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	SHADOW & CRYSTAL THORNS

	Fae and Crystal Thorns, #2

	 

	War would be easier if she could tell who was right and who was wrong.

	 

	Chloe remains in Faerie, but she's only supposed to stay long enough to defeat the bloodthirsty mortals who are trying to claim the land for themselves. But now she's not so sure she wants to return to the mortal realm, especially when the devastatingly handsome fae, Quintus, keeps asking her to stay.

	 

	Even worse, defeating the mortals becomes more difficult by the day while their numbers continuously grow. She also learns exactly why they want the land. As a mortal herself, it's hard to disagree with them. But they can't take Faerie unless they steal it from the fae.

	 

	Alliances blur when Chloe realizes both sides deserve what they seek. But only one of them can win.
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	ONE

	⁕ Ͻ ⁕

	 

	 

	HEALING HAD A WAY OF mending even the fiercest rage. But Chloe stood face-to-face with an attacker who wanted her dead. Could she mend that much rage? That much pain?

	With trembling fingers, she latched onto her companion’s hand. To heal, she’d need to stand, and to stand, she needed his help. The moment her skin met Quintus’s, he flicked his gaze toward her with the kind of heat that should have made her rip her hand away in fear. Bravery had never been her strong suit. Maybe it never would be. But she knew that flash in his eyes had more to do with their attacker than with her.

	They needed a way out of this, and healing seemed like the only option. Quintus would try to fight. That would escalate the situation. But healing? Healing could work. They’d all be able to think more clearly once pain stopped dominating all their decisions.

	Now she just had to figure out how to heal the attacker standing ahead.

	Golden lights glowed among the black cave walls surrounding them. Normally, the sight was as pleasant as the trickling stream rushing nearby. A sword marred that pleasant sight now, though. A sword—and a glare that could slice just as cleanly. The young woman’s thick black hair swung in a long braid behind her back. Murder danced in her eyes as she held her thin sword to Quintus’s throat.

	A mortal like Mishti didn’t belong in Faerie. Her incredible skills with her weapon would always be overshadowed by the stronger, faster, immortal fae. That point became all the more clear when she jabbed her sword toward Quintus.

	The loose curls on his head fluttered as he ducked and drew a spear from his magical pocket all in a single breath. In nearly the same moment, he shoved Chloe’s sitting body even farther behind his back. She’d be safer there, but she also wouldn’t be able to heal Mishti. Not unless she could touch her.

	“Do you want to die?” Mishti’s voice resonated throughout the space with a darkness that seemed to suck the golden glows right out of the pebbled cave walls. Her long braid whipped behind her once more as she lifted her sword for another strike. Glares couldn’t kill, not even in Faerie, but only the fierceness in her eyes could explain why Quintus suddenly stumbled back.

	Mishti’s nostrils flared as she glanced between Quintus’s throat and his chest, probably trying to decide which target would cause the most injury.

	Chloe took the initiative to respond. “We do not want to die. So kind of you to ask.” Pulling away from Quintus, Chloe grabbed onto the cave wall. Cool stone scraped against her fingers as she yanked herself up. This time, she managed to get to a standing position where the musty, earthy smell of the cave became more pronounced.

	The carefree lilt of her voice caused the slightest crack in Mishti’s glare. It might have been promising, except then her nose wrinkled.

	Quintus clenched his jaw before glancing backward. “You know I will protect you no matter what, but can you at least try to not antagonize our enemy?”

	“Mishti is not our enemy.” Surety lined Chloe’s voice, even a little more than she expected. The resonating terror that had filled the cave earlier now softened. It softened like a dulled blade that could still deliver blows, but perhaps ones that didn’t slice as deep.

	Doubt flickered across Mishti’s features. It didn’t last long enough to matter though. Soon, her face hardened into one that promised a slow and painful death. Everything in the air changed then. Even the water flowing nearby seemed to slow, as if rushing faster might incite Mishti’s anger enough to burn it all away.

	Quintus took a step back.

	One of Mishti’s eyebrows twitched as her gaze shifted over to Chloe. “You left me. You abandoned me right after my friend died. You chose the fae over me, just like Portia said you would.” Her hand gripped her sword so tight her knuckles had turned white. With quivering limbs, she moved the tip of her blade until it pointed not at Quintus but at Chloe.

	A growl erupted from Quintus’s throat then. It didn’t seize the air with terror the way Mishti did. Instead, it filled the space around them with the kind of fervor that could light a candle without any magic at all.

	He whipped an arm back, shielding Chloe completely. When he spoke, even mountains would have bent to his will. “If you harm a single hair on her head, I will tear you limb from limb and then I will dig out your heart and throw it into the depths of this cave.”

	The words did little to deter Mishti. Her sword still pointed, ready to strike. Instead of frightening Mishti, the words had, somehow, turned her contemplative.

	“I don’t know what to do.” She spoke under her breath in a hesitant whisper. “This land does belong to the fae. Maybe it’s not right for us to steal it. But we shouldn’t have to die either. We were all brought here against our will. Shouldn’t we be able to stay if we want to?”

	This was it. Chloe could feel it like a squeeze in her chest. The moment to act had come. Yes, Mishti had her sword in position, and Quintus had his spear drawn. The words Mishti said when she first entered the cave still hung in the air.

	I’ve been sent here to kill you.

	But if an attack was really going to happen, it would have happened by now. Despite Mishti’s ability to chill the air with a mere scowl, she clearly didn’t know if she even wanted to be there. Unfortunately, both she and Quintus had enough stubbornness to wait. They’d probably stand there threatening each other until they died of starvation before they gave up.

	As someone who did her best to avoid danger of all kinds, Chloe was especially skilled at assessing threats. This cave was safe as long as no one made any sudden movements. She pressed herself up against the crystalline cave wall, doing her best to stay out of Quintus’s peripheral vision. If he noticed her sneaking forward, he’d just jump in front of her and shield her even more.

	She couldn’t have that. Not now. She had to get to Mishti. The young woman may have looked like violence incarnate, but a little healing would still soothe her soul. It could mend the pain that had brought her here.

	Quintus would be angry. He didn’t want Chloe to reveal to anyone that she could do magic, especially not to the mortals’ fiercest warrior. But since their only other options were to be attacked or die of starvation, Quintus’s opinion really didn’t matter right now. A feeling deep in her gut told her the truth. Healing was their only way out of this situation. Whatever consequences followed would just have to be dealt with when they came.

	After getting into position, Chloe finally made her move. She sucked in a breath and hopped forward.

	Everything moved too fast to process after that. Her left foot landed with a thud at exactly the wrong angle, causing her to lose her balance immediately. Quintus reached both his arms around her waist while also shoving his spear closer to Mishti’s chest. He soon had Chloe pulled tight against his chest.

	Mishti just stared. Her mouth gaped open wide as her gaze lowered. After a beat, the tip of her sword met the hem of Chloe’s dress.

	Quintus narrowed his eyes while a grunt escaped his clenched teeth. But when he tried to jab his spear forward, Chloe grabbed his hand and held it back. Considering he had at least seven times as much strength as her, the weak attempt only slowed his jab. Luckily, it still kept the spear from plunging into Mishti’s chest.

	Her long black braid bounced as she stepped to the side to avoid his blow. In the same step, she managed to lift Chloe’s hem just enough to see the one good foot standing underneath. Pushing the dress up even higher, she then saw the end of Chloe’s other leg. The wound on Chloe’s right leg had healed, but her foot was gone. Portia had chopped the foot off during the fight at Crystal Thorn Castle, and Chloe was only just reconciling the fact that it wasn’t just missing. It was gone forever.

	Mishti didn’t quite gasp at the sight of it, but a gnarled breath tugged through her throat. When Quintus tried to drive his spear at her again, she slapped it away with her sword. Accusation filled her eyes as she stared at him. “Can’t you heal that? I thought fae were supposed to have extraordinary healing abilities.”

	The unwavering determination in Quintus’s eyes did what shouldn’t have been possible. It wavered. He hugged Chloe tighter around the waist and took a step back.

	“Mortals can’t regrow limbs.” Chloe spat the words out. Her heart skittered as wildly as it had when she’d read those same words in her magical book. She’d hoped the book would tell her how to heal herself. Instead, it simply told her the foot could never return.

	Quintus tugged Chloe closer and glanced down at the chopped-off end of her right leg. His voice came out tight. “I have another solution for her that will work just as well.”

	The foot he had carved from a block of wood still sat on the ground behind them, just finished before Mishti appeared. Chloe doubted very much that it would work anything like the foot she’d had when she woke up that morning. It would, in no way, be just as well. But once he figured out how to attach it to her leg, at least she wouldn’t have to hop around anymore.

	Judging by the wrinkled nose Mishti now wore, the thought of a missing foot disgusted her. Or maybe she was disgusted by the fact that her leader, Portia, had chopped the foot off and left Chloe to die.

	Without thinking, Chloe pushed against Quintus’s arms that held her safe. She moved past them and hopped forward with the kind of blind conviction that would probably get her killed.

	When she stumbled and lost her balance again, Mishti caught her.

	Quintus snarled and lifted his spear.

	“Stop!” Chloe shouted the word, which only slightly slowed his strike. “Mishti is not our enemy. If she really wanted to kill us, she would have attacked already. And she wouldn’t have bothered telling us she was sent here to kill us.”

	But Mishti still had murder in her eyes. Shadows filled her pupils as her hand squeezed tight around Chloe’s arm. “You abandoned me,” she repeated.

	Chloe gulped. Fear prickled at the back of her neck. It climbed across her shoulders and down into her hands until her fingers shook. Fear burned inside her, ready to swallow up any control of her limbs that she still held.

	This same feeling, this complete paralysis in the face of danger, had seized her many times before. She had always been powerless to stop it. Maybe she could heal others and use her research skills to solve tremendously difficult problems, but those skills were useless in a fight like this. What good was healing when…

	Healing.

	Her thoughts snagged on the word even as fear took over her body. Her muscles had already seized up, but maybe she didn’t need to move them much. She just needed an injury. After the fight they just had in Crystal Thorn Castle, Mishti had to have some sort of injury.

	Yes, there. Just under Mishti’s jaw and up to her ear, a burn blistered across the skin. It hadn’t been treated and likely hurt terribly. The burned skin shifted as Mishti gritted her teeth together. That small movement probably heightened the pain even more. Perfect.

	Fear still prickled across the back of Chloe’s neck, slithering like ice down her spine. She couldn’t speak when overcome like this, but she managed to squeak out a whisper. “Quintus, I need your arm.”

	He lunged forward at the words. “You have more than my arm. You have my entire—”

	Before he could finish the sentence, he had moved close enough to touch. He’d busy himself with trying to free her from Mishti’s grasp, but Chloe only needed the slightest touch.

	Once her skin met his, a shower of golden sparks burst from her fingertips. His voice cut off at the sight of it. He opened his mouth wide again, probably ready to lecture her about how they didn’t want the enemy to know she had magic.

	But it was too late for that. Whatever consequences followed, this had to be done.

	At the same moment, Mishti’s eyes went wild. The sight of the magic immediately released her hold on Chloe. It dropped her jaw. It forced a gasp from her throat.

	“I give her magic.” Quintus nearly shouted the words. He couldn’t lie, so his statement was mostly true. The magic had come from Faerie itself, and it was Chloe’s magic. But she could only access it while touching Quintus, so in a way, it did come from him. Still, he had clearly only spoken those words to hide their greatest secret from their enemy.

	But Mishti wasn’t their enemy. She just needed a little healing to mend the pain in her heart and then, surely, she’d join their side.

	After the golden sparks subsided, Chloe reached for the burn under Mishti’s jaw. Chloe closed her eyes and imagined every part of the healing process from beginning to end. Her magic only worked if she knew how to heal the wound. If she could heal the wound in her mind, it would heal in real life.

	A smidgeon of belladonna helped with pain relief on the burn. Honey kept the burn free from infection. Some lavender-infused olive oil served as an ointment that healed the burn over time.

	Such a severe burn would have taken weeks to heal, but with her magic, Chloe could imagine the entire healing process in only a few seconds. And as she imagined it, the magic made it happen. Soon, Chloe pulled her hand away to reveal Mishti’s dark olive skin. It had healed completely.

	Quintus reached for Chloe again. He lifted her right off the ground with one arm under her knees and the other behind her back.

	As he stepped away, Mishti gingerly touched her newly-healed skin. “How did you do that?” Her sword clattered to the ground as she reached to touch the skin with both her hands.

	Seeing the forgotten sword, Quintus slowed but he still stepped away.

	Chloe looked straight into Mishti’s eyes before she spoke again. “I’m sorry your friend died.” She swallowed over the lump in her throat and tried again. It would matter that Chloe remembered the girl’s name. “I’m sorry about Mila.”

	Just like she guessed, Mishti’s eyes shot up at the sound of the young girl’s name.

	Chloe pressed her eyebrows together. “I would have helped her if I could, but you know I couldn’t have. I think deep down you know it’s not my fault she died. It’s Portia’s.”

