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Chapter 1: Bride Thief

		 

		Let it never be said that Chelsea Hewitt was a poor friend.

		Though her heart writhed like a trapped squirrel, Chelsea gathered the full skirts of her bridesmaid dress—that’s all it is, she kept reminding herself—and hobbled in her stockings over to the full-length mirror on the far side of the venue’s dressing room. She let the skirts fall, then smoothed them down with hands that had gone clammy.

		She was afraid to look, even though it wasn’t actually a wedding dress. It was, but it wasn’t.

		She wasn’t breaking her promise to herself by going along with this ridiculous tradition for Jennifer.

		Like any good bridesmaid, Chelsea had gone to the bridal salon with Jennifer and helped her friend pick the perfect dress. But when Jennifer requested she get fitted for a second gown of the same style, Chelsea had suffered a split-second mini-panic.

		“Did you forget who you’re marrying?” Chelsea had asked as the seamstress looped a measuring tape around her. And did you forget how I bawled on your shoulder while you helped me burn the few photos from my disaster of an attempted wedding?

		“It’s a family tradition,” Jennifer had explained. “The ladies always have their attendants dress the same. It confuses evil spirits bent on stealing brides away on their special day, or whatever.”

		Her grin had been teasing, not serious in the slightest. Jen’s family might have kept up with traditions, but Jen herself believed in what she could see. Of the two of them, Chelsea was the one who’d never outgrown fairy tales.

		Well, not until her distinctly un-fairy-tale-like wedding had fallen apart around her.

		“What about Danielle?”

		“Danny’s attendant will wear a tux, just like her. Please, Chels, I know this is a big ask after Alexa’s vanishing act. But you’re my best friend. I don’t want anyone else standing with me, or wearing an equally gorgeous dress on my day.”

		It was for sure the hugest ask Chelsea had ever been dealt. And if it had come from anyone else, Chelsea would have told them where to shove their extra wedding gown.

		Taking a shaky breath, she forced herself to look at her reflection.

		The white dress fit better than she’d expected. Oh, she hadn’t doubted the seamstress would do good work, but still. She twisted about for a better look.

		This one suited her more than the one she’d worn three years ago, although that one hadn’t puckered slightly at the front. Then again, she hadn’t been wearing a ring from a long-broken engagement around her neck just yet.

		The old burn of humiliation flared in her chest, and loneliness echoed in all her empty spaces, but she put a hand over the lump of the ring in her bodice, re-gathered her strength, and shoved the doubts deeper inside herself. Jennifer was the bride today. She needed Chelsea to keep it together. The dress suited Jennifer, and it was mere coincidence that it worked for Chelsea’s build as well.

		Of all Chelsea’s friends, Jennifer alone had never judged her for holding onto the ring Alexa had given her. That in itself made Chelsea more willing to break her own vow never to don a wedding gown again. And with the way Danny and Jennifer constantly batted their lashes at one another, she didn’t have to worry about anyone being left at the altar today.

		Chelsea was happy for them, and she was honored to stand up for them. But she wished it wouldn’t make her so aware that there was no one batting their lashes at her anymore.

		Enough beating herself up at the mirror. Just because Alexa had done a runner on her didn’t mean some other woman wouldn’t recognize what a gift Chelsea’s affections were, and said woman wouldn’t feel the need to pressure her into trying another walk down the aisle.

		Nodding to her reflection, she adjusted her bodice so it lay a little flatter, slipped her shoes on, and called to the photographer who waited to take her pre-ceremony photo.

		“I’m ready.”

		“Then do emerge.” The voice was not the photographer’s, but an unknown woman’s. Its melodic tones warmed Chelsea’s ribcage like a gulp of mulled wine, but also sent shivery prickles rushing over her skin.

		Following the voice took no effort. In fact, even though Chelsea stood in the hallway, she couldn’t remember leaving the dressing room.

		She blinked.

		The photographer lay slumped against the exposed brick wall. A woman stood over him, turning his camera over in hands that crawled with frost.

		The moment Chelsea appeared in the hallway, the woman lifted her eyes from the camera. Her gaze drove into Chelsea like a blast of wintery night air, slicing her to bits with frosted edges. A hunger lingered in the darkness of the woman’s eyes, insatiable, a void that intended to pull Chelsea in whole.

		She wanted Chelsea. More than that, she desired her.

		The woman let the camera clatter to the floor, and the lens broke with a sharp crack. But Chelsea found she couldn’t flinch.

		This woman was not human. The knowledge frightened Chelsea, made her throat burn with the need to scream as she fought to recoil from the woman’s fingers, which curled as if to caress her face. It made her breath turn cold in her lungs as the word faerie drifted into her mind.

		She didn’t waste time on disbelief. She’d read every book of fairy tales, every fantasy novel she could get her hands on growing up. The truth was as inescapable as the spell that held her paralyzed.

		But Chelsea’s blood stirred like it never had for Alexa, even in their good days.

		Tall and willowy, the faerie woman wore a flowing, silvery garment with white fox-fur trim that sparkled with icy crystals. Her hair, black as a veiled night, hung loose, but a laurel of holly and mistletoe held it out of her alabaster face. The same frost that covered her hands curled over her sharp cheekbones and along the edges of her lips.

		From the chapel behind Chelsea came the strains of the chamber quartet warming up.

		“What is your name, mortal?”

		Chelsea tried to break free, willed her mouth to form any word but her own name. But her body was not hers to command, and the harder she fought it, the tighter the chains of the faerie woman’s power wound about her, until...

		“Ch-Chelsea.”

		The relief of giving in wrenched a sigh from her. Why had she struggled so, and against one who saw what a lovely bride she made?

		This was what she’d been wanting ever since Alexa abandoned her.

		Unfurling a flirtatious smile, she stepped closer to the beautiful woman. “My name is Chelsea Hewitt. What’s yours?”

		The faerie’s face split in a wide grin, revealing sharp, blood-blackened teeth.

		Quick as a snake striking, the faerie snapped her outstretched arm around Chelsea’s neck and ground icy fingers into the back of her skull.

		Chelsea had no time to scream before, with a sickening lurch of movement, she found herself somewhere else entirely.
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		CHELSEA’S HEAD THROBBED. Snowflakes light as feathers brushed at her cheeks and melted through the lacy sleeves of her dress. Gasping at the cold, she opened her eyes, only to find her vision blurred from a lingering dizziness. Her breath clouded in the space above her lips. A few of these clouds dissipated before she realized that she lay cradled, not in a comfortable bed, or even the rough branches of a tree, but in the arms of the faerie who had stolen her away.

		They were moving through a forest of leafless birch and larch, silent but for the rush of wind through the boughs and the soft cackle of the ice-white pixies that darted in and out of shadows. No crunch of snow underfoot marked her captor’s motion, and no footsteps jostled her as she lay against the woman’s bosom.

		The combination of pain and chill broke the trancelike spell the faerie had cast over her.

		“Let me go,” she said, thrashing. One of her shoes flew off her foot and disappeared into the darkness of the forest.

		The faerie woman tightened her grip. “The Winter Queen is most pleased by your timely bridal preparations, and she awaits your arrival in her Court. You are accorded a great honor on this winter Solstice, Mortal Chelsea Hewitt.”

		A tingle of power zipped through Chelsea’s body when the faerie spoke her name, and her thrashing subsided.

		Stupid, Chelsea thought. You never give your true name to faeries!

		And of course the lady had never given her own name in return, so Chelsea had no means of retaliation. But it was too late to fix that moment of weakness now, and besides, how else was she supposed to react when the most beautiful woman she’d ever laid eyes on asked for her name?

		Not to mention the fact that she was up against a bona fide evil spirit. She’d thought Jennifer’s silly superstition was just that. She’d never expected her role as decoy bride would actually be called into service.

		Jennifer would be frantic if her only attendant didn’t show up for the ceremony. Chelsea had to find a way to escape, but she couldn’t very well tell her captor that she’d got the wrong bride. That would defeat the whole purpose of wearing this stupid dress in the first place, and even if Chelsea was wishing she could go back in time and give her friend a flat “no” in that bridal salon, she’d never want to put Jennifer in danger.

		“Take me back,” she said, “I’m developing cold feet.”

		“Then you oughtn’t to have kicked your shoe off,” said the faerie. “But you’ll grow used to the chill of the Winter Court.”

		She continued through the forest, gliding like a silent specter along an unseen path in the snow. The land rose and fell in gentle hillocks, and through the clasping branches overhead, the stars twinkled in the cloudless night sky. The scent of wood smoke drifted on the air, crisp and stirring as it mixed with the cold.

		They crested a hill, and the source of the smoke came into view. In the valley below, still too distant to make out details, a host of faerie creatures cavorted around a pale fire in a clearing. A white-blue glow hung in the branches, and Chelsea realized it must come from a swarm of pixies.

		Abruptly, the faerie released her grip on Chelsea’s legs. Chelsea yelped as the ankle-high snow soaked through her fancy shoe and stockings, as well as the train of her dress. The faerie’s arm around her shoulders only made her shiver harder.

		“I require the token now,” said the faerie.

		“Wh-what token?”

		The faerie brought her face close to Chelsea’s. She wore a soothing expression, and her holly berry breath misted cold over Chelsea’s forehead, almost sweet enough to make Chelsea forget the earlier image of her bared teeth. Her free hand came up to cup Chelsea’s cheek.

		“The token your mortal lover gave you to initiate the bridal ritual.”

		Chelsea’s heart thudded hard enough to set the ring beneath her bodice rattling on its chain. The ring Alexa had abandoned along with Chelsea was all that gave her the strength to combat her fears and self-doubts. Would handing the ring over entangle her in this faerie’s grasp even more?

		Did she have a choice?

		Probably not. Even if her captor didn’t compel her to obey, Chelsea had to continue the ruse long enough to keep Jennifer safe. Hopefully her friends had the presence of mind to go on with the ceremony without her.

		Her hand shook as she pulled the chain out. Staring into the blackness of the faerie’s gaze, she yanked on the ring and snapped the chain.

		Letting the chain slither through her fingers, she held the ring out, and the faerie took it and stepped away. It was a cheap thing—more because Alexa had been broke at the time than as any foreshadowing of Chelsea’s lonesome stand at the altar—but it sparkled in the starlight as the faerie hefted it in the palm of her hand.

		The faerie frowned.

		Despite the cold, sweat slicked Chelsea’s hands. What would happen if this dangerous creature could tell the ring symbolized a broken engagement?

		The wind sighed in the trees, and a faint trill of a pipe echoed from the revelry below.

		“Its power is heavy,” said the faerie. “It will do.”

		Closing her fingers over the ring, she put it in one of her billowing sleeves. Then she clamped a hand around Chelsea’s wrist like an icy manacle.

		“Come, Mortal Chelsea. Your queen awaits her bride.”

		Though the summons left Chelsea helpless to disobey, and the ring she usually relied on to grant her strength lay in the hands of her captor, she swore she would never become this queen’s wife, not even if the lady displayed more beauty than the one who had snatched her away in the first place.
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		THE GLADE WAS ALIVE with light and shadow, and music resonated among every snowflake that drifted lazily through the air. A long, low table carved of a wood so dark as to be nearly black ran along the far side of the clearing, spread with food fit for a mead hall feast. The smells rising from it, savory meats and succulent fruits dripping with honey and spices, set Chelsea’s mouth watering even as the sight of the gathered faeries sent a shock of cold horror through her heart.

		Knobby goblins, looking like piles of rocks and dirt come to life, sank their tiny, sharp teeth into their helpings of meat, which were cooked so rare the juices ran down their fronts like rivulets of blood. Beside them sat a group of masculine figures, all dressed in the furs and leathers of huntsmen, but each with a different animal’s features on their heads. One wore a crown of shedding antlers, draped with reddened tatters of loose flesh.

		A pair of bards lounged on silken cushions at the base of a large, gnarled tree, one strumming his lute, the other counting beats before she resumed playing her pipe. The melody tilted and bent, oddly disjointed from the countermelody, but the beautiful faeries who danced in the field between the musicians and the table appeared to have no issue keeping step. They whirled and curtseyed, bowed and leapt, all while pulling the most gruesome visages at their partners.

		Overhead, the branches were festooned not with free-flitting pixies as Chelsea had assumed, but with elegant cages full of them. The tiny creatures hissed and screamed whenever the jostling of their cellmates pushed them against the bars.

		Beyond both table and musicians, a throne chiseled from ice sat on a raised stone dais. Holly and mistletoe grew around the base and wound around both arms, but the seat was empty.

		While Chelsea and her captor approached the glade, the gathered faeries continued about their revelry as if the two of them did not exist, but the instant her captor dragged her beyond the last barren tree, every fearsome creature in attendance ceased what he or she was doing and dipped into a low bow or a sweeping curtsey.

		“Hail, Queen of Winter, Regent of Ice, Most Beautiful Gem of the Winter Court,” called the bard with the lute. “And hail to her chosen mortal bride.”

		“Hail,” chanted the gathered faeries.

		Chelsea gaped up at her captor. “You’re the Winter Queen?” Couldn’t the woman have had enough decency to be upfront about this part of her identity? What kind of marriage did she expect to have here?

		Chelsea’s captor ignored her and gave the court a stately nod, then glided forward, pulling Chelsea along with her. The faeries moved aside for them, still prostrating themselves to their ruler.

		Chelsea’s feet crunched through the snow. Hers were the only footprints that marred the otherwise pristine field.

		The Winter Queen did not release her hold on Chelsea’s wrist until the two of them had mounted the stone dais.

		“Mortal Chelsea, you will kneel here while the ceremony commences,” she said, pointing to a spot just to the right of the throne. The tingle of power trilled through Chelsea once more, and she felt her knees bending of their own volition, until she knelt at the queen’s feet like a trained dog.

		While Chelsea gnashed her teeth and struggled in vain to stand, the queen turned to face her subjects and swept up a large chalice from where it rested on the arm of her throne.

		“My friends,” she called. Her voice rang with tones even more melodic than those that had first lured Chelsea to her side.

		That moment seemed so long ago now, Chelsea realized. Just how long had she been within the realm of faerie? How much time had she already lost?

		But the queen continued her address. “Tonight, on the cusp of the turn of power amongst the Courts, we of the Winter Court have cause to celebrate! Though the Solstice oft marks the waning of our power, by tapping into the power of a mortal bridal bond on the stroke of midnight, we shall finally have the strength to oppose those of the Spring Court. We shall strike their foul robins from the sky, and we shall cause the filth of their blooms to wither into dust. Snow and ice shall cover the Realm as is its right!”

		The Fey Folk cheered, and the sound grated at Chelsea’s ears.

		The queen held up one pale hand to quiet the crowd, then brought the chalice to her lips and drained it in a long, slow swallow. Finished, she lowered herself into the throne and placed the empty vessel back on the arm.

		Her face darkened, and a tear fell from each of her eyes. They froze into crystals on her cheeks, where the flickering pixie-light sparked off of them.

		“Now, the opening ceremony must begin.”

		The lute player struck a chord, and Chelsea gasped as sadness threatened to engulf her. Though she hardly knew why, tears ran down her own cheeks.

		A hush fell over the crowd, and the antlered huntsman stepped forward, a faerie maiden on his arm. Her waves of red hair tumbled loose over her shoulders, and, like the queen, she wore sprigs of holly in her hair. A pair of gossamer dragonfly wings twitched against her back. Her sheer dress of beaded frost clung to the curves of her body, leaving little to the imagination, but her youthful face remained shuttered to any who might try to read it.

		The queen gestured to the huntsman, and he approached her with a somber bow. He took the empty chalice from her throne, keeping his face pointed towards her feet as he did. Then he held out his hand, palm up, as if to ask his liege lady for a dance.

		The queen pulled Chelsea’s engagement ring from her sleeve, held it aloft so it glinted in the pixie-light, and then dropped it into his waiting hand.

		Chelsea’s knees ached where they pressed against the stone dais, but the pain didn’t match the burn of fear that flashed over her when the huntsman closed his fist around that ring. Somehow, despite the fact she’d snapped the thin chain that had kept the ring secured by her heart, the phantom weight of it tugged against the back of her neck as the huntsman returned to his waiting faerie maiden and slipped the ring onto her left hand.

		The maiden curtseyed to him, and as she rose, he moved to stand behind her. His arms came around her, cradling her like a lover, and he pressed the chalice against her belly, just below her breast.

		Then he drew his knife from his belt. A cruel talon of a thorn, its edge glowed black in the mingled light of fey fire and caged pixie. The maiden rested her head against the huntsman’s shoulder with a sigh.

		Chelsea wanted to look away, to close her eyes, to do anything to block out her vision. But she knelt, transfixed as she had been by the Winter Queen’s voice, as the huntsman drove his thorn knife into his maiden’s heart and caught the blood in the chalice.

		The chalice overflowed, and spatters of blood blossomed on the snow by their feet.

		Carefully, the huntsman lowered the maiden’s still body to the ground. He left his knife buried in her chest, the hilt pointing up towards the stars, and carried the chalice to the end of the table farthest from the throne.

		By the time he’d passed the chalice into the grasping hands of the first eager goblin, his face had settled back into cruel passivity.

		The chalice made its way along the table, and each and every faerie in attendance drank deeply of the maiden’s blood.

		The Winter Queen leant over the side of her throne to whisper in Chelsea’s ear. “I have waited so long for you, my mortal bride. Now that you are here, you see that I am willing to do anything for you. I will even spill the blood of my own in your name, Chelsea. Surely that is more than your mortal lover could offer you?”

		She ran her fingernails through Chelsea’s hair, and Chelsea shuddered. The queen’s touch was so cold it burned, but Chelsea’s reaction came from the truth the queen spoke.

		Alexa had never been willing to do much for her beyond the basics. Everything that their relationship had been, good and bad, had come from Chelsea.

		But a thread of wariness glimmered deep in Chelsea’s heart, down amongst all the swirling doubts she’d kept chained up behind that old ring, and she clung to it like a drowning woman. Was the Winter Queen—the one who hadn’t bothered to tell Chelsea who she was in the first place, and who had used the knowledge of Chelsea’s name to control her—truly spilling her own people’s blood for Chelsea’s benefit? Or had that maiden’s death been in pursuit of expanding the Winter Court’s power?

		The huntsman returned to the throne, his silent footsteps eerie. The ragged, fleshy tatters on his antlers twisted and swayed in the breeze when he bowed to the queen once more and offered her the chalice.

		The queen cupped it in both hands, lifted it to her lips, and drank as she had earlier. Her throat convulsed with every swallow, and a flush colored her cheeks, as if what she imbibed were the headiest of wines.

		Stopping cost her visible effort. She gasped as she lowered the chalice, her breast heaving as if at the height of passion. Her obsidian eyes blazed bright like the stars above.

		She turned to Chelsea and smiled. Blood ran from her lips and down her chin in thick lines, and her pointed teeth glistened with fresh wetness.

		“Stand, my beautiful bride Chelsea. The last is for you. Drink, and our love shall be eternal. Eat of our food, and you shall want for nothing. Bind your hand with mine, and I shall be your slave.”

		Chelsea stood. Her legs tingled with the queen’s power and with their own numbness after so long against the stone, but she lifted her arms to take the chalice of her own volition.

		The Winter Queen had not used Chelsea’s name in those final three commands.

		She cupped the chalice as the queen had done and peered into the depths. Though every faerie in the glade had drunk from it, and the queen had practically guzzled her own serving, the chalice remained half-full. The smell that rose from it was sharp, and it made Chelsea’s eyes water. But it also made her aware of her sudden, desperate thirst.

		She deserved someone who would worship her, who would kill for her. She wanted that.

		The phantom chain she’d felt earlier dragged at her neck, and she lowered her head until her lips nearly touched the rim of the chalice.

		But the thread of wariness she still clung to pulsed. No, no. She wanted what Jennifer and Danielle had. True love. Mutual respect. Someone who wouldn’t abandon her when it was convenient. That’s what she deserved.

		She was done letting beautiful women push her around and making a fool of herself in front of everyone.

		She yanked her head back up, and as she did, the phantom chain dissipated and scattered on the breeze like so much pixie dust. Then she tipped the chalice over and let the remaining blood pool on the stone dais. Steam rose from it in thick curls, and a hiss went up from the faerie court.

		The Winter Queen made no sound, but her face grew sharp and shadowed. She did not look at the spilt blood, did not blink as the steam swirled before her eyes.

		She raised a hand, palm out and fingers crooked towards Chelsea. Power gathered there, pulsing and giving off a dark sort of light. The wind kicked up, blowing from behind the Winter Queen, setting her dress and black hair whipping about her body. It sounded like a horde of banshees, and for all Chelsea knew, it actually was.

		She didn’t intend to stick around to find out.

		Not bothering to gather her skirts, Chelsea darted away from the throne and under the arm of the huntsman when he tried to stop her. The dead faerie maiden still lay in the middle of the clearing, with the thorn knife still protruding from her breast.

		Chelsea snatched the knife up. She whirled about, sending drops of blood flying in an arc around her, and held the knife out to defend herself.

		But when she faced the throne once again, she found the huntsman cowering before her, as did every other faerie in attendance.

		Only the Winter Queen remained upright and maintained eye contact, though she slowly lowered her arm. The shadows on her face had shifted from cold fury to steely wariness.

		Chelsea liked that.

		She extended her arm a little more, pointing the bloody knife at the queen. “I’m not a doll to be turned this way and that. I’m not interested in marrying someone who hasn’t earned my respect, and who doesn’t respect me back. You don’t even respect me enough to tell me your name, even though you know mine.”

		The Winter Queen stepped off the dais. “Mortal Chelsea—”

		“No! I don’t care if you know my name. No one holds power over me any longer.”

		Then she turned and ran, her feet flying over the unbroken blanket of snow, and the full skirts of her ridiculous decoy bridal gown flowing around her. She held the thorn knife close against her chest as if her life depended upon it.

		The last of the blood on the blade seeped into her bodice, leaving a dark red smear over the place where her old engagement ring used to hang.

		She felt free.

		Somewhere along the way, her other shoe fell off. Branches snagged at her dress, tearing her skirt and her lacy sleeves, but none of that slowed her down. She ran and ran, until the sparkles of pixie-light faded and darkness closed in.

		She ran until suddenly her feet weren’t crunching through snow, but padding along a carpeted hallway. Her breath still rasped harsh in her ears, but the unearthly sounds of the Faerie Realm gave way to the gentle lilt of the string quartet beginning the wedding processional.

		The wedding party stood lined up and ready to enter the chapel, and at the back of it, looking as frantic as Chelsea had imagined, was Jennifer.

		The dress really did look stunning on her, Chelsea thought.

		But Jennifer gaped at Chelsea, her eyes running up and down Chelsea’s body, taking in the damaged dress, the surely tangled mess of her hair, and the bloody knife Chelsea still held in her fist.

		“What on earth—where have you—what happened?!”

		Chelsea glanced down at the knife—the proof of her victory over a truly evil spirit on her friend’s wedding day, and a way cooler accessory than the mini bouquet—then smiled back up at Jennifer.

		“Just being the best damn friend you’ve ever had. Now let’s get you down that aisle.”
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Chapter 2: The Thaw

		 

		Something in the way Chelsea’s tires grated on the gravel as she drove up the long driveway to Jen and Danny’s house sounded like the mischievous giggles of pixies.

		Chelsea hated that she knew what pixies sounded like, and she hated even more that she had once again broken her promise to herself to keep from thinking of faeries at all during her first visit with her newlywed friends since their Midwinter wedding. She’d been trying and failing to shut those thoughts in the dark back closet of her brain for the entire four-and-a-half-hour drive.

		But no matter how she tried to turn her attention to anything else—the radio, her excitement for her first two days off in a row in forever, hell, even just the traffic—those images kept creeping back in, until she was once more lost in reliving the most harrowing night of her life. It wasn’t enough, apparently, that she already spent all her sleeping hours dreaming about it.

		She’d thought reliving her own wedding every night—her long, solitary stand at the altar, waiting, waiting, waiting for Alexa forever and ever until her wedding guests all pointed and laughed—was the worst torture, until the Midwinter wedding had happened, and that dream had been replaced by one full of eerie music, cavorting fey creatures, and the coppery smell of fresh blood spilt for power.

		Invariably these days, her nights ended with a staring contest between herself and the Winter Queen, the fey woman who had whisked Chelsea away in hopes of forcing her to become her bride. They’d stare at each other, Chelsea struggling not to lose herself in the haunting beauty of the queen’s frost-pale visage and night-black hair, until finally the queen would quirk her lips, and her sharp teeth would glisten wetly in the flickers of fey firelight as a trickle of red ran down her chin, down the column of her throat. The queen would fling out one arm towards Chelsea, and Chelsea would feel her own feet crunching through snow as she turned and ran. But she could never run fast enough to avoid hearing the Winter Queen’s final cry:

		“How could you leave me? Don’t you hear them laughing at us?”

