late for our wedding?” 

“We're not engaged,” said Kian, shortly. 

“But I thought you said...” I wasn't quite sure why I was protesting. Surely I should be relieved...instead, I felt vaguely insulted.

“That was before the War of the Seasons,” Kian said. “We have broken off diplomatic relations with the Summer Court. Our marriage contract has been rendered invalid.”

He took my hand. For a moment I thought he was being kind. Then his grip tightened.

“So I'm afraid you are now my prisoner.”
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I COULDN'T HELP BUT laugh. “Your prisoner?” I said. “That's ridiculous.”

And then I saw his face. It could have been made of stone, I thought – unblinking, unsmiling intensity. He meant what he said.

I considered my options. I could run, I thought, but Kian was faster than I was – and even if I were able to escape, I had no idea how to get back to my own world. I imagined, somehow, that no matter how far I ran, in any direction, no road in this strange wood would bring me back to Gregory, Oregon. I thought of Logan, locked in vulpine battle with the Pixie King, and shuddered. All I wanted was to return to him, to bandage his wounds, make sure he was all right – but running wasn't going to get me anywhere. I could reason with Kian, I thought, convince him to let me go – but his expression was impenetrable, as icy as his kingdom. A Winter Prince, I figured, wasn't exactly the sort from whom to expect a warm heart.

That left me with one option. Gathering as much information as I could from him before even considering escape. If my father was a Summer King, I reasoned, surely he would have some influence – even if the two kingdoms were at war. 

“Okay,” I said. “Fine. I'm you're prisoner. You win.” I threw up my arms. “But I don't see what good it will do. I live in the human world – not the Summer Court. I'm not even part of this war.”

“It was not my decision,” said Kian, gravely.

This was heartening. If he wasn't gunning for me out of desire to kill me or keep me prisoner, I might have a chance at changing his mind.

“My mother has ordered your capture,” he said.

This was far less positive.

“The Winter Queen has decreed that whosoever should capture the daughter of the Summer King would win great favor in her kingdom.”

“So, you got to me first,” I said. “But what do you need her favor for? You're her son. Aren't you going to inherit the kingdom?”

Kian smiled, bitterly. “You have evidently not met my mother,” he said. “Her favor isn't quite so easy to attain.”

“But I am, apparently,” I said. “First that Pixie – now you! Seems like everybody's coming to find me. Was that Pixie acting on your mother's orders, too?” Being captured was bad enough, but the idea that several people would be fighting over the bounty involved was even more distasteful.

Kian shook his head. “Pixies have their own agendas,” he said, with evident disgust.

“So how did you both find me? It's not like my living room is on the map of Feyland, I assume,” I hastily added. Anything was possible. “How do you get from one to the other, anyway?” This was the sort of information I needed. I watched him carefully.

“You gave out a signal,” he said. “Unintentionally, I'd wager. You've been hidden well, in that barbarian land, especially in a small town like yours where we have no interest in visiting.  But you're of age now.”

“Of age for what?” I decided to conveniently ignore the “barbarian nation.” There was plenty of time for defending my species later.

“Marriage. Once a fairy is of age to marry, her magic is much keener – other fairies can sense it. With a royal fairy, such as yourself, the signal is even stronger...”

“That's disgusting!” I said. “I'm...in fairy heat?”

“I wouldn't put it quite like that,” said Kian. “That sort of talk doesn't quite befit a royal maiden. Only a fairy's intended is supposed to feel the signal. The Pixie – they have ways – he might have picked up on the signal.”

“And you're my intended.”

“Formally,” he said.

“But the contract has been broken,” I said. “Surely you shouldn't feel any...signals.”

Kian smiled. “As a society,” he said, “Fairies are obliged to follow much the same rules as humans – laws, contracts, reigns, rules. We cannot simply work on magic alone, anymore than humans can govern their society entirely on violence and power. If we only listened to magical laws, Feyland would be little more than a dictatorship of the strong. So, it is necessary that we have, like you – treaties, contracts, pieces of paper that tell us what we can and cannot do. For a smooth society.”