	Mishti sucked in a hard breath, as if she’d been punched in the gut. “Portia.” The word punctured the air. Mishti’s hands balled into fists. “Portia killed her right in front of my eyes, but she still managed to convince me it was your fault.”

	“Come with us.” Chloe sat up as high as she could while still in Quintus’s arms.

	For the first time since she appeared in the cave, light melted through the shadows darkening Mishti’s eyes.

	But the shadows returned a moment later when Quintus spoke a single word. “No.”

	With a little huff, Chloe turned to him. “What do you mean no?”

	“I mean, she cannot come with us.”

	“But I want her to. She deserves to leave her manipulative and terrible leaders.”

	“Chloe.” Quintus said her name with just enough intensity to silence her completely. He helped her onto the ground again in a spot where she could rest her back against the wall. “You need sleep, and I do not trust that young woman to be anywhere near you while you are in such a vulnerable state. If I could stay awake all night to keep watch, I would allow her to come with us, but…” His arm rested on the cave wall just next to her head. In that moment, his eyes lowered to the ground while defeat overtook him. “I need rest too.”

	The urge to pull him closer nearly engulfed her, but Mishti’s lingering form managed to stifle it. It only took a breath before Chloe spoke again. “I have a better idea anyway. Mishti, you should go back to Portia and the other mortals.”

	Mishti’s eyes narrowed to that terrifying glare that could wilt flowers.

	“Only temporarily. Tell her you killed us.” Chloe grinned. “Then find out Portia and Julian’s entire plan. Tomorrow, meet us at Crystal Thorn Castle at midday. Once we know their plan, we can then make our own.”

	A twitch of a smile worked at Mishti’s mouth. She nodded. It took another few moments before any of them moved after that. Mishti and Quintus still eyed each other, shifting from trust to mistrust with each breath.

	Chloe flashed a smile.

	Somehow, it worked. They both stared at her and then Mishti nodded again. When she did, Quintus nodded too. Maybe they didn’t trust each other yet, but they trusted Chloe, and for now, that was good enough.

	After whirling around, Mishti disappeared out the entrance of the cave.

	Once gone, Quintus raised an eyebrow. “I do not know if I will trust her enough by tomorrow night either.”

	Chloe shrugged. “At least we’ll get one night of good sleep before we have to worry about it.”

	He folded his arms over his chest in response.

	“This is going to work.” Her voice faltered, which forced her to swallow. “It has to.”

	The fact that his pursed lips relaxed did nothing to ease the tightness in her chest. Chloe had to swallow again.

	“We may have rescued Elora and Brannick and saved Crystal Thorn Castle from the mortals, but Faerie is still poisoned with iron. We have to heal the land in order to save my home in the mortal realm.” Chloe tucked a hair behind her ear and closed her eyes.

	The thing she’d been trying to ignore since coming to Faerie now puddled in her mind with the threat of becoming a flood. She could barely speak the words out loud. “We have to save Faerie in order to save my sister, Grace.”


 

	 

	 

	 

	TWO

	⁕ Ͻ ⁕

	 

	 

	NOTHING LIKE A DISGUSTINGLY HAPPY couple could remind Chloe how very alone she was. Crystal Thorn Castle still lay in rubble, and yet, Chloe’s older sister Elora kept teasing and smiling at her beloved, Brannick, like they were about to live the greatest day of their lives. How could anyone get so happy about rebuilding a castle with only magic anyway?

	In truth, the pure love between them also warmed Chloe’s heart, but she didn’t want a warm heart right then. She wanted to wallow and cry and stroke the end of her leg where her foot should have been.

	That morning, she woke with an itching sensation along the inside of her right heel. But of course, when she went to scratch the itch, she couldn’t. The foot was no longer there. She had heard about this before, read about it in various books on anatomy, injuries, and remedies. It had always seemed so tragic to imagine those who had to continue life after losing a limb.

	It didn’t seem so tragic now. It just seemed stupid. Stupid and unfair and wholly and completely inconvenient. Apparently, even a wooden foot carved by the finest craftsman in all of Faerie couldn’t make her walk again. At least not right away.

	“Your sister and High King Brannick just slipped behind that pile of rubble again. Do you want to try walking while they aren’t looking?”

	Chloe snarled at Quintus’s question. No, she did not want to try again. She wanted her real foot back. If she tried to walk now, the throbbing pain at the end of her leg would only throb harder. But at least while the castle rubble hid Elora and Brannick, they wouldn’t see her pathetic attempts. They still didn’t even know she had lost the foot in the first place.

	Quintus held out one arm, allowing Chloe to take it if she needed. Despite the pain in her leg, she decided to try at least one step on her own.

	Even with a brand-new boot weighing it down, the wooden foot lifted with her leg. Quintus had attached a leather collar to the top of the foot he carved, which kept it from falling off her when she stepped. The leather held tight enough to keep the foot fastened to her leg but not so tight to suffocate her leg. The weight of the wooden foot even felt similar to the foot she used to have. It should have been perfect.

	But then the weight of her body pressed down, resting on the end of her right leg, which then pressed against the wooden foot. Pain exploded at the bottom of her leg. It split through her veins, traveling upward until it brought a pool of tears to her eyes.

	She didn’t even manage a complete step before her leg gave out. If Quintus hadn’t been there, she would have collapsed into a heap on the ground. Instead, he caught her around the waist and held her firmly until her left foot could find its balance.

	Heat from his fingers seared straight through the thin layers of her dress. She wore a cream underdress with a full skirt and sleeves that were tight around the upper arms but that flared out wide at her elbows. A dark red overdress went on top with a shimmery golden cord lacing the corset at the front middle.

	She wore this dress frequently in the mortal realm, and it had never seemed thin. But she didn’t have men putting their hands all over her waist in the mortal realm either. As much as she appreciated Quintus’s help, the heat from his hands distracted her far more than she wanted to admit.

	Maybe it would help if she put her dark blue cloak back on. That had fur lining the inside, which would surely be thick enough to block the heat from his hands. Then again, he’d probably just slip his hands under the cloak to steady her, so wearing it wouldn’t help much anyway.

	“This cannot be right.” His eyebrows pinched together. He glared at her dress hem as if trying to see through it to where her wooden foot stood. Of course a problem like this bothered a craftsman like him. He had already cleaned off all the blood that stained her clothes when her foot got chopped off in the first place. His crafting magic did it easily.

	And using a block of wood, he had crafted a perfect replica of the foot she had lost. Yet, no matter how she tried, she couldn’t put any weight on her right side without being stricken by pain that caused her leg to give out.

	Just then, Elora’s purple wings lifted her into the sky. She hovered over the castle while using her magic to rebuild part of the castle wall. Her attention may have been on the castle, but Chloe still dropped to a sitting position at the sight of her sister. She crossed her legs under herself, careful to keep her wooden foot hidden.

	“Are you afraid she will be angry at you if she finds out your foot got chopped off?” Quintus continued to wear that tight expression, which caused a crease between his eyebrows. “Or are you, perhaps, afraid she will be angry with me that I let it happen?”

	“You didn’t let it happen.” Chloe spoke with as much conviction as she could muster. “You were unconscious and almost dead from iron poisoning. My injury isn’t your fault.”

	“You know your sister does not trust me with you, though. It would make sense for you to fear her blaming me. Is that why you do not want her or High King Brannick to know you are missing a foot?”

	“That isn’t why.” Chloe huffed and tucked her wooden foot even closer to her body. She couldn’t explain it, even though Quintus had already asked several times. It had been nothing to show the injury to Mishti, since she had seen it back at the castle when Quintus had still been unconscious. Even showing him had felt inevitable.

	But Elora? It had taken help from Quintus to walk and a lie about a sprained ankle to keep the missing foot hidden so far. But the charade was necessary. Chloe couldn’t explain it. She just knew she couldn’t tell her sister about her foot. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

	“Could you hand me my bag? Maybe I can find something about missing limbs in my book.”

	Quintus nodded and retrieved her leather bag without another word. The brown leather was butter soft under her fingertips. It had been conjured by her fae brother who lived back in the mortal realm. After coming to Faerie, Quintus had used his crafting magic to adjust it even more. Now the bag felt weightless when she carried it on her shoulder, and the contents could stay dry, even if the entire bag got dropped in a barrel of water.

	Despite the magic in her bag, none of it compared to the magic of the book that sat inside. Her breath caught as she touched its smooth leather cover. The air ignited with a buzzing energy that always gave her the urge to pull the book closer to her chest.

	Instead, she placed the book on her lap and flipped through its pages. It had told her she couldn’t regrow her foot, so she wasn’t exactly happy with the book at the moment, but maybe she needed to let that go. Her gaze skipped across the scrawling ink before her. On one page, a short phrase caught her eye.

	A bond between individuals is created with some of the most powerful magic Faerie has. It can be undone, but it is more likely the bond will grow stronger instead.

	Her gaze may have snagged on the words, but she kept her fingers far away from them. Quintus knelt on the ground behind her, staring over her shoulder, and she had no desire to call his attention to the declaration.

	The slightest tingle pricked under her right eye. She couldn’t see them, but she knew her three magical star tattoos sat in that exact spot. Black ink created the marks, just like the black ink that created the crescent moon tattoo under Quintus’s left eye. When she did a ritual to gain access to the magic she had inside her, she had accidentally bonded herself to him in the process. They had hoped to undo the bond, but perhaps Faerie had other ideas about that. Still, she had never failed to solve a problem when she was really diligent about it. Maybe she would be able to break the bond, despite what her book said.

	“Padding.” The word burst from Quintus’s lips as he jumped to his feet.

	Chloe skimmed the page before her again, ignoring the part about the bond, but couldn’t find anything about padding. Maybe his idea—whatever it was—had come from his mind and not from the book.

	An almost smile graced his lips as he dug into his pocket. He pulled out a piece of thick foam and a swatch of red velvet left over from the princess-like dress he had made for her previously. Even with his crafting magic, that dress had been damaged beyond repair. But apparently, he still had some leftover fabric from it. “If I put padding at the top of the wooden foot, then it will not hurt so much to put your weight on it. I should have thought of it before.”

	Light green magic with a golden sheen shot from his fingertips as he fiddled with the foam and the velvet. After a few moments, he pinched the foam between his fingers. “It is not thick enough. Or perhaps it should just be firmer.”

	He muttered under his breath as he dug into his pocket again. Every action he took since she lost her foot, perhaps every action he took since bringing her back to Faerie, made her question whether she’d ever be able to return home. Why did he have to be so earnest in his desire to help her?

	She shook the question away just as he stood and wandered off to dig through the great pile of rubble that had once been Crystal Thorn Castle.

	He was fae, and she was mortal. She could never entertain the idea of love between them. She would grow old and die. He would not. What kind of love could exist between a couple like that? Chloe’s very own brother, Vesper, a fae, married a mortal, and she had already seen firsthand how the pain of a slowly aging mortal could twist at an immortal fae’s heart.

	She had to return to the mortal realm. She had to leave Quintus behind, no matter how he helped her with her foot. No matter how fiercely he protected her. She would not, could not allow him to fall in love with her. So, she had to leave him as soon as possible before it was too late.

	He returned a few minutes later wearing a broad smile and carrying a small cushion of red velvet. “Take off the foot. This padding will go on top of the wood. I am certain it will help.”

	She glanced at the castle and waited until her sister and her sister’s beloved both ducked out of sight. Then Chloe removed the foot and stuck the little velvet cushion at the top. A moment later, she stood, ready to take another step.

	Her heart refused to beat properly. Instead, it thudded against her chest, reminding her of the pain that had exploded the last time she tried walking. Maybe it would help to close her eyes.

	With her right leg in the air, she dared to hope this time would be different. This time, her leg would land on Quintus’s cushion and the pain would be a dull ache instead of a searing slice.

	But then her foot landed, and she rested her weight on it.

	The cushion did help, but not enough. Not nearly enough.

	Tears stung in her eyes as she collapsed. Clearly, Quintus had more belief in the cushion than her because he almost didn’t catch her before she fell to the ground. A furrow broke across his brow that set it with deep wrinkles. Since all adult fae looked about twenty years old with inhumanly perfect features, it seemed very strange indeed to see such deep wrinkles on his young and immaculate face.

	When Chloe winced as she lowered herself to the ground, Quintus winced too. Her aches seemed to cause him physical pain. He shook his head and glared at the ground. “This cannot be right. You healed your leg; it should not hurt this much still.”

	“In the mortal realm, injuries like this take months to recover from.”

	Quintus glared harder. “But you used magic. It should be completely healed already.”

	She shrugged. “Maybe my body just needs time to adjust.”

	He didn’t like that. “I will craft another cushion. I will craft as many as it takes until we find one that works.”

	Reaching for the golden cord at the end of her corset, she bit her bottom lip. “In the meantime, I think I might need some herbs to help with the pain.”

	“There are herbs that can help with pain?” He jumped to his feet. “Tell me which ones, I will find them right away.”

	She opened her magical book and found illustrations of the fae herbs that would help the most. Of course, all of them would have unpleasant side effects for a mortal like her. And the most potent ones could be dangerous if she took them for too long, but Quintus didn’t need to know that. With any luck, they would find a solution before it became a problem anyway.