		And then, suddenly, the dream would shift, and Chelsea was back in her wedding dress, waiting for Alexa, even though she knew her once-fiancée would never show.

		She woke every morning with a heavy coating of shame lining her stomach and a storm of confusion in her heart.

		Well, she thought as she pulled the car around another bend in the driveway, not tonight. The memories had worked their way into her driving time, but she was leaving them in the car. There’d be no need for her to rehash the events of her misadventure to Jen and Danny yet again. Three times was probably enough, though she was grateful for the way they had believed her from the first and how Jen had insisted on hearing every detail as often as Chelsea wanted to pour it out to her. No matter what, her two-day vacay with her best friend and her best friend’s wife was a faerie-free time slot.

		The grating of her tires on the gravel was not the sound of pixies giggling, she decided firmly.

		And then she reached the gate—the second one, actually—that stood open in anticipation of her visit and got her first eyeful of her friend’s new home.

		House wasn’t anywhere close to the right word for it. Manse might do it justice. Hidden away behind an artfully wild tangle of evergreens and twiggy bushes, the residence settled against the bosom of the land as if it had grown up over time as naturally as the plant life. Its brown brick and stonemasonry façade gave it a careworn yet stately bearing, and skeletal fingers of gray ivy caressed its mortar in shared grievance over winter’s long grip. But the late morning sunlight glinting off the second-story windows and the gabled roofs over them gave it a definite air of mischief, of magic and mayhem.

		How could she possibly keep from thinking of all things fey in a house like this? There might as well be a sign at the gate: “All our wardrobes lead to fairyland!”

		Gritting her teeth, she drove through the gate, and even managed to keep from twisting her neck to see if the gate swung closed on its own behind her; she only looked in the rearview mirror for that.

		The gate didn’t close by itself, but that didn’t ease her growing sense of trepidation. Fancy wrought-iron electric light fixtures hung on either side of the imposing double doors at the main entrance, but they flickered exactly the way those fey fires did in Chelsea’s dreams.

		She threw the car into park, then sat back, scratching at her left palm and then her right as she craned her neck to take in more of the architecture. There were bona fide gargoyles up there, it looked like. The sky was a little too gray to tell for sure.

		She unbuckled her seatbelt and grabbed the duffel from the passenger seat before throwing the door open. The outside air flowed over her face and shoulders, not as cold as she’d expected, but damp with the signs of oncoming spring. She drew in a lungful of that damp air and held it.

		She reminded herself she’d escaped the Winter Queen’s clutches and the Faerie Realm in the height of winter’s power. She just had to hold on a little longer, surely no more than a week or two, for the last of winter’s power to fade away here in the human world. Surely her dreams would fade away along with it, just as the dreams about Alexa had finally faded in time.

		“It’s about time you got here!” came a cheery voice from the front porch. Jennifer trotted down the stone steps, careless of any remaining ice patches and absolutely glowing with happiness. Despite the chill, she wore a yellow floral-print sundress more suited to the onset of summer than the last dregs of winter. It showed off her tanned skin. Her auburn hair was pulled up in a high ponytail which swung merrily in time with her steps as she ran to sweep Chelsea into a crushing bear hug. Chelsea returned the hug with equal fervor, knowing Jen wouldn’t care if her dress got crumpled.

		“Sorry,” Chelsea gasped when they released one another, though she had no reason to apologize. She wasn’t late, Jen was just impatient. “This place is really...”

		Jen smiled and waved a bare arm towards the manse. “Isn’t it just a fantasy come true? Wait ‘til you see all the stuff my grandparents collected. Every time I visited as a little girl I always expected to stumble upon a magic mirror or enchanted closet or something. But the library was the only place I found that could be called magical, and that’s just because old books are awesome.”

		Jennifer came from some Seriously Old Money, and she had inherited this house after her grandmother died, just a few weeks before the wedding. Chelsea had often heard stories about the place, but although she and Jen had been best friends since grade school, she’d never been out here before. She always got the impression that Jen’s parents didn’t think much of their daughter running around with someone as poor as Chelsea, but Jen had never made her feel like she was in any way “less than.”

		As a testament to Jen’s down-to-earth nature, she tsked and snagged the duffel bag from Chelsea’s fingers. “Let me carry that for you. I’ll show you to the room I set up for you, and then you and I have got to talk.”

		“Don’t you have, like, a butler to carry my luggage?” Chelsea asked. She tried not to focus on the emphasis Jen had put on their impending conversation. Jen was just excited.

		“He’s for guests I wish I didn’t have to invite over. You’re family, as far as I’m concerned. And it’s not like this is all that heavy. I bet you only packed a pair of sweatpants and three separate hoodies, didn’t you?” She tsked again, then smiled. “I’ll send you home with some of my pretty spring dresses. I’ve got one in lavender that will look great against your skin tone.”

		“Jen...”

		“I’m kidding! I know you’d rather buy your own clothes. But if you change your mind, you feel free to try them on.”

		Slinging the duffel over her bare shoulder, Jen held her other hand out and twitched her fingers. Chelsea took her hand, and the two of them climbed the stone steps to the front doors.

		Maybe this visit will go okay, she thought, warm in the presence of her best friend again despite the damp chill of the air.

		But as the heavy oak door swung closed behind her with a deep clunk, a cold prickle at the small of her back—as if an icy hand lay delicately, possessively upon her—had her steeling herself against a shiver.

		Outside, a few tiny snowflakes twirled through the air.
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Chapter 3: A Tour of the Manor

		 

		Chelsea wasn’t exactly embarrassed to have Jen hovering while she plopped her careworn duffel bag on the plump purple comforter of her guest bed and unpacked her ratty clothes. But she couldn’t help moving to block her friend’s view all the same. She had, in fact, packed a few more things than just “a pair of sweatpants and three separate hoodies,” but some things were private, even from her best friend.

		Jen, however, was nearly bursting with the desire to offer her some of her own pretty things, either to borrow for the weekend or to take with her back home. It was a familiar kind of pressure to Chelsea. They’d done this dance for as long as they’d been friends. Even back in high school, the two of them had had similar builds. Anything that fit Jennifer would fit Chelsea, if Chelsea would ever accept the handout.

		She didn’t need any charity, least of all from her best friend. The only time she’d ever taken Jen’s financial aid was for that replica wedding dress two months ago.

		But Jen knew it well enough and, as usual, managed to keep her offers—mostly—behind her lips.

		Instead, she bounced on the balls of her feet and clasped her hands behind her back. “Well? Isn’t it a pretty room? I made sure you would have a good view of the garden, too.”

		The room certainly was pretty. It was done up in a lavender theme, with pale purple carpet, bedspread, and wallpaper, and accents of a darker wine color. A glass bowl of potpourri sat on the dresser amidst a gathering of similar knickknacks before an oval mirror, lending faint traces of a floral mix to the air. The window, dressed with lacy lavender curtains, did give a fine view of the sloping back lawn. Rather dreary at the moment, Chelsea thought, but in spring, when the various fruit trees were in bloom, it would be spectacular.

		Pulling a pair of comfortable sweatpants from her duffel, she let one shoulder rise and fall. “I can’t say I have anything to complain about here.”

		Jen laughed. “Oh, you. So dour. Come on, put that down and let me show you around. There’s no way I’m letting you spend a single moment of your first vacation in ages doing anything so commonplace as unpacking.”

		Jen reached out and twitched her fingers, and Chelsea obliged by letting the sweatpants tumble to the bedspread and taking the offered hand. Jen was right, of course. Juggling three minimum-wage jobs, where you were constantly busy and forever replaceable, meant asking for too much time off at once was taking a big risk. And with the state of her finances thus far, Chelsea really couldn’t be taking that risk very often.

		She hadn’t even managed it for the wedding, and she’d been Jen’s only attendant.

		But Jesus H, she deserved this time off. It wasn’t that she couldn’t handle her jobs, because she absolutely could. But those nightmares really took it out of her these days.

		Luckily, that ominous faerie feeling she’d gotten standing outside this gigantic house had pretty much faded away once she followed Jen inside. As she walked hand-in-hand with her friend through the halls now, listening to Jen’s ceaseless chatter and nodding at all the fixtures and bits of furniture Jen pointed out, Chelsea kept “listening” out for any hint of faerie presence in the house. The longer she went without getting it, the more the tension in her shoulders loosened.

		She began to feel something other than dread regarding her upcoming night of sleep.

		The halls did have an air of mystery to them, though. The carpets were so thick and soft you could move across them, probably even at a full run, and make hardly a sound unless you hit a creaky floorboard. And though the windows let in shafts of light that illuminated the motes of dust floating in the air, nothing smelled musty or dirty. Every breath Chelsea took carried a floral scent like the one in her guest room or a savory smell, probably wafting up from the kitchen down on the first floor.

		Jen and Danny had a cook, of course, along with the butler. This crazy house made it impossible to forget just how well-off Jen’s family was, and that they had been for a long, long time. Long enough to have family superstitions which were, as Chelsea had unwillingly discovered, completely rooted in truth.

		A chill sent prickles along her spine, and she shivered.

		Stop that! she admonished herself. She’d just convinced herself the house had no faeries. No need to go thinking about them on her own now.

		But the reminder was apt, and the voice of practicality that popped up at times of distress did so now. Faeries existed, and they were dangerous. If she were smart, she’d never relax another day in her life.

		Chelsea shoved that voice back into the broody dark corner of her mind where it belonged. She was here to have fun.

		“I expected a house this old to be cold and drafty,” she said as a means of forcing herself to stop thinking. “But it’s so cozy in here.”

		Jen smiled over her shoulder. “These old trappings are hiding some pretty modern innards. My grandparents updated a lot of the appliances, as well as the ductwork and the plumbing. Everything looks like you’re stepping back to yesteryear, but with all the convenience of today. Honestly, it’s a little bit sad. It doesn’t leave anything for me and Danny to do to it, other than basic maintenance, and that’s boring.”

		“Oh. Well, I’m sure you two will find some way to keep yourselves entertained.”

		Jen laughed and bumped her shoulder against Chelsea’s, then batted her eyelashes and bit her lip in such a ridiculous come-hither look that Chelsea had to bust up laughing, too.

		“Actually,” Jen said once she’d gotten her giggles under control, “there is one big project we’re going to do.”

		“What’s that? Soundproofing choice rooms?” Chelsea said. She waggled her eyebrows, hoping to elicit more laughs.

		Jen quirked her lips, but the smile was secretive rather than raunchy. “No. It was Danny’s idea. She wanted to tell you all about it. And I did promise I wouldn’t spoil it for you, but...”

		“Aw, don’t spoil it, then. I can wait until she tells me.”

		“But I can’t.” Jen looked over both shoulders, then leaned close enough her nose nearly bumped against Chelsea’s and spoke in a low whisper. “I’m really excited about it.”

		Chelsea managed not to roll her eyes. This was the sort of behavior that had had her mother convinced that Jen would ask Chelsea to marry her, no matter how often Chelsea explained that she and Jen were just friends. This was just how Jen was about everything she liked: all in and all fun.

		Though the intensity in her eyes right now had Chelsea feeling the need to take a step backwards. She wrestled the impulse down, however, and lowered her own voice.

		“I don’t know if I want to be party to marital distress so soon out the gate, Jen.”

		That did get Jen to laugh. “What she doesn’t know won’t make her pitch a fit, right? She’s out in town right now, but she’ll be home in time for dinner. I know you can keep a secret. Come on, I’m dying to show you.”

		Without waiting for Chelsea’s answer, Jen whirled away so rapidly her skirt flared out around her like a time-lapse flower blooming. Her heels made little dull thmp thmp thmp sounds against the thick carpet with the force of her steps.

		“Come on!” Jen called. She was at the far end of the hallway now, standing in shadow with her hands on her hips. It made her look like a ballerina in a music box, just waiting for someone to turn her key so she could dance again.

		Shoving her hands into the front pocket of her hoodie, Chelsea marched after Jen. “Seriously, I can wait until Danny’s here.” Maybe if she had a chance to sit down for a little while she’d feel more settled. “I want to hear what you two got up to in Maui.”

		“Now for that topic, I will need my wife’s input. Don’t want to kiss and tell without her approval, you know.” Jen cocked her hip and dropped one eyelid in a positively salacious wink.

		Chelsea made herself laugh at that and felt better for it.

		“But I suppose we could wait a bit. I’ve had tea set up in the parlor for us. I guessed you might need a snack after your drive up.”

		Chelsea held back a sigh of relief. “That sounds wonderful.”

		Jen hooked her arm through Chelsea’s, and the two of them resumed their journey through the vast house. They went at a faster pace now. Jen’s excitement was apparent, her cheeks spread in a permanent grin, her eyes wide and bright. They moved so fast and took so many turns Chelsea couldn’t have traced her path back to the foyer if she’d tried.

		Finally, Jen directed them through the next doorway, and they entered the parlor.

		The parlor was positively blooming with flowers. Vases rested on every available surface, and a potted plant stood in each of the four corners of the room. A fire crackled in the fireplace, and someone had set an old vinyl record player turning quietly between a pair of tall display cabinets, which were full of more vases of flowers. Scratchy swing music from the 1940s floated up from the turntable like a merry wartime ghost. A collection of mismatched Tiffany lamps blazed here and there. The room was very pink, but in a non-threatening way. The furniture was all upholstered in pastel and cream, and a pair of tiny round end tables made of carved walnut stood at the end of either couch.

		A low coffee table was the only place not bursting with blossoms, and it was spread with the fixings for what Chelsea assumed was “tea.” There wasn't any tea that she could see, but instead an assortment of sodas and a box of animal crackers.

		Chelsea suppressed a laugh. “You're just the same as always, Jen.”

		Jen flapped a hand at her. “Why change my snack choice when I've already picked the most perfect, best snack ever?”

		Chelsea and Jen sat across from one another in matching pink armchairs, sipping sodas and eating animal crackers while they got caught up. Jen ended up talking about the long days she and Danny had spent on the beaches in Hawaii (despite Danny not being there to give her stamp of approval), waggling her eyebrows at every opportunity. Chelsea shared the funnier stories from her three jobs in customer service.

		Finally, their giggles died down, and they sat quiet for a stretch of time. The fire popped and snapped in the fireplace. One of the logs fell over, sending a small shower of embers up the chimney.

		“You know, it’s been really odd being back here after Hawaii,” Jen said. Her voice was low, and she was staring at the can of soda dangling from her fingers.

		“I don’t know why you came back, to be honest,” Chelsea said. “It’s too cold here. Then again, you always liked winter, you weirdo.”

		“That’s just it,” Jen said. “That’s just the problem. I’d thought...I don’t know, it was dumb of me to think it.”

		“What?”

		“Well, I’d thought maybe by the time we came back here, winter would be over. I’d thought spring would have taken over. But that’s silly. It’s still March, and we always get winter weather through the end of the month. So it’s still winter here, and I just don’t...”

		In the stretch of silence she flicked a fingernail against the aluminum tab of her soda can. The sharp tink tink tink of the tab sounded a little like snowflakes against a windowpane to Chelsea.

		“Chels, I just don’t know what to do. You’re right, I’ve always loved winter. It’s why Danny and I chose to get married at Midwinter. But now, after what happened to you...”

		Chelsea’s heart constricted. It was just like Jen to put her concern for a friend’s comfort over her own pleasures. Chelsea loved her for it, but she couldn’t stand the conflict putting those lines on Jen’s face. In a strained heartbeat she was up out of her armchair and kneeling beside Jen’s.

		“Oh, Jen, I’m sorry. Don’t let what happened to me ruin something that’s always made you happy. I can handle the weather. It’s only for a couple more weeks, anyway, and besides, look at this place! You’ve filled this room with so many flowers, it might as well be spring in here.”

		Instead of being cheered by Chelsea’s assurances, Jen burst into tears. She flung her arms around Chelsea’s shoulders, banging the soda can against her spine. Chelsea ignored the hit and curled one hand against the back of Jen’s head.

		“I’m so s-scared, Chels,” Jen sobbed. “What if that awful winter woman comes back?”

		Chelsea petted Jen’s hair, wishing she could think of anything to say to put her friend at ease. But all she came up with was that moment from her nightly dream, the part where the Winter Queen called after her as she ran from the altar.

		How could you leave me?

		The truth was, Chelsea was just as scared as Jen. What if the Winter Queen came after her again, and this time, Chelsea wasn’t able to break free? What if she got lost in those midnight eyes? What if the Winter Queen whispered her name and made her pledge herself to the service of winter forever?

		She would never do that.

		Her hands tightened against Jen on reflex, and Jen pulled away, sniffing.

		“Oh, Chels, I’m sorry. I made a mess all over your nice sweater.”

		“Don’t worry about it,” Chelsea muttered. It was only one of her old sorority hoodies, hardly a nice sweater.

		Jen swiped at her eyes with the heel of her hand. “I’m so grateful for what you did that night to protect me, don’t think for a moment that I’m not, but I just can’t get the idea out of my head that one of these nights, there’ll be a cold snap, and everything you went through will have been in vain.” She rubbed her messy palm on her floral skirt, set her can of soda on the coffee table, and took hold of both of Chelsea’s hands. “I need to know what to expect when she finally comes to try and take me away again.”

		Chelsea nearly reeled backwards in surprise. Jen thought the Winter Queen would come for her? But she’d claimed Chelsea as her chosen bride that night. She’d even taken Alexa’s ring to prompt the magic for the ceremony.

		A sick wave of jealousy washed over Chelsea, and in its wake came a little voice that sounded much more like the giggling of pixies than her tires had on the drive up.

		She chose you because she thought you were the bride that night. But you were just the decoy, weren’t you? Who do you think Her Majesty will really want when she learns the truth?

		And besides, you left her.

		With an effort, Chelsea held her place at Jen’s side. She swallowed hard, willing that jealousy to back the heck down. Where had it come from, anyway? She didn’t want anything to do with a woman like the Winter Queen, and there was no way she could be persuaded to reconsider marrying her.

		Besides, though Jen had stopped crying, it was clear from the watery glimmer in her eyes that more tears weren’t far away. Chelsea had to get over her own crap, because her best friend needed her right now.

		Chelsea squeezed Jen’s hands. “You don’t have anything to be afraid of. Any faerie that comes after you will have to go through me first.”

		“You shouldn’t have to do that again,” Jen said, but Chelsea could tell her promise of protection had pleased her.

		“Well, I don’t know that I can exactly give you ass-kicking lessons here,” Chelsea said. She made herself smile. “I don’t know how else I can help you prepare for possible fey kidnapping.”

		Now Jen was laughing, the sound thick and wet in her throat. “Wouldn’t that be fun? But I have something a little more practical in mind. I want your opinion on it, is all.”

		“What is it?” Chelsea asked.

		Jen waved her arms to indicate the whole of the parlor. “It’s this, but on a more extreme scale.”

		Chelsea glanced around the room, uncertain what Jen meant. Did she intend to have her version of tea as a means of warding off wicked spirits? But then her eyes lit upon a vase full of daisies, and another of marigolds, and a third of lilies and baby’s breath.

		“You’re...going to surround yourself with flowers?”

		Jen nodded. “They make me think of spring, and that makes me feel calmer. I can’t imagine a winter spirit feeling at all comfortable in a room that looks so much like springtime, can you? Danny’s going to build me a greenhouse. That’s the big project she wanted to tell you about.”

		A greenhouse! An image immediately came to Chelsea of a little glass room standing on a hill. Snow and ice encrusted the outside, and a furious wind howled around the crystalline eaves, but even winter’s harshest weapons could not touch the interior, where spring and summer reigned all year long.

		She imagined Jen and Danny sitting inside, sipping sodas and eating animal crackers at a little iron café table, completely surrounded by green leaves and a rainbow of nodding flowers.

		“That might work,” she said.

		“Right?” Jen said, sitting back with a much wider smile on her face than before. “Danny wanted to get started on construction right away, but I wanted to hear what you thought, first. Plus it’ll be hard to start construction when we could still get another snowstorm before the season changes for real.”

		With Jen now full of sunshine and happiness once more, Chelsea felt it was safe to remove herself from her comforting position. Her knees crackled as she stood, and she bent them to get out all the kinks. Her palms itched again, too, and she rubbed them against her denim-clad hips. This dry chill was really bothering her this year.

		Jen stood, too, her yellow skirt swishing around her completely silent knees. “Do you want to see the site? I really want to show it to you.”

		Chelsea glanced out the window, where tiny snowflakes still meandered lazily through the air. Wouldn’t going out into that right after having discussed methods of repelling winter’s grasp be inviting a kidnapping attempt? But she couldn’t think like that, or she’d never go outside in the cold again. She couldn’t let Jen think like that, either.

		She stuffed both hands into the big pocket on the front of her sorority hoodie and hooked them together so she could scratch both palms at once.

		“Sure, I’d love to see it.”
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		JEN LED THE WAY DOWN the steep slope of a back lawn that put Chelsea in mind of the Sound of Music, even with the gray skies and drifting snowflakes. The grass was still pretty gray in places, and it gave with brittle crunches under Chelsea’s shoes rather than soft whisks, but some patches were starting to green up again. With the land behind the house cleared of trees, she had an unobstructed view of the gray-green hills that hunched around the property, laced with mist and shreds of cloud.

		Those were the sort of hills she could imagine a group of Fey Folk riding through on a hunt. If she strained her ears, would she hear the distant baying of hounds or the clear ring of a horn?

		There was a nice, clean smell of cool earth and wet leaves out here, and though Chelsea heard no hounds or horns in the nearby hills, she did pick up a few lonely twitterings of some brave bird in the trees. Robins were supposed to be the heralds of spring, right?

		The thought, instead of comforting her, made her stomach clench in sudden dread. She recalled the exact tone in which the Winter Queen has spoken so assuredly of the destruction her people would work over the robins of the Spring Court once they had the power she sought to claim by marrying a mortal.

		By marrying Chelsea.

		But she’d really wanted to marry Jennifer, said the little voice from before. You left her.

		This was ridiculous. She’d gotten away, dammit. She’d claimed the Winter Queen had no more power over her anymore. That sort of declaration meant something in the Faerie Realm, didn’t it?

		So why was she still thinking about the queen?

		I just don’t want Jen to get hurt, that’s all, she thought. Somehow, she’d have to find a way to make herself believe it.

		The lawn had evened out now, and Chelsea saw their destination ahead. Where the lawn ended, nestled between it and the line of winter-gray aspen and pine, was a skeletal hedge in the shape of a rectangle, high enough that it would conceal a person when it was fully leafed. An arched opening pierced the exact center of the hedge, and inside lay a collection of murky shapes, distorted by both distance and shadow.

		Jen turned around to face her and continued walking backwards. “There we are. That’s where we’re going to put it.”

		She turned again, trotted right up to the hedge, and stopped, one hand reaching to stroke a barren twig with reverence.

		Chelsea followed, but didn’t want to stand so close to the hedge. She had a distinct idea its branches might reach out and grab her, like those trees in The Wizard of Oz.

		Jen didn’t seem to notice how she kept her distance. She was walking along the hedge, letting her hand graze the branches as she went and staring through it as though what lay behind it was the source of her greatest happiness.

		“I told you how I pored over this house when I was a little girl, looking for magic portals and such, but never found anything more magical than books? Well, this place is the one I kept coming back to for just one more look. Did you ever read The Secret Garden?”

		Jen finally tore her eyes from the hedge to pierce Chelsea with an expectant look.

		Chelsea squeezed her hands into fists inside her hoodie again. “We were assigned it in fourth grade, you know I read it.”

		Jen nodded once and turned back to the hedge. They’d almost reached that arched opening. This close, Chelsea noticed how ragged the curve of the arch was, as if the groundskeeper had neglected to trim away the last growth of autumn before packing the clippers away for the winter.

		“This place is like that for me. My Secret Garden, full of magic that isn’t real magic. I know it’s not real magic, I’ve looked so many times and found nothing. But, you know, after what happened to you at the wedding, I’m wondering...”

		Chelsea stopped in her tracks and snapped both hands out to catch Jen’s bare elbow. “Don’t, Jen. You don’t want anything to do with any kind of magic.”

		Jen stopped obediently at Chelsea’s touch, but Chelsea felt her quivering like a taut violin string. She wasn’t shivering; she was anticipating something.

		“I’m not looking for it,” Jen said. Chelsea read her lie in the vibration of her flesh and tightened her fingers on Jen’s elbow. “I’m not. It’s just a special place, is all.”