“One that can't even keep the peace,” I mumbled.

“But magic – it's still there,” said Kian. “And no matter what our laws and contracts say, the laws of magic are stronger. That's why they're so dangerous. I'm afraid that a magical bond cannot be broken quite as easily as a marriage contract.”

“Well, my mother says that marriage is a tool of the patriarchy,” I said. Clearly, she had some experience with fairy legality. So, Kian was still drawn to me. This could be useful. I decided to conveniently ignore that the feeling was mutual.

“So, magically, I'm still your intended,” I said. “You're still attracted to me.”

He nodded, saying nothing.

“Then why take me prisoner?” I had no experience of flirting. I imagined it involved batting my eyelashes and imitating Clariss's behavior around Logan. “Surely you don't want to take the woman you love prisoner...”

He rose sharply. “I never said I loved you. There are political concerns at stake, concerns far more pressing than emotions.”

“I thought you said that the laws of magic were more powerful than the laws of state.”

“I don't deny that,” Kian said stiffly. “But that's precisely why the laws of state are required to put limits on the laws of magic. Or else there would be chaos. And right now, Breena, my concerns are for my kingdom. Even a Halfling like you can understand that.”

I bristled. “Halfling!” I said.

I heard a light, soft chuckling behind me. I whirled around to see another fairy sitting in one of the trees. Like Kian, he was pale, with dark copper hair that gleamed with a metallic sheen. Winter, I guessed. If I wanted to survive this, it was a good idea to start distinguishing between Winter and Summer fairies straight-off.

“Taking your time, are you, Kian?” said the fairy.

Kian's grip tightened around my wrist. “I've got her, Flynn” he said. “And I'm going to bring her to the Queen myself.”

“She's as beautiful as the stories,” said Flynn.

“Thank you,” I said stiffly, staring him straight in the eyes. I remembered my mother's female-empowerment classes. “If you're a woman alone with men in any situation,” she had always told me, “from the workplace to school, the last thing you want is them commenting on your looks. They won't take you seriously.”

Then again, my mother had apparently slept with a fairy king. Perhaps her advice wasn't entirely sound.

“Do you intend to run away with her?” asked Flynn. “Or will you hand her over to the Fairy Queen straightaway.”

Before I could allow myself to fully grasp what “run away” might mean, Kian shook his head. “I follow the Queen's – my mother's – commands. I, and nobody else, will bring her in.”

Flynn understood and bowed. His eyes had the look of a hungry wolf, just barely restrained from leaping upon its prey.

“As you wish, my Prince,” said Flynn. “But don't delay, or I'll have to bring her in myself. I have been angling for a promotion, after all,” he said, fingering the hilt of his sword.

I wasn't enormously keen on Kian, but he seemed like the safest option at the moment. I took his hand. “I'm his intended,” I said. “I'll be sure to follow orders.”

Flynn saluted Kian and flew off, his wings beating against the sky. 

I considered Kian. “You don't have wings,” I said.

“Beneath my cloak,” he said. “It's considered rather rude to show them in public unless one is mid-air.”

“So, I'm a prisoner,” I said. “Why don't you contact the Summer Court and get me a ransom? And then I can go home, and you can have some gold – or silver – or whatever it is you fairies use for currency, and we'll forget any of this has ever happened.”

“Not so simple,” said Kian. “The exchange must be made.”

“What exchange?”

“You are a prisoner of war,” said Kian. “As is my sister Shasta.”

I remembered the giggling girl who had danced with us in my dream. 

“In the Summer Court?” I asked.

He nodded. 

“Well, I'm a princess, aren't I?” I said. “Let me go and I'll have her released. It sounds fair to me.”

“Not so simple,” he said again. “The Summer Queen treats her victims without mercy.”

“That's ridiculous!” I said. “I know my mother – she's absolutely the nicest woman in the world – a bit odd, but she's certainly not about to start torturing prisoners.”