	While he searched for the herbs, Chloe turned her back to the castle and removed the boot hiding her new foot.

	Deep browns swirled amongst an ashy light russet-colored wood. The patterns had a movement to them that evoked a sense of journey, of magic. Her fingers traced one whorl, which sent her heart into a strange flutter. Quintus had said the block of wood her new foot had come from was irreplaceable, but now she could feel it. The wood held as much magic as her book. More even.

	When he returned, she asked the question plaguing her mind since she first started examining the foot. She couldn’t explain the connection, but somehow, she knew they were related. With her fingers still wrapped around the magical piece of wood, she looked him straight in the eye. “What happened to your home?”
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	AFTER VISITING FAERIE, CHLOE KNEW how much power magic had, but she was convinced words had nearly just as much power. She had asked one simple question. What had happened to Quintus’s home? Suddenly, his body went so rigid, he could barely even swallow.

	If she could walk properly, she would have gone up to him and placed a hand on his cheek. Maybe she would have even wrapped her arms around him. But with her leg still unable to bear the weight of her body without excruciating pain, she had to sit on the ground and watch how her words changed him.

	He broke. The golden glints in his eyes seemed to flicker until they faded to black. Whatever memories clawed at his mind hunched his shoulders. Soon, his chin met his chest. When he moved forward, he did not walk. He slumped. His feet barely left the ground, leaving dragging lines in the moist soil of Crystal Thorn Forest. At the sight of him, the crisp scent of rain in the air seemed to sour.

	Light did not return to his eyes, but the slightest glimmer of hope passed through his features as he held his hand out toward her. “I got the herbs you need for pain.”

	His copper-toned dark skin flushed as he moved toward her. His brown suede pants with leather cross stitching down the sides rippled with each of his steps. He wore the same cape he’d been wearing for days. The diamond-shaped garment had a hole in the middle for his head, which made it drape down over his body looking like a triangle in the front and in the back. Brown, tan, and black triangles decorated the hems. The rest of the soft wool was green ombre, light green at the top, which faded to a dark forest green at the bottom. Though, Chloe could have sworn the entire cape had been lighter when he had very first put it on. He reached the herbs toward her insistently until she finally took them.

	With a nod, she set the plants on top of her leather bag, intending to sort through them later.

	“Take them now.” Pain streaked across Quintus’s dark, full lips. His black hair was shaved on the sides, showing off his long, pointed fae ears. They seemed to shudder as he waited. The shuddering even rustled the black curls atop his head.

	He didn’t actually ignore her question about his home, but he clearly wanted to put off answering it for as long as possible.

	She stared at him for a moment. His shoulders shook under the scrutiny. Maybe changing the subject for a bit would calm him down enough to talk. After a beat, she began plucking leaves off one of the herb stems and stuffed them into her mouth.

	“This herb—valecea it’s called—is the most potent. It should stave off most of the pain right away.”

	Relief lifted his shoulders as he breathed a sigh.

	She dipped her head to catch his eye. “Now, tell me about your home.”

	“I will.” He said it too fast. The words shot out, and once they left his lips, it almost seemed like he wanted to swallow them back up again. He pressed his hand to his forehead. “I vowed I would tell you, so I will tell you.”

	Now that he had come close enough, she could finally reach him to place a hand on his cheek. “Some things are not easy to say, which usually means they are the things that most need to be said.”

	Her eyes fluttered down to her foot right then. Only the night before, the two of them had been having almost the exact same conversation, except he had been trying to get her to talk about her foot, and she didn’t want to.

	But it had made her feel better to tell him. Maybe pain still made it impossible to walk, and maybe she still didn’t have the courage to tell her own sister what had happened, but at least he knew. At least he had been there for her and immediately tried to help.

	Now it was her turn to ease his torment.

	He placed his hand over hers that still cupped his cheek. Pleasant heat immediately warmed her skin. Taking in a deep breath, he seemed to draw strength from her touch. After another few breaths, both his hands dropped to his lap.

	“My home was destroyed. Fire and an axe tore it down, mostly while I slept, so I was powerless to stop it. By the time I awoke, the trees and walls and everything had been too damaged to repair, even for me.”

	His face twisted then. It winced as the memory took hold of him again. “My greatest magic is in crafting. I can usually repair anything. But some damage is too splintered, too contaminated to repair. He knew exactly how much damage to inflict to ensure my home was destroyed for good.”

	“He?” She raised an eyebrow. “Who? Who destroyed your home?”

	Quintus let out a heavy sigh before he answered. It was the kind of sigh that could darken the clouds or crush a boulder. The sigh had been heavy and thick, but the voice that followed it was little more than a whisper. “My father.”

	Her eyes opened wide. “Your father? He’s alive?”

	It was obviously a ridiculous question judging by the smirk that appeared on Quintus’s face. For a moment, she praised her own naivety. It had brought a smirk to his lips, which eased the pain in his eyes, if only for a moment.

	The smirk twitched downward as soon as he opened his mouth though. “Fae are immortal. Both of my parents are alive.”

	Each word brought another measure of agony to his eyes. Soon, agony needled its way under Chloe’s skin too. She hated to hurt him. Talking would likely only deepen the wound, but hopefully, he just needed to get it out to feel better. More questions would help. She had to get as much out of him as possible, as quickly as possible. “Do you see your parents often?”

	“No.” He shifted away from her. “Not since…”

	When the silence stretched on too long, she scooted closer to him until only a finger’s breadth separated their legs. “Not since what?”

	His hand went to his forehead again, which he rubbed with two fingers. “I have only seen my father twice in my whole life. In both interactions, I was not with him long.”

	“Why?”

	Quintus’s face scrunched into knot. He shifted again, turning away from her more. Then he said nothing. He did nothing. Even his breaths came out too slow and shallow to raise his chest. He just stared into Crystal Thorn Forest while the thumb of his other finger traced over the black and brown triangles at the bottom edge of his cape.

	If he needed a moment, she would give it to him. Only when his breathing steadied did she touch his arm. The hardened muscle above his elbow tensed when her fingers met his skin, but it relaxed soon after.

	He glanced into her eyes for a moment. The tiny look seemed to give him just enough courage to open his mouth. He still looked away before speaking. “I suspect my father may have been wearing a glamour both times I saw him. Something about his appearance was…strange.” Quintus shook his head, still staring off into the forest.

	Even now, he seemed to be trying to figure out exactly what had been strange. “I saw him once when I was very young. My mother knew him when she saw him. Obviously, they had known each other before I was born, but I had never seen him until then. The second instance I saw him was when he destroyed my home. I never got a good look at him, and I am still not sure why his appearance seemed strange to me.”

	It did not pass her notice that he had completely failed to answer her question about why he had never spent much time with his father. But perhaps he needed more conversation before he would be ready to explain that.

	She folded in her hands in her lap, trying to think of a question that avoided what he wanted to avoid but that still kept him talking. Finally, a small chuckle escaped her lips. “I don’t know why, but I never thought of you having parents before. I know fae are born just like mortals, but I suppose I just imagined you springing up from the ground like a tree or something. I’ve always imagined Faerie itself as your parent.”

	Quintus shrugged, the strain in his eyes dimming slightly. “Most fae are not close with their parents. Once we grow into adulthood, parents are,” he waved his hand around while trying to find the right word, “unnecessary.” He then touched his chin, narrowing his eyes. “Though calling Faerie itself my parent is not wholly inaccurate.”

	Chloe scooted close enough to him that her knee bumped up against his leg. As she hoped, the touch stole his attention in every way. Now, she glanced at him with what she hoped was a soft expression. “But you lived with your mother while you were a child, right? Not your father, it sounds like, except he came to visit just one time. Is that right?”

	Quintus swallowed hard in response. His gaze drifted to stare into the forest. When she tried to scoot closer, he pulled away. She might have gotten him to talk again, except midday had apparently arrived. His face turned from anguished to alert. “Mishti is here.”

	When he turned to Chloe, his gaze fell to her foot. “I will help you walk until the herbs start working.”

	She nodded and reached for his arm. The conversation was all but forgotten as they made their way to the edge of the castle rubble where Mishti stood. Chloe still hadn’t learned what was so special about the wood block her foot had been carved from, but maybe it would come up if she managed to get Quintus talking about his father again. That would have to happen later though.

	At least the valecea herb did help with the pain. Her head also felt a little fuzzier than usual, but at least she didn’t have to lean on Quintus completely each time she used her right leg.

	Before they could reach the young woman at the castle, Elora caught sight of her from the other side of the rubble. Popping out her glittery purple wings, Elora charged forward with her sword raised high above her head.

	“Stop!” Chloe screamed the word with as much heat as possible. Quintus had to lift her off the ground to run, but they made it to Elora and Mishti before either sword landed a blow.

	Chloe gestured toward Mishti, who now wore a midnight blue form-fitting tunic that hung down to her knees. Small acorn-sized plates of metal had been sewn into the thick fabric, making it almost work like chain mail. Over her long sleeves, she wore leather bracers on her forearms that had daggers tucked inside. The chestnut brown leather of her bracers matched the brown leather of her knee-length boots. The thin sword that she always carried was drawn and pointed as she eyed the winged fae before her.

	“This is Mishti.” Chloe said the words with a smile. Then she gestured toward her winged sister. “And this is Elora. You were both born mortals, and you are both skilled with swords. You should be the best of friends.”

	While Elora scoffed, her beloved, High King Brannick, came rushing to her side. The swirling colors in his eyes looked as harmless as a pit full of venomous snakes. Only Mishti could have met such a glare with one just as poisonous.

	“You trapped us and destroyed our castle.” Elora spat the words out slowly, giving a little too much emphasis to each one. “And you poisoned Faerie.”

	Chloe held tight to Quintus as she hopped forward just enough to force herself in between the two young women. “Calm down, Elora. Mishti only did that because her leaders told her to. She’s on our side now.”

	Tension ricocheted across the space between them. Both Elora and Brannick seemed determined to kill Mishti with only their glares. Coming from such powerful fae, the looks would have made anyone else cower. But Mishti stood her ground.

	Her face remained neutral for several seconds, yet her eyes were alight with thoughts. Each time she inhaled, another spark would light in her eyes. After a few more moments, her jaw flexed.

	The small silver plates of metal sewn into her tunic glinted in the sun as she squared her shoulders. Her sword shifted, but not for a killing strike. Instead, she turned it horizontally. Holding the hilt with one hand, she rested the blade on top of her other palm.

	With the weapon in its non-threatening position, her mouth parted to speak. “You rescued us from Ansel. The others may have forgotten, but I never did.” After a fierce stare, she dropped her sword to the ground. It tumbled onto the moist soil and spongy moss where no one could be injured by it.

	Mishti swallowed hard. “As your sister said, I am on your side now. I vow to do all I can to stop the other mortals from controlling Faerie.”

	Elora’s mouth dropped. Only a few words had been spoken, but the air had changed. Where tension had once writhed, trust now flowed. Soon, Elora’s mouth curled up to a grin. “I officially trust you more than I trust Quintus.”

	Brannick raised an eyebrow. “She is mortal. Her vow is not impossible to break like it would be for a fae.”

	Elora narrowed her eyes at Quintus, who stood across from her. “Yes, but she does not stare dreamily at Chloe and sneak her away to dark caves late at night.”

	Mishti shrugged. “To be fair, I did attempt to murder your sister in a dark cave late at night. I’m not sure if you find that better or worse than kissing her.”

	“Kissing her?” Elora whirled around until she jabbed a finger toward her sister. “You said you and Quintus were just talking in that cave. You said nothing about kissing.”

	Shoving her sister’s hand away, Chloe rolled her eyes. “I’m not a child anymore, Elora. Stop treating me like one. And anyway, we have more important things to discuss right now.” She turned to the other young woman. “Did you find out Portia and Julian’s plan?”

	At least that managed to shut Elora up, though she continued glaring at Quintus like he was the scourge that afflicted Faerie.

	“They have already started their plan.” The toe of Mishti’s leather boot touched the edge of her sword, which still lay on the mossy ground. A gentle breeze rustled through a nearby tuft of wildflowers, dispersing their sweet scent into the air. Her mouth twisted into a knot. “You know that one fae the mortals captured when they escaped the castle?”

	“Ludo.” Quintus nodded. He kept his gaze on Mishti, as far from Elora as possible. He could likely still see her through the corner of his eye though. Each time Elora’s eyes narrowed at him more, he just tugged Chloe a little closer to his body.

	She probably should have pulled away, especially since she knew with complete certainty that she had to return to the mortal realm after all this was over. But each time he pulled her closer, her heart skipped a beat, and her breath got taken away. Did he have to be so handsome? Leaving him would be much easier if he weren’t.

	Quintus continued. “Ludo used his magic in finding things to help us find the fuel for the iron flames. He tried to escape on his dragon that we brought into the castle, but I assume that was when the mortals captured him and then used his dragon to escape themselves.”

	“Yes.” Mishti brought her arms in front of herself, resting them with one hand clasped around one wrist. “Portia forced him to open a swirling portal to the mortal realm.”