		But Chelsea shook her head, backing up a step as she did. “You are looking for it. Don’t tell me that, Jen. Please don’t. Think about Danny.”

		“I AM thinking about her!”

		Chelsea flinched, unprepared for the volume, but more frightened by the bright terror in Jen’s eyes. “Jen—”

		“Don’t tell her, Chels. I can’t stand the thought of her knowing how scared I really am. She thinks I just want a nice place to sit and be warm and colorful all year. But that woman, that Winter Queen, she was coming after me. She was going to make me her unwilling bride. And someone like that, someone with that kind of... of real magic, would she really honor the fact that I’m married now? I want a place where I feel safe and protected and where she can never get me, and I can feel that this is that place!”

		She was crying now, though no tears tumbled down her cheeks. Her face had blotched up, and she was bent nearly double, her arms tight around her belly. Her wheezing sobs raked at Chelsea’s heart.

		Chelsea let out a shaky breath of her own. She hadn’t expected this. Jen was always so chipper and positive, but here she was, sobbing for the second time in less than an hour. It was hard to remember that her best friend could succumb to fear, too.

		“I’m sorry,” she said, sidling over to put an arm around Jen’s shoulders.

		“I had to bring you out here without her, right? Because I know she’ll want to tell you about her ideas for the greenhouse, and I’ll let her, but I just needed you to know...to understand...”

		“I understand.”

		“...what this project will mean to me. Because you were there, you lived through my nightmare. God, I don’t think I’d have been able to get away if she’d gotten me, Chels. I can’t let Danny know that.”

		Jen was shaking harder now. Chelsea rubbed at her friend’s arms and stroked her hair. Somewhere in the trees behind them, the lone songbird trilled again.

		“I’m sure Danny wouldn’t blame you if the Winter Queen snatched you away. She loves you, and she knows you love her, too.”

		“I know, I know. But...” Jen lifted her head. Her breathing was coming easier now, and much of the redness in her cheeks had faded.

		Chelsea smiled at her. “Come on. Have you even tried talking with her about this? You guys are like the champions of talking through your little bumps.”

		“We’ve discussed what happened to you. We agreed it was weird and scary. Then we stopped talking about it.”

		“Well, there’s your problem.” Chelsea flicked Jen’s forehead lightly with one finger.

		It worked. Jen laughed, and the bright flecks of fear in her eyes melted to mirth. “I know, I’m an idiot.”

		“You kind of are.”

		“What would I do without you?”

		“Honestly, it’s a wonder you didn’t screw up your marriage in Hawaii without me around to be your coach. I’m very impressed.”

		Jen made a face of exaggerated indignation and held it a whole three seconds before it collapsed under an onslaught of giggles.

		“Let’s go back to the house,” Chelsea said. “It’s cold out here, and Danny should be home soon, right? You can make your grand confession to her, and I can see what kind of ridiculously fancy dinners you serve in a mansion like this.”

		The two of them trekked back up the hill, Jen practically skipping while Chelsea let out loud, exaggerated groans about her calves cramping up. Seeing Jen work her way back to her usual bright attitude soothed most of Chelsea’s own anxieties from this little expedition through the gardens.

		Most.

		Because of all the parts of this manor Chelsea had toured today, those gardens had yanked at her memories of the Faerie Realm the strongest.

		At this point, the quality of sleep she was likely to get tonight was a toss-up.
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Chapter 4: Dinner and a Midnight Stroll

		 

		Danny returned from her trip to town within a half hour of Chelsea and Jen getting back inside. The two of them were cozy in the parlor, warming their chilled muscles at the fireplace and giggling over the way they had to wade through gobs of flowers to manage it, when Danny made her entrance.

		“What are you two harpies shrieking about in here?” she asked, leaning in the doorway, arms crossed over her leather motorcycle jacket. “I could hear you all the way from the front of the house. That’s outside, to be clear. With the doors closed.”

		Jen lit up like a firefly. “You’re home early!”

		Danny grinned and blew her hair off her forehead. She’d changed it since the wedding; Jen had requested she go with a natural hair color “for my mother’s sake” during the ceremony, and so Danny’d dyed it back to her own—so Chelsea assumed, anyway—brunette color. But now the long wave of hair shone pale blue.

		“I like your new color,” Chelsea said, pointing. It’s like a sheet of ice covering half her face...

		“Thanks. Wasn’t really feeling the old pink anymore.”

		Jen had by this time hooked her arms around her wife’s neck and was pulling her down for a welcome-home kiss. Chelsea looked away, both highly amused and a little embarrassed.

		Despite everything she’d been through, Chelsea still wished she had someone who looked at her the way Jen and Danny looked at each other.

		The Winter Queen looked at you like she wanted to take you apart and enjoy you piece by piece.

		But before Chelsea could start down that mental path again, a slight interruption arrived in the form of a light cough. Jen sprang away from Danny like a teenager caught being handsy.

		A tall, thin woman wearing a black dress and a blue apron stood in the hall just outside. Her hands were clasped in front of the apron, and she wore her hair in a tight bun high on the back of her head. She looked incredibly stiff, and insufferably proper.

		Jen smiled and smoothed out her rumpled skirt, but Danny turned away with a grunt that sounded suspiciously like a rude word.

		“Dinner is set out for you, Miss Jennifer,” she said in a soft voice. Chelsea got the impression that even though this woman wore a pair of solid heels, she'd manage to walk without a sound even across the hardwood floor. “In the dining room, as we discussed.”

		“Thank you, Barbara,” Jen said, her tone sweet despite the light cringe Chelsea noticed. “I appreciate your hard work. But remember, it’s ‘Mrs.’ now.”

		The woman, Barbara, didn’t change her steely expression a bit. She bent her knees in a slight curtsy, then drifted away without a sound. Chelsea watched until her figure melted into the shadow of the next hall.

		“That's our cook,” Jen explained. “She's very loyal to my family, but, um...”

		“She doesn't think it's appropriate that you hitched yourself to another lady,” Danny said.

		“She's coming around,” Jen said. “Anyway, let’s go eat. I’m starving to death.”

		So down they went, Jen chattering up a flurry, clearly determined to put the little wrinkle of her judgmental servant out of the way. Chelsea and Danny shared indulgent eye rolls over the top of her head. But unlike Chelsea, who endured the onslaught by tuning it out, Danny had a magical ability to continue listening to everything Jen said, even to the point that she could respond appropriately to Jen’s rare prompts for comment.

		That was one among many reasons why Danny was the one who was meant for Jen, and Chelsea wasn’t. That, and the fact that Danny had absolutely none of Chelsea’s hang-ups about being Jen’s kept woman.

		“She’s gotta spend the money somehow,” Danny had said once, maybe the third time Chelsea had met her, after Jen had lavished an expensive new outfit on her. “If she wants that somehow to be for my benefit, who am I to tell her no? I’ll make sure she doesn’t go overboard.”

		Chelsea smiled at the memory. Danny absolutely had no problem keeping Jen’s leash short when she needed to. Chelsea had never been able to manage the trick. With her, it was all or nothing, and the safest bet was definitely “nothing.”

		The dinner that the dour cook had left for them buffet-style on the sideboard in the dining room was certainly what Chelsea would call fancy. A pot of lobster soup, a plate of tiny squares of bread topped with a delicate tuna salad and a creamy white sauce, a covered tray over a pair of warming buffet burners that, when Jen lifted the cover, was revealed to hold too many cuts of steak for just the three of them, and a glass bowl of mixed salad greens surrounded by smaller bowls for six different dressings, each with its own ladle, which Chelsea thought was simply wasteful. Why not just set out the bottles of dressing and save yourself the dishes to wash?

		“My god, I think I’m gonna be sick just looking at all this food,” she said.

		“Nah, you’ll get used to it. Here,” Jen said, thrusting a plate that looked as delicate as if it had been made of spun sugar at Chelsea. “Once you try it you’ll never want to go back.”

		I can’t exactly afford to get used to it, Chelsea thought. But she took the plate and followed Jen and Danny’s lead in serving herself.

		“There’ll be dessert, too,” Danny warned.

		They sat at one end of the long dining table with Jen at the head between Danny and Chelsea. Though the room felt cavernous with no one else here, their voices didn’t echo, thanks to the dark blue cloth covering the wall. The lights, a mix of real candles on the table and realistic fakes in glass fixtures on the walls, were dimmed to create a more intimate atmosphere. After only a few bites, Chelsea forgot the extra space yawning around them.

		Jen was chattering again, somehow managing to dominate the conversation and wolf her dinner down at the same time. Danny seemed content to listen and watch Jen with a soft expression that was at odds with her tough-girl, dyed-hair, and leather-clad aesthetic.

		Chelsea ate, and for the duration of the meal, totally forgot about her lingering fears of faeries. She was with her friends, having a good time, which was exactly what she’d come here for.

		The only thing that plucked at her brain was the need to get Jen to share the true depths of her worries with Danny, but so far there hadn’t been a moment to bring it up. Even when Jen swung the conversation to Danny’s plans for the greenhouse, which she pretended she hadn’t mentioned to Chelsea, the trend of the discussion moved towards building materials and measurements and plans for the care of particular tricky plants. Chelsea couldn’t find a natural way to bring up Jen’s fears, and Jen didn’t provide one, either.

		Finally, as Barbara the cook was floating silently away after bringing three cups of the richest chocolate mousse Chelsea had ever put in her mouth, Jen caught her eyes and gave her one of those looks that carried a distinct message.

		Not tonight, her look said. Tonight’s for fun.

		Chelsea licked her spoon and nodded, feeling rather relieved. She couldn’t force Jen to talk to her wife, after all.

		“Okay!” Jen said, letting her spoon clatter into her empty dessert cup. She sat up straight and clapped her hands. “We're going to do something fun!”

		“And that is?” Danny asked, eyebrow quirked.

		“I don't know!” Jen said. Her smile sparkled in the candlelight.

		Chelsea rolled her eyes. Typical Jennifer.

		But Danny rested her elbows on the table and leaned forward. “Well, I do. I stopped at the record store while I was in town. Picked up some cool stuff on vinyl. Let’s move the record player from the parlor back into the ballroom and have a dance party like we used to in college.”

		“I’m pretty sure I remember dancing to pirated MP3s in college,” Jen said.

		Chelsea pushed her own dessert cup away, though it was still a third full, with regret. She could not keep eating if she wanted to participate in a dance party and not throw up. “Did you get anything we can karaoke to?”

		“Only if your repertoire includes Sixties girl bands or hipster-y electronic swing music.”

		Excitement buzzed in Chelsea’s veins. She could work with both.

		Together, the three left the dining room—Chelsea swallowed her feelings of guilt at leaving the dishes for someone else to clean up—and split up. Danny went to get the new records she’d bought, and Jen and Chelsea collected the record player from the parlor. Chelsea carried the stack of records from beside the player and followed Jen to the ballroom eagerly. She hadn’t seen this room on the earlier tour.

		“Holy—why didn’t you guys get married in here?”

		“Didn’t have the right atmosphere. Come on, hurry up.”

		Jen’s heels clicked and Chelsea’s sneakers squeaked as they crossed the parquet floor, and Chelsea gaped at the glittering crystal chandelier high above their heads. The opposite wall was almost entirely glass. Murky gray evening light flooded in through the windows to lie in dull puddles on the floor.

		A pair of French doors, which were latched against the cold outside, stood in the middle of the wall. As Chelsea drew closer, she could make out the tracings of frost on some of the panes, fog on others. Just outside lay a small terrace made of stone, the centerpiece of which was a medium-sized marble fountain featuring a statue of a nude woman pouring water from a jar braced on her shoulder—or, rather, she would be pouring if the fountain were turned on.

		Past the terrace, the wide lawn ran downhill. Chelsea could see the slope Jen had taken her down, but it was steep enough that the gardens—and the uncomfortable hedge—were obstructed from view. What wasn’t obstructed was the view of the gray-green hills that hunched around the house, laced with mist and shreds of cloud, and looking darkly pink in the setting sun.

		Flowers—mostly roses—spilled over the edges of vases mounted on the walls.

		Danny arrived with her handful of records in time to help Jen set up the record player on top of the grand piano in the corner. She’d ditched the leather motorcycle jacket, revealing a tight baby doll tee underneath.

		“Better for having a crazy dance party in,” she explained when Jen made appreciative comments.

		Chelsea couldn’t argue with that. And as the first scratchy vinyl strains of the Supremes filled the ballroom, she pulled her sorority hoodie over her head, then tugged the hem of the Hello Kitty tee she wore under it straight.

		Jen was right. Tonight was for fun. Any discussion of fey creatures and the anxiety they fostered could wait until tomorrow morning.
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		CHELSEA WOKE WITH A start. Somewhere in the house, a door had just clicked open and then quietly closed again.

		The lavender comforter—more an ashy gray in the dark of midnight— had tangled itself around Chelsea as she’d tossed in her guest bed, leaving her feeling momentarily trapped. The light scent of the potpourri on the vanity hung in the air like a lacy spiderweb. From her window, the one that overlooked the lawn down to the gardens, came a thin silvery light. Perhaps the cloud cover had broken enough to let the moon shine through a little since she and her hosts had ended their dance party.

		Chelsea had expected to ache, her muscles from dancing for four hours, her head from drinking for the same amount of time. But her head and body were both clear and feeling fresh, as if she’d had a full night’s dreamless sleep, instead of only—she glanced at the alarm clock by the bed—an hour and forty-five minutes. The only lingering sign of weariness was a sore throat from singing at the top of her lungs.

		Why had she woken up so suddenly? Maybe she just had to pee. But once she’d struggled to get herself untangled from the comforter, she remembered the sound that had awoken her.

		A door opening and closing.

		Outside, the wind picked up, and a nearby tree cast shadows over the silver light in her window, like ripples on a river’s surface.

		Chelsea climbed out of bed, shivering in the chilled air and the too-thin T-shirt and sweatpants she wore as pajamas, and moved to the window.

		Snow had fallen since she’d gone to bed. A thin blanket of whiteness covered all traces of green and helped reflect the meager moonlight.

		A figure in a yellow sundress glided down the white slope of the lawn towards the gardens below.

		Fear seized Chelsea’s heart. “Oh, Jen.”

		If any of her earlier tipsiness had clung to her through sleep, it evaporated now. Something terrible was about to happen, she could feel it. Those pixie giggles she’d convinced herself she didn’t hear earlier were ringing out loud and clear now, if not in her ears, then certainly in her head.

		Her palms itched in the dry air. Her eyes itched with unshed tears.

		But another glance at Jen’s progress reassured her that her friend hadn’t gotten far yet. She was only a few steps from the courtyard leading off from the ballroom. Whatever was about to happen could be stopped if Chelsea moved fast enough.

		But if she didn’t move fast enough...

		The fear that had gripped her hardened into anger. With quick strides, she went back to the bed, knelt to reach underneath it where she’d stashed her duffel bag, and pulled the bag out. The anger flared as she reached inside, then it hooked back around to sharp fear as she dug past her hoodies and panties and socks. Finally, it settled into cold certainty when her fingers brushed against the thing she was looking for.

		She’d buried the faerie knife at the bottom of her duffel bag and wrapped it in one of her rattier sweaters to keep it from revealing its presence through the thin nylon material of the bag.

		She had no idea why she’d thought to pack it, and even less why she’d gone through with bringing it. She’d come to this visit hoping to forget everything about her trip to fairyland for a couple days. Having the knife around could only cause those memories to rise to the surface.

		And yet, here she was, reluctantly grateful for whatever supernatural force had guided her to include it in her packing list.

		The knife had been carved from a single piece of some wood unfamiliar to Chelsea. It was dark enough to be considered black, and clouded with twisty whorls a dusky gray color. No runes or patterns adorned it, though it still carried the stain of the faerie maiden's blood which had been spilt that night. It had no hand guard, just a widening from the hilt to the blade. She'd thought it looked like a thorn the first time she'd seen it, and in moments when she was particularly tired from another long night with her nightmares, she thought that might be its name.

		Its curved edge was sharper than any of the knives in her kitchen. Holding it gave her a sense of strength, for sure, but it wasn't a strength she wanted to rely on too much.

		She pulled one of her hoodies on at random, since the big pocket on the front was the best she could think of for stowing the knife, and also because she couldn’t very well go chasing Jen out into the cold in just her PJs. Also, she liked the idea of being able to shield her face a little with the hood. Just in case.

		Then, with both hands masking the outline of the knife in her pocket, she hurried out of her room.

		The hallway was completely dark. Not a single night light shone, nor were any of the window curtains pulled back to let in light from outside. A thick silence filled the space. Chelsea imagined no one would hear her nocturnal venture, no matter how loudly she moved about. The smell of flowers hung heavily in the air.

		And maybe Chelsea was still a little tipsy; everything felt so unreal. Like magic. Like she’d felt in the Faerie Realm.

		Did Danny even know Jen had left their bed? Or was the faerie magic Chelsea imagined real? Had the household been cursed? Were the judgmental cook and the unseen butler deep asleep along with Danny, never to wake again until their mistress returned unharmed?

		These worries filled Chelsea’s head as she picked her way through the house. No one intercepted her, at least. She strained her ears, but heard nothing, no creak of a footstep, no sigh of a sleeper shifting in their bed.

		The flowery perfume grew weightier.

		She had to make it to the ballroom as quick as possible. In the dark, surely she would lose her way through this still-unfamiliar house, but something kept her on the right course.

		She didn’t want to think about what that something might be.

		The ballroom, which had been alive and ringing with music and girlish laughter until two hours ago, was as silent as the rest of the house. The room was frigid, and even from the far end of the room the spidery lines of frost covering the panes of glass on the windows and the French doors leading out to the courtyard were visible.

		The roses which spilled from the vases on the walls had multiplied. Their petals lay strewn about the parquet floor, some entwined in strands of frost. The air tasted alive.

		Chelsea slipped a hand into her hoodie pocket and squeezed the handle of the faerie knife. Something about its cold surface steadied her. There were faeries about tonight, but she had bested faeries before.

		She dashed across the dance floor.

		A wintery blast of wind slapped her in the face when she opened the unlatched French door, but it subsided after the first blow. Chelsea stepped into the courtyard and around the fountain with its nude woman statue. The snow turned out to lie only a few flakes thick on the ground, and it melted where she stepped.

		A set of dainty footprints stretched down the hill before her.

		“Jen!” Chelsea called.

		She ran, taking only the care necessary to keep from slipping in the slushy layer of snow. Jen was ahead of her, but not too far. Half the hillside still lay between Jen and the skeletal hedge surrounding the gardens. But she hadn’t turned when Chelsea called her name.

		Jen’s yellow sundress made her stand out against the snowfield. She almost glowed, though Chelsea was pretty sure that was just a trick of the light rather than faerie shenanigans.

		She still didn’t turn when Chelsea managed to catch up with her.

		“Jen!”

		Chelsea grabbed Jen by the arm, but her friend didn’t stop. “I’ve got to check the greenhouse site, Chels,” she said. Her tone was singsong, like her mind was far away in some daydream. As if in response, a songbird trilled in the trees beyond the gardens.

		More faerie mischief. Robins didn’t sing at night, last Chelsea had heard.

		“Jen, stop,” Chelsea said. She moved in front of Jen and held her by both shoulders. That worked, Jen stopped, but her eyes fixed on a point just over Chelsea’s shoulder. She was shivering, but she didn’t seem to notice.

		“I’ve got to check the greenhouse site.”

		“Whatever you think needs checking can wait until tomorrow. At least wait until it’s light outside, and warmer.”

		“There’s light,” Jen said through chattering teeth. She waved an arm vaguely about.

		“I meant sunlight.”

		“No, I have to check now. Could be too late tomorrow. Don’t know how the magic of my Secret Garden works yet.”

		Jen kept her gaze locked on the hedge behind Chelsea. Two birds were singing in the forest now, and a few fresh flakes of snow danced in the air. Chelsea had no idea what season it was trying to be out here, but her frustration with it all was mounting.

		Even if it was in pursuit of a sense of safety, how could Jen just go poking around looking for things she didn’t understand? Chelsea hadn’t exactly been looking for magic that day. It had found her. And judging by her friend’s hypno-walk, whatever Jen had stuck her nose in had noticed.

		But Jen was starting to pull against Chelsea’s hold on her, so Chelsea swallowed her own frustration and reached for Jen’s hand.

		“Look, Jen, it’s dangerous out here right now. I can feel it. I think you can, too. I think we should both go back to the house and go to bed, but if you really need to check the gardens, I’m coming with you. Here—” She stepped back, removed the faerie knife from her hoodie pocket, and pulled the hoodie over her head. “Put this on. You’ve got nothing to cover your arms.”

		Jen looked with mild curiosity at the faerie knife in Chelsea’s hand as she took the hoodie and slipped it on. Then she blinked and looked at it harder.

		“What are you doing with that? And why are you giving me your hoodie? You’ll get cold, too.” Her voice sounded stronger, more like her usual self.

		“I’ll be okay for a bit,” Chelsea said, letting her relief trickle over her nerves. “As for this... I was just being careful.”

		“I’m scared,” Jen whispered. “But I have to go look. This... isn’t the first time I’ve come out here at night. I feel... it’s like I have to... I don’t know. Looking is what makes this feeling go away.”

		Standing in her thin pajamas, Chelsea didn’t feel the cold as much as she’d expected. She was too caught up in that fluctuating fear and anger to pay attention to temperature, anyway. Something was meddling with her friend, making her come out here again and again. Whatever it was—and with all this snow, what else could it possibly be?—it probably wouldn’t stop until either it got what it wanted or someone sent it packing.

		And here Chelsea was, visiting for the weekend, having packed only the bare minimum in clothing and a faerie knife.

		She had promised to protect Jen from evil spirits, after all.

		She held her other hand out, and Jen took it.

		“Stick close to me, okay, Jen? I’m worried.”

		Hand-in-hand, they walked along the hedge in silence. The two birds in the forest had been joined by a third, and possibly a fourth. Robins? Their happy song wove through the spaces between the swirling snowflakes and made those gaps feel larger. Chelsea suddenly saw this evening in a new light. Where she’d seen the threat of winter trying to work its grasp through the onset of spring, she was now certain that this cold snap, and the looming threat of the Winter Queen, wouldn’t last another week.

		Spring really was nearly upon them.

		She adjusted her grip on the knife. She could do this.

		And then they reached the place where the open arch yawned in the hedge, and all Chelsea’s warm thoughts of spring turned to cold ice in the pit of her stomach.

		As if a veil of heat hung across the archway, the view through those barren branches shimmered and blurred. But the blurring couldn’t disguise the swaths of wildflowers blooming on the other side, nodding in the light breeze and pale moonlight. Nor could it hide the absence of the far hedge wall. Where Jen’s little secret garden ought to have been was another place entirely.

		All Chelsea’s bravado melted away. It was one thing to claim she could handle confronting the Faerie Realm once more. Facing it for real was another matter entirely.

		There was a presence on the other side, too, Chelsea was certain. She felt it like you feel someone standing behind your shoulder, breathing just hard enough for the puffs to brush your neck. This presence was lurking behind the hedge next to Jen, using those skeletal branches for cover.

		Chelsea crushed Jen’s hand hard to keep her from stepping around the corner.

		“Ow! Chels!”

		“We can’t go in there,” Chelsea whispered. “There’s somethi—”

		Before she could finish her warning, a brown blur swept between them. It nearly struck their joined hands. Chelsea jerked a step backwards, releasing Jen’s hand in surprise. A line of fiery pain blossomed on her thumb, and as she shook her hand, blood welled from a tiny scratch. There was no nearly about it; the brown missile had struck her.

		Jen wrenched away from the attack so quickly she appeared about to lose her balance. She took a step to steady herself, and her heel came down right on the threshold of the little secret garden. The shimmery air rippled like the surface of a pond disturbed by a pebble.

		Chelsea reached out, intending to grab a handful of hoodie and pull Jen away from the palpable danger. “Jen, get back, there’s something—”

		Two more of the brown missiles sped towards her. Chelsea’s fingers released the faerie knife reflexively, and she ducked and covered her head with both arms to avoid being impaled. The wind of their passing ruffled her hair. A trilling sound accompanied the flyby, and a sound like a flag flapping in a high breeze.

		They’re birds, she realized. Those robins I heard before.

		Why were the robins dive-bombing them?

		But she didn’t have much time to ponder the reason. The three birds were coming around again, diving towards her beak-first like a trio of miniature fighter planes.

		Chelsea flung herself to the frozen ground to avoid the attack. The impact sent jarring pain up from her knees and elbows, but she only moaned and endured it. Once the birds had whooshed over her again, she struggled up onto her aching elbows. By the time she managed to rise enough to peer through her crossed arms, the thing that had been waiting on the other side of the hedge had emerged from its hiding place.