Kian looked perplexed. “The Summer Queen is not your mother, Breena,” he said.

“So the King is married?”

This complicated things. 

“Yes,” said Kian.

“No. No!” My mother may have been somewhat - “liberal” - in her views on romance (certainly the population of Gregory, Oregon, had thought so), but she would never have gotten involved with a married man, fairy or no fairy.

“Then I'm not the heir to the throne, am I?” I said. “Surely the Summer King must have some legitimate children.”

“No, Breena. The Queen is barren. And the King needed to continue his bloodline...”

“With a mortal? That doesn't make sense.”

“It would have been worse, perhaps, if it was a fairy,” said Kian. “At least your mother was not a political threat to the Queen. If a fairy had been the mother of a future heir to the throne, the political implications would have been far worse...”

“I take it the Queen doesn't like me very much,” I said. If my husband had fathered a child with another woman, I certainly wouldn't be welcoming her with open arms.

“You are correct,” said Kian.

“Fantastic,” I said. “So I'm the heiress to a kingdom that's ruled by somebody that hates me, I'm your prisoner, I'm being chased by Pixies – is there anyone in Feyland that likes me?”

I was even less popular in Feyland than I was in high school.

“It's a good thing I found you,” said Kian. “Plenty of denizens of Feyland want to kill you.”

“But you'll keep me alive,” I said, relieved. “For Shasta.” As far as bad situations were, this certainly could have been far worse.

Of course, given my luck, that was precisely when things got worse. Suddenly, from the edge of the clearing, we heard a series of howls – strange, unearthly howls that sounded like the cross between the roars of a lion and the cackling of a jackal.

Kian sprang up. “Minotaurs.” he said. “Run!”

But they were too quick, all of them – so quick that I could not even make out their shape – only the horns on their head, the bared teeth, the claws...

Kian charged them, his lance and sword in hand, battling one after the other.

I backed up against a tree, making sure none of the minotaurs could get at me from behind. Kian was before me – the sole force between the minotaurs at me.

They scratched at him, covering his arms and face with silver streaks of what must have been fairy blood. One pushed past him as he fought off another, coming straight at me.

I tried to run, but it was too late. The minotaur reared up over me. I caught a glimpse of its eyes. They were black and endless. I could see my death reflected there.

Suddenly I was covered in blood. I heard the minotaur howl, felt its pungent breath on me as it fell backwards. Kian pulled out his sword from the creature's back.

“There,” he said. “Now let's get out of here. I won't have the strength for many more battles without some medicine. And there will be more.”

He grabbed my hand and dragged me after him. I resolved that once I had caught my breath, I would demand some form of weapon for self-defense.
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WE TORE THROUGH THE woods, Kian and I. He dragged me along by the hand, running at fairy speed, while I coughed and choked and spluttered behind him. I was just a human, I thought to myself, trying to catch my breath as we jumped over brooks and streams, darted through forest glens and glades, how could I be expected to run as quickly? I didn't even have wings.

“Why can't we just fly?” I coughed.

“Pixies scan the skies -  come on!”

I was reminded of my agonizing PE classes at school, where Clariss would constantly outstrip me, her lithe, tan body running rings around my thin frame on the track course. As much as I despised her, I think I rather preferred her to minotaurs.

As we ran, however, I began to regain my breath and my strength. Fairy air had a strange effect on me – or perhaps it was just the fairy blood after all – and my lungs at last seemed to increase in size to take in more air; my legs pushed more quickly at the ground, and soon I was not just catching up with Kian, but nearly leading the way, pushing us through stony cliffsides and along sandy shores. I had little time to take in my surroundings; at the same time, I could not help but be affected by them. The land of Feyland didn't seem to have a discernible ecology – instead, rushing waves and sunny beaches gave way in the space of moments to snowy mountainsides and harsh, jutting cliffs. There were some patches of ground that felt like the tropics – fetid heat, the buzzing murmur of the jungle – and other areas that were like the forest I had first seen. Out of the corner of my eye I glimpsed all manner of creatures – not only other fairies, but mermaids darting in and out of the waves of the sea, centaurs galloping alongside us, the sounds of satyrs' dances in the distance. I had always read my Causabon's Mythology assiduously, memorizing every fact about every magical creature, but I had always thought that these creatures were fictional – products of the unconscious fears and stirrings and longings of human history. But they were real – the most beautiful and most terrible things that human minds had ever come up with – as real and true as I was. I was one of them.