	Elora shook her head. “It is called a door.”

	“What is?”

	Waving one hand through the air, Elora opened a swirling tunnel with browns and greens and small tufts of purple wildflowers dotting through. It gave off the scent of crisp rain and spongy moss. “We do not call it a portal. We call it a door. A portal is something completely different. It forges the connection between Faerie and the mortal realm.”

	Chloe tried to change her position, but immediately regretted it once she put too much weight on her right leg. She had to say something quickly before her sister noticed the wince in her face. “What is so dangerous about Ludo opening a door to the mortal realm?”

	Mishti’s lips thinned. “That’s where the mortals are.” Her jaw clenched as she stared deep into the forest. “Portia and Julian have already brought hundreds of mortals into Faerie, and they are bringing more as we speak. They are building an army, one big enough to defeat the fae with numbers alone.”

	Letting out a huff, Brannick towered over the rest of them. “Fae cannot be beaten by mortals, no matter how many of them there are.”

	Mishti raised an eyebrow. “If it weren’t for Chloe, we would have beaten you.” Her eyebrow raised higher. “And there were fewer of us then.”

	At that, Brannick wrinkled his nose.

	“That tells us exactly what we have to do first then.” Everyone turned to Chloe with equal expressions of confusion painted across their brows. One corner of her mouth lifted in response. “We start by rescuing Ludo. Then they won’t be able to grow their army any bigger.”

	Mishti nodded. “I agree. And I already have an idea of how to do it.”
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	FAR AWAY FROM THE CASTLE, Chloe crept closer to a camp made by mortals. Wind fluttered through the leaves of Crystal Thorn Forest. Moss covered the damp soil at her feet, and it also crawled up tree trunks and over large boulders. Bushes brimming with wild berries dotted the landscape around her as well. Magic seemed to dance on the wind.

	And yet, all magic had been sucked away in the area the mortals had claimed. Only a few paces ahead, the mortals’ camp sat in a far corner of Crystal Thorn. Something sad drifted about their camp. Chloe couldn’t explain it, but somehow, they had taken a mystical and magical place—not just in the way it looked and sounded, but in the way it felt—and they had turned it into something so utterly and completely ordinary that it almost hurt.

	The large camp started just past the cluster of trees where she, Quintus, and Mishti now stood. Tents made of shimmering silk and large tree branches had been set up along the edges and center of the camp, but the largest tent of all sat in the very middle of everything. The mortals must have stolen the fabric from the castle before they escaped. Much of it looked like exquisite clothing that had been ripped apart and hastily sewn into haphazard cloths.

	A small river flowed nearby. A handful of mortals drew water from the river using metal pails. Just past the river, over a dozen trees had already been chopped down. Quintus glared at the sight of the short tree stumps. He grumbled under his breath as they stepped closer to the camp.

	“How dare these mortals chop down so many trees, and all next to each other too.”

	Chloe shrugged. “It’s not like they can bend living trees to create dwellings the way fae can. Mortals don’t have magic.”

	He sneered. “That is exactly why mortals do not belong in Faerie.”

	“They need the wood for fires too.” Mishti ducked behind a tree trunk as she eyed the camp before them.

	Quintus huffed as he too stepped behind the tall tree trunk. “Fae can create fires without needing fuel too. They can create fires without destroying the land. Now these mortals are not just poisoning Faerie. They are also defiling it with their mortal ways.”

	Turning to him with her arms folded over her chest, Chloe raised both eyebrows. “And yet, no one ever complained about the mortals while Ansel had them trapped as pets in his home. Their very lives got destroyed little by little, but not a single fae cared because their precious land remained intact.”

	Quintus had nothing to say to that.

	Mishti signaled to have them move behind another tree slightly closer to the camp. Now that they moved so close, they probably needed to lower their voices.

	Near the river, the mortals had a cooking area with two large fires and heavy cauldrons hovering over the flames. Several mortals skinned and cleaned dead animals while others cut and cooked them. Off to the side, the mortals had built a small pen containing at least three dozen animals that would likely be food for future meals.

	The pen had some magical-looking badgers and wild boars, but it also had small foxes Chloe had never seen before. The small light brown foxes had large ears nearly twice the size of their faces. They had bushy orange tails that would probably fit in much better in the orange and sandy landscape of Dustdune Court than they did here in the green forest of Crystal Thorn. Perhaps the mortals had done some of their hunting in Dustdune.

	The sight of the penned animals caused more grumbling from Quintus. “Fae only kill what they need to eat. These mortals have captured far more animals than they need.”

	Mishti didn’t bother looking back this time. She just lowered her voice to a whisper and continued moving closer to the camp. “Yes, but hunting takes time, and once the battles begin, the mortals won’t have as much time for hunting. It’s a strategic decision to capture more animals than they need now to make sure they have enough later on. Look, there.”

	She pointed up to a large tower built from chopped wooden planks. The tower stood as tall or taller than the trees in the area. Four guards stood at each corner of the tower, scanning the forest below.

	“We can hide under the cover of these trees now, but soon, we will move past the trees and those guards will see us.”

	Chloe nodded at Mishti’s words. “Should we do the glamours now?”

	“Don’t forget to check the clothing first.” Mishti gestured toward the camp. “They have no uniforms, and all the new mortals are wearing whatever they had on in the mortal realm, but all of their clothing still looks distinctly mortal. Make sure the glamoured clothing isn’t too fine or too fitted.”

	Quintus stepped out from the tree trunk he hid behind to get a better look. The sketchbook from his pocket made an appearance, but he quickly tucked it away again. After a quick wave of his hand, both he and Chloe looked like completely different people in completely different clothes.

	Chloe had bushy brown hair and freckled arms. Her face probably looked like someone from her town back in the mortal realm. She still wore a cream-colored underdress with sleeves that belled at the elbows, but now her overdress was a canary yellow. It had a coarse twine-like cord fastening the corset closure at the front. A few mud stains and worn spots even covered the hems.

	Quintus wore the face of a mortal young man with skin so fair it was nearly translucent. He had a mop of orange-red hair on his head. His clothes resembled those of one of the cooks stirring food inside a cauldron. A gray cotton shirt with short sleeves sat atop dark blue pants made of a material as thick and sturdy as canvas.

	They all stared at the glamours, inspecting them for anything suspicious, but as Chloe had suspected, they were perfect.

	Now, Mishti used a stiff hand to gesture toward the forest floor. “Gather some brush. When you enter the camp, just tell everyone you’re back from getting kindling for the fires. The camp has hundreds of new mortals, so no one will wonder why they’ve never seen you before. Act like you belong, and you’ll fit right in.”

	While they gathered brush, Mishti explained exactly where they should enter the camp and where to drop off the brush. She also reminded them to find small tasks to complete after that, things like tying knots on the tents or polishing weapons. They had to keep busy until Mishti arrived at the camp a little later.

	The lookout tower would make it impossible to get into camp unseen. But as long as they walked in looking like they belonged, and as long as Mishti arrived at a different time from a different side of the forest, no one would suspect they had ever spoken. That was the plan, anyway.

	Just before Chloe and Quintus prepared to step out from the cover of the trees, Mishti grabbed each of them by their upper arms. “One more thing.” Her jaw tightened so much that it caused a vein to appear. Her eyebrows lowered, which only added to her naturally frightening appearance. “Portia might try to make you swallow a compressed tablet of white powder. You probably won’t have to worry about it, since she should assume you took the tablet already, but I wanted to warn you just in case. No matter what happens, do not swallow that tablet. Not under any circumstances.”

	Even in a hushed tone, Mishti had a way of making the hairs on the back of Chloe’s neck prickle. Before Chloe could even nod, Mishti shoved her and Quintus out into the clearing and in view of the guard tower.

	The shove caused Chloe to stumble, but she managed to right herself before dropping the armful of brush she carried. Quintus had crafted another cushion to sit atop her wooden foot, which, sadly, didn’t help much. At least the valecea herb had dulled her pain. It still hurt each time she put weight on her right leg, but at least now she could walk without help.

	No one would hear about how the valecea turned her brain fuzzy. Not yet anyway. The herbs provided a temporary fix. With its Faerie strength and potency, the valecea’s fae-strength side effects for a mortal like her would not be sustainable. It would work for now though. Maybe she limped, but at least she could walk.

	In a way, it helped to have the pain. With each step, her mind would focus on the throbbing and the lack of protection the cushion provided to the end of her leg. It kept her from worrying too much that the mortals might realize she and Quintus didn’t belong.

	They moved straight to the center of camp, just behind the large tent sitting in the middle. There, they found two blankets with brush and bits of bark laid out on top to dry in the sun. The brush they gathered quickly found its way onto the blankets too.

	Hundreds of mortals roamed around camp, each performing their own small tasks. So far, no one spared a second glance at Chloe and Quintus. Still, once they finished spreading out their brush, they had nothing to do except wait for Mishti. They managed to wander around for a few moments looking busy, but Mishti still hadn’t returned.

	Trying to stick to the plan, Chloe found a pile of partially-chopped tree trunks just waiting to be chopped into logs for firewood. Tilting her head, she pointed the pile out to Quintus. He gave a subtle nod and plucked an axe from the ground nearby.

	“Don’t use your fae strength,” Chloe whispered as soft as she could. “Try to look like a mortal. Make it seem like a struggle.”

	He didn’t respond verbally, but he did shake his arms a bit as he raised them into the air. When he brought the axe down, the blade left little more than a dent in the block of wood before him.

	Chloe pushed her eyebrows together. “Not that much of a struggle.”

	The tiniest smirk played across Quintus’s lips as he lifted the axe again. For a moment, his gaze met hers while a smile glinted in his eyes.

	Maybe he wore the face of a fair-skinned, red-headed mortal, but that expression was all him. Her stomach flopped at the sight of it. And of course, her traitorous lips formed a smile of their own.

	She whipped around, forcing herself to find some other small task she could complete without raising suspicion. Unfortunately, that smirk had turned her mind even fuzzier than the valecea had. She’d just have to tie some knots on a tent then. She couldn’t possibly think of another task with her heart beating so chaotically.

	From this part of camp, she got a clear view of dozens of mortals digging large ditches. The reason for it evaded her, but maybe they were simply meant for the mortals to duck inside in case they ever got attacked.

	Over on the other end of camp, mortals trained with weapons and in hand-to-hand combat. Just as she noticed a small makeshift forge, the swift sound of an axe chopping wood behind her stopped. She glanced back to see Quintus staring without inhibition at the furnace and tools of the forge.

	His eyes opened wide, seeming to drink in the sight. He had been angered and disgusted by the chopped trees and the penned animals, but the forge lit a spark of wonder in his features.

	He used his magic to craft things, but perhaps it helped to know how mortals crafted things without magic. Perhaps it was similar to how she used magic to heal. The magic did all the work, but she still had to know the correct processes in order to use the magic.

	Did they have time for him to get closer to the forge and busy himself with tasks around there?

	Her question got answered when a particular young woman with a long black braid and midnight blue tunic stomped into camp. Mishti. At the sight of her, every single mortal working in the forge lost grip or dropped the tools they had been holding. Their eyes lowered to the ground as they tried to grab their tools again.

	The same reaction rippled across camp whenever Mishti passed through it. People sucked in small gasps or they clutched their chests or they simply froze on the spot. They’d stare at her tall brown boots or the small metal plates sewn into her close-fitting clothes. But no one dared look her in the eye.

	Mishti, on the other hand, didn’t seem to even notice the people around her. She just stomped and marched with her gaze unwaveringly set on the tent at the center of camp. Even without glancing to the side, she still managed to turn on her heel at exactly the right moment to suddenly step right in front of Chloe and Quintus.

	“You two,” she barked. Several mortals lost grip of whatever they were holding once again. Everyone let out a breath of relief though once they realized they were not one of the two Mishti referred to. Her gaze remained hard as she caught Chloe and then Quintus’s eyes. “Portia and Julian need to speak to you. Come with me.”

	They had planned this. Everything was going according to plan. Still, stepping up behind Mishti while the other mortals cowered, especially while being brought to see the most dangerous mortals in the camp, was certainly a bit nerve-wracking.

	Chloe’s stomach tumbled just as ferociously as it did when she ate something that made her sick. Even wearing a glamour, her limbs still shuddered at the realization that she’d soon come face-to-face once again with the woman who had chopped off her foot.

	Quintus strutted forward with much more surety, mostly because he could walk without a limp. He had promised he wouldn’t murder Portia as soon as he saw her, since Chloe had miraculously managed to convince him that doing so would just get him killed by all the surrounding mortals. But even his fingers twitched as they stepped forward.

	This was the plan.

	No matter how many times Chloe said it, her veins still flooded with fire and needles. She believed Mishti had switched to their side. She truly believed it. But that didn’t change that Chloe and Quintus were about to stand completely vulnerable right in front of their worst enemies. And they’d do it while stuck in a camp with hundreds of their followers.
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	IF ALL ELSE FAILED, CHLOE could always fling her wooden foot at anyone who tried to hurt her. That thought did little to ease the rising tension in her belly, but it still made a smile tug at her lips. Though she had only come up with that idea as a joke, the wooden foot probably was the best weapon she had. And she couldn’t deny, it would be satisfying to break Portia’s nose or possibly a rib with the wooden foot Chloe only had because Portia had chopped the real one off.