		It was large, tall enough it had to bend in order to reach through the arch, wide enough it would take three people linking arms to encircle it. Its skin bore the rough texture of oak bark and was spotted with gray patches of lichen. A pair of amber eyes glowed from under a crown of branches dotted with tiny green buds. A smell like cold mud wafted from it.

		It had one twiggy hand wrapped around Jen’s upper arm tight enough Chelsea could see her flesh bulging between the fingers, even through the hoodie sleeve.

		“Jen!”

		The treelike creature yanked Jen across the threshold. Jen thrashed, tried to twist towards the opening, and was drawn further within. The shimmery air enveloped her. It made the flowers on her skirt appear to be waving in a spring gale.

		“Chelsea, help m—”

		The tree thing clamped its woody hand over her mouth. “Quiet, little winterling. Or didn’t you want a safe haven in the Court of Spring?”

		Then it let out a grunt like a thick branch creaking in the wind and swept Jen up with its long arms, slung her high into the crown of branches on its head, and lumbered away, heading into what was undeniably a hillside in the Faerie Realm.

		A flurry of chirrups erupted from the trees, and an entire flock of robins burst forth like arrows fired from the bows of a hundred woodsmen. They shot straight for Chelsea where she knelt in the frozen dirt just outside the archway to the Faerie Realm. Their bodies formed a wall of feathered destruction. She could already feel their pointed beaks drilling through her skin. She wouldn’t be able to get her arms up in time to protect her face.

		But she couldn’t let Jen be carried off without a fight. The faerie knife had skittered out of reach. Collecting it would take too much time. Fighting against her protesting limbs, Chelsea clambered to her feet, kept her head down, and prepared to bull-rush through the onslaught.

		But the robins veered away at the last moment. They streamed past her, close enough she felt the rasp of their feathers against her skin, and curved around to fly through the arch in the hedge, screaming and littering the ground with their feathers. Chelsea tried batting at the birds, but it earned her nothing but more scratches on her arms. It was all she could do to hold her ground, to keep from being driven back by the force of their flight.

		As soon as the tail feathers of the last bird slipped over the threshold, the dead, skeletal branches of the hedge closed together. There was a click from the hedge, like a latch falling closed.

		The secret garden, and therefore the way into the Faerie Realm, was closed off. But Chelsea could still see through the leafless branches.

		Heedless of her already bleeding arms, Chelsea rushed for the hedge. Her earlier fear was forgotten, or maybe it was just obsolete now. She’d seen what lay beyond the leafless branches. It had taken her best friend.

		“You let her go,” she said through gritted teeth. She buried her arms up to the shoulder in the hedge where the arch had once pierced it. Her sleeves caught on twigs, and a number of them snapped off. Others scratched at her face as she pressed into the hedge.

		“You just better let her go. I bested you once, I can do it again.”

		It became a chant, then a sort of melodic grunt as she worked her way through the hedge. Her hands and cheeks stung from a million scratches, and she was well on her way to tearing her pajamas to shreds, but she did at last accomplish her goal: she broke through the branches to stumble into the land that lay beyond.

		But it was nothing more than Jen’s un-magical secret garden. It was full of dead flowers and crumbling brickwork paths. A tangle of vines the color of a corpse lay rigid across the path to her left.

		“No!”

		The rage burned like cold fire in her throat. Was it the way Jen had feared, then? Had everything she’d endured to keep her friend out of the clutches of the Winter Queen been a waste? Or had her refusal to marry that monster left her friend open to another attack?

		She was so angry she didn’t even feel the cold now, nor the soft flutter of snowflakes against her cheeks. She could freeze solid, and she wouldn’t care.

		She had to get Jen back from that witch.

		Her heart slammed hard in her chest as she thrust herself back through the hedge. It was easier this time, since the hole she’d battered into existence was still there. At least the magic of the faeries hadn’t closed that up, too. Once she was back on the other side, she snatched the faerie knife up from the ground. Slush slid from the handle down Chelsea’s wrist. She shivered, but turned right around and brandished the knife at the hedge.

		“You let her go, or you let me in. Your choice,” she muttered, hacking at the bare branches to widen the opening. She thought she felt a prickle as she passed through this time, a sort of cold jab at her spine. But when she emerged from the branches again, it was the dead flowers and corpse vine that greeted her.

		“Dammit!”

		She kicked at the vine, and it crackled and snapped in two. Seeing it broken didn’t make her feel any better, though.

		Her blood was singing. Her breath buzzed like a saw, and each exhale came as a cloud of silvery, icy mist.

		Her palms itched so bad.

		This wasn’t working. Clearly, the hedge had no intention of allowing her to pass through into the Faerie Realm, no matter how much she threatened it.

		“But I will get in,” she said.

		She was going about this the wrong way. Now that she’d taken a moment to breathe, she could feel how un-right her approach was. Granted, the only other time she’d entered the Realm she’d done it with the Winter Queen’s “help,” but something in her heart told her she was making this more difficult than it needed to be.

		She made herself relax, though every atom in her body vibrated with the need to go after Jen before it was too late. What was she doing wrong?

		That heart-wrenching moment when the tree creature had taken Jen over the threshold rose in her mind again. She saw its grotesque, fungus-infested bark in greater detail in her memory, smelled the rankness of its rotten sap breath. The tiny green buds of new leaves in its branches looked like little wriggling worms.

		Quiet, little winterling, it had said in its creaky-branch voice as Jen squirmed in its grasp. Or didn’t you want a safe haven in the Court of Spring?

		That banked the cold fire of Chelsea’s rage like a bucket of sand. The tree thing hadn’t been sent by the Winter Queen. It belonged to the Spring Court.

		It seemed the enemy of her enemy was not her friend in this case.

		The cold fire tried to spark back to life in Chelsea’s heart, but with one puzzle untangled, the other was clicking into place with a solution that dampened any kindling she’d had left.

		She could get into the Faerie Realm as easy as you please, by exactly the same route she’d taken the first time.

		All she had to do was ask the Winter Queen for help.

		You’d dare impose upon Her Majesty for a boon after the way you left her? You know exactly how her peers must have laughed at her. You heard those same guffaws at your first disastrous wedding, didn’t you?

		The voice in Chelsea’s head wouldn’t let up, no matter how she tried to make it pipe down. But she simply had to live with it, because she didn’t have time to wallow in her stupid guilt. Her friend was in danger.

		At least one fear was assuaged by her realization that Spring, not Winter, was the culprit of the day. The Winter Queen had not arranged for Jen to be taken, which meant she wasn’t—at present, anyway—looking to force Jen to tie the knot with her.

		It meant Chelsea’s place in the chunk of ice that served as the Winter Queen’s heart still belonged to her, if it belonged to anyone. It meant she had a chance of having a favor granted.

		If she does help you, it won’t be as a favor. Payment will be owed.

		Whatever price she had to pay to get Jen back to safety would be paid. Chelsea just hoped Her Majesty would take that payment in installments.

		She approached the ragged place in the hedge, stretched one trembling hand into the breach, and raised the faerie knife with the other. The words came of their own volition, driving into the hedge just as the frenzied flock of robins had done.

		“I call upon the Queen of Winter, Regent of Ice, Most Beautiful Gem of the Winter Court. Bring me to the Realm of Faerie.”

		She barely felt any pain as the edge of the knife bit into her palm.
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Chapter 5: Into the Cold

		 

		Chelsea expected the pale hand of some wicked fey creature to clamp down on her wrist and yank her into the Realm, but it didn’t happen.

		A cold wind rose around her, and the swirling snowflakes grew plump and feathery. The hedge shivered. Branches writhed, slowly this time, as if they were in pain, and the hole she had forced through it widened until it was large enough to accommodate a person without scratching them to ribbons. The air in the widening space shimmered.

		The view was not what she’d expected, either. Her little portal definitely opened onto the Faerie Realm, as there was no mistaking the feel of clear air and pure magic wafting out from it, but the locale was neither that of the flower-studded meadow through which Jen had been taken nor the familiar snow-blanketed glade of the Winter Court.

		She was looking instead at a field thinly encrusted with snow. Wreckage lay strewn across the expanse, pieces of splintered and scorched wood jutting up from the frozen ground. Wisps of charcoal gray smoke drifted from some of them, smudging the view and sending their stink through the portal. Shredded banners flapped lethargically in the breeze, still clinging to poles that leaned at extreme angles. Closer by the threshold, a peculiar kind of twiggy flower sprouted out of the snow, and when Chelsea looked closer, she realized they were the shafts and ragged fletching of arrows, their heads buried deep in the ground from the deadly force of their flight.

		There were bodies, too. With the snow covering them, Chelsea couldn’t make out the details of their factions or even their race, but she still read the agony of their deaths in the way the cold had stiffened them into unnatural crooks and bends.

		In short, she was looking at the aftermath of a battle.

		Daylight, rather than moonlight, illuminated everything in sharp detail. That unsettled Chelsea almost as much as the horrific images of war.

		Perhaps a mile beyond the field and the tendrils of smoke, a heel of rock thrust up from the earth. The ridge was spiked with evergreens and dusted with snow, making it look like the back of a large black and white dragon who had curled up to hibernate until the cold weather passed. A single horse and rider were making their way from that dragonback directly towards Chelsea’s portal. She couldn’t hear the thud of hooves yet, but the tremors bled across the threshold so she felt them even with her feet still firmly planted in Jen’s secret garden.

		For a heart-stopping moment, she thought it was the Winter Queen coming to get her. The greeting she’d expected, the pale hand clamping over hers and drawing her willing or not into the Realm, was coming after all, just a little later than she’d thought.

		But as the horse carved the distance between them away, she saw it was not the Winter Queen who had come for her, but one of her minions. His antlers were no longer bedecked with the red, fleshy flaps of shed skin, but Chelsea recognized him nevertheless. How could she not, when the image of him plunging the very thorn knife she now held into a faerie maiden’s chest played a prominent role in many of Chelsea’s nightmares these days?

		The horse had nearly reached her now. It leapt in a graceful arc over the smoldering wreckage of a wagon, steam from its nostrils mixing with the ashy smoke, flecks of foamy sweat flying from its glossy black flanks. The antlered huntsman flexed with his mount, holding not a pair of reins but merely a few strands of the horse’s mane.

		He looked right into Chelsea’s eyes as his mount’s front hooves slammed into the dirt.

		If Chelsea stepped away now, if she drew her hand back out of the shimmering portal, it would close again. It might even be a good idea. The huntsman was driving his horse at a pace that would send them both racing through the portal soon. She couldn’t be responsible for the presence of a faerie horse and rider in the mortal world.

		But, of course, she couldn’t likewise leave Jen in the clutches of the Spring Court.

		She stepped through the portal.

		The shimmery air oozed over her skin like molasses as she passed through. The moment she’d crossed over entirely, the branches behind her rustled and snapped, and the same latchlike click sounded. She didn’t need to glance over her shoulder to know the way back had been shut. She stood at the mercy of the faerie huntsman and his massive warhorse bearing down on her.

		The horse skidded to a stop, and a spray of dirt fanned over her. He was so close his steaming breath warmed her face.

		The antlered huntsman leaned stiffly from his seat, one gloved hand stretching down to the level of her shoulder. “Hail, Mortal Chelsea, chosen bride of Her Majesty the Winter Queen. My heart is gladdened to find you safe. If the beasts of the Spring Court laid a hand on you, rest assured that we will see them all dead before the Equinox.”

		“Don’t speak my name,” Chelsea said. “I won’t play that game again.”

		Something like fear flashed in the huntsman’s eyes, and he drew back a little. “I apologize, my lady. I meant no insult.”

		His reply surprised Chelsea, but she tried not to show it. Maybe he’s unnerved to see I’ve still got his old knife.

		But she didn’t have time to stand around playing at courtly manners. “Where is the queen? I’ve got to talk to her.”

		“Her Majesty is encamped with the troops. The battle has gone ill ever since she learned of your capture at the hands of the Prince of Spring these two weeks ago. She cannot risk exposing herself, even in a no-man’s land such as this.”

		If Chelsea had been surprised by the huntsman’s apparent fear of her, his confident declaration of her supposed capture just about set her head reeling. “I haven’t been captured. It’s my friend they’ve got, and that only just happened a few minutes ago!”

		But the antlered huntsman seemed not to hear her protests. He’d turned his head to look to her left, every muscle tensed. His horse shifted uneasily beneath him.

		A smell drifted over the battlefield, faint enough Chelsea nearly didn’t notice it under the acrid scent of the smoke. It was like perfume gone rancid.

		“What’s wrong?” she asked. The words came out in a hoarse whisper.

		“We are being watched,” said the huntsman. “The springlings have many spies along the edge of this no-man’s land. This place is not safe, my lady.”

		He leaned down to her again. This time his expression did not leave room for argument.

		Chelsea decided she’d better not push her luck. This place was fraying her nerves, anyway. That smell along with the itchy feeling of eyes on her made her want to twitch her shoulders.

		She took the huntsman’s hand. As his fingers closed over hers, she couldn’t stop the image of that very same hand stabbing the maiden.

		She shuddered, but it was too late. With a deft ease, the huntsman swung her up to sit in front of him, and she was trapped.

		“Forgive my liberties, my lady,” he murmured before slipping his arm around her waist. Then he shouted a word Chelsea didn’t know and tangled the fingers of his other hand in the horse’s mane.

		The horse reared on its hind legs and screamed, its forelegs pawing the air.

		Chelsea squeezed her legs around the horse’s body beneath her and clung to the huntsman’s arm.

		Then they were tearing away from the spot where Chelsea’s portal once stood, and none too soon. The whizz-thmp, whizz-thmp of arrows zipping past them and striking the frost-covered ground followed their retreat. It seemed the springlings had decided to try and keep them from leaving this battlefield alive.

		The huntsman hunched forward, and Chelsea was momentarily crushed between him and the horse’s neck. He called out that word again, and the horse responded with another shrill scream before putting on a burst of speed.

		The smoldering battlefield fell away as their mount lengthened his stride. The arrows of the enemy couldn’t reach them any longer, and there was only the pounding of hooves and the measured breathing of the huntsman in Chelsea’s ear. The black and white heel of rock loomed ahead.

		Chelsea hung on for dear life and hoped she wasn’t making a huge mistake.
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Chapter 6: Unfinished Business

		 

		The war camp of the Winter Court lay nestled in the valley where two snow-covered hills met. A frozen brook joined the two rises like a strip of mortar between bricks. Leafless boughs dipped towards the ground under the growing weight of snow and the numerous cages of pale white pixies strewn among them. The light was failing in the western sky when Chelsea and her escort arrived. That icy pixie-light would be all that lit the valley in a few more moments.

		The mellow tones of a lute and pipe floated over the camp, but none of the gathered faeries were dancing. They did move in time with the music, a somber marching tune, but their steps were not made in merriment. They armed themselves with new weapons, or they sharpened old ones. They drilled a series of stabs and slices that would render a foe defenseless. They poured boiled wine over the still-bleeding wounds of their fellow soldiers.

		A pair of long stone tables had been laid out on either side of the frozen brook, one laden with a feast such as Chelsea had seen on her one previous night amongst the Winter Court, the other stacked high with cruel-looking weapons, strange-fitting armor, and a heap of what Chelsea sincerely hoped were not severed hands.

		The air smelled of roasted game and holly berries.

		There was only one tent in the camp. It stood at the highest point of the valley, straddling the brook where it formed a short waterfall of icicles like pointed teeth. It was painted a pale blue with silver trim, and a single flag in similar colors danced at the top of the center tent pole.

		Something about the way the flag and the tent moved in the breeze told Chelsea they were not made of canvas.

		The antlered huntsman pulled his horse to a halt by the bank of the brook. The force of their arrival sent showers of snow tumbling down from their perches on the branches of a few nearby trees.

		“The queen awaits our arrival in yonder tent,” he said as he dismounted. Once he was down he turned to lift Chelsea from the saddle.

		“Make way for Her Majesty’s chosen bride,” cried a voice to Chelsea’s right. She jumped, startled to find a squat little man who seemed to be made of dirty slush and rock trundling towards her from under the boughs of a snow-covered juniper.

		“Come, Mortal Chelsea,” said the huntsman. His hand still rested on her shoulder. “Habbet, keep your filthy skin away from Her Majesty’s chosen bride if you value its place upon your sorry body.” He pulled Chelsea back against his chest, and though the movement did create distance between herself and the ugly creature now reaching to take the horse from the antlered man, she didn’t really find this closeness all that much better. Now that she was on her own two feet, she didn’t need any of the Fey Folk holding her steady.

		She brushed his clasping hand off her shoulder and sidestepped away from horse, rider, and stable boy. The huntsman let her go with no protest.

		“Let’s get this thing over with,” Chelsea said. She tried to inject her tone with more confidence than she felt, and she pulled her shoulders back in a probably unsuccessful attempt at looking more confident, too. She was definitely not anywhere near as well-dressed as she’d been for her last appearance in the Winter Court, but she found she preferred her current ensemble of worn T-shirt and sweatpants amidst all the gossamer wings and silvery fabrics she saw here.

		Who the hell dresses up like they’re going to a ball when it’s really a war they’re attending? Chelsea supposed she wouldn’t understand, and she didn’t really want to try.

		Trying implied she meant to stick around, and that sure as heck wasn’t happening.

		The slushy goblin creature—Habbet, her brain helpfully repeated—walked away leading the horse, and the antlered man turned to Chelsea. He bowed like a butler, one arm bent behind his back, the other held out to indicate the path his master’s guest should take to reach the visiting parlor.

		The path he indicated was the slick white ribbon of ice formed by the brook.

		Chelsea didn’t wait for him to offer her his hand. Sliding the knife into the waistband of her sweatpants at the small of her back, she stepped from the snowy bank onto the ice and tested her balance. Her sneakers were pretty grippy, and she didn’t fall on her ass right out the gate, anyway. She felt stable enough to continue on her own.

		As she made her way up the crystalline road, the attending Fey Folk stopped what they were doing and bowed, every one of them. Even the wounded soldiers back from the battle made some gesture to her when she passed them. It unnerved her, made her feel like there was something going on she wasn’t aware of. Kind of like that dream where you’re walking up to the front of class only to discover that you are naked.

		Then she was at the foot of the little waterfall. The icicles she’d thought looked like teeth from back at the entrance of the camp now revealed themselves to be more like steps artfully hidden with clever carving. There was no handrail to cling to for the climb, so Chelsea had to take each icy step slowly. She kept one hand on the waterfall itself. Her fingers grew wet with icemelt as she climbed.

		And then she was at the top, and only the flap of the tent door—it was definitely not made of canvas, she confirmed now — was between her and the Winter Queen.

		Though she could still hear the somber march some pair of faeries was playing in the camp below, a more haunting melody bled from a set of harp strings inside this tent. An amber glow spilled from the thin slit of the closed tent flap. The material, whatever it was, radiated warmth under Chelsea’s hand.

		Condensed splendor greeted her inside. Tall floor lamps made of silver flickered with fey fire, washing the cramped interior in that amber light and smelling of first hickory, then pine, then apple wood. What furniture there was—a round end table here, a low bench there—sparkled like glass or crystal painted with gold leaf. Though the tent floor rested upon a sheet of ice, no chill rose through the multitude of white and brown furs strewn artfully about.

		At the back of the tent was a throne carved from that dark wood the faeries of the Winter Court seemed to favor most, and upon it sat the Winter Queen.

		She was still as achingly beautiful as Chelsea remembered, and for a long moment, Chelsea simply stood in the open doorway drinking in the sight of the most exquisite woman she had ever seen, or ever would. She didn’t even breathe.

		But she couldn’t ignore the remainder of the scene forever. Other faeries populated the tent as well, center among them being a maiden with ebony hair that curled under her pointed chin and a pair of dragonfly wings folded demurely against her back. She knelt at the foot of the Winter Queen’s war throne with her head tilted back and her throat bared. Another willowy faerie woman, with a crown of unadorned branches atop her head instead of hair, stood to the right of the throne, holding a golden chalice ready.

		Now Chelsea noticed the dark thorn curving from the Winter Queen’s white hand.

		A strangled moan came from behind Chelsea.

		“Miracelle,” the antlered man whispered.

		Chelsea stepped fully into the tent, furious with herself for falling under this woman’s spell again even for a moment. “Stop. Let her go.”

		The Winter Queen raised her eyes to see who had dared intrude upon her ritual. When they lit upon Chelsea, they flared wide before turning watery with something that looked dangerously like relief.

		“Mortal Chelsea,” she breathed. A cloud of mist emerged along with the name. “So you did call for me.”

		Chelsea did not stop, though the force of those eyes upon her again almost sent her reeling. She kept her feet, though, and marched right up to the kneeling faerie maiden.

		The girl looked up at her with wondering eyes. They were odd eyes, like a human iris and pupil constructed with hexagonal segments of stained glass. They changed color in the dancing fey firelight.

		“Stand up,” Chelsea said, offering her empty hand. Tentatively, the girl took it, turning her head between Chelsea and her queen, and rose slowly to her full height.

		“You’re okay? Okay, good. Now you.” Chelsea turned to jab an accusatory finger directly at the Winter Queen’s nose.

		A gasp rose from the few faeries gathered in this miniature court, but the Winter Queen merely smiled. She had regained her composure, and the momentary warmth in her expression had shifted to a predatory cunning.

		“Mortal Chelsea—”

		“Nooope,” Chelsea said. “Like I told your errand boy there, I’m not playing that game again. Unless you feel like sharing your own name, you’re not gonna use mine.”

		The Winter Queen did not move other than to blink once, slowly. Then her smile widened. Despite the fact that Chelsea could now see those pointed teeth of hers, she found this new version held less implicit threat.

		“Far be it from me to displease my chosen bride,” said the queen. Her voice rolled rich and deep, but was utterly feminine. “Did I not promise to be your slave if you bound your hand with mine? Though you hurt me terribly when you rejected me on the Solstice, I still offer such to you freely. My heart is gladdened to see you alive and well, when we had little hope of it. I hope—”

		Her voice hitched here, and she turned to hide her eyes behind the back of one hand for a moment. She swallowed, and Chelsea couldn’t help watching the way her throat moved.

		Then the queen lowered her hand and looked back at Chelsea, her composure regained. “I shudder to think of the vile things you must have endured in the hands of the springlings. I hope you did not suffer while their so-called prince held you in his abhorrent court, but perhaps your time there, unwillingly though it was spent, has allowed you to see me and mine in a more palatable light?”

		Chelsea shook her head in bewilderment. “What is this? Why do you think I’ve been spending time in the Spring Court? I literally just got here. I came in after my friend got snatched away. I’ll admit, I thought that tree thing was one of yours at first, though I’ve since realized it must be a—whatdoyacallem—a springling? Now listen.”

		She stepped close enough to the Winter Queen to feel the slight chill rolling off her skin, and when the gathered faerie courtiers gasped again, she rolled her eyes. “Listen. I don’t care one bit about your fight with the Spring Court. It seems pretty ridiculous to me. I also don’t care if you think you still have some claim over me. I have no intention of reconsidering your proposals, if they can even be called that. All I’m here in the Faerie Realm for is to get my friend back, and then I’m leaving and never coming back. Do you understand me, Q-Dubs?”

		The Winter Queen blinked again, and a faint line appeared between her eyebrows. “Q-Dubs?”

		“It’s easier than calling you Winter Queen all the time, and a lot nicer than any of the other nicknames I’ve thought up for you. Deal with it.”

		“Do you know what sort of fine would be owed if one of my winterlings spoke to me with such insolence?” the queen asked. She sat back in her throne now, relaxed, her thorn knife dangling from her fingertips. A smile played over her red lips once again.

		Chelsea didn’t let that smile cow her, though it did make her heart flutter uncomfortably. “I knew there would be a price to pay when I decided to ask for your help. I’m willing to make a fair trade.”

		“And why should I help you when you have already told me you won’t finish our marriage bond? It’s the only thing I want from you.”

		“I think you won’t be able to stop yourself. I think you like me too much. You’ll think of something else I can do to make amends.”

		Chelsea wasn’t at all sure of this, but she held her chin up and made the statement as if she were.

		Can you make amends? whispered that little voice in the back of her head. Could Alexa make amends to you after the way she left you?

		Not to mention how her opinion of you might change once she gets wind of Jen. You know, the one she really wanted in the first place.

		Well, Chelsea just wasn’t going to tell her who Jen was, and that wasn’t even in service to the ridiculous jealousy rampaging through her right now. Chelsea’d promised to keep Jen safe on her wedding day, and she intended to continue keeping her safe.