“Now you've got your second wind,” cried Kian, as at last we came to a snowy mountainside, jutting straight out of miles of grass. “You can slow down now; we're almost there.”

“Why slow down now? Which way am I running?”

“Just up the path.”

“We came at last to a little house made of rock, half-hidden in the cliffside, covered in snow.

“This isn't the Winter Court, is it?” I said, with some not inconsiderable measure of disdain, as we entered. I had, after all, some growing measure of pride for the Summer Court.

“No,” said Kian. “I only come here to hunt.”

I didn't ask what it was he liked hunting.

“Lock the door behind you,” said Kian. I thought of Logan, saying those same words earlier that afternoon (had it been that afternoon?) and my heart grew heavy again.

“So, minotaurs,” I said at last.

“Minotaurs,” he said. “They, like much of Feyland, are out for the bounty on your head. Either that, or they just want to eat you. Fairies don't speak the minotaur language; we consider them animals.”

The conservationist in me leaped up. “Well, just because you don't understand them doesn't mean they're just beasts!”

“Would you have preferred that we stay and chat?”

He did have a point.

I looked around the lodge. It was unlike the Courts I had seen in my dreams – grand, filled with ineffable beauty, awe-inspiring. No, this place was smaller – even – dared I think it? - human. The walls were covered with frescoes – paintings directly on the stone. I began looking at one – a study of a fairy dance. As I stared, the figures seemed to be getting closer and closer to me, as if I were being drawn into their world. Suddenly, they began dancing – first in the painting, and then around me; as I looked around it seemed that I had been transported into the world of the painting, so that I was standing in the midst of the fairy court, listening again to the fairy waltz. I had been to the Musee d'Orangerie in Paris when I was a little girl, and sat in the “Monet Room” - where Monet had painted on a circular canvas going all the way around the room, enveloping the audience in the story of the painting. It didn't even compare to this.

Kian laughed, and suddenly the images around me vanished.

“You're not used to fairy art,” he said. “We paint in three dimensions here. That one is one of my best works.”

“You did that?” My eyes widened. “Incredible!”  I looked at Kian with a bit of admiration.  He was a bit of an artist like I was.  

“I'm very proud of it,” Kian said.

Before I could answer, there came a knock at the door. We both stiffened.

“No,” Kian said presently. “It's safe; open it.”

In strode the funniest-looking creature I had ever seen – half-man, half-goat, with horns on his head that looked like they were in perennial danger of falling of. 

“Pan!” said Kian. “Good of you to join us. Pan is a satyr, Bree.”

“I gathered,” I said, a bit more defensively than necessary.

“Hello, beautiful!” The satyr scurried over to me, taking an intrusive sniff of my person. “Well done, Kian!”

“Pan,” Kian said, with a warning note in his voice. 

“That's fine,” I said. “Well done indeed, Kian.”

The satyr laughed. “You've got a lot of spunk, missy.”

“Bree,” I said. I grew a bit more daring. “Princess Bree, if you wouldn't mind.”

The satyr's eyes widened. “Of the Summer Court!” He nearly fell backwards over himself bowing. “Sorry, I didn't mean to intrude upon ah, erm, uh, a political affair.”

“I didn't realize you had so many young fairy women over, Kian,” I said. Of course it was to be expected. He was attractive, after all, and I imagined the fairy world wasn't quite so different from the human world in that regard.

“Pan exaggerates,” Kian said, stiffly. “We had an unfortunate run-in with a  minotaur, Pan.”