	By the time they made it to the large tent at the center of camp, Chloe’s heart had calmed to a surprisingly steady beat. She even managed to control her steps a bit more in an attempt to hide her limp. The glamour she wore hid her true face, but she still didn’t want to limp enough to make Portia suspicious.

	A hastily carved table stood just outside the large tent at the center of camp. A few logs surrounded the table, acting as stools. Portia sat on the tallest log, leaning over the large wooden surface before her. She sorted and counted several piles of the white powder tablets Mishti had mentioned in the forest. Her warning came back again like a punch to the gut. Do not swallow the tablets.

	At the sight of the woman, Quintus’s breath turned heavy enough to flare his nostrils with every exhale. But just like he promised, he made no move to kill her.

	Julian sat next to Portia on the second tallest log. Tablets covered most of the table, but a map was spread out directly in front of him. A pen with ink dripping from it made it clear the labels on the map had just been written. Those had been penned with tight, ultra-straight handwriting. Matching ink on a few of Julian’s fingers claimed him as the handwriting’s owner.

	He paid no attention to the map now though. Instead, he fiddled with some sort of metal contraption with spikes coming out of it. The device almost looked like a mace, except it had daggers attached to its handle as well.

	Chloe probably would have shivered at the sight of it, except right then, her gaze fell to a snoring form laying underneath the table. His skin may have been bloodied and bruised, but she recognized Ludo immediately. Dirt streaked his blond hair. His eyes were closed, so she couldn’t see his blue eyes, but she knew his pointed fae ears and his silver and light blue brocade tunic.

	Just as Mishti had told them earlier, he had thick chains around his wrists and ankles. Judging by the steam coming off his skin, and by the fiery red rash underneath the metal, the chains clearly held iron.

	Chloe’s gaze flicked over to Quintus. He glanced at Ludo, glanced at her, and then immediately looked away. They didn’t want to look too familiar with each other, especially since their clothing indicated they came from very different parts of the mortal realm, but at least they both knew Ludo still lived and was ready to be rescued.

	“He’s asleep again?” Mishti kicked her chestnut brown leather boot against the chains around Ludo’s ankle.

	Portia’s eyebrows jumped upward with the flash of a smile at Mishti’s appearance. “He says it tires him to have his portal open for so long. Even if it does tire him, I think he is exaggerating. It doesn’t matter though. We do not need him at the moment, and we can easily wake him once we do.”

	“I know how to wake him.” Julian’s voice came out as wild as a tornado. It trembled with unhinged energy that matched the dizzying look in his eye. A smile twisted across his mouth as he lifted his strange mace with the extra daggers attached to it.

	Portia sighed. “As much as I love hurting the fae, that method of waking is a bit over the top, don’t you think? We can just shake him awake if needed. Who are these two?” She finished by gesturing toward Chloe and Quintus.

	The glamours had obviously done their job because Portia immediately dropped her gaze back to the table where she continued counting and sorting her little white tablets.

	At the sound of her voice, Quintus clenched one of his hands into a fist. He had promised not to kill Portia, which currently appeared to take all his self-control.

	“They’re metal workers.” Mishti cleared her throat. “I’ll get to that, but I thought you might want to hear my report first.”

	“Yes.” Portia said nothing else as she continued to work with the tablets before her.

	With Portia busy staring at the table and Julian now busy polishing his weapon, Chloe dared a glance at Quintus. He stared at Portia, exactly as he should have been. The veins in the back of his hand stood out from how hard he clenched his fist, but at least he had calmed his breaths so they no longer flared his nostrils.

	He stood closer to the table, and he was taller than Chloe, so she could only hope he had a decent view of what she did not, the key hanging from Portia’s belt. Chloe could only glimpse the top of the key from where she stood. But judging by the concentration in Quintus’s eyes, he could see everything he needed.

	“The castle is still collapsed.” Mishti adjusted the leather bracers on her forearms as she spoke. “The fae are trying to rebuild it, but there are only two of them, and they haven’t managed to do much. If we attack the castle again soon, there will not be any fae to kill besides those two.”

	“Faerie has other castles besides that one.” Julian spoke with the singsong lilt of a child, but perhaps a child who liked knives just a little too much.

	“True.” Portia’s gaze stayed fixed to the table ahead of her. “I hoped to gain control of the high court before we attempted to take over the other courts, but that doesn’t seem useful anymore with their castle destroyed. What we really need to do is publicly kill the high king and his queen. The other fae are sure to retreat if we do.”

	The words sent a twist through Chloe’s gut. They wouldn’t try to kill Brannick and Elora. They couldn’t. Chloe’s sister and her sister’s beloved were the two most powerful fae in Faerie.

	Then again…

	Chloe bit her bottom lip as she remembered a conversation they’d had just before leaving. Elora and Brannick had explained they could not come on this mission to rescue Ludo. They wanted to help, but the castle called to them. They gave no other explanation. No matter how much power they had, apparently, they had to stay at the castle until it had been rebuilt. Who knew how long that would take?

	Chloe’s thoughts stuttered to a halt when she noticed Julian. He no longer polished his weapon. Now he sat with the bottom handle of it pressed right against the large mole on his chin. But that wasn’t the worst part. Worst of all, he stared at Quintus. No, he didn’t just stare at him. He examined him.

	Could he tell Quintus wore a glamour? Could he sense it somehow? Even worse, could he see the clenched fist at Quintus’s side, or did he notice the tight way Quintus stared at Portia?

	The questions remained unanswered when a tiny movement from under the table caught Chloe’s eye. Ludo still laid on the ground, but now his eyes had opened wide. He stared right at her. As soon as her gaze turned toward him, he immediately slammed his eyes shut and went back to snoring. Perhaps Portia had been right that he exaggerated about how much opening a door tired him. He didn’t seem to be asleep at all, not really.

	Mishti continued. “I can stay to discuss a new plan of attack, since the castle won’t be a great target anymore. But first…” Her head turned sharply until she faced the pen of animals at the edge of camp. Soon, her gaze focused much deeper into the forest, to a large shadowy figure there. Glints of sapphire and gold formed the creature that could just barely be seen amongst the trees.

	“Some of the new soldiers were complaining that the dragon’s chains are not strong enough to hold it. They say the chains are nearly broken.” Now Mishti gestured toward Chloe and Quintus. “I found some metal workers who said they could fix it.”

	“Good, send them off. I have worried about that dragon a few times myself.” Portia looked up just long enough to wave away Chloe and Quintus. But before her gaze fully fixed on the table again, it jumped back up to Chloe and Quintus.

	“You two have not taken these yet.” Her light brown hair was swept up in a tight bun. She snatched two tablets off the table and flashed a brilliant smile as she stepped toward them. “Go on. Now is the perfect time to fully and truly become one of us.”

	She dropped one tablet each into Chloe’s and Quintus’s hand. Funny how the sight of something so small could cause enough fear to squeeze the heart.

	“Remind me what this is for.” Quintus used one finger to turn the white tablet over on his palm.

	At least he had the sense to say something. Chloe probably would have gone on staring at her tablet forever, which certainly would have caused suspicion.

	But now Portia was on the defensive. She smoothed a wrinkle from the strawberry pink organza gown she wore. “It is for health and vitality. It will help you sleep better at night. All mortals need it when they enter Faerie, or they will not survive.”

	That last statement was most definitely a lie, which made Chloe wonder how much of the other words were lies too. Probably all of them.

	“Go on. Swallow them.” Portia took a step forward, staring at the tablets expectantly.

	They couldn’t refuse to swallow the tablets, not unless they wanted to get attacked by a camp full of mortals. But according to Mishti, they couldn’t swallow the tablets either.

	At least as an apothecary in the mortal realm, Chloe had known a few patients who tried to get out of taking their remedies. Without another thought, Chloe plopped the tablet into her mouth. She quickly tucked it under her tongue, then made a show of swallowing hard. Hopefully it wouldn’t be obvious that she had swallowed nothing.

	Since Mishti’s eyes grew as wide as clocks, Chloe guessed her trick had convinced them. Once Portia turned away from her, Chloe caught Quintus’s eye and lifted her tongue the tiniest bit.

	She couldn’t very well lift her tongue enough to reveal the tablet, but hopefully he would realize what she had done to avoid swallowing the pill.

	When he swallowed a moment later, it looked enough like a fake swallow to ease her fears. Portia immediately waved them off again and went straight back to her log stool. “We still have thirteen hundred more tablets, which means we can get thirteen hundred more mortals. Let’s make a plan quickly and then we’ll wake the fae so he can open another portal.”

	The tablet began dissolving under Chloe’s tongue almost immediately. She couldn’t spit it out right away, but she didn’t want any of it getting into her system either. Quintus could probably counteract the effects of it with his fae healing, but her? Even with magic, she clearly had limitations being mortal. Nothing reminded her of that more than the wooden foot beneath her skirts.

	By the time they reached the edge of camp, it didn’t seem worth it anymore to take any chances. Chloe spit the partially dissolved tablet onto the dirt, then used her wooden foot to cover it up.

	“You hid it under your tongue too?” Quintus spit his tablet out as soon as he asked.

	She nodded and then bit her lip as her gaze trailed deeper into the forest. She could only see small bits of the dragon’s golden body and sapphire blue wings, but the sight of it still caused her muscles to tense.

	Quintus turned to her with that soft expression he wore sometimes. It was the one that made her want to leap into his arms and never leave. “Do not fear the dragon.”

	“It’s too late for that.”

	He couldn’t touch her without drawing attention from the mortals around them, but he adjusted his stride so their arms bumped into each other as they walked. His tone turned gentle. “Remember how Ludo trained the dragon before he brought it inside Crystal Thorn Castle?”

	“Yes, he did it with my harp string that you supposedly never wanted me to give away. When it came down to it though, you had no problem with Ludo taking it, so I guess that harp string never meant anything to you at all.”

	He winced. Even wearing the face of a mortal, the wince still hurt her.

	He shirked away. “I did not want you to give it away. It was the only way I could convince him to help us.” Now he shook his head. “The point is, all you have to do is touch the harp string that I turned into reins and the dragon will be in your complete control. I will make sure you can get close enough to touch the reins without being injured first.”

	And he did it. Like every other time he had protected her, he set himself in harm’s way and acted without hesitation until she was safe from danger. Using his fae speed, it had only taken him a few breaths to get into the clearing, snatch up the harp string reins, and then give them to her so she could control the dragon.

	This was the only reason she had come to this camp in the first place. He needed a place to work where none of the other mortals would watch. Next to the dragon was the only suitable place they could think of. But since he had to work and since Mishti had to stay with Portia and Julian to distract them as Quintus worked, it meant Chloe had to hold the reins.

	The dragon towered above so much bigger than she remembered. Its golden scales shimmered even under the shadows of the forest. And its wings weren’t just the color of sapphires. They had scales of their own, which made the wings look like they were made of actual sapphires. Matching gem-like blue horns grew from its head. No matter how she tried to look away, the creature stared at her with bright blue eyes.

	All the trees nearby had deep gouges marring the trunks, clearly caused by the dragon’s claws. Fire had burnt nearly half the moss and leaves that had once been there. A small pile of bones even sat nearby. They had to have come from the dragon’s meals. She hoped all the bones came from animals, but a few of them looked disturbingly mortal.

	And yet, no matter how much ferocity the dragon had displayed already, it stayed completely still now. Watching. Waiting.

	Chloe clutched the reins tighter. If she let her mind consider what might happen if she accidentally dropped the reins, her heart would probably explode, so she tried to think of Quintus instead.

	“Did you get a good enough look at the key Portia had around her belt?”

	“I believe so.” He sat huddled just behind the dragon where he used a chunk of metal to craft a key of his own. Now that they were there, it seemed absurd to believe Quintus could recreate the key after seeing it only one time.

	Even though he didn’t look up, he must have seen her skepticism through the side of his eye.

	“I can determine correct proportions just by looking at an object. I already told you this. I can recreate the key, and then we can use it to free Ludo.”

	Chloe nodded, still holding onto the reins like her life depended on it because it probably did. “Yes, but when you made my wooden foot, you had to touch my other foot to get the proportions right.”

	He let out a weighted sigh. “It is easier if I am able to touch the object I want to recreate, but I can do it just by looking.” Something in his eyes changed then. He worked with more fervor than before and then finished only a few moments later.

	A small metal key sat on his palm. He stared at it with the kind of smile that only accomplishment could bring. “Give Mishti the signal. We are ready.”
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	SAPPHIRE BLUE DRAGON EYES STARED at Chloe, which felt like daggers of ice stabbing her chest. Why had she agreed to this anyway? She was the one who fainted at the sight of danger. Yes, the dragon was supposedly contained and required to follow her commands as long as she held the harp string reins, but it still had teeth that could rip her in half with a single bite.