		The Winter Queen matched her confident gaze for a long, silent moment. The courtiers shifted nervously, and the fey fires flickered and crackled. The faerie maiden Chelsea had pulled away from the queen’s knife twitched her wings.

		The queen lifted her empty hand and gestured. “Leave us. Post no guards at my door.”

		The gathered courtiers rushed to leave, but there was no tripping or awkward shuffling. The Fey Folk kept their feet.

		The queen snapped her fingers. “Not you, Miracelle. You stay.”

		The faerie maiden turned back to face the throne and bowed low. Her wings were twitching quite badly now, settling and resettling against her back.

		But the queen was not looking at her. “You, too, Cintador.”

		The antlered huntsman, who had been holding the tent flap open for the courtiers to exit, dropped the flap behind the last one and came silently to stand beside Miracelle. He gave his own bow, much stiffer than the maiden’s. Every ridge of his body was tight with sorrow.

		Somehow, with fewer people in it, the space inside the tent seemed more claustrophobic. Chelsea had to work harder to fill her lungs.

		The Winter Queen lifted her hand palm up, and both the maiden and the huntsman rose from their bows.

		“Very well, Mortal Chelsea. I admit, to you if not to my court as a whole, I cannot bear the thought of displeasing you. Another form of payment shall be found.”

		Chelsea braced herself as her name tumbled from the queen’s lips, but no tingle of magic crept along her spine. Her once-captor hadn’t tried to exert control over her this time.

		“That’s good,” she said, making herself relax a hair.

		“Have you a token from this friend you seek?” the queen asked.

		“No,” Chelsea said without taking the time to think about it. Even if she had one, she didn’t want to give it to the Winter Queen. She still remembered what Her Majesty had tried to do with the last thing she’d handed over freely.

		“That will make this harder, I’m afraid. Much harder. But not impossible.”

		She beckoned to the antlered huntsman. He approached her throne without a word and held out his hands.

		The queen laid her black knife across his palms. “Though you lost your own knife, I lend you mine for the work that must be done.”

		“Yes, my queen.”

		He turned and advanced towards the maiden Miracelle.

		Chelsea held her hands up in a classic “stop” gesture. “Wait, wait, wait! What are you doing?”

		“I should think it was perfectly obvious,” said the Winter Queen in an icy tone. “Though the nuances of this ritual are different from the portion of our wedding ceremony you witnessed before you left.”

		The word was like a slap across the face, the first real anger Chelsea’d picked up from the Winter Queen today. Well, she had a right to be angry, but so did Chelsea.

		“A girl likes to be asked before going through with a marriage. And as far as asking goes here, I only asked for your help in rescuing my friend. I never asked for this...this blood sacrifice! Why are you so set on murdering your own people?”

		“Power gained without sacrifice is no real power,” said the queen. “I do what I must for the good of my entire court. And now I do it for you, my unruly mortal bride. The dearer the sacrifice, the stronger the power received. It will take strong power for our diminished forces to break through the springlings’ lines on the other side of no-man’s land. Though she may not look so powerful to you, Lady Miracelle has been invaluable to the Winter Court’s military successes so far in her role as Court Illusionist, using her abilities to confound our enemies. Sacrificing her will give us the strength we need for your rescue mission.”

		Chelsea snorted. “Are you kidding me? How much of a sacrifice is it really for a monarch to off a subject or two? Your errand boy here told me it was too dangerous for you to come get me when I called, but you had no qualms with sending him out. When was the last time you bled for your precious power?”

		Fury hardened the queen’s eyes to ice chips. She rose from her throne with liquid grace. “You have rejected me twice now, and still I am doing you a favor! You dare question how I choose to administer this boon?”

		Chelsea had forgotten how tall this woman was. The holly leaves woven into her dark hair scratched against the tent ceiling at her first rise. With the shadows dancing on the wall behind her and the anger sparking in her eyes, she looked like a giantess, a sorceress preparing to cast a dark spell of torment upon whatever puny idiot had dared trod upon her toe.

		It took everything Chelsea had not to drop to her knees and beg Her Majesty's forgiveness. But she remained on her feet, her fists clenching.

		“There's got to be another way to get past the lines. I can't rescue my friend by trading someone else's life for hers. Especially if we don't even know what the springlings plan to do with her.”

		It was possible, she supposed, that the Spring Court could have no intentions of harming Jen, but she didn't trust the possibility. There were more definitions of harm than simple physical pain, and faeries were tricksy sorts. Still, Chelsea didn't want to assume they meant to kill her. If she let herself imagine such an outcome, she'd crumple to her knees anyway, regardless of her proximity to the Winter Queen.

		The queen was not mollified. “I can assure you, if the Prince of Spring isn't a complete idiot—which he unfortunately is not—it will end with your friend's death. Mortal blood has many benefits in war, even if that mortal is some nobody with no ties to the Realm.”

		Her tone twisted as she sneered. Clearly, she had a low opinion of everything concerning the Spring Court, including their kidnapping targets.

		Chelsea didn't correct the Winter Queen's assumption that Jen wasn't worth kidnapping. The longer she could keep the fact that the girl she had come to rescue was the one Her Majesty had meant to abduct two months ago, the better.

		“It doesn't matter. You're not killing anyone on my account. Anyone else,” she added with a shudder, remembering the first faerie maiden, who had looked so much like the one standing behind her now.

		She looked back at the maiden—Miracelle, she remembered, Court Illusionist—and smiled what she hoped was a reassuring smile. “I won't let her kill you, I promise.”

		The antlered huntsman, standing shoulder to shoulder with Miracelle, inhaled sharply and stiffened. The Winter Queen made a choking sound. But the maiden Miracelle simply dropped into a pretty curtsey. When she rose again, her lips were stretched in a smile of her own.

		“You are kind, my lady. You have not spent much time in our fair Realm, and so have not learned our ways yet. A promise should not be lightly given amongst the Fey Folk.”

		“Well, I didn't give it lightly,” Chelsea said. Her cheeks heated with the embarrassment of having committed a faux pas, but she did her best to will it away.

		The Winter Queen fell back into her throne, looking rather more like a petulant toddler than a regal presence. “Then you might as well say your farewells to this friend of yours now. If we don't strike as rapidly as we can, she is as good as dead. They've had two weeks to prepare her, and to use our weakness against us.”

		“Two weeks?” Chelsea asked. “That tree creature only took her this evening. I followed her pretty much immediately.”

		“Time passes differently in the Realm,” said Miracelle. Perhaps emboldened by Chelsea's promise of protection, she dared to step closer to the throne to stand beside Chelsea. She clasped Chelsea's hands in her own dainty ones. “If there was even a moment's delay between her portal closing and your own opening, any amount of time may have passed over here in the interim, from months to as little as half a second.”

		“Oh,” Chelsea said, feeling dumb. She’d read enough about faeries and their Realm to know how time flowed. Worse, she'd experienced as much the last time she was here, hadn't she? She'd spent a whole evening being carted through the woods and sitting forcibly through the first half of her own unwanted wedding ceremony before escaping to arrive right on time for Jen's wedding to begin. But knowing that time could get wonky and wrapping her head around the fact were two different things.

		Still, if two weeks truly had passed in the time Chelsea had spent trying to open her own way into the Realm, that made a few things clearer.

		“They think she's me, don't they?” She hadn't meant to speak aloud, but since she had, she carried it through. “That's why you thought I'd been in the Spring Court. They sent a ransom note or something.”

		The Winter Queen grew even paler—if that were possible. “They did. They said they would do...unspeakable things to you. I skinned their messenger alive for the insolence.”

		“Wow. I can hardly imagine what might constitute 'unspeakable' for someone like you, especially when you can mention skinning a guy in the same freaking sentence,” Chelsea said.

		Color flew back into the queen's cheeks. “I would do anything for you, Mortal Chelsea.”

		Once again, the use of her name was unaccompanied by that tingle of magic. The concession didn't stop the rage from bursting out of Chelsea like a gout of fire.

		“I never asked you to do anything like that for me! And did torturing the poor messenger accomplish anything in the way of helping me? Doesn't seem like it did much more than make you feel better in the moment.”

		“The power I gained from his cries for mercy—”

		“Shut up! I don't want to hear it.” Chelsea could barely breathe for her heart pounding in her throat. “You know what? I don't need your help. I can find my own way across the lines. I'm not a part of this stupid war you've got going on. Why should they stop me?”

		“They would slay you on sight,” said the Winter Queen. “You are a winterling.”

		“Like hell I am. I never got to the part where we say 'I do', remember?”

		This time, the Winter Queen flinched as if Chelsea had slapped her. The guilt tried to creep up from Chelsea's belly, but she crammed it back down. This woman—this murderer!—deserved all the pain Chelsea could dish out.

		As if to confirm the notion, the Winter Queen collected herself in the time it took to blink, and she was back to thunderous anger. “I remember perfectly well. I don't know if you recall, my unruly bride, how my chains were cast about you. You may have shattered them with the strength of your will, but the residue is still there. That is what happens when a ritual of power is left unfinished. I can smell it on you. The springlings will smell it, too.”

		Chelsea fought the urge to give herself a sniff, despite knowing she wouldn’t smell anything. The ring of the Winter Queen’s words and the somber way Miracelle and Cintador nodded told Chelsea the queen had stated a fact.

		What really unnerved her, though, was the feel of strands of power stretching between herself and the Winter Queen. Now that they’d been pointed out to her, she couldn’t ignore them or their frayed, unfinished state.

		Thinking of them made the itching in her palms flare.

		She rubbed her palms against her pajama pants. “All right, fine. I’m guessing there’s no way to, like, wash this residue off, is there? Sweep these strands away like cobwebs?”

		“It’s in your blood now,” said the queen, smiling to show her teeth. “You’d have to bleed yourself to the point of death regularly if you wanted to pass unidentified as one tied to the Winter Court.”

		“Wonderful.” So her die was cast already, then. If she wanted to accomplish anything within the Faerie Realm, she had no choice but to take up with the Winter Court.

		But she refused to buy into the queen’s philosophy regarding power and sacrifice. She wouldn’t let the queen casually murder her own Folk, even if she had to make one of those powerful promises for each and every one of them. There had to be another way to rescue Jen.

		“Let’s hash this thing out, then,” she said, shivering. “But first, get me something more appropriate to wear. I can’t exactly represent Winter if I’m freezing to death in nothing but my pajamas.”

		The queen smiled wide, and the light from the faerie lanterns flickered coldly in her eyes.  A bitter taste flooded Chelsea’s mouth, the incomplete strands of power twanged, and she was suddenly certain the queen had heard every protective thought that had gone through Chelsea’s mind.

		“Of course you can’t, my dear. Fret not. I recall that there is, after all, only one form of payment that will suffice both to satisfy the incomplete ritual and to cover the debt owed for our help. Cintador, find the appropriate uniform for her.”

		Cintador sketched a quick bow, then left the tent. Miracelle dropped into another curtsey, a twinkle of delighted mischief dancing in her strange eyes.

		The Winter Queen rose from her throne once more and moved to stand a mere breath away from Chelsea.

		“If you will not lower yourself to take my hand in marriage, Mortal Chelsea, you shall become the first Consort the Winter Court has seen in an age.”

		A tingle accompanied the queen’s pronunciation of her name this time, but whether it came from the use of magic or Chelsea’s own reaction to having this powerful, hypnotizing woman so close to her once again was impossible to tell.
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Chapter 7: Tactics

		 

		Chelsea stood behind the privacy screen of the Winter Queen’s own dressing area and ran shaking hands over her stomach. She was getting some serious flashbacks to the moments in the dressing room in the venue of Jen and Danny’s wedding, right before she’d met her would-be captor for the first time.

		A full-length mirror waited to Chelsea’s left, a long sheet of polished silver encased in black stone, which had been carved to look like a multitude of claws grasping it. She hadn’t looked into it yet, but with the clothes she’d been given, she knew she wouldn’t be able to resist for long. Only one piece of fabric remained folded on the chair, waiting for her to put it on.

		The antlered huntsman, Cintador, had exited the tent immediately to carry out the Winter Queen’s order, and Her Majesty had wasted no time in her explanations while Chelsea stood shivering in her sleepwear.

		“The truth of the matter, whether either of us like it or not, is that we have between us an incomplete marriage bond. That is old magic, and as such is woven into the very fabric of the Faerie Realm. To defy such structure would make us no better than the verminous Storm Folk scratching their pitiful existence out on the edges of the sea. We cannot break what has already been built, but neither can we move forward with any sort of collaboration without resolving the bond in some way.”

		“I already said I wouldn’t marry you,” Chelsea had put in. “How is becoming your consort any different than that?”

		“The role of Court Consort is similar to that of Royal Bride, but there are differences. Most appealing to you, I would think, is the extra freedom provided to the Consort. If you were to become my bride, your full power would be unlocked, but it would belong entirely to me, to be used as I alone see fit, as you would be in line to inherit the throne. As Consort, you are barred from succession, and thus your powers are smaller, but they belong to you. You will be bound to use them in service to the Winter Court, but the choice on how you do so is yours.”

		“The Consort is a protector of her Folk,” Miracelle had said softly, her eyes still shining. “Whereas the Bride is a storehouse and generator of magic and power for the court.”

		“What’s more,” said the queen, “it is a... temporary position.”

		At that, Chelsea’s brain had finally stopped its frantic running, which had prevented her from cutting in prior. “Temporary?” Saying the word had sent a lovely wave of relief washing over her. If there was light at the end of the tunnel, if she had the promise that she could return home again... “How temporary?”

		The Winter Queen’s face had taken on a puckered set. “You will be free to return to the mortal world after one year, one cycling of the power of the courts.”

		Chelsea’s jaw had dropped. “You want me to be your... your bed warmer for a freaking year?”

		Because for all their talk of the political role she’d be taking on if she agreed to this, she knew what a queen’s consort was. You didn’t get called consort if there wasn’t some intimate action going on behind the political showboating.

		That had put the frost of fury into the queen’s eyes, and she’d towered over Chelsea. “What I wanted was a partner who would provide me with the power to protect my people. But I will be satisfied with merely your pledge to stand beside the winterlings against the Spring Court in exchange for my aid in rescuing your little friend. There will be no need for you to warm any of my furniture.”

		Cowed, Chelsea had taken a step backwards. Only one, though, and she’d resisted the urge to lower her eyes to the furs holding back the chill of the icy floor.

		“Do you swear this is the only option? If I find out you’ve kept some other choice from me—”

		“This is the choice, Mortal Chelsea. Take it, or I will send you back to your drab home world, where your presence will not aggravate the old magic. You’re of no use to me without completing the bond in some way, and I can likewise be of no use to you.”

		A whole year, her brain had screamed at her. I can’t stay here a whole year!

		But her heart had whimpered one word: Jen.

		So, though her stomach had felt like a ball of ice, she’d agreed.

		Behind the privacy screen, she clenched her fists to get them to stop shaking. She’d made her choice—though in reality it seemed she didn’t have much in the way of other options—and there was no point in continuing to freak out about it.

		A year in the Faerie Realm and the Winter Court in exchange for a chance to rescue Jen.

		At least she’d been offered the chance to make the choice herself this time. And when she thought about it, yeah, it sucked, but what did she have waiting for her back home, anyway? Her three minimum-wage jobs that she kind of hated? Her ratty apartment with its spotty maintenance and access to such tempting amenities as a dirty swimming pool and a nearby gym charging an arm and a leg for the opportunity to get catcalled by the lifter dudes? Not to mention her empty, lonely bed and the long nights spent alternately despising Alexa and missing her, until the nightly round of nightmares set in.

		She snorted. No, spending a year in the Faerie Realm wouldn’t make her life into any more of a mess than it already was. Maybe the nightmares would even let up.

		Miracelle had offered to help her dress, but Chelsea couldn’t stand the idea of having someone serving her. Besides, after the intensity of her conversation with Her Majesty, Chelsea had needed the scant solitude getting dressed herself would offer. The faerie maiden had given a little twitch of her dragonfly wings and nodded curtly before leaving the costume Cintador had obtained for her folded neatly on the chair behind the privacy screen.

		Her shaking hands under control, she picked up the last piece. It unfolded to become a velvet half-cape in midnight blue embroidered with white snowflakes. A little clasp of polished quartz appeared to attach to the matching button on her shoulder.

		Once it was in place, the white hem swaying just at her elbow, she took a full breath and looked in the mirror.

		Good god, she looked like something out of a demented “Nutcracker” play.

		Her ensemble was all midnight blue, white, and silver. There was the aforementioned half-cape, as well as epaulets of silver fringe spilling from her shoulders. The coat fit as though it had been tailored just for her, though perhaps that was faerie magic at play. It had some pretty stiff structuring, but as she twisted to see how the tails fell over her butt, the material moved with her. It would probably serve as at least a rudimentary layer of armor if she found herself up against a hostile springling. The moment she’d put it on she’d ceased to feel even a hint of chill. White threadwork detailed the front lapels and the edge of the high collar with more snowflake designs, and the row of buttons twinkled like stars on a clear winter night.

		She had thick white leggings to wear under her dark blue skirt, though no petticoats, thank god, merely a silky slip. She didn’t think she’d be able to move in a dress that stuck out so far from her body. Completing the look was a pair of black leather boots that came all the way up to her knees, a row of tiny, snow-white buttons running down the outside of each calf.

		She twisted around again, admiring the way the skirt and cape swirled about her.

		For a brief moment, she envisioned what Alexa’s face would look like if she could get an eyeful of Chelsea now.

		Maybe demented was too quick a judgment.

		But one more element needed to be put in place before she could really feel ready to step out and face the Winter Queen. The black belt at her waist had a sheath the perfect size for her knife.

		She slid the weapon into place. That did it. The outfit went from “Nutcracker” to “Winter Militant.”

		This was what the Consort of the Winter Court looked like. Official. A little deadly. Kinda unsure of what she was getting herself into, but that was probably only because her hair still looked like she’d just woken up from an hour and forty-five minutes of sleep and a night of drinking too much before that, right?

		She combed her fingers through the unruly tangles. Better. Still a little frizzy with static, but it would do.

		Hiding back here any longer would be pointless. She’d made her choice, now it was time to step forward and get this thing over with. Every moment she wasted was another moment she could have used to work towards rescuing Jen.

		She made her skirt and cape swirl around herself once more, for confidence, then stepped out from behind the privacy screen.

		The Winter Queen turned to lock eyes with her immediately. Chelsea was aware that Miracelle and Cintador looked a moment later, but her own attention was riveted to watching the Winter Queen rake her gaze down every inch of Chelsea’s height and slowly back up again. Embarrassed at herself, Chelsea did some raking of her own. The queen had changed into a silky silver dress that clung to her body like a layer of frost atop a raging river. Her black hair was swept up into a knot of braids, with little tendrils hanging loose to frame her sharp fey face. A crown of dun brown feathers adorned her head, like tiny wings sprouting from just behind each ear. The effect enhanced the graceful curve of her neck so much Chelsea had to remind herself to take a breath.

		She was about to become this woman’s consort.

		Chelsea pulled her gaze back to meet the queen’s again. A light dusting of pink had appeared on those pale cheeks.

		“A suitable choice, Cintador,” said the queen in a deep, imperious voice, wrenching her gaze back with a force that left Chelsea feeling dizzy. Hell, she’d forgotten just how intensely this woman could stare at her. She felt as if she’d just been made a meal of, despite not losing an ounce of flesh.

		The thought left an unpleasant layer of satisfaction behind it.

		“It’s warm enough, at least,” she said to distract herself. “What do we need to do to finish this ritual?”

		The Winter Queen moved to stand at her throne, though she did not sit. “Luckily, as you seem so averse to the method, we will not require another sacrifice. Though you wasted that girl’s offering so needlessly, the power it imbued in our bond remains. All that’s left is to shape that power into the bond which is most acceptable to both of us.”

		She held one hand out to Chelsea, and Miracelle and Cintador moved to take up places on either side of the throne. They looked rather like attendants at a wedding.

		Chelsea narrowed her eyes. The memories of her aborted wedding were bubbling to the surface, making her sweat. What if... what if the Winter Queen changed her mind at the last second? What if she sent Chelsea back to the mortal world, not even good enough to be taken as consort and unable to rescue Jen?

		What if Miracelle and Cintador laughed?

		“Oh, don’t twist your pretty face so,” said the queen. “I have made it clear we are not performing a handfasting.”

		Worry still churned in Chelsea’s stomach, but now it was due to her fears over Jen. What could be happening to her right now? While Chelsea hesitated, was the Prince of Spring forcing Jen into a worse, more permanent arrangement?

		Forcing her anxieties back into their dark corner, she stepped up to stand opposite the queen and placed her hand in the queen’s waiting one. The fingers were cold, but not so cold they made her shiver.

		The queen laced their fingers together and dipped her head in an informal curtsey, something Chelsea guessed was appropriate for a monarch to someone of lower station. Awkwardly, Chelsea bent her knees in a return gesture. A small smile spread across the queen’s lips.

		“Before we start,” Chelsea said suddenly, “it seems like I ought to know what to call you. If I am to be your... consort, I can’t call you ‘Your Majesty’ and ‘My Lady’ all the time. That’s hardly the makings of a healthy relationship, even if this is more of a business arrangement.”

		“You put so much stake in this concept,” said the queen. But she didn’t scoff or brush Chelsea’s suggestion aside. “Very well. You may call me... Rimewing.”

		Chelsea flicked her eyes over the feathers ornamenting the queen’s hair and the tiny ice crystals glimmering on them like frozen dew drops. “That’s not your true name.”

		The smile widened until the points of her teeth showed. “It is not.”

		“Whatever,” Chelsea huffed. “Rimewing, then.”

		Queen Rimewing let her smile fade, and her hand tightened around Chelsea’s enough to press her bones uncomfortably. A light wind stirred the air inside the tent. The white flames in the faerie lanterns flickered. Chelsea didn’t feel any increase in the cold, though. Her thick jacket and skirt kept it away.

		Then the queen spoke. “Mortal Chelsea.”

		“Faerie Rimewing,” Chelsea replied. She’d meant it to come out mocking, but somewhere between her tongue and her lips her tone turned serious.

		Queen Rimewing’s eyes lit with a deep blue light, and she stared once more into Chelsea’s.

		“To stay by my side until the powers of the courts have cycled once entire. To give of your powers to the protection of my Folk who will be yours during this residence. To represent the Winter Court and its queen with pride and dignity. Do you pledge to these?”

		The light wind swirled around them, tugging at Chelsea’s new clothes and sending midnight strands of Rimewing’s hair flying about them both.

		“I do so pledge.” And though she’d had no preparation for this ceremony, words filled her head as if she’d been planning them for weeks. Some of them clearly came with the role she was about to take on. Others she supplied herself.

		“To honor my right to act freely. To protect those who are my friends. To hold yourself accountable for the actions you carry out. Do you pledge to these?”

		For a moment, the light welling up in Rimewing’s eyes dimmed. But she blinked once, slowly, and the light was back at full strength.

		“I do so pledge.”

		Now the wind grew to a gale. The lanterns sputtered, and the tent flapped. Rimewing slid her free arm around Chelsea’s waist and pulled her close.

		She turned to call to the two watching faeries over the rush of the wind. “Is it witnessed?”

		“It is witnessed,” they cried.

		“And sealed,” said the queen, before covering Chelsea’s mouth with her own.

		The chill swept through Chelsea, followed by a slow sensation of crystallization somewhere inside. Like ice, yes, but full of power and promise. She felt the strands of incomplete magic snapping into full form between them. She felt doors unlocking within herself, doors her hands had known were there ever since the almost-wedding ceremony at Midwinter. They’d been itching to reach for those doors, she realized.

		Hers to open now, if she chose.

		Rimewing’s lips lay soft like snowflakes against hers. Her breath tasted like holly.

		And then they pulled apart. Chelsea couldn’t breathe, though gray mist puffed through air that sparkled with minuscule ice crystals. She had the strangest urge to press a hand to Rimewing’s cheek.

		Queen Rimewing removed her arm from around Chelsea and sketched a sign in the air. From nowhere, a necklace appeared hovering over her palm, then set itself gently in her grasp. A diamond the size of a half-dollar, cut with facets like beams of starlight, hung from a silver chain so fine it was only visible when the firelight glinted off its links.

		“The Snowstar,” murmured Queen Rimewing. “A treasure of the Winter Court. Wear it to commemorate our understanding, my consort.”

		Instead of fastening it around Chelsea’s neck as a new spouse might, she simply held it out for Chelsea to take.

		Honoring my right to act freely, Chelsea thought. With steady hands—thank god—she took the necklace and clasped it around her neck herself. Waves of cold emanated from it, piercing the thickness of her coat and caressing the skin just beneath. Powerful magic nestled somewhere within its starry facets.