“Ouch,” said Pan, wiggling his horns. “Ferocious creatures, aren't they, minotaurs?”

“Yes indeed.” I turned to Kian. “It would be a good idea for me to have a weapon to fight them off with, don't you think?”

Kian scoffed. “I don't think giving my prisoner a weapon is a particularly good idea,” he said.

Pan shrugged. “He's got a point, you know. So,” he turned to Kian. “You taking her to the Winter Court?”

“As soon as I've recovered from my wounds, yes,” he said. “That is, if the Princess doesn't try to escape again.”

“You needn't keep me prisoner,” I said, exasperated. “I'm not stupid. If I am royalty, and if you want to trade me for your sister, you're not about to kill me – which is more than I can say about everyone else around here. Give me a weapon; don't give me a weapon. I'm not going to try to run away, so you can stop treating me like a prisoner and start treating me like – well – a guest!”

“How can I know you won't run away?” said Kian.

I rolled my eyes. “Do I look like I want to get eaten by a minotaur? Or bitten by a pixie.”

He had to concede that I had a point.

“If you want me to go somewhere, just ask.” The whole thing seemed abundantly silly to me. pixies and minotaurs I could understand. Political treaties and wars just seemed arbitrary. Then again, my mother had been a fervent anti-war protester. (Then again, I remembered, my mother had also carried on an affair with a Summer King. I felt vaguely nauseous).

“Very well, Your Highness.” Kian's voice was laced with sarcasm. “Would you mind staying the night, before we set out upon the morrow for the Winter Court?”

“Why, yes, your Highness,” I said. “Thank you kindly for your ever-so-polite invitation. I would be delighted to join you for a marvelous jaunt to the Winter Court! I've been longing for you to ask for ever so long.”

Pan laughed heartily. “That's a firecracker you have there,” said Pan. “Now, anyone for some fairyfruit wine?”

Fairyfruit wine, I discovered, was designed for fairies – fairly enough. For Kian, it seemed to have a pleasant, relaxing taste; he could drink glass after glass without getting more than merry. For me, I realized, it had a stronger effect – as a half-fairy, I imagined, my tolerance was lessened. I stopped after a glass or two, and resisted Pan's attempts at pouring more into the golden goblet Kian had supplied me for that purpose. Pan, by contrast, clearly had no tolerance for fairyfruit wine; this didn't stop him from pouring goblet after goblet down his throat, washing it down with healthy shots of what he called birch beer brandy. In the end, I think, it was neither the quality nor the quantity, but the mixture, and Pan was astoundingly, uninhibitedly, drunk.

“Look at the Princess Bree,” he cried. “Not even swaying. That's one powerful tolerance.”

I neglected to mention my temperance had something to do with it.

“Of course, Halflings are always more powerful than normal fairies,” he added, laughing.

“Oh really?” I turned to Kian, who glowered. “You didn't mention that, Kian.”

“'Course they are!” said Pan, giggling, oblivious to Kian's black stares. “Simple evolution. Most humans die of a fairy kiss; only the strong ones survive. So any halfies – they're made of some pretty strong stuff. Simple evolution.”

“Is this true, Kian?”

He said nothing. At last he conceded the point. “I didn't think it, ah, politic to remind my...guest...that she was particularly powerful, under the circumstances.”

I shot him a honeyed smile. “Of course not,” I said. “I understand completely.”

I didn't want to admit, but I was enjoying our repartee. Mortal enemy or not, Kian could match me word for word and raised eyebrow for raised eyebrow; there was a reason, I thought, that we were both of royal blood. And by the laws of magic were each other’s intended. It was certainly better than being attacked by Pixies.

Once we got to the Winter Court, I thought, we'd be able to work this out. I had been in Model UN at school, after all; how different could fairy politics be? I was sure the war between the Winter and Summer Courts could be ended with the right amount of royal influence – and I was the Crown Princess. And then, I thought, against myself, the marriage contract would still be on.
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