	“What are you waiting for? Have the dragon flap its wings so Mishti knows the key is ready.” Quintus used the gentle tone that he reserved for her and her alone, but it still rang with urgency.

	“I know. I will.” Chloe swallowed down the hard lump bulging in her throat. If she could just close her eyes, she’d be able to direct the dragon, but the creature kept staring at her. Too much staring.

	Right as she opened her mouth to give the order, the dragon dipped its head and tucked the tip of its nose just under her chin. With a gasp, she jumped back. Her fingers shook so hard, she nearly dropped the reins. After realizing that, she clenched her fists so tight the harp string reins would leave behind angry red welts in her palms when she walked away.

	“Flap your wings.” Her whisper came out as shaky as her fingers. No, even shakier than her fingers. Even shakier than leaves in a thunderstorm.

	The dragon rubbed its nose under Chloe’s chin while fixing her with its piercing stare. It probably wanted to frighten her enough to drop the reins completely. Maybe she’d have to give the order again, in a louder voice this time.

	Before she could even think about opening her mouth, the dragon reared its head back and flapped its wings hard. The little blue scales on its wings glinted just like sapphires in the spotty forest light. This close to the dragon, she could even hear a tiny chiming sound coming off the wings that sounded like a pile of jewels rolling around.

	Several nearby mortals let out gasps. A few even dropped to their knees in terror. The dragon’s feet never left the ground, and yet, it managed to stretch its wings higher than any trees in the forest, higher than any building she’d ever seen in the mortal realm. Considering the dragon’s smaller, front legs were as thick and as tall as her, she already knew the dragon was enormous. But with it towering over her like that, taking up as much space as her home in the mortal realm, it had never felt more real.

	Her arms shook hard now. Her knees knocked together. Despite how her muscles had completely frozen, her fingers still managed to grip the reins just a little tighter. When the dragon pulled in its wings to rest against its back once again, she had stopped breathing.

	“Come on.” Quintus rested his hand over hers. “We need to return to Portia and Julian so we can get this key to Ludo.”

	The words drifted in and out of her ears. Usually, Quintus’s mere presence could steal her attention no matter how she wanted to ignore him. But now? Now, the dragon had stolen every thought in her mind.

	“Let me take the reins.” He spoke even more gently than before. “Once you get close enough to camp to be safe, I will let go. My fae speed will allow me to run to safety before the dragon can attack.”

	Chloe nodded, but she didn’t let go of the reins. She couldn’t, not when her fingers had squeezed them so tight they were practically a part of her hands now. After a breath, she stared into the piercing sapphire eyes that wouldn’t look away from hers. “Do not attack us.”

	One of her hands managed to extricate itself from the reins just so she could jab her pointer finger toward the dragon’s head. “Even after we let go of the reins, do not attack us.”

	The dragon didn’t move. Chloe knew the command was useless. The dragon only answered the commands of whoever held its reins, and it only answered when the reins were currently being held. It still gave her some measure of comfort to be firm with such a terrifying creature though.

	When Quintus pulled her other hand away from the reins, she finally let it go.

	Her limp returned in full force as she dragged herself toward the mortals’ camp. Even when she tried to walk slower and hide the limp, it still made an appearance. The valecea she took earlier should have eased her pain for much longer, but walking had already turned into a nearly impossible chore once again.

	Pain had returned, but at least she didn’t need help to walk, not yet.

	Once she made it to the edge of camp, Quintus clearly let go of the chains. She could hear a rush of wind as he ran toward her. At the same time, the dragon let out a roar that shook the ground beneath their feet. Dozens of leaves got ripped off the trees, simply by the force of the dragon’s roar.

	The aches at the end of Chloe’s right leg no longer stopped her from getting to the middle of camp. Limp or no limp, she’d do anything to get as far from that creature as possible.

	When they reached the makeshift table at the middle of camp, Portia leaned back on her log, pulling her own body as far from the dragon as she could without leaving the chair.

	Quintus nudged Chloe with his elbow once they made it back. She knew she had to say the next part. Since it was a lie, Quintus wouldn’t be able to form the words himself. But how could she speak when her heart still pounded like a war drum? After a second nudge, Chloe swallowed and forced the words from her lips. “We added thicker chains and strengthened the ones that were already there. The dragon is completely secure now.”

	Her voice shook too much to inspire confidence. When Portia raised a skeptical eyebrow, Chloe shook her head. “Forgive me, but I didn’t expect to find out Faerie was real and to see a dragon up close all in one day. The dragon is secure, but I’m still a little frightened by it.”

	This released Portia’s scrunched eyebrows. “Of course. Faerie can take some getting used to.”

	While they spoke, Quintus subtly dropped the key he had made and used his toe to push it toward the fae in chains underneath the table. Ludo’s blue-and-red eyes flashed as he caught sight of the key.

	Chloe wanted to watch his expression. She wanted to give him a nod of assurance, since Ludo obviously didn’t recognize them while they wore their glamours. He didn’t know if he could trust two seemingly normal mortals among a camp full of mortals who wanted him dead. But with Portia still looking at her, Chloe could only hope Ludo would at least try the key regardless of how strange it was that it had been offered in the first place.

	It wasn’t until that moment that she noticed how Julian narrowed his eyes at Quintus. Julian had even stopped mid stroke while polishing his mace. “You moved rather quickly when you ran from that dragon. How did a metal worker like you get such fast legs?”

	Chloe held her breath as her stomach dropped. At least Quintus’s expression remained even. He shrugged. “I have always been able to run fast.”

	Julian looked unconvinced. He drew a small metal cup from his pocket and rested it in the palms of his hands. The cup seemed unremarkable in every way, but knowing Julian, it probably had some sinister secret to it. He said nothing after that. He just held the metal cup in his hands and stared at Quintus.

	Daring a glance at Ludo, Chloe found he had indeed taken the chance for escape, even though it seemed to come from two mortals he did not recognize. He had pushed the key into the lock and tried to turn it. But it didn’t work.

	Quintus had insisted he could craft a perfect replica of the key hanging from Portia’s belt just by looking at it. Despite that insistence, Ludo had so far been unsuccessful at unlocking his chains. Even worse, his attempts grew louder. If he wasn’t careful, the sound of clinking metal would soon draw Portia and Julian’s attention.

	They needed a distraction.

	Mishti cleared her throat. She must have realized the necessity of a distraction as well. “Do you have any other work you want these metal workers to do?”

	“Just send them back to forge new weapons. We’ll need as many as we can get.” Portia waved them off and turned her attention to the map on the table. But then her head tilted, and she glanced at Mishti in a way that sent warning bells ringing in Chloe’s mind.

	Ludo needed to hurry up with that key. Even if it wasn’t perfectly shaped, he needed to force it to turn and get the lock open right now.

	“Go on. You two are not needed anymore.” Portia narrowed her eyes at Chloe and Quintus as she said this.

	Chloe gulped.

	The fact that they were being told to leave—when they most certainly needed to stay in order to rescue Ludo—suddenly became an afterthought at the back of her mind. Not because Ludo had freed himself from his chains and was finally ready to be rescued. Sadly, he still fumbled with the key. Instead, it was because a much bigger problem hit them right at that moment.

	Julian had thrown his small cup straight at Quintus. The unremarkable metal hit Quintus right in the throat. Steam immediately hissed out the skin of his neck. Even worse, the glamour disguising his face flickered. His true face and pointed fae ears became visible for only a moment, but that one moment was all that was needed.

	Of course the cup had iron in it. The fae only had one weakness, and these crafty mortals kept finding unique ways to use it against them.

	Portia jumped to her feet, knocking over the log she’d been using as a stool. “Fae! We have fae in our camp!”

	Julian lifted his terrifying mace, grinning like a wild animal as he prepared to wield it. From all around them, mortals grabbed weapons of their own and focused on Chloe and Quintus.

	Ludo still hadn’t unlocked his chains.

	Quintus whirled his hand in a circle, and a swirling tunnel of faded greens among a sea of black and gold appeared at his side. He wrapped an arm around Chloe’s waist and lifted her off the ground as he moved toward the door.

	Apparently, they were leaving Ludo.

	But then a lump caught in her throat. Just before he stepped inside the door, she grabbed his forearm. “We aren’t leaving without Mishti. Make sure she comes with us before you close the door.”

	She would not abandon Mishti. Not again. The young woman had already been through so much. She needed to know she had people she could count on now.

	Once the words left Chloe’s lips, she realized her mistake. In her haste to show loyalty, she had forgotten to think of the consequences. She had forgotten who else would hear her.

	Portia’s face contorted into one of rage when she glanced at the young woman she had clearly trusted only a moment ago. Now, she knew where Mishti’s true loyalty rested.

	Though Portia had no weapon on her, she still raised her hands for an attack. It appeared she intended to use her fingernails to claw at Mishti’s face and arms. Considering the fire in her eyes, such a weak attack would probably still cause more than enough harm.

	Luckily, Mishti lunged away from the sharp fingernails just in time. Her feet pounded against the moist soil as she ran for Quintus’s door.

	He still had Chloe around the waist, soon carrying her through the door, which put the camp and Mishti completely out of sight. But Mishti was coming. Quintus would not close the door until she came through. If he did, Chloe would never forgive him.

	But the worry over that drifted away when a small metal object passed inside the door just behind Chloe. The iron cup.

	She knew from a previous attack that throwing iron into a fae’s door caused excruciating pain. And if Quintus closed the door without removing the iron first, it caused even worse problems she had yet to see.

	Now she didn’t worry so much about whether Mishti would get through the door. She only worried about how much damage that iron would cause Quintus.
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	CHLOE’S HANDS SLAPPED AGAINST THE soil of Crystal Thorn Forest, but her heart beat too violently to notice any sort of pain. She whipped her head around, anxious to find the door she had just come through. Seeing it still swirled nearby released a sigh from deep inside her chest.

	Even better, Mishti appeared through the door a moment later. Good. Mishti was safe. A mortal or two might try to come through the door next, but they could fight off a mortal or two. Now, Chloe just had to find that iron cup and throw it back through the door before the door closed. She didn’t know how much it would hurt Quintus to have the door close before she threw the iron back into the mortals’ camp, but she didn’t want to find out.

	The shadow of a figure started to appear in the door, probably a mortal trying to come through. Ignoring the sight, her gaze darted across the forest floor looking for the cup. She soon found it only an arm’s length away. Her fingers continued to shake as she reached for it. In truth, they hadn’t stopped shaking since she’d held those dragon reins. Still, even with shaking fingers, she could still throw the cup.

	But the moment her fingers clasped the metal, Quintus’s door closed. She sucked in a gasp, then dropped the cup.

	After another breath, she whirled around to face him. “What were you thinking?” Her voice came out louder than she meant it, but now that she thought about it, maybe it should have been even louder.

	Her knees dragged across the moist soil as she scooted closer to him. He hadn’t gotten up yet. His body language looked more like casual lounging than pained lying, but she couldn’t see his face to know for sure.

	It irritated her that he hadn’t responded yet. That irritation was deeply rooted in fear. Did he not respond because he had been injured too greatly by the iron?

	Grabbing the cup with one hand, she held it in front of him. She finally had a good look at his face, but she couldn’t read such a blank expression. “Look at what they tossed through the door with us.” She shook the cup to emphasize her point. “Doesn’t it hurt you to close a door after iron has been thrown through it?”

	His back still pressed against the soil, as if he couldn’t be bothered to do anything more than lounge the rest of the day away. But then he spoke. His voice came out husky. Tortured. “Yes.”

	One word. He only said one word and nothing more. It didn’t matter if his position looked casual or not, the fact that he had barely moved since coming through the door sent a flurry of fear through her heart.

	Only then did she notice the bright red welt across his neck. When Julian had thrown the cup, it hit Quintus just under the chin. A rash began spreading out around the pulsing welt. Soon the red hives crawled across every bit of his skin. It had only taken a breath.

	Even worse, a gray tinge began spotting across the top edge of his hairline.

	Scurpus.

	The stupid illness caused by iron poisoning was back yet again.

	“Quintus.” Her breathless voice made a perfect pair with her quivering hand that reached for his cheek.

	“I am not worried.” His voice came out huskier than before, softer too. The gray tinge had already swallowed up most of his forehead. It even seemed to trail down into his eyes. The dark brown looked dull, but even the gray tinge hadn’t smothered the golden glints in his irises. He managed an almost smile as he met her eye. “I have you.”

	With that, his eyes shut, and his head went limp against the ground beneath it.

	Her heart slammed against her chest then. Pound after pound it hammered while she tried to capture a breath that would do more than just fill the very tops of her lungs.

	After a hard swallow, she turned to Mishti. The harried expression in the young woman’s eyes did not bode well. Chloe swallowed again. “Go help Elora and Brannick. I need to concentrate without any distractions, so I can…” She couldn’t finish that sentence. Shaking her head, she continued. “Just go, please.”

	As soon as Mishti stood, Chloe reached for Quintus’s neck where the cup had first touched him. Once her fingers touched his skin, she’d be able to use the magic inside herself. She just had to think through the entire process of healing. He’d need a lot of the poultice she used for scurpus. A lot of it.