		“Hail, Mortal Chelsea, Winter’s Consort, Lady of the Snowstar,” said Cintador, bowing. Beside him, Miracelle dropped into a deep curtsey.

		Chelsea brushed her finger against the Snowstar. It was a beautiful diamond, surely worth an obscene amount of money. More than Chelsea had ever expected to touch in her lifetime by far. But then, if she managed to take it out of the Faerie Realm, it would be more likely to turn into a pile of worthless rocks than to pay any of her bills.

		Not that she would have the opportunity to test that out. Not for another year, anyway. Not for a cycling of the power of the courts.

		“Why is the Winter Court fighting so hard against the rise of the Spring Court if the power moves as a cycle naturally?” Chelsea asked.

		Rimewing’s face grew sharp, her posture rigid with regal anger. As she stepped away from the throne and gestured to Cintador to bring out the tactical maps, it became clear that the ceremony and its scant romance were over.

		“Let us plan our rescue of your unfortunate friend. The sooner our maneuver begins, the sooner you will learn the answer to that question.”
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		A WIDE TABLE OF SIMPLE, unadorned oak and a set of matching chairs were carried into the tent and set up to bear the maps. The laborers were more of those slushy, stony little creatures like the stable boy who had taken Cintador’s horse when Chelsea and the huntsman had arrived in camp. They made no noise as they worked, and more surprising to Chelsea, left no soggy footprints on the fur rugs. They simply did their work, bowed to Rimewing and then Chelsea, then left the tent.

		Their departure was immediately followed with the arrival of three faeries. The first, Chelsea recognized from her own arrival in this tent, the tall woman who had leafless branches extending from her head instead of hair. She had been holding the chalice meant to catch Miracelle’s blood in the aborted sacrifice. Now, she carried a trio of leather-bound books that looked weighty enough to overbalance her graceful form if she stepped wrong. She didn’t, of course, and instead sank into a dainty curtsey before setting her books upon the table.

		The second faerie was a woman dressed in a set of hunting leathers that clung to her muscles like a second skin. Her head was that of a fox in its brilliant winter coat, and her eyes sparkled like bits of obsidian as she first saluted Cintador, then bowed to Rimewing and Chelsea. A wicked-looking bow curved against her back, and a pair of daggers were sheathed at her waist.

		What these first two faeries had in grace and beauty, the third lacked entirely. He was a squat little man, similar in proportion to the slushy Folk, but there was no question that he was made of flesh. His clothes were a rough homespun of a dirty, rusty color, except for his cap, which alone carried a bright color: a red as vibrant as fresh blood. Dried blood flaked from his fingernails and sharp teeth as he grinned and made his bow.

		Chelsea swallowed nervously, but successfully held back any other reaction.

		With Cintador and Miracelle, and Chelsea herself, every chair was now accounted for. Queen Rimewing lifted one white hand in signal, and as one, the gathered faeries took their seats. Chelsea rushed to follow suit, though her thick skirt caught on the edge of her chair for a moment, and nearly toppled it over. She righted it and sat with a hurried flumpf, her cheeks blazing with embarrassment.

		None of the faeries said a word, but the red-capped man’s grin widened.

		Miracelle, seated on Chelsea’s right, patted discreetly at Chelsea’s knee, a pleasant expression on her face. At least she had one faerie on her side here.

		Queen Rimewing rapped once on the table, and all attention turned to her. “My war council. Lady Tellura, of the Palace of Books.” She indicated the branch-crowned woman, who inclined her head in greeting. “Second Huntmistress Voxirre.” The fox-headed lady saluted. “And Lord Sangesso, head of operations for magical collections.” The little man tipped his head a fraction of an inch. “Huntmaster Cintador and Court Illusionist Miracelle you already know. Councilmembers, my new Consort, Lady Chelsea.”

		Lady Tellura and Huntmistress Voxirre both inclined their heads once again, but Lord Sangesso snorted.

		“My queen,” he said. His voice was thin, and sounded as if he had to force it through some clogged tube to be heard. “How can you expect your humble servants to accept in such a role one who has already thrown insult at not only your illustrious self, but at the whole of the Winter Court? What protection will this one offer to us? How will she help us drive back the accursed springlings?”

		He turned eyes like unfeeling chunks of ice on Chelsea. Under the table, Chelsea twined her fingers together. They were slippery with sweat, all of a sudden. She had no idea how to win these Folk over, and as she was taking on a year-long position of some power over them, she knew she had to get this first meeting right.

		“The springlings,” she said, then stopped. Had her voice always sounded so squeaky? She cleared her throat softly, then continued. “The springlings are a common enemy to us. Though I admit I wanted nothing to do with the Winter Court the last time we met, two weeks ago by Realm time, the Spring Court moved against me and my friends. They mistook another mortal for myself and carried her away from her home, presumably to fuel their own attacks against your armies. I made a promise to my friend to protect her from these sorts of attacks. It is in order to fulfill that promise that I have joined with the Winter Court.”

		“So, you admit your interests are selfish!” cried Sangesso. “Your Majesty, she cannot be trusted to stand beside us on the field of battle. She will desert us the moment she has accomplished her own goals.”

		“Oh, be quiet, you little leech,” said Voxirre. Her voice sounded nothing like the yips and barks Chelsea had expected, but instead came out smooth and deep, if exasperated. “If I remember correctly, it was your band of Redcaps who turned tail and fled the moment the springlings engaged us in the most recent battle. If they’d remained true for even another half hour, might be we wouldn’t have lost the Darkwoods so quickly.”

		She jabbed a finger at the map spread over the table, indicating a wide band of trees bordering a field. An illustration of low mountains lay on the other side of the field, and a marker for the very camp they occupied here rested among those foothills. The field, then, must be the battlefield where Chelsea had entered the Faerie Realm. Images of the destruction resurfaced, the mutilated corpses and frozen expressions of fear. She recalled the taste of the smoke lacing the air.

		“Bah,” said Lord Sangesso. “They are being disciplined. I did not stray from the field of battle, and if I recall correctly, three of your huntsmen were required to force me to comply with your order to retreat! If they had not interfered with me, I could have drained enough springling blood to fuel a retaliatory ice storm.”

		Lady Tellura opened one of her books and tapped a thin, twiglike finger on the page. “As I have said, the time for retreat is upon us, no matter how we feel about it. The Winter Court has never been able to hold out against the Spring Court beyond the end of March, no matter how we prepare. Even with Lady Chelsea’s presence, there is little hope. If I remain at this camp any longer, I will begin to bloom.”

		An expression of pained disgust flitted across her face.

		Voxirre nodded. “I am in agreement. We have lasted this year longer than we often do, and made a fine showing in the name of recovering Her Majesty’s chosen bride. But as she sits upon this very council in apparent perfect health, I see no reason why our campaign should continue. Further skirmishes will serve only to reduce our numbers needlessly and put our monarch in danger. The thaw is upon us.”

		“And let the springlings follow behind, picking off stragglers and firing volleys at our unprotected backs?” said Sangesso with a snarl. “I say no. The spring scum needs a firm lessoning.”

		“And you’re the one to give it to them?” said Cintador. “With your men currently under discipline? Look around you, man. The winterlings are worn out. We are ready to go home, to defend our close borders against the mischiefs of spring. If you wish to make a last stand, I fear you will do so alone.”

		“Oh, he won’t be alone,” said Queen Rimewing.

		“You mean not to prepare the camp for retreat?” said Lady Tellura with dismay.

		“You mistake me. As you say, the Winter Court’s push to delay the Spring Court’s rise is over. There is nothing more we can do to stop the inevitable. What I mean to do is to make the most successful retreat we have yet accomplished. Lord Sangesso’s concerns regarding our stragglers are valid. Therefore, I propose to kill two robins with one maneuver.”

		She turned her attention to Chelsea, who had been watching these proceedings while trying to remain as still as possible. She wasn’t certain how her little introduction had gone over with the others, but clearly she hadn’t made a good impression on the frightening little Lord Sangesso. Now, meeting Queen Rimewing’s gaze, she felt the pressure of five other pairs of eyes upon her. She clenched her hands together under the table tighter.

		Queen Rimewing continued. “We have pledged our aid in Lady Chelsea’s quest to rescue her friend from the clutches of the Spring Court. By sending her with an escort to accomplish her personal goal, we shall dispatch a diversion, which will occupy the springlings while the rest of the Winter Court mobilizes to return home.”

		A flash of anger struck Chelsea. The Winter Queen was using her, just as she’d always meant to, to gain the upper hand in her fight with the Spring Court! But a moment of reflection cooled her. Chelsea was just as guilty of using Rimewing here. She had no other way of rescuing Jen, and from the sound of this council meeting, the Winter Court had no other way to safely disengage from this war. The idea of letting otherwise innocent faeries fall prey to harrying tactics didn’t sit right in Chelsea’s stomach.

		She had pledged to help protect the Winter Court, after all. Just as she’d promised Jen.

		But Lord Sangesso wasn’t convinced. “A diversion I understand, Majesty, but risking our Folk for the sake of some nameless, hapless mortal?” He shook his head and clicked his tongue as if Chelsea were a misbehaving child. “We have the mortal we want, apparently. Let the other rot.”

		Voxirre slammed her fists on the table and rose half out of her chair. “You of everyone on this council should know exactly what sort of foul sorcery the Spring Court could throw upon us if they have access to a mortal’s blood.” This time, her tone gained that yippy tinge Chelsea had first expected. She snapped her snowy jaws in Lord Sangesso’s direction.

		Cintador raised a hand. “Calm yourself, Huntmistress.”

		Voxirre visibly reined in her emotions, though her black lips still trembled with suppressed growls.

		Cintador continued. “The queen’s suggestion is a sound one, to my mind. Let us spend our energy working out a plan of action, rather than fighting amongst ourselves.”

		Lady Tellura flipped through her books. “Diversionary tactics are not often employed in our court, I’m afraid. The histories have little to say on the matter.”

		“The histories have led us astray more often than not,” said Sangesso. “It was the histories that misled our beloved queen to seek a mortal bride to forestall this conflict in the first place, and we all know how that went.”

		He glared at Chelsea, but after the whole of this meeting, something in her snapped at this further antagonism. She stood, letting her chair fall back with a dull clatter against the fur-covered ice floor.

		“Lord Sangesso, I do not know what pledges you have made to the Winter Queen, but I know my own pledges, including one I made to Lady Miracelle earlier. She is under my complete protection, which, as far as I can tell, is the only reason she is not dead now, in service of recovering either myself or my friend from the Spring Court. It is by my economy here that we still have Lady Miracelle’s skills as Court Illusionist at our disposal. Isn’t that right, Your Majesty?”

		Chelsea rounded on the queen, who looked utterly amused at these developments. “It is.”

		Chelsea forced down the curl of irritation at such patronization. She needed to focus. “Right. Well, I just so happen to have experience working as a... diversion.” She wet her lips. She needed to be careful here. Too much could give away Jen’s true identity, and she wasn’t ready to deal with the fallout of that.

		But her plan was forming as she spoke. “Miracelle will be one of my escort party. Using her powers of illusion, the rest of the party will be disguised as springlings. You can do that, yes?”

		Miracelle’s faceted eyes sparkled. “Provided I have the support of Lord Sangesso, I can make anyone look like anything we have a piece of.”

		She smiled, revealing her own pointed teeth. Oddly, instead of making Chelsea shudder, the sight of those tiny needle incisors boosted her confidence, even if Miracelle had just confirmed that Lord Sangesso would have to accompany them on this mission.

		“Then our band of makeshift springlings should have no problem carrying the newly captured Winter Consort into the Spring Court’s war camp as a prize. The celebration ought to be diversion enough for the winterlings to make their retreat, and it puts me in position to get my friend out of there once the springlings have worn themselves out partying all night.”

		“They’ll still have guards active,” Cintador cautioned. But his eyes were as bright as Miracelle’s, and his face was flushed.

		“Which is why we will select an elite party to accompany our Consort,” said Queen Rimewing. “Lady Chelsea is free to act on her own, and I am sure quite capable of participating in her own defense, but I am loath to send her in with only Lady Miracelle and Lord Sangesso, neither of whom are strong fighters, as backup. If there are no objections from the council, I propose Cintador and Voxirre make up the remainder of the party. Four springling scouts seems a fine number to have discovered our unwilling Consort attempting an escape through the Dimgroves.”

		She pointed at the skirting of trees that stretched north of the camp, around the top of the battlefield, and finally connected with the Darkwoods, where the Spring Court held sway.

		Chelsea found herself nodding. Voxirre stood, placed her fist over her heart, and bowed. Lady Tellura voiced her agreement, as did Miracelle and Cintador.

		“Lord Sangesso?” said Queen Rimewing.

		The little man crumpled his face at Chelsea and passed his eyes up and down her. He snorted in distaste.

		“My queen commands. I obey.”

		“Then we are decided,” said the queen, rising. Everyone who had not stood already did so now.

		Queen Rimewing took Chelsea’s hands in her cold ones. “Lady Chelsea, the fate of the entire Winter Court rests with you. Keep the springlings off our trail, and may you find your friend unhurt.”

		Was she leaning towards Chelsea? Was she going to kiss her again, right here in front of the entire council? Chelsea felt her own weight tipping forward even as she told herself she didn’t want that contact, any contact, with the queen who had managed to ensnare her in the end. The wish for success in Jen’s rescue was a nice touch, but it didn’t merit a kiss!

		But Queen Rimewing pulled away before the kiss could happen, if it had been happening in the first place. Any expression of worry for Chelsea that might have adorned her face had frozen up into the grim planes of one ready to command her people. “Lady Tellura, give the orders to prepare for departure. We must be ready to take advantage of Lady Chelsea’s diversion.”

		The queen and Lady Tellura swept out of the tent, leaving Chelsea feeling off-balance as the four remaining faeries turned to take their orders from her.

		“Well then,” she said, unconsciously fingering the Snowstar hanging around her neck. The chill wafting off the jewel settled her nerves. Jen needed her. She could do this. “Let’s get some horses ready.”
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Chapter 8: The Frost Is Thin

		 

		The Dimgroves lived up to their name. Chelsea’s eyes ached from the constant squinting to see through the murk. Luckily, her horse, a surprisingly gentle-natured white gelding, was well-trained to follow where Voxirre’s mount led, which was all that kept him from stumbling on tree roots or ground mushy with snowmelt.

		He was also trained to step lightly, even through the muck. Every pace they took under these dark trees brought more signs of the spreading thaw. Besides the wet mud, steam rose from the remaining piles of snow. Water slid from the tree branches to drip on their heads as they passed under, and in the distance, birds trilled to one another.

		Chelsea had never found flowers so menacing before.

		But as their party slunk along the forest floor, the blooms popping up here and there became impossible to miss, and Chelsea was the only one who could look upon them without shuddering or making some other sign of revulsion. Even she couldn’t help re-envisioning her friend’s massive house, full to the brim with flowers, and seeing it with new context.

		In her efforts to block winter out, Jen had all but invited spring in.

		Granted, as of yet, Chelsea hadn’t witnessed the cruelties of the Spring Court, though Miracelle had no objection to sharing her stories.

		“They live for amusement, the springlings,” said the faerie maiden, her dragonfly wings folded neatly against her riding jacket. She sat her horse like a woman born in the saddle, which heightened Chelsea’s sense of clumsiness. “Nothing means anything to them unless it can elicit a reaction. And, as many of the Fey Folk understand, nothing creates a reaction quite like torture.”

		Chelsea winced. Her butt hurt already, and they’d barely been riding an hour yet. But she forced herself to pay attention to Miracelle’s words. “And they particularly like torturing winterlings?”

		“Just so. They delight in creating fissures in the ice.”

		“Do they give this much trouble to the Summer Court, when their time in the cycle comes?”

		Miracelle shook her head, guiding her horse deftly around a tangle of blooming vines. “Those who live for amusement tend to grow bored with their playthings if they haven’t any variety. By the time the Summer Court is due to take power, the Prince of Spring is tired of playing ruler of the Realm, and happily hands over his seat of power.”

		Her mouth curled as she said it, giving her visage an element that would have sent Chelsea screaming if she didn’t have a vested interest in sticking around. As much as Chelsea wanted to consider Miracelle her friend, she couldn’t forget that this description of torture and horror was coming from someone who believed in the power of sacrifice and spilling blood to get what she wanted. Hadn’t Queen Rimewing herself admitted to torturing a springling messenger?

		There were no good guys in this conflict, or anywhere in the Faerie Realm, as far as Chelsea was concerned. She’d cast her own lot with the Winter Court only because it had been the best choice out of a big pile of no choices.

		Case in point, the task their party had to complete before they could dare to set foot in the camp of the Spring Court.

		At the head of the party, Voxirre and Cintador rode like silent shadows, their ears pricked and their eyes unblinking as they scanned their surroundings for sign of their quarry. Chelsea thought they were tapping into the animal part of themselves, relying on senses their more human shapes might not have.

		As Miracelle had explained, her illusions would work perfectly to conceal the true shapes of Chelsea’s escort and make them look like Spring Court scouts, provided she had a piece of the disguise to work with.

		Which meant they needed to capture a springling scout and have Lord Sangesso work his Redcap arts upon the captive’s body to extract his essence.

		Ideally, they would find four scouts, one for each member of the escort. But catching even one off-guard was risky, so they had elected to aim for one and make their move on the camp once they had secured a single disguise. Miracelle could make a few minute changes to each of their costumes, which would lend an air of variety to their little party.

		Besides, all attention was supposed to be fixed upon Chelsea, their captive.

		The reminder of this part of their mission made Chelsea’s muscles clench, which didn’t help the situation with her aching butt any. She didn’t want bloodshed if it could be avoided. But Miracelle had informed her that magic was what had to be used to disguise their “winterlingness.”

		“And the only way we get our magic is by extracting it from the living, either through death or pain.”

		The faerie maiden’s posture on her horse grew stony, and her shuttered expression kept Chelsea from asking any more questions.

		So Chelsea was stuck. Stuck with the pledges she’d made to the Winter Queen, stuck with Lord Sangesso’s quivering anticipation and disdainful glances at her poor horsewomanship, stuck in this saddle that rubbed sores on her backside.

		She tried to console herself that, at the end of all this, Jen would be safe. She wouldn’t allow herself to think of any other outcome. Their plan would work, even if some aspects of it were highly distasteful.

		Still, Chelsea fidgeted. Every step they took through the Dimgroves cranked the tension she felt up another notch. She smoothed a hand over the midnight blue fabric of her skirt. She shifted in the saddle despite the way the motion sent spears of pain through her legs and back. She prodded at the strange new doors inside herself, the ones she’d felt unlock the moment the bond between herself and the Winter Queen—Rimewing, she told me I could call her Rimewing—had been completed, but no matter how she stretched her mental fingers around the doorknobs or rapped her mental knuckles on the doors’ surfaces, not a one so much as creaked open.

		Frustration had her cycling right back to the top of her fidget routine. Her palms itched more than ever as she tugged at her skirt again. What good was having magic of her own if she couldn’t even figure out how to make it work?

		Worse, she couldn’t seem to quiet the voice in her head—one that sounded suspiciously like Her Majesty Rimewing’s deep, mocking tones—whispering that activating faerie magic like this would require that blood be spilled.

		Never, Chelsea vowed. Her lips stretched in an unconscious grimace.

		She nudged one of the doors again like it was a sore tooth.

		Up ahead, Cintador lifted one arm, fist clenched. The rest of the party stopped without a word. Even the horses held their silence.

		Beside her huntmaster, Voxirre sniffed the air. Her fox snout pointed the direction Cintador was looking.

		A light came in their eyes and was reflected in Lord Sangesso’s. Chelsea held herself as still as a statue beside Miracelle.

		From the flowering brush a few trees over came a soft creak of leather, as if someone out there were shifting their weight. The breeze favored the party, blowing from the direction of the sound towards them.

		Voxirre’s nostrils flared, and with a twitch of her shoulders her short bow was in her hands, an arrow fletched in brown and white on the string. The bow twanged like a soft murmur. In answer, a sharp gasp came from the inhabitant of the brush, followed by a rustle and a thump.

		“One scout,” Voxirre said. She fitted another arrow to her string and kept her eyes fixed on the spot where her mark had fallen.

		Cintador and Lord Sangesso wasted no time in retrieving the body. What they pulled from the foliage looked to Chelsea like a young boy just on the edge of puberty. He was clearly a springling scout, wearing light leather with a pair of knives and a collection of lumpy cloth pouches at his belt. His skin had a greenish tinge to it, not of sickness but of freshness, and his wispy brown hair was woven with tiny wildflowers. But as Chelsea watched Cintador pull the arrow from where it had pierced the boy’s back, the verdigris of his skin turned ashen with death.

		“I hate this,” Chelsea said. Her fingers gripped the reins so hard she couldn’t feel them anymore. “He’s just a kid.”

		“I assure you he is no child,” Miracelle replied in a tight voice.

		As if on cue, Cintador searched the scout’s pouches and came back with a gruesome cluster of...

		“Fingers, ugh,” Chelsea said. The knuckles had teeth marks on them.

		“I expect we’ll find a number of our captive kinsmen missing a few fingers once we reach the Spring Court’s encampment,” Cintador said. He let the fingers fall to the fresh spring mud.

		And wasn’t that a pleasant image, Chelsea thought. She had trouble swallowing, picturing Jen sans a few digits. Did one of those fingers slowly sinking into the mud have a glint of a wedding ring around it?

		Lord Sangesso seemed not to have Chelsea’s issues, as his lips spread in unreserved glee. He produced an empty vial of dark glass and a thin glass blade more suited to surgery than combat and shuffled closer to the dead springling.

		Though she had a pretty good idea what the squat little man meant to do, Chelsea was struck with a need to watch. She was meant to represent the Winter Court, provided this rescue-slash-distraction maneuver ended with her still alive and kicking, and that meant understanding—or trying to, anyway—their philosophy on power, no matter how much it made her want to throw up. Even the find of the gnawed-on fingers couldn’t fully override just how youthful and full of life the springling boy looked to her.

		At least he was dead before the cutting started. At least what she witnessed here amongst the muck and the aggressively blooming plant life was merely mutilation, and not torture.

		She felt the power collecting as the boy’s blood ran into Lord Sangesso’s vial. It thrummed against the places in her where her bond with Rimewing twisted, pulsing like a heartbeat. A syrup-sweet flavor suffused her mouth.

		It took everything she had not to heave all over her gelding’s neck as Lord Sangesso handed the vial to Miracelle.

		Miracelle worked just as quickly as the others had, but her movements over the contents of the vial flowed with ingrained grace. Her hands and wings both fluttered like snow flurries as she worked the raw power Sangesso had given her into something like filmy garments. Though they started out looking to Chelsea rather like traces of frost plucked from a windowpane and spun into veils, a few twists of Miracelle’s skilled hands had them taking on a more floral appearance, this one with a hood like a bud about to burst into bloom, that one with sleeves like tightly curled fern fronds straining to spread their leaves.

		Carefully, the illusionist draped her creations about the other faeries and made some final, tiny adjustments to each. Each time she stepped back, a wave of overwhelming flower scent had Chelsea on the brink of gagging again, but as far as Chelsea could tell, no change had occurred. Lord Sangesso remained as squat and unpleasant-looking as ever. Voxirre and Cintador’s animal forms still looked like they belonged in a snowscape.

		But Miracelle nodded as though she were satisfied with her work. She slid the final illusion cloak about her own shoulders, twitched her wings twice to settle them, and let out a faint sigh.

		Then she snapped her fingers.

		Chelsea’s vision swam. She saw no flash of light, heard no chime of bells, nor perceived any other outward sign to indicate magic had occurred, but a zing amongst those doors inside Chelsea and another crashing wave of floral perfume set her reeling. She blinked furiously, and once she had regained her sense of balance, she found herself now surrounded with four slightly different versions of the young springling boy, complete with a variety of spring foliage decorating their hair.

		She very carefully did not let her gaze slide over to the bushes where they’d left the original’s body.

		One of the copies twisted around to look himself over, a grimace of disgust on his impish face. “Bah,” he said in Lord Sangesso’s gravelly voice.

		“We should move,” said the one to Chelsea’s right in Voxirre’s clipped tone. “Someone might have sensed that bit of magic and come to investigate.”

		“Besides that, the sooner we enact our infiltration, the easier we make the rest of the Winter Court’s retreat,” said Cintador.

		“And the sooner we can rescue J—my friend,” Chelsea said.

		The hardness of her own voice surprised her. But the things she’d witnessed here in the forest had stirred the protective part of her into a rage. The tension of the ride, the find of the fingers, the horrific stripping away of the dead springling’s magical essence, all combined to put Chelsea on the highest “my friend is in danger” alert she’d ever been.