	But as she started to imagine gathering the herbs she needed for the poultice, Quintus spoke again. “I know it does not make sense, but my hands hurt worse than my neck.”

	Her fingers nearly jumped back at the sound of his voice. “You’re awake? I thought you had lost consciousness.”

	“No.” His chest rumbled with the word, but no other part of his body moved. “It just takes too much effort to open my eyes or move at all. But I am fae, remember? Even without you, I would be able to heal this illness.”

	He could say whatever he wanted, but just because he believed it didn’t mean it was true.

	Ignoring him, she closed her eyes, and once again, imagined making the poultice she needed to heal him. It went more quickly now that all her distractions had been eliminated.

	When she treated the people from her town in the mortal realm, she had only ever administered one poultice at a time. For Quintus, she now imagined administering four different poultices. One on his neck, one on his chest, and one on each of his hands.

	She wanted to scold him for getting scurpus again. But if she did, he’d probably just scold her for all the times he had saved her from certain death. They did have a knack for getting themselves into deathly situations that only the other could free them from.

	Keeping a constant stream of magic flowing into his body, she waited until every sign of the scurpus vanished entirely. The rash on his neck disappeared last, but thanks to her patience, it did eventually disappear completely.

	It felt like it had taken an hour, though it had probably only been a minute. Then again, time didn’t exist in Faerie, so maybe the realm had completely frozen while she did all she needed to do to heal him.

	He sat up then. Her knees were pressed up against the side of him, so she had to scoot back slightly once he started to move. Once he settled his back against a large tree trunk, he stared at her with the slightest smile on his lips.

	His lips were the last thing she should be looking at right now. To distract herself, she forced her gaze up to the moon tattoo under his left eye instead. The black ink may have formed the mortal mark of a moon that he found so offensive, but it also signified the connection between them. It looked so natural now to see him with it, she almost couldn’t remember how he looked without it.

	He reached for her. Warmth immediately seared her skin when his palm closed over the top of her hand. If it had taken slightly longer to heal him or if he was slightly more weakened than he was now, she probably would have climbed right into his lap.

	Instead, she managed a modicum of self-control as she finally met his eyes. “You know I have to return to the mortal realm once this is over, right?”

	“Of course.” His soft smile and rich brown eyes filled with golden sparkles did nothing to keep her thoughts on track. It helped even less when he moved closer. “Once we heal the iron poisoning in Faerie, it should also cure your town, and more important, your sister of the scurpus she had when we left. I understand you want to go back and check on her to be certain the scurpus has fully healed.”

	“That’s not what I meant.” She should have pulled her hand away from him, but she didn’t. Couldn’t. Her heart squeezed as she forced the next words out. “I’m not going back to check on my sister. I’m just going back.” She glanced away, unable to watch her words dim the light in his eyes. “For good.”

	She should have known he had more weapons at his disposal than just his magnificent eyes. The one hand over hers soon became two. He moved close enough that she could feel his warmth. His breath kissed her forehead. If she closed her eyes, she probably could have heard his heartbeat.

	He lifted one hand until it traced her jaw. “But what about our kiss?”

	“That was a mistake.” Tears prickled at her eyes. She refused to blink them away.

	His head tilted. “But an excellent mistake? One you will probably make again soon?”

	Faerie help her, she nearly kissed him again right then and there. His finger trailed across her jaw, and his lips were close enough to reach with only a small tilt of her head. Tingles broke out across her shoulders urging her to press herself closer to him.

	She had no idea where she found the strength to lean back, but it came right when she needed it. Despite that, she still licked her bottom lip before continuing. “I thought you said mortals didn’t belong in Faerie. I cannot stay here. It wouldn’t be right.”

	“You belong with me.” He cupped her cheek with his hand. He did not attempt to move closer, but it didn’t matter because he pinned her with a gaze that stopped her heart entirely. “Stay. You can visit the mortal realm. Visit it as often as you like, but Chloe, I am begging you to stay here. With me.”

	If—through the corner of her eye—she hadn’t seen her sister flying toward them right then, that would have been the end of everything. Chloe would have kissed him and probably would have given him her very soul if he had asked for it.

	But Elora’s glare reminded Chloe of what she could not ever forget. She would die someday. And Quintus would not. Maybe her sister had found a way to turn herself into an immortal fae, but Chloe knew that same method would never work for her.

	No matter how Quintus’s presence filled her with fire, no matter how he appreciated her for exactly who she was, no matter how he made her feel like everything in every realm was better as long as he was around, she could not be with him. Not really. Because the life of an immortal would never be the same as one of a mortal.

	If he refused to see that truth, then she would have to be the strong one.

	Scooting back and finding her own tree to rest against, Chloe folded her arms over her chest. “I think right now we need to focus on making a new plan.”
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	NO ONE EVER EXPECTED CHLOE to come up with a good plan. It was her own fault for being the sort of person who flinched at even the smallest danger. She couldn’t help in a fight, so everyone assumed she couldn’t plan one either.

	Her shoulders slumped while Quintus, Mishti, Elora, and Brannick all offered idea after idea that were as useless as the last. At least the fae who had been living inside Crystal Thorn Castle weren’t there. Brannick had asked those fae to stay away until the castle had finished being rebuilt. If there had been even one more person offering useless ideas, Chloe probably would have burst.

	Ludo was still stuck in chains in the mortals’ camp, and their little group simply had no way to get a key. But maybe that was the problem. Maybe they needed to stop worrying about a key and about being stealthy and just figure out how to free Ludo with all the mortals aware of it.

	No one listened when she suggested that. In fact, Elora heavily implied that Chloe’s love for epic poems did not in any way qualify her for planning a real fight.

	After that, Chloe pulled her magical book from her leather bag and skimmed its pages while the others talked. If they didn’t want her ideas, she wouldn’t waste her time coming up with them.

	She noticed a funny thing about her book though. While in the mortal realm, the book had page after page of useful information, many of which had helped her countless times. But each page always stayed the same. Now that she had returned to Faerie, the pages often changed, offering brand new knowledge she never would have thought to seek.

	One such page sat before her now. Her finger traced over the word at the top. Tokens. The book explained that a token was an object that had been so greatly altered by a person or an experience that its very essence changed.

	Several paragraphs followed after that, but the very last one captured her attention the most.

	A Fairfrost dragon can be trained by using a token. Once attached to the dragon, the token will affect the dragon’s essence too. At that point, anyone who touches the token can then command the dragon and the dragon will have to obey.

	The token will work for anyone who touches it, but only the owner of that token can be the true master of the dragon.

	Her fingers drifted over the words as she considered the reins Ludo had fastened to the dragon in the mortals’ camp. The reins had been crafted from the harp string Quintus once used to tie off a braid in her hair.

	Had that harp string truly become a token in that moment?

	The incident had happened during her first visit to Faerie. She had been younger then and so much more naïve. She wanted to fall in love because it sounded so delicious. When a handsome fae seemed just as interested in her as she was in him, it felt like all her hopes and dreams had finally come true.

	He had stared at her so romantically when he tied that harp string into her hair. It had felt like nothing could ever go wrong between them. But, of course, it had. It hadn’t even taken that long.

	She knew now that love meant forgiveness just as much as it meant being spoiled and treated well. But some things were too big to forgive. Some things had to end the relationship before it got worse.

	Her fingers continued to trace the parchment as she contemplated. What if the moment Quintus gave her the harp string hadn’t been the moment that turned it into a token though? What if it was the moment he came to the mortal realm telling her she had to return to Faerie?

	She had stupidly kept the harp string all those years, but her attachment to him had faded. But when he returned? It was different then. It was different now.

	Even though she insisted she had to return to the mortal realm once they healed Faerie, she knew her ability to actually do so faded each time night fell.

	“Are you listening, Chloe?” Elora spoke in her big sister voice, which was accusatory but also slightly amused.

	“Yes.” Chloe’s head shot up but then she shook it. “Actually no.” Her head tilted to the side. “Do you think that dragon actually is strong enough to break out of its chains? If we commanded it to?”

	“The dragon?” Mishti’s eyes narrowed, which looked as pleasant as a rusted nail. “You want to use the dragon to try and free Ludo?” But even as she spoke, her features relaxed. “That might work.”

	“I still think you should wait before you do anything else.” Elora sat up straighter and even nodded once she finished.

	Brannick stroked his wolf with one hand. “I agree. I am High King of Faerie. It is my responsibility to save this land.”

	The pleasant-as-a-rusted-nail expression tightened back onto Mishti’s face. She raised one eyebrow. “But you can’t leave this castle until it is rebuilt, right? We shouldn’t wait that long.”

	“Why not?” Elora nearly stood up, pinching her mouth into a glare.

	Chloe let out a chuckle. “If we wait, the mortals’ army will grow even larger. It’s already dangerously large as it is. The longer we delay rescuing Ludo, the more their numbers will grow. And the more people they have, the more impossible to beat them it will become.”

	“I can craft an axe that will cut through the dragon’s chains.” Quintus’s spoke in a tight voice. He kept his gaze firmly on the sketchbook in his hands, clearly still annoyed that his conversation with Chloe had been cut short. “The axe will be able to cut through Ludo’s chains as well, so we will not need a key.”

	Mishti scoffed. “Can it cut through the necks of hundreds of mortals in a single blow too? Because if not, it will not be enough for us to succeed.”

	Chloe closed the book on her lap. “It might be enough if we release the dragon first and then use it to charge into camp and fight off the mortals for us.”

	She waited for protests, for everyone to spout off reasons the plan would never work. Based on how Elora’s face contorted, she clearly wanted to spout off reasons why her sister’s plan would never work. And yet, her mouth never opened. Was it because she couldn’t think of any protest?

	Chloe sat a little taller then. “The dragon rests among the trees, which means we can get to it without the guards in that lookout tower seeing us.”

	Nodding, Quintus dropped his sketchbook into his lap. “The dragon can fight off many mortals at once, more than we could alone.”

	Mishti tilted her head. “So, we release the dragon, then use it to charge into camp as fast as we can. Then we free Ludo and fly away?”

	Shrugging, Chloe settled her hands on top of her now-closed book. “If we move quickly, we should be able to rescue Ludo and get away before they can stop us.”

	Quintus tucked his sketchbook into the pocket of his brown suede pants. “Someone will need to fly the dragon, and we will need as many fighters as possible to help fend off the mortals.”

	“I know.” Though he spoke around the real issue, she still knew what he meant to say. She gulped before speaking again. “I have to be the one who flies the dragon.”
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	FEAR MAY HAVE BEEN AN emotion, but sometimes, it gripped just as hard as physical chains. Chloe had moved steadily through the Faerie door that brought her back to the mortals’ camp. Since the valecea herb she had taken for pain had almost completely worn off now, she needed Quintus’s help to walk again. But at least then, she’d still been able to move her muscles.

	Once they got through the door, however, those same traitorous muscles all decided to seize and stop working all at once. She stared at the dragon sitting several paces ahead of them. Its golden head glinted as it turned toward them.

	Would it roar when it noticed their presence? Would it try to eat them?

	Before it had a chance to react at all, Quintus sprinted to its side and took hold of its harp string reins. He issued a command in a whisper, and the dragon’s body immediately went still.

	The moment Quintus left her side, her body lost balance. She’d been leaning on him more than she realized, and she didn’t dare put any weight on her right leg now. It would hurt enough to cry if she did. None of them needed the distraction of tears right now.

	Luckily, Mishti caught hold of her arm and steadied her until Chloe could stand on her own again.

	But then, Quintus started leading the dragon toward them.

	Many of the leaves had fallen from the trees above, but the branches still provided enough cover to keep the guards from the lookout tower from noticing them. It would only keep them hidden if the guards didn’t look too closely though, which meant they had to move fast. Everything about this plan hinged on moving quickly.

	They’d only be able to rescue Ludo if they got in and freed him before the mortals even had time to process their actions.

	Quintus went to hand the reins over to Chloe. Just before they landed in her palm, a whooshing sound from the middle of camp caught all their eyes.

	Next to the largest tent at the center of camp, Ludo had just opened a door. Several mortals held spears to this throat, the tips of which had to be iron. Ludo’s blue-and-red eyes flashed as his door swirled. He glared at it, but he didn’t close it. With so many spears at his throat, he had little choice in the matter.

	But if the door was open, that meant mortals from the mortal realm would be coming through soon.

	Chloe bit her bottom lip and turned to Quintus.

	“It is fine.” He tried to wave off her concern, which would have been convincing, except doubt shimmered in his own eyes. “Ludo will be able to close the door once we rescue him. We simply need to hurry.”

	She didn’t bother nodding. She just took the reins from Quintus and commanded the dragon to sit completely still. It did as she asked, but it stared at her with those big sapphire eyes that seemed to bore straight through her.

	When Quintus helped her climb onto the dragon’s back, her arms shook hard enough to cause Quintus to lose his grip on her. He gasped when she hit the forest floor.

	Mishti pressed a finger to her lips when he did.

	At least Chloe had managed to keep the reins tight in her grip. When Quintus took her arm to help her up, she clenched her jaw. They had to hurry. No more mistakes.