		She didn’t know if her winterling escort had avoided torturing their prey for her sake or simply because they didn’t have the time to indulge themselves, but Chelsea had no difficulty imagining the Prince of Spring practicing Lord Sangesso’s arts on a still-living victim.

		Unconsciously, Chelsea moved her hand to brush the handle of her faerie knife where it was concealed in her jacket, and she flashed back to her memory of walking down the aisle at the Midwinter wedding, tattered and bloody and bearing this very knife in place of a bouquet.

		“Which way,” she said through clenched teeth, “to the Spring encampment?”

		“Easy.” Voxirre laughed, a sound that was half yip and half eager snarl. “Follow the flowers.”

		In answer, Chelsea spurred her gelding into a trot, and felt a burst of satisfaction as she listened to the others rushing to catch up. She’d promised to protect her friend from evil spirits, and so help her, she meant to do exactly that, whether they came from the Winter Court or the Spring.

		If she found Jen missing even one square millimeter of her flesh, she’d make the Prince of Spring wish he’d rolled over and let Winter rule a season longer.
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Chapter 9: Guests of the Spring Court

		 

		They turned their horses loose to find their own way back home, unwilling to let the poor beasts fall into the hands of their enemies, even if it meant completing the journey on foot through the muck and mud of the Darkwoods. Luckily, it turned out they didn’t have far to go.

		Chelsea knew they’d reached the Spring Court’s battle encampment by the over-abundant flowers spreading their fragrance over the open field, by the melodic drip-drip of icicles melting into rippling, babbling brooks, by the taste of freshness in the air.

		The pair of dead winterlings hanging from the posts that marked the gate helped with her identification of the place, too. Their snow-pale skin had turned a translucent blue in death, and what pieces of their bodies remained intact were curled in signs of the agonies they’d suffered.

		Chelsea couldn’t help noticing their fingers had been hacked off, as well as a few other bits here and there. Each missing bit had been mockingly adorned with a flower bud.

		A soft whimper from Miracelle was all the sign Chelsea’s escort gave of having noticed the grisly signpost, but Chelsea felt the tension amongst them in their icy silence. In another moment, they’d need to put on the sort of cavorting and revelry suitable for a party of scouts bringing home a prize of war, but for this moment, they were free to mourn their dead.

		Chelsea shifted within the false bonds they’d placed on her wrists and pulled her shoulders straighter. She’d have no need to fake the desire to lash out. The anger that had filled her back in the Dimgroves had settled into a cold smolder, and the sight of these tortured faeries poked it back up to full flames.

		Hold on a little longer, Jen. I’m almost there.

		At her elbow, Lord Sangesso made a noise of disgust. “Such sloppy work. It offends me more than anything. Let’s get on with it.” He reached up as if to tug on his red cap, but stopped himself in time to keep from mussing the illusory flowers in his disguise’s hair.

		The others agreed, and as one, four unnerving grins spread across their near-identical faces. Lord Sangesso and Cintador grabbed at Chelsea’s arms, causing her to stumble. The way Miracelle and Voxirre set up gamboling and hollering almost shocked Chelsea. It was as if a switch had flipped in the whole party, and she was instantly returned to the antagonistic revelry of the night she’d been brought to the Winter Court, back at Midwinter.

		The faces they pulled at her now were just as inhuman, just as full of malice and mischief, as the visages she’d seen dancing across the snowfields.

		She jerked and twisted in her captors’ grasp a few steps before she really needed to.

		Thus they passed through the gate and into their enemy’s territory proper.

		They received an energetic greeting. From among the flowers and the weapons-drills the host of springlings descended upon the newcomers. The news of the valuable captive they brought with them spread through the ranks like wildfire.

		“Another mortal claimed by Winter!” cackled a cluster of women apparently trapped halfway between human form and bird form, feathers flying as they joined the cavorting crowd.

		“And now rightfully fallen into our hands,” answered a twiggy creature in a creaky giggle. He reached as if to press his sticklike fingers against Chelsea’s face.

		Cintador yanked her out of reach none too gently, and Chelsea stumbled again.

		“She’s not for the likes of you,” he snarled. “Only the prince has the right to debauch a Consort of the Courts.”

		“Aye, aye!” went up the cry. “To the prince! And a merry feast he’ll throw us if he likes his new prize.”

		“We shall get the scraps!”

		“The scraps, the scraps!”

		The springlings swept Chelsea and her escort of disguised winterlings through their camp like a tsunami, singing and shouting at the top of their lungs as they went. Chelsea found herself jostled and shoved, despite the discreet efforts her escort made to shelter her from such rough treatment. She bore it as well as she could, getting her elbow into a handsy gnome’s face and stepping sharply on the rootlike foot of another tree-man. The howls of pain these bits of defiance raised were short-lived, but Chelsea drank in the brief satisfaction anyway.

		It all served to add a level of dishevelment to her appearance that the winterlings had been unable—or unwilling—to inflict, and by the time she found herself being paraded into a large, airy pavilion, she looked as though she’d been dragged through a forest and a half to arrive before the Prince of Spring.

		That wildfire gossip seemed to have spread even faster than should be possible, because they spilled into the pavilion to find a wild party already in process. Music of an entirely bawdy nature boomed through the open-aired space as loudly as if the faeries had their own speaker system, and while Chelsea wouldn’t call what was happening upon the grassy field that served as the pavilion’s floor dancing, the undulation carried a certain eroticism that would have fit right in at the sort of nightclub that set Chelsea’s skin crawling.

		Everywhere she looked, faeries barked laughter in each other’s faces and spilled food and wine in a clear accidentally-on-purpose manner. Flower petals danced through the air, and vines curled and climbed the sanded tent poles so quickly their progress was visible to the naked eye. Higher up, those same tent poles bore other fruit, captive winterlings—and Chelsea presumed some who belonged to other Courts—still living, but writhing and moaning as they bled from a hundred mutilating wounds. A riot of scents clashed, roasted meat and vibrant flora and flowing blood, until a tangible cloud formed at the ceiling of the pavilion. A rabbit-eared nymph shrieked with laughter as a pair of satyrs chased her through the throng. A scream of pain shrilled high, like a descant over the entire scene.

		Another hard shove to her shoulder sent her to her knees, and as more hands than could belong to her winterling escort hauled her back to her feet, she caught her first eyeful of His Highness.

		The Prince of Spring lounged on his treelike throne as if it were a chaise lounge, one leg dangling over the oaken arm, a golden goblet clutched in his hand carelessly so the dark liquid it held sloshed over the rim. He wore a crown of green-tinged gold at an angle over his brow. A cape of pink rose petals flowed from his shoulder, and a smile at once fatherly and licentious made his face horrifically handsome.

		He looked out over the circus of his Folk, appearing every inch a ruler in the height of his power.

		Beside the dais on which his throne sat, hanging suspended between two tentpoles, was a cage woven of willow branches, and inside that was a hunched, misshapen form of pale flesh and tattered cloth that might once have been an old sorority hoodie and a sundress patterned with yellow flowers.

		Chelsea stood under her own strength, and the form inside the cage stirred.

		“Chels—”

		“My lord!” Chelsea shouted, looking directly at the prince. She couldn’t let Jen either give out her name to these faeries or ruin their plans with her exclamations. Instead, Chelsea drew on the thread of inner strength she’d carried with her ever since the Midwinter wedding.

		“Your Majesty, that is, Your Highness Spring, sir,” she said, jerking her shoulders out of the grip of whichever springling had her now. “There was no need for all this rough treatment and rope. After the things I suffered in the court of your enemy, I’d happily have come to visit you on my own. In fact, I hadn’t entirely ruled that out as I made my flight from the Winter Court.”

		Hoping her gait looked bold rather than shaky and frightened, she stepped right up to the dais and held her bound hands up. She kept her eyes fused to the prince, even as Jen shuffled in the cage.

		The Prince of Spring lifted one eyebrow in a distinctly regal gesture and raked his eyes over Chelsea, but gave no other sign that he found her impertinence insulting. On the contrary, his amusement dripped off him like rapid meltwater.

		“So, the Winter Queen, deprived of her chosen bride, has gone and got herself a Consort to console herself. Unconventional, I’ll admit, but she certainly chose a beauty. Even through all that mussing you’ve suffered it shines out. Oh, I do apologize for my peoples’ treatment of you, poor girl. And though I cannot extend an apology on behalf of my frigid sister, I do feel for your predicament. I would never force anyone to join with me who didn’t expressly voice their own consent.”

		The feral smile that split his lips convinced Chelsea he’d have no qualms about using whatever techniques he deemed necessary for drawing that consent out.

		“Not that you’ll find me clamping such shackles about my own ankles, oh no!” he said with a hearty laugh. “One partner for eternity? I’d grow so bored, even for the mere blink of a lifespan of a mortal.”

		Against her will, Chelsea twitched her gaze towards the willow cage, and Jen. Her friend stared back, her face drawn and haggard with exhaustion. At least she had no wounds that Chelsea could see—her fingers and wedding ring all firmly in place, thank god—but her stay in the Court of Spring had clearly taken a toll. To Chelsea’s eyes, awakened to the presence of magic ever since the completed bond ritual, the stamp of the prince’s touch blazed bright as fire all over Jen’s shivering body. He had taken pieces from her, then. Pieces from inside.

		The Prince of Spring’s eyes glinted as he watched Chelsea’s perusal.

		“Have no fear, child. You claim to come to me of your own volition, yes? You’ll find my guests receive more comfortable accommodations than those who give me... trouble.”

		Inside the cage, Jen whimpered softly. Chelsea forced herself to look relieved, forced herself not to give in to the exponentially growing desire—need—to punch him right in his slime-colored nose.

		“Thank you, my lord sir.”

		In a burst of energy, the prince stood from his indolent position on his throne and called out to the cavorting Fey Folk.

		“Let a cask of mead be opened. We feel a certainty of victory over the Winter Court this evening. A toast to our guest of honor, the Winter Court’s short-lived Consort!”

		A cheer went up, and Chelsea tried to keep her smile fixed in place. She’d be short-lived indeed if His Majesty figured out what she was about.

		“Oh! I’ve just had a terribly amusing idea, child,” said the prince, turning back to Chelsea. His voice had gone smooth like honey and held a compulsion to rival Queen Rimewing’s deepest tones. For a moment, Chelsea felt herself in danger of leaning towards him as if to engage in conspiratorial whisperings. But the pressure brushed faintly against the places where her bond with the Winter Queen tangled inside her, and she remained upright.

		The prince did lean in, and he raked his eyes over her once again. This time, she did not miss the hungry sparkle as he passed over the Snowstar suspended around her neck. “After the hardships you must have suffered under my sister’s hands, you must be simply itching to don something less wintery. Let my attendants find you something suitable, and in the meantime, I shall take these distasteful chains off you.”

		He moved his hands towards her bound ones, but she felt how all his attention lay now on the jewel. Was it her imagination that had the Snowstar pulsing against her breast in time with her own heartbeat? Imaginary or not, the pulse hammered out a warning, a reminder that she stood up here on the dais, in view of all, but ultimately alone with this fey creature.

		The nails of his right hand as he stretched it towards her wrists were flecked with dried blood.

		In vain, she tried to stretch her senses to find the four faeries of her escort. Though they were disguised, she at least should be able to pick them out from amongst the springlings. But she couldn’t catch a good glimpse of any of them, not without turning her head and breaking the illusion that the prince had managed to get her under his thrall.

		She had to get through this evening’s revelry. She had to play along long enough to have a chance at escaping once the dark of night fell.

		He had leaned so close now that he did lower his voice to a whisper, seductive and with a hint of scraping teeth. His hands hovered a hair’s breadth above hers, teasing of both tantalizing pleasure and freedom from her bonds. “Would you like to help me play a little joke on my sister? She gave you that jewel out of a hope you might ease her frozen heart, but she has let her hunger for affection cloud her intelligence. She ought to know a Consort has no means of utilizing the power held in its facets if the bond is forced, but if you would let me handle it, we could craft an amusing message to send after her in her retreat.”

		Did Rimewing know that? But Chelsea hadn’t made the bond unwillingly, not really. She hadn’t liked making the choice, but she’d still chosen it. Did that mean there was some way she could use the Snowstar? Her earlier attempts at waking it had been as ineffectual as her attempts at the strange new doors within her, and she’d assumed the jewel’s magic was something more passive than what the prince was implying now.

		She didn’t exactly have time to explore her jewelry’s hidden depths at the moment, though. The prince was waiting for her answer, even though he clearly thought her completely entranced by him at this point.

		What else could she do? She wouldn’t be able to achieve either of her objectives here if she pissed him off by refusing to play along. Carefully keeping an expression of something between wonder and adoration on her face, she nodded.

		His smile became a cheerful grin. Chelsea thought she’d never seen anything half so terrifying.

		As if they were attuned to what was happening up on the dais, the faeries increased their frantic merriment throughout the pavilion. The canvas of the tent vibrated with the energy contained within. The heady scent of mead and wine mingled with the overpowering perfume of flowers drenched in blood. Everywhere Chelsea glanced, flower buds were bursting into violent bloom. Somewhere in the crowd, someone screamed, but whether it originated from pleasure or pain was impossible to tell. A peal of laughter followed.

		The prince’s fingers brushed hers with the lightest pressure. The breath she’d caught to hold back her own scream strained against her lungs.

		But the scream that ripped from the dais came not from her throat, but from His Majesty’s.

		Chelsea felt something, a repelling force shoving outward from the places where she felt her bond with Rimewing, and the Snowstar pulsed a wave of pure cold in all directions. It would have left her staggering if it hadn’t filled her with a sense of strength at the same time. But still, the sense of violation intruded. The prince had touched something within her, something she would have much rather kept secret.

		The prince did stagger, holding his hands up and staring at them in horror. Black spots of frostbite were forming on his fingers where they’d touched Chelsea, and a redness colored the greenish skin of his palms.

		Chelsea stood frozen as the merriment instantly halted. Every eye in the pavilion pierced her, if they did not stare in growing fear at their wounded prince. Her heart thrummed at dangerous speed now. This was not how the plan was supposed to go! She hadn’t meant to hurt him at all, and certainly not in the midst of the party. What had she done wrong?

		Silence descended, broken only by the prince’s ragged, pained breathing.

		Then, from the willow cage, a soft voice whispered:

		“Yeah, get ’im, Chels.”

		In an instant, the prince overcame his pain and began to laugh. His chuckles grew into full-bellied guffaws, and he turned his eyes on Chelsea again.

		“So, so and so,” he wheezed through his laughter. “The Queen of Winter hasn’t gone double-dipping after all. She struck for the bride, but fell for the decoy! And you, child, deceiver, you must have fallen for my frosty sister yourself, for the bond you claimed was forced upon you you drew upon yourself with both greedy fists. Nothing less than a true bond would have lashed out at my touch thus.”

		By the end, he’d stopped laughing. His eyes blazed his fury as he stepped closer to Chelsea, a darkening tempest brewing within their depths. Chelsea couldn’t stop herself from taking a step back.

		Behind her, she sensed her winterling escort working their way closer to the dais. Sudden shock drenched her like a bucket of ice water dumped over her head. They would fight to protect her, even against such impossible odds? All around them, the pavilion buzzed with a growing hostility as the springlings realized how they’d been infiltrated.

		But a glance at Jen knocked Chelsea’s sense back into place. Of course the winterlings would fight. The whole reason they had come was to provide a distraction to allow the rest of the Winter Court an unharried retreat. She’d come here for a purpose, too. She meant to see it through.

		Even if it cost her so much as her life.

		Rolling her shoulders back and wiping the fear from her face, Chelsea slipped her hands from the false bonds and stared straight into the building storm that was the Prince of Spring.

		“As representative of the Winter Court, I declare our part in this needless war over. Spring has won the day. We offer our congratulations, and a trade of hostages. Let those winterlings you hold here who still live, as well as this poor mortal girl, who you see has no connection with either court, go free.”

		In true mercurial fashion, the prince switched instantly from fury to amusement. “And the hostages I get in return?”

		“Me.”

		Behind her, Cintador hissed, and Voxirre stiffened so tightly her leather armor creaked.

		The prince snickered. “Only one for so many? A Consort of the Courts is worth much, yes, but not, I think, quite that much. Here is my counteroffer, deceiver. I will take you as my prisoner in exchange for the freedom of either every winterling in my possession or the mortal girl. You may choose. I’m sure for you, the choice will be easy.”

		It should have been easy, so easy. The image of her future, of her walking free of this place with Jen in hand, knowing the fight with the springlings would keep her winterling escort from stopping her escape, spooled out in her mind. In the space of a few moments, she could be finding her way back to the mortal world, back home. She’d managed it once, after all.

		The words bubbled up from her gut to tell him to release her friend.

		But the bond she’d forged with Rimewing strangled her, made her throat close on those words, made a bitter taste flood her mouth.

		She was bound to the Winter Court, and as its Consort, bound to protect its Folk.

		Once again, she had no choice.

		She pulled the faerie knife from its hiding place in her jacket and stepped back to join the defensive position of her Folk. Cintador and Voxirre were beside her in a flash, weapons drawn. Miracelle’s soft presence fluttered with the chill of prepared magic, and Lord Sangesso stood ready with vial and scalpel to make the most of whatever carnage was about to come his way.

		The Prince of Spring showed each of his pointed teeth in a knowing grin and snapped his fingers.

		With a howl like the winds of a spring storm, the true chaos of the Court of Spring fell upon Chelsea and her winterling guard.
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Chapter 10: Winter’s Consort

		 

		Chelsea had never in her life been anywhere near a bar fight, street brawl, or even scripted wrestling match. And yet, somehow, she was holding her own in the fray as the enraged springlings flung themselves upon the intruders from the Winter Court.

		She’d wounded each springling who tried for her, some gravely. She’d even killed one for certain, and the rush of satisfaction she felt as the faerie knife plunged into the butterfly-winged boy’s heart had fueled her fight further, helping her shove back the next attack so Cintador could move in for the next kill.

		Disgust did not enter Chelsea’s thoughts. She had no time for it, nor any spare energy for fretting. There was only the mechanical action of blocking, parrying, moving out of Lord Sangesso’s way so he could collect the blood she spilled. Whatever space her brain had left for thinking deep thoughts was taken up with images of the tortured winterlings who hung even still from the poles holding up the pavilion, and of Jen.

		She was caught up in battle-lust. Gladly would she drive her knife again and again into the springling forces, if it meant she could protect her Folk. With her blood up, she couldn’t tell whether it was magic that made her feel this way, or if she truly reveled in the act of protection.

		Not that she fought so well that she hadn’t taken any wounds herself. Her left arm was all afire with pain she steadfastly ignored, and a sensation of trickling liquid ran down her hip inside her skirt. At some point, some springling had raked her claws across Chelsea’s cheek, narrowly missing her eye. No injury had debilitated her, though, and she used the pain to drive herself further.

		She tried, more than once, to open the doors within herself. If any power lay within her grasp, now was the time to use it. But the doors remained closed, the tricks of their latches still hidden from her, and she turned the whole of her attention back to the more pressing matter of keeping her skin as intact as possible.

		She fought in tandem with Cintador and Voxirre, whose thorny, frosted blades whirled like ice storms. Lord Sangesso and Miracelle worked together, he gathering magic from their fallen foes, she weaving it into illusions of extra weapons, fleeting monstrous forms, spheres of deepest darkness to confound the springlings.

		And for one glorious moment, it seemed their efforts would win the day. The circle of springlings surrounding them widened. The span of blood-soaked, trampled field between Chelsea and the willow cage that held Jen lay open and unguarded. A ludicrous idea of calling a charge, of claiming the ground beneath Jen’s cage as their defensive spot, clambered into Chelsea’s brain like an excitable pixie.

		But she never got the chance to cry out her idea.

		From the dais, the Prince of Spring made a slashing motion with one hand. Instantly, every springling dropped their weapons, and the ground beneath Chelsea’s feet rumbled.

		The prince curled his hand into a claw, and a multitude of vines burst forth from the trampled dirt around the winterlings. The vines twined themselves into thicker ropes and continued to rise, until they curled together overhead, forming the cage in which His Majesty had had them snared from the very beginning.

		Voxirre slashed at the vines enclosing her, but got only a splintered blade and a jarred hand for the effort. She sat shaking her arm and spitting vulpine curses, but the rest of them kept to frozen silence. Cintador held himself still in readiness. Lord Sangesso crossed his arms and turned nearly as stony as the stable boy Habbet. Miracelle knelt, hands clasped in her lap, dragonfly wings twitching once before settling against the tatters of her jacket.

		And Chelsea glared at the Prince of Spring as if she could pin him to his throne with icicles shot from her eyes.

		He lounged there, looking at his hands. The frostbite that had covered his hands earlier had faded, mere ashy skin marking the places where they’d nearly healed over.

		“I’m bored,” he drawled. “We’ve fought for ages. I’m over it.”

		Chelsea’s heart dropped into her stomach. He truly had held them all in the palm of his hand this whole time. “You... you let us fight. You let us kill your Folk.”

		“I did. I like to watch, sometimes.”

		He said it with a lascivious leer.

		Chelsea knew he meant it. He wasn’t like the Winter Queen, willing to sacrifice her own Folk in exchange for the power it would bring her. He sacrificed for the amusement of it. For a few minutes of entertainment.

		Unbidden, the memory of Rimewing’s pale face, limned with sorrow at the beginning of their aborted marriage ceremony, came to her, followed by the more recent memory of the near-sacrifice of Miracelle Chelsea had interrupted, with the same misery etched into the Winter Queen’s face then, too.

		Chelsea still didn’t believe the sacrifices were necessary, but she began to see how her queen, alone and desperate against such a foe, might be driven to make them.

		For the first time, the idea of spending time teaching her queen a gentler way held a spark of appeal.

		But, held prisoner to the Prince of Spring, Chelsea was unlikely to get another minute with any winterling, save these four.

		Rising from his throne, the prince crooked one finger, and the cage walked on legs of flowering vines towards him. “I think a new game will suffice to ease my boredom.”

		Another gesture, and more vines sprouted within the cage, separating the space into smaller cells. Cut off from one another, Chelsea and the winterlings could do nothing to stop him from reaching in and pulling one of them into his cruel grasp.

		He chose Miracelle.

		To the illusionist’s credit, she released only a tiny gasp of pain, then kept her mouth primly closed as he manhandled her into his embrace. Chelsea could not maintain such composure.

		“You let her go,” she growled. Her fist held so tightly to her faerie knife it shook. Beside her, in their own cells, the others trembled with barely contained fury, all of it useless.

		The prince grinned and tapped Miracelle’s chin with one sharp-nailed finger. “Now, now, Consort. Remember I’ve seen all your secrets. I know as well as you do that you only came here to reclaim your mortal friend” — he tipped his head towards Jen in her own cage — “no matter the cost. You’ve made a fine showing of standing up for the Winter Court’s honor, I’ll grant you that, but no one would deny you are bested now. You never had a chance, in fact. None, except the chance I gave you.”

		A flick of his wrist brought a tiny glass knife, not unlike the one Lord Sangesso wielded, into his hand, and he raised it to rest against Miracelle’s cheek. The illusionist’s wings twitched once, but the rest of her was as motionless as if she were truly made of ice.

		The prince turned stormy eyes to Chelsea. “Let’s make a deal, deceiver-Consort. Though your mortal friend has fueled a great many games of war for me, I was beginning to tire of her whining to be sent home. Since you did make your bonds with the Winter Queen, a winterling’s form of magic should come to you easily. And besides, though I know you vowed to protect this one from my sister’s thirsty blade, you’re under no obligation to protect her from mine. I’ll amuse myself making this fine creature into a shape even more pleasing, and you can gather the power of the sacrifice you make of her to make a daring escape with your mortal friend.”

		The tip of his glass knife pierced skin, and a rosy drop of blood slid down Miracelle’s cheek like a tear. She was trembling now, her wings twitching, and her eyes shone glassy with fear. But still she did not utter a single sound. She turned her strange, faceted eyes to meet Chelsea’s, and wordlessly, sent a message straight into Chelsea’s heart.

		For Winter.

		Miracelle was as prepared to die for her court and her queen as she’d been the first moment Chelsea had laid eyes on her. So long as the prince remained distracted with torturing her, he would not be sending his troops to harry Winter’s retreat.

		Sacrifices, everywhere Chelsea turned in this godforsaken Faerie Realm.

		She was sick to death of it, and so help her, she wouldn’t let it go any further.

		She was Winter’s Consort, a role she’d chosen of her own free will, even if the greater role of Bride had been intended for Jen. Her power was her own, Rimewing had said so herself. Her own to use as she saw fit.

		Sheathing her faerie knife, she pulled her shoulders back once again and stared her defiance at the Prince of Spring.

		“Like hell I’ll sacrifice a single one of my Folk, or my friend. I’ve bled for the Winter Court already, and the price is paid. Mark me, Oh Prince of the Season Most Fleeting. I will save them all.”

		With a surety driven by her need to protect her friends, her Folk, her comrades, she reached within herself and threw open one of the doors.

		Against her breast, the Snowstar pulsed, a light shooting from its facets so bright it dazzled the eyes of onlookers. The mass of springlings recoiled. The Prince of Spring grimaced and flung up the hand that held the knife to cover his eyes.

		Chelsea stepped backwards through her door. Once she was across the threshold, she reached for another, concentrating on its destination. It crashed open at her touch, revealing the inside of Jen’s willow cage.

		Chelsea grabbed a fistful of shredded hoodie and sundress and yanked her through, then slammed the door shut.

		They were in the flower-filled parlor of Jen’s manor house. The light of the full moon streamed in through the windows, illuminating the curled and dried petals. The smoky scent of the remains of the fire they’d enjoyed just this afternoon curled through the air in place of the heavy perfume.

		Jen stumbled against Chelsea, lost her balance, and fell to the floor. Chelsea let her. She couldn’t waste a single moment now, not with the way time worked between the two realms.

		She thrust open another door.

		“Chels—”

		“Stay here, Jen. I’ve got to go back and finish kicking some faerie ass.”

		But first, she stepped over to the fireplace and snatched up the poker. The rest of the fireplace tools clattered and hit the hearth with a clang.

		Then she stepped through herself, back into the Faerie Realm, back into the pavilion of the springlings’ camp, back onto the dais where the Prince of Spring still worked to blink the light of the Snowstar from his eyes.

		She raised the poker like a sword, its iron weight oddly comforting in her hands. Here in the Faerie Realm, it was a weapon only she could use.

		The Prince of Spring regained his sight in time to pull away from such a weapon, his eyes wide and rolling with fear and fury. Chelsea stepped into the space he’d vacated, pressing the poker closer, putting Miracelle behind her.

		“That’s one beyond your reach, Your Majesty,” she said.

		She reached for Miracelle and stepped back through the still-open doorway. Success made her blood sing in her veins.

		But a jolt almost dislodged her hold on Miracelle before she could get the illusionist into the mortal realm. Miracelle, surprised, finally let out a scream.

		The prince, now all roiling anger and thunder, bellowed as he tugged at the single dragonfly wing crumpled in his fist.

		Chelsea didn’t think. She only moved, jabbing the point of the poker into his chest. She felt it push past the barrier of skin and muscle, not as easy for the blunt tool as for her knife.

		The scream he let out was bloodcurdling. He fell backwards onto his throne, writhing in agony. But his fist remained clenched on Miracelle’s wing. It seemed as though he couldn’t control it, couldn’t have let go if he’d wanted to.

		“Lady Chelsea!” Miracelle gasped, pain stealing her breath.

		Chelsea grunted with the effort to hold onto her, and let go of the poker to use both hands. Still, the prince, even with his thrashing, dragged her inexorably back over the threshold.

		She was going to lose Miracelle, the one she’d first promised to protect among all the winterlings. The pain of it made Chelsea’s heart cry out. She choked on tears suddenly streaming down her face.

		And then Jen was there.

		Weak though she was after her imprisonment, her pale, trembling hands added the last bit of strength they needed to pull free of the prince’s grasp.

		Even so, he never did release his hold on Miracelle. They pulled her through into the safety of the mortal world, but the Prince of Spring kept her wing. It came apart from her shoulder with a sound like tearing cloth, and she went pale as death with the pain of it.

		“Go,” she panted as Chelsea lowered her to the hearth, well away from the fallen fire tools. “Save the rest.”

		Before Chelsea could think to object, Jen put a hand on Chelsea’s wrist, sinking to her knees beside Miracelle. “I’ll take care of her. Go kick his ass, Chels.”

		Jen’s friendship was like a poker to the cold fire burning inside Chelsea. Her support stoked the flames that had been in danger of dying out in the struggle over Miracelle, and the burn of it filled Chelsea with fresh power. The doors inside her practically hummed with potential.

		This small power; hers to command as she would. Hers to use in protection of her friends.

		She didn’t hesitate another moment before opening another door.

		This one let her lean out, high above the tumult of panicking springlings, to release a poor winterling hanging from his wrists, blood leaking sluggishly from a hundred cuts along the length of his naked body. With quick economy, she used her faerie knife to cut him free and pulled him through her door.

		“Lady... of the Snowstar...” he groaned, his eyes shining with gratitude.

		Another door, another winterling hostage freed. This time she caught a glimpse of the action happening near the dais. With the prince burned by cold iron, the cage of vines had withered to a point that it gave way to Voxirre’s blades, and the three remaining of Chelsea’s escort once again fought the tide of springling fighters. This time, though, the chaos of their wounded prince left the springlings in such disarray as to make their jabs near ineffectual.

		And so it went, Chelsea snatching winterling hostages to freedom, her escort holding the springlings at bay below. She opened door after door, moving between the realms over and over, until the exhaustion of it seeped into her bones and she thought she would trip through the next door she opened and tumble to the trampled field and the mercy of the springlings.

		She refused to give in to the leaden weight of her limbs. She had one more hostage to pull to safety. One more of the Folk she’d vowed to protect. And with muscles that nearly seized up, she did it, though the dead weight of the final unconscious faerie nearly did pull her to the ground.

		But even then she wasn’t done yet. As she lowered the final hostage to the parlor floor, she took the brief moment to let her muscles relax. She’d said she would save them all, and in order to do it, she needed all her strength.

		One final door to open, and she would have her entire escort out of reach of the Spring Court.

		She touched her fingertips to the Snowstar, drawing strength from its soothingly cool surface.

		The final door she opened into the midst of the fray, stepping neatly onto the dais behind the protection of the three fighting winterlings. Cintador jabbed his knife with efficient thrusts. Voxirre whirled and slashed. Even Lord Sangesso used his tiny surgeon’s knife to hamstring those who dared come too close to him.

		They fought tooth and nail to keep the springlings from gaining the dais and rescuing their prince from the cold burn of the length of iron still lodged in his ribs.

		Chelsea, with the cold ice of the Snowstar shoring her up, stalked straight to the throne and glared down into the prince’s pain-glazed eyes.

		“All of them, Your Majesty. I’ve saved them all, and I needed no sacrifice to do it.”

		She grasped the poker, then put her booted foot on his chest for leverage as she jerked the point out of his flesh. He screamed even through gritted teeth, and blood spurted from the wound, steaming.

		Chelsea couldn’t help a small smirk. “Perhaps my queen fell for a decoy, but you were bested by one.”

		Then she spun on her heel and marched to join her escort as they made a final push against the springling horde. Once again she fought, this time using both her knife and her poker to hold her foes at bay while she grappled with the doors inside herself one last time.

		God, she was tired. It was a good thing she had the poker. The fear of it was doing the bulk of her work for her, as the springlings hissed and sprang back from the sight of it.

		She fumbled a door open. The warm light of Jen’s parlor, of the mortal realm, of home shone through it. Safety was a mere step away.

		With quick gestures, she waved Lord Sangesso through. He went at a barrel run and was across in a breath. Voxirre came next, using each step to block another attack.

		“Come on, Cintador!” Chelsea called. The antler-headed hunter stood a few paces away, holding off three attackers at once.

		At her call, he turned, and his eyes narrowed. “Watch out!”

		He lunged forward, knife raised, his off arm braced to shove Chelsea into a defensive position. With a fluid motion, he pressed her across the threshold of her door and brought the knife down on the tiny springling gnome who would have stabbed her in the back in another heartbeat.

		Chelsea stared, and Cintador quirked his lips. “Forgive my liberties, my lady.”

		Breathless, Chelsea shook her head. “Come on, time for that later.”

		She took his hand and pulled him after her.

		He stood on the very threshold itself when the arrow pierced his throat.

		Shock left Chelsea speechless, and she could only stare, disbelieving, as the hunter’s eyes widened and blood poured from his neck. He fell forward with his own momentum, straight into her arms.

		The door slammed closed behind him, instantly cutting off the rancor and clamor of the pavilion. Silence enrobed them, punctuated only by the crackle of a newly laid fire in the fireplace.

		Then, a wail of grief.

		“Cintador,” Miracelle cried, rising from her place on the hearth and stretching her whole body towards the bleeding hunter. She seemed oblivious to her own pain as she took him from Chelsea’s arms and knelt to cradle his head in her lap. She stroked his face, her crystalline tears falling like hail to melt against his ashen skin.

		“Miracelle,” he mouthed, one hand lifting as if to touch her cheek.

		That was all.

		Chelsea stood, stricken. She felt, distantly, as if she ought to sit down, but her legs wouldn’t bend. All she felt was a sickening numbness settling deep in her stomach.

		She’d lost a winterling, and not any faceless, unknown member of her Folk, but the one with whom she had the closest ties, outside of Rimewing. Cintador had played a role in everything Chelsea had been through regarding the Winter Court, from the nightmare of the attempted wedding to answering Chelsea’s call to bring her into the Faerie Realm to rescue Jen.

		The numbness had spread up into her throat, choking the pressure that wanted to get out of her that way.

		What could she say to Rimewing? How could she account for this loss? Would her queen take his death hard?

		She was shaking now. Trembling with something inside, something she wanted to let out, only she couldn’t find the way to do it. Her doors weren’t opening to her anymore.

		Someone touched her arm, and she whirled to find Jen standing beside her, Danny at her elbow looking bewildered but supportive. They’d been working while she jumped through doors and fought, working to clear dead flowers away and make the space into a makeshift hospital room.

		Jen.

		“Oh, Jen,” Chelsea croaked. “Oh, Jen!”

		She flung herself upon her friend, sudden sobs wracking her, the tears breaking through whatever dam the numbness of shock had built up in her.

		Jen soothed her, rubbing small circles on her back and arms. And though Chelsea knew it ought to be going the other way around, she soaked it all up. In the grip of her sorrow, she was powerless to do anything else. And as the misery washed away her exhaustion, her mind wandered.

		She was in the mortal realm. Its warmth washed over her, as soothing as Jen’s nonsense words. And while it lacked the taste of magic that hung in the air of the Faerie Realm, it held an undeniable liveliness that other world lacked.

		A sensation of home.

		Chelsea drew in a shaky breath. What was she doing here? How was she here? She’d vowed to remain in the Winter Court for a whole year, bound to Queen Rimewing’s side for a cycling of the Courts.

		And yet, here she stood.

		She’d popped back and forth between the realms so much during the rescue and escape she hadn’t had time to think about what she was really doing. But now, with the buzz of adrenaline leeched from her body, she realized.

		No magic bound her to the Realm. She was free to stay here, if she chose. She’d never have to go back again. And if they tried to make her come, she could always open another door and step right back where she’d left. That power belonged to her. She could stay here and do a better job of protecting her best friend.

		She could leave the Winter Court, leave the winterlings and the responsibility she’d thought she’d taken on.

		She could leave Rimewing.

		She gasped, and went still in Jen’s arms.

		“Chelsea?” Jen asked. She stopped her circle rubbing and held Chelsea out so she could look in her face.

		Chelsea swallowed the bitterness that had filled her mouth. “I’d be no better than Alexa.”

		The thought made her utterly sick.

		Jen frowned, confusion mingling with her lack of energy. “Chels, you’re a thousand times better than Alexa without even trying. Look at what you did here! You stormed the Spring Court’s camp, you kicked their prince’s fricking ass, you looked absolutely killer doing it in that outfit, and you got me home again. I knew you would. Alexa wouldn’t do half that shit.”

		Chelsea let herself smile, but she shook her head. “But Alexa would leave. Jen, I made promises to... to the Winter Court, and to the queen. I gave my word I’d stay with her for a year.”

		Jen’s fervor slid into something more melancholy, and she touched one finger to the Snowstar. “Winter’s Consort, huh? This Winter Queen must be something to see.”

		Chelsea blushed. “It’s more than that. I pledged my protection to the winterlings, and after all that” — she waved an arm vaguely behind her, knowing Jen would understand she meant the chaos they’d left behind in the springling camp — “the Spring Court will seek retaliation. The winterlings will need all the help they can get defending their Court from the onslaught. I can help.”

		Behind Jen, Danny snorted. Jen raised an eyebrow.

		“Look,” Chelsea said, biting her lip. “Ever since Alexa left me, I’ve been just drifting through life. I work three minimum-wage jobs. I go to the gym. I eat microwave dinners. I survive, that’s all. Except for the night of your wedding, and this visit. Every time I’ve had dealings with the Winter Queen, I feel like I come alive. A sort of terrified, oh-my-god-what-now kind of alive, but still. It’s something. And the queen makes me feel...”

		Beautiful. Worth looking at. Like a gem of her Court. Frustrated beyond all belief.

		Jen put a finger over Chelsea’s lips. “Chels, you’re the best damn friend anyone could ask for. God knows you’ve done more than your fair share to get me to my happily-ever-after. Now it’s your turn to be happy. If doing this will make you happy, whether it’s for your queen or her court or just for the sake of keeping your word, then you should do it. We’ll be waiting for you here when your year is over.”

		Tears made Chelsea’s vision swim, and she pulled Jen into a tight hug. When they separated, an idea struck her.

		“While I’m gone, if you ever need anything, just knock on a door—any door—and call for me. I’m certain I’ll hear, and I’ll come if I can.”

		Jen promised she would, and they hugged again, Danny joining in this time.

		“If you’re quite finished,” grumbled a gravelly voice near Chelsea’s waist, “we’re eager to be heading back. This mortal air won’t do any good for wounds such as have been suffered by these unfortunates.”

		Lord Sangesso pointed with a thumb to the rescued winterlings. As a whole, they appeared to have roused themselves into some semblance of readiness to travel. They all bore signs of having been doctored in small ways.

		Off to the side, Voxirre helped Miracelle gather the body of their fallen huntmaster.

		Pressing her lips together, Chelsea nodded. “Yes. We should go. We’ve probably lost a lot of time in the Realm already. The queen will be worried.”

		Lord Sangesso grunted and squinted up at her. “That she will.”

		With her shoulders pulled back, Chelsea reached inside herself to the place where her own power pooled. Then, concentrating on the Winter Court, she opened a door.
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		THEY STEPPED INTO THE Faerie Realm a month after they’d stepped out of it.

		Chelsea had opened her door to the glade where she’d almost been forced to marry the Winter Queen, since it was the only place within the Winter Court that she knew. Though they’d had a short respite in Jen’s comfortable parlor, it wasn’t enough to restore any of their party to enough vigor to make a respectable entrance. Lord Sangesso stumbled through first, making a safe path for the wounded hostages to follow though ungracefully. Chelsea helped as best she could while holding the door open, then stepped aside so Voxirre and Miracelle could carry Cintador in tandem. Finally, Chelsea made her own clumsy crossing.

		She ended up tripping and falling flat on her face in a pile of snow. It was quite possibly the least classy showing she’d made in all her dealings with the Winter Court thus far.

		She hardly cared. The snow felt nice against her over-tired flesh.

		Though the Spring Court’s time of rule was well under way, here in the heart of the Winter Court, the cold still held sway. Leafless branches encased in ice reached up to a sky so pale blue it approached white. Sunlight sparked off mounds of fresh snow and the surfaces of pools frozen solid. Wrens twittered to each other as they flitted from bare bushes to scratch at exposed patches of ground.

		Signs of fortification and repair also came clear. Barriers of wood and snow surrounded the glade, and winterling sentries carried frost-tipped spears as they walked through the woods.

		Chelsea and her bedraggled group were discovered shortly after their arrival by a pair of these sentries, whose joy at finding the party sent them into such raptures Voxirre ended up snapping at them.

		“Quiet, the both of you. Do you want to let every springling spy in the vicinity know our precise location?”

		They did quiet down, but a message was dispatched immediately via pixie to Her Majesty.

		Help arrived so soon after that Chelsea suspected magic. Someone pressed a cup of something warm into her hand, and she drank it down unquestioningly. It burned pleasantly and left a lovely, spiced flavor coating her mouth. It also made her eyelids heavy. She gave in to the weight and closed them, only for a minute.

		When she opened them next, she was being bathed in a hot spring by a pair of ice nymphs. The spring burbled gently against her skin. The humid, mineral-scented air induced her to relax with every breath. Beyond the sunken tub of the spring, the floor and walls of the chamber had been richly decorated with tiles in various shades of blue, mimicking swirls of snow and ice. Shining copper shelves held rows of beautiful glass jars full of ointments, lotions, and other bath-enhancers. On the far wall, a thick set of velvet curtains with silver tassels hung closed in a gothic stone arch. They separated the bathing chamber from whatever room lay on the other side.

		The nymphs smiled to see she was awake and asked if she needed any refreshment. Chelsea considered objecting to their service, but decided the pampering felt so nice after having been so tired she might as well enjoy having someone looking after her needs, just this once. She opened her mouth to ask for a glass of water, but she was interrupted.

		The curtains in the doorway of the bathing chamber flicked open, and Lord Sangesso came shuffling in. Chelsea, unbothered by her nudity in the presence of the nymphs, suddenly burned with embarrassment and arranged her legs to cover herself.

		“Bah,” Lord Sangesso said, waving a thick hand. “I have seen you all over, girl. Who did you think dressed your wounds? I’ve come to check their progress now you’ve bathed.”

		To be honest, the bath had felt so good Chelsea had forgotten the injuries she’d taken. Now that he reminded her of them, she did feel a dull ache in those places. A glance at herself showed a number of raw pink lines across her skin, on her arm, and over her hip, not to mention finer lines of smaller scratches everywhere.

		“It’s not as bad as it could have been,” she said, unfurling a little so Lord Sangesso could examine her. For all his gruffness, he carried out his examination with such clinical exactness that Chelsea lost much of her sudden embarrassment.

		He nodded curtly. “True enough. You’ll be in good enough shape to stand for Cintador’s rites.”

		His words sent Chelsea’s heart splashing to the bottom of the hot spring. “I’m glad I didn’t miss it.”

		“You weren’t asleep that long,” said Lord Sangesso. “It only feels like it. Get dressed now, lass. You’ll be dining with the queen.”

		He shuffled out of the bathing chamber much the way he’d shuffled in, and Chelsea let the nymphs fuss over her however they liked, getting her ready.

		She didn’t know if she could handle the time between now and dinner. How long had it been since she’d last seen Queen Rimewing? The reckoning of time had gone all strange on her, what with all the crossing between the Faerie Realm and the mortal world. A few days? A month? A minute? She hardly knew. But the thought of waiting an hour or two longer before seeing her queen, the queen she’d chosen to return for, the queen whose hunter she’d lost, the queen she’d deceived all those months ago at Jen’s Midwinter wedding, felt completely impossible.

		What if the Winter Queen thought she’d tried to leave her? What if she blamed Chelsea for Cintador’s death?

		The nymphs moved her from the bathing chamber into an adjoining bedchamber fit for a princess of winter. Every piece of furniture shone brilliant snow-white, with highlights of that familiar dark wood shaped into delicate forms. Evergreen boughs and holly berries adorned the corners of windows that overlooked a snowy hillside. A plush bed of many cushions was covered in a spread of brown feathers woven into a single blanket, with a canopy of gauzy material floating above it all like mist over a frozen lake. The very air smelled like Christmastime, pine and spices and a hint of chocolate lacing over a base of woodsmoke from the crackling fireplace.

		But Chelsea had no attention to give to these things.

		Queen Rimewing sat in a chair beside the windows, clearly waiting with impatience for Chelsea to emerge.

		The nymphs gave little squeaks of surprise and fell into curtseys, then made themselves scarce.

		Faced with the source of her anxieties now rather than later, Chelsea wondered if she’d rather have waited after all. She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know what to do with her hands. She simply stared at the Winter Queen, who had stolen her away all those months ago.

		She was still the most beautiful woman Chelsea had ever laid eyes on.

		“Mortal Chelsea,” whispered the queen.

		Not breaking eye contact, Chelsea dipped into a slow curtsey of her own. “My queen, Rimewing.”

		Before Chelsea had risen from her curtsey, Rimewing was on her feet and rushing to clasp Chelsea’s hands. Chelsea was surprised to see the glimmer of tears in her dark eyes.

		“He sent a messenger that you were all dead, and poor Miracelle’s wing to prove his words. I didn’t believe it. We have our bond. I knew you lived still.”

		Though the queen left it unspoken, Chelsea knew Rimewing had worried at her absence. She had doubted if her Consort would return to her side.

		And the words she did speak came in a tone so devoid of Rimewing’s usual regal declarations, instead soft like the gentlest feathery touch of a snowflake against eyelashes. Hesitant, and wary still.

		Chelsea tightened her fingers around Rimewing’s chilled ones.

		“I gave you my word, Rimewing. A year by your side, a cycling of the Courts entire. I’ve cost us a month of that time by taking my escort and the captive winterlings I rescued into the mortal world for only a few moments, I thought. I didn’t mean to be away so long, or to return with your best huntsman fallen. I don’t know how I can make those losses up to you, but I will try.”

		Her voice quivered by the end, but she steadied herself and did not cry.

		“Cintador gave his life for the Winter Court,” Queen Rimewing began.

		“He did not! He meant to come across with us. He didn’t sacrifice himself. It was a stray arrow and nothing more. His death was utterly needless, and I should have—”

		Rimewing placed one cold finger against Chelsea’s lips, then swiped her thumb to catch the tears that had fallen after all. “Cintador gave his life for the Winter Court.”

		Chelsea swallowed against the painful lump in her throat, but didn’t argue any further. She had other hard truths to lay at her queen’s feet, truths that the wariness in Rimewing’s voice spoke of already knowing.

		“The Prince of Spring, did he say anything else in his message?”

		“He did. He named you deceiver and claimed that I had fallen for naught but the decoy.”

		The queen’s glacier-pale face had gone so blank it gave Chelsea no hint as to her feelings on this statement. A chill came off her, wafting over Chelsea in uneasy waves. Chelsea closed her eyes briefly, drawing strength from within herself.

		“He was right. That day, Midwinter, my friend was the bride. I was her bridesmaid, her decoy.”

		This was the moment of truth. Would this beautiful, dangerous creature take Chelsea despite the deception, or would she insist upon having her proper bride? Chelsea’s heart raced like a frightened rabbit’s, though she hardly knew which outcome she wanted. Though she’d pledged herself to Rimewing, though she’d chosen to return rather than stay free in the mortal world, she had no romantic illusions about their bond. It was too new, too strained already, to have built any loyalty between them personally.

		What they had was as fragile as new ice. It was as fragile as what had been between Chelsea and Alexa.

		Chelsea closed her eyes again, seeing the old scene of her long, solitary wait at the altar.

		“You placed yourself in danger of being taken by one like myself? Knowingly?” Rimewing’s voice still gave nothing away.

		“I did.”

		“And you did not hesitate to call for my aid when your friend fell into the hands of the springlings? Even though you thought me as monstrous as my vernal brother?”

		Chelsea blinked up at Rimewing. “She’s been my best friend my whole life. Of course I didn’t hesitate. And yes, I thought you were... but I was wrong. Not that you can’t do with a little hesitating yourself, when it comes to the blood sacrifice and the kidnapping and all. But I get why you did what you did, and I—”

		She cut herself off, flushing at her unrestrained babbling.

		“And you came back to me,” Rimewing murmured. Her fingers slipped beneath Chelsea’s chin, and her snow-white face was suddenly inches from Chelsea’s. “Decoy you may have been, but I chose correctly that night.”

		The merest brush of their lips set Chelsea alight. Despite everything, the Winter Queen chose her. Rimewing wanted her.

		She gave in to the feelings enveloping her and leaned into the kiss. As her eyes drifted closed, the old image of Alexa faded, still there, but now hidden beneath a layer of cushioning snow.

		She had no doubts her year among the winterlings would prove to be a trial and a half. They had a funeral yet to attend, and a defense to plan against the inevitable retaliation from the Spring Court. She had to navigate a self-inflicted bond with a woman who could in no way pass for human and who believed in the power of blood sacrifice. She had a court full of faeries to learn to get along with, and whose respect she needed to earn.

		But for now, Chelsea let herself bask in this moment of victory she’d won for herself merely by being the best friend she knew how to be.

		Perhaps, if she had the chance to go back in time to the moment Jen had asked her to try on a second wedding dress, Chelsea wouldn’t give her an outright “no” after all.
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