	She scurried onto the dragon’s back quickly after that. When the still-throbbing end of her right leg pressed just a little too hard against the dragon’s golden scales, she sucked in the hiss that tried to escape through her teeth.

	Once on top of the dragon, her fingers started locking up. A familiar sensation of ice spread across the back of her neck. Fear trickled down her spine, disabling every muscle it met along the way.

	Good thing she didn’t have to walk for this plan to work. She didn’t have to fight or move in any way. She just had to sit there, hold the reins, and issue commands. No job could be more perfect for someone like her who froze up in the face of danger. Regardless, a part of her still believed she’d be the reason their plan would fail.

	Once she got settled, Quintus stared for one beat too long, ensuring she didn’t need more help. Then he pulled an axe from his magical pocket.

	With a single swing, he chopped through the dragon’s chains. The noise would not go unnoticed.

	Mishti nodded at the sight of the broken chains and then she looked up at Chloe.

	Chloe took a deep breath.

	When she spoke, the voice didn’t belong to her. It sprouted in her chest and came out from her mouth, but it still wasn’t hers. It belonged to some other young woman. One who knew how to overcome her fear. One who could lead an army to victory while standing on the front line.

	She spoke quietly, but the voice commanding the dragon resonated with conviction. “Charge as fast you can to that large tent.”

	The dragon ran. It took no convincing, no further direction. Chloe’s body got jostled and bounced with each movement, but she gripped the reins tight enough to stay in place on the dragon’s back as it charged forward. Mortals screamed as the creature crashed past the cooking fires and the buckets of water. And still, it ran.

	Everything happened so fast. The sounds of crackling fires and knocked over buckets provided more clues to her position than sight did. The world around had blurred while the dragon rushed into the camp.

	After only two blinks, they had come to the center of camp. She blinked again, and Quintus chopped Ludo free from his chains. One more blink, and Quintus, Mishti, and Ludo all climbed onto the dragon’s back, ready to be flown away to freedom.

	Many mortals had grabbed weapons. Many ran forward, ready to attack the dragon or those on its back. They weren’t fast enough to stop what had already been done.

	Opening her mouth, Chloe prepared to give her last command.

	But then Ludo spoke instead. “I cannot close my door.” He must have shaken his hands from behind her because her hair rustled from a draft of wind. “My door will not close.”

	She could have listened to his words and issued a command to the dragon at the same time. She even could have ignored his words completely in order to issue the command. But she didn’t. Instead, she paused to listen. That pause would cost them everything.

	One tiny slip up. She knew a plan like this would completely unravel after just one small mistake. Hope had let her believe any of them might mess up, but of course no one else had. Of course it had to be her.

	Why had Quintus trusted her enough to bring her along? He should have known better than anyone that her fear always ruined moments like this. The plan would have worked better with just him and Mishti.

	Though Chloe had paused only for a few moments to listen and process Ludo’s words, that split second was all the mortals needed.

	In a flash, Portia came to the dragon’s side and ripped the harp string reins from out of Choe’s grip. A lock of hair had come loose from the tight bun on Portia’s head. Her pink organza gown swished as she clenched her jaw. Her mouth opened, and the words seemed to come out in slow motion.

	Now that Portia had control of the dragon, she could make it do anything. Chloe didn’t need to guess how she would use that power.

	“Kill the people sitting on your back.” Her hot and venomous voice couldn’t have contrasted more completely with the pretty pink dress swinging around her.

	Once the words left her lips, the dragon let out a guttural roar. It lifted its hind legs, ready to rear. One of its front legs reached toward Chloe and the others.

	Her breath caught in her throat when she saw its claws reach, stretch. They would slice through Quintus first.

	“Stop.” Chloe’s voice wasn’t loud or venomous, but it still pierced the air.

	The dragon stopped.

	Her mind whirled and flopped as she tried decide on her next move. In her mind, the words from her magical book flashed.

	The token will work for anyone who touches it, but only the owner of that token can be the true master of the dragon.

	Even though the reins sat in Portia’s hands, they had once belonged to Chloe. If the harp string had truly become a token, then maybe she—the dragon’s true master—could control it without even touching the reins.

	If there was ever a time to believe in tokens, that time was now.

	Portia yanked the harp string reins closer to herself. “I said, kill the people sitting on your back!”

	Chloe acted faster now. That previous moment of hesitation that allowed the dragon’s claws to come close to Quintus before no longer existed. “Ignore her.” Chloe’s voice still came out quiet but deadly. “Pull the reins out of her grip.”

	The dragon’s sapphire wings sparkled as it slowly stretched them out. It didn’t do as Chloe asked, but it also didn’t attempt to kill them. It stood still while small parts of its body twitched, as if trying to figure out what to do.

	Did she need to be firmer, more confident to convince the creature? If so, they had run out of luck because she had lost all confidence the moment her arms started shaking back in the forest.

	“Are you stupid, dragon?” Portia screamed the words now. “I have your reins, not her. You must listen to me.”

	The dragon’s claws started reaching again almost immediately. Its wings shifted, probably to force them all off its back in a strong gust of wind.

	But Chloe hadn’t fainted yet, and she certainly wasn’t about to give up now. Fear clamped down on her vocal cords, turning her voice tiny and squeaking. But it still came out. “Pull the reins out of her grip and fly away.”

	The dragon wrenched its body to one side. Chloe would have fallen off, except Quintus’s strong hand caught her by the elbow and held her steady. She glanced back just long enough to see Mishti and Ludo still sat on the dragon as well.

	Then the dragon wrenched its body to the other side. It didn’t move as quick or as far that time, which made it easier to stay on. Still, the dragon didn’t follow any commands. Not Chloe’s and not Portia’s. It didn’t seem to know what to do.

	Mortals charged toward them now. Weapons had been drawn and a few even crashed against the dragon’s golden scales. The creature batted every mortal away with a single swipe of one leg.

	Chloe clenched her jaw. Maybe she just needed to concentrate a little more. Maybe she just needed to believe. If those harp string reins were her token, then only she had the power to truly command the dragon.

	She sucked in a breath and repeated her last command. “Pull the reins out of her grip and fly away.”

	Portia tried to hold the dragon down all by herself. When it jerked its head to one side, a scream burst from Portia’s throat. Blood pooled on her palms where the reins had cut through her skin.

	Once the reins left her grip, the dragon’s wings started beating. Another small group of mortals tried to attack, but the creature shoved them away just as it lifted off the ground.

	Wind rushed through its wings, sending Chloe’s blonde hair rippling around her face as it threatened to undo the messy bun in her hair.

	They did it.

	The dragon flew away with all of them, including Ludo, on its back. She glanced back just to make sure she hadn’t imagined it. Just as she hoped, Mishti, Quintus, and Ludo all sat on the dragon’s back. They stared at her with almost frightened awe, but that didn’t matter right now.

	They had done it.

	The ground got smaller beneath them. Portia’s screams faded away. Just before the camp went out of sight, Ludo frowned.

	“I still cannot close my door.”

	They all looked down then. Even high in the air, they saw mortals marching through the door and into the camp. New mortals from the mortal realm. They held weapons and moved with the sort of organization that suggested they had entered many battles in the past.

	Pride from their victory got snuffed out like a tiny candle flame.

	Ludo may have been rescued, but the mortals still got their army. The entire point of rescuing him had been to stop more mortals from entering Faerie. But enter they did. Mortal after mortal marched through the door, causing Chloe’s stomach to drop down to her toes.

	The mortals had just gotten exactly what they wanted. Defeating them would be more difficult than ever.
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	THE GOLDEN SCALES BENEATH CHLOE’S legs gave off heat that prickled at her skin. It didn’t help that the dragon chose to breathe fire after every few flaps of its wings. If it didn’t stop with the fire soon, she’d have a puddle of sweat dripping down her back.

	“It is not flying to Crystal Thorn Castle.” Quintus slid forward until his leg brushed up against Chloe’s. She could only see him through the side of her eye but still noticed him glancing over the landscape beneath them. “The dragon is flying to Fairfrost.”

	The creature let out a roar that rumbled its golden scales. Chloe had to lean forward and grip the dragon’s shoulder to make sure she didn’t fall off. “Maybe that’s a good thing. Let’s just set it free.”

	“Free?” Mishti scoffed. “This dragon may be the best weapon we could ever get against the mortals. We should keep it.”

	“But we don’t have any chains to hold it.” Chloe shuddered at the thought of the dragon anywhere near where she slept.

	Quintus moved closer to her until his chest nearly pressed up against her back. “I can craft chains to hold it.”

	His voice left a tingle down her spine.

	“The dragon can protect us.” Mishti spoke as if she would accept no argument to the contrary.

	This seemed like the perfect moment for Chloe to whip her head around. “You saw how it ignored Portia’s commands, even though she is the one who held the reins. Do we really want such an unpredictable weapon anywhere near us?”

	“Yes, how did you do that?” Quintus trailed one finger along her forearm, which flopped her stomach over on itself. He moved a little closer too. “How did you get it to listen to you?”

	Ludo cleared his throat, which sounded more like an exaggerated hacking cough. “Excuse me.” His blue-and-red eyes flashed as he folded his arms over his chest. “I think you are all forgetting this is my dragon.”

	“Then why did it answer to Chloe and not to you?” Even though Quintus sat on a lower part of the dragon, closer to its neck, he still seemed to tower over all the rest of them as he spoke.

	Ludo stared hard for a moment and then let out a long-suffering sigh. “I agree with Chloe. We should let the dragon go. I may have been a little too ambitious trying to take on a dragon anyway.”

	Mishti stared down her nose at him. “You give up easily.”

	With a grumble, Ludo’s mouth dropped to a lower frown. “You did not have to watch as it caught and devoured animals. Now that I know how much dragons eat, I am not sure I ever want one around. If it fails to find enough food, it would probably eat me.”

	By the time the dragon landed among the glittering snow-covered hills of Fairfrost, everyone was decided. Mishti didn’t quite agree, but she didn’t get to make the decision on her own. They were letting the dragon go.

	Ludo frowned and huffed more than necessary as they all climbed off the dragon’s back. When he went to remove the harp string reins from the dragon’s neck, a glint of tears shone in Ludo’s eyes.

	But when he tried to pull the reins off the dragon, they wouldn’t budge. Quintus tried next, ripping at the reins with all his strength.

	The dragon responded with a fiery roar and then attempted to chomp at Quintus. Its teeth looked even sharper than Mishti’s sword. After that, they collectively decided to just let the dragon keep the harp string reins.

	Chloe couldn’t mourn the permanent loss of her harp string since the valecea managing her pain had now worn off completely. Quintus had to catch her to keep her from falling after she attempted to put weight on her right leg. The cushion at the top of her wooden foot did provide support, but it still felt like her raw bone pressed against the cushion, so it didn’t help enough to keep tears from her eyes.

	A single tear slipped down her cheek. Quintus opened a door and lifted her to carry her through. The others followed right after.

	Once they arrived in Crystal Thorn Forest just next to the rubble that had once been a castle, Quintus found a cozy spot for Chloe right up against a mossy tree.

	“You returned.” Elora rushed over to them, doing nothing to hide the surprise in her eyes. She found Ludo right away. “You actually did it.”

	“No.” Chloe scrunched up her nose.

	At the same moment, Quintus said, “Yes.”

	Elora raised an eyebrow, now darting her gaze between them. But then she seemed to realize only Chloe sat against a tree while all the others stood.

	She had to turn her sister’s attention away before she suspected anything about Chloe’s foot. After clearing her throat, Chloe waved a hand flippantly through the air. “We rescued Ludo, but we still failed.”

	The frown on Ludo’s face looked like it was quickly becoming a permanent feature. “The mortals kept my door open. It is still open even now, and I am unable to close it.”

	Just then, Brannick joined their small group. He nodded thoughtfully as he stroked his wolf’s head. “The Fairfrost fae can keep doors open like that. I wonder if the mortals found a device of some sort that allows them to do it too.”

	Everyone looked at Mishti for confirmation.

	Her fist clenched tight over her sword hilt. “I don’t know anything about that, but Portia never shared everything with me. And Julian doesn’t share anything with anyone, except occasionally with Portia. He could have had a device like that and never told anyone until the moment they needed it.”

	Pain throbbed at the end of Chloe’s leg. She wanted to massage it, but she also did not want to remove her wooden foot in front of her sister. Instead, she squeezed the muscles in her right leg and hoped that would distract her enough to talk through the pain. “We saw mortals from the mortal realm come through the door and into Faerie to join their army. Hundreds, maybe even thousands, are coming.”

	With the corners of her lips dropping, Elora let out a sigh. “You did fail, then.” She immediately glanced toward her younger sister with an expression of concern only a sister could wear. “It was probably too difficult a task for anyone. Do not be discouraged that you failed.”

	Chloe almost laughed out loud. Her foot discouraged her more than anything right now. The failure had basically been inevitable. But the foot? The aches? She couldn’t just live off pain herbs for the rest of her life. Aside from the fact that they wore off way faster than they should have, the valecea would start to eat away her insides if she didn’t find an alternate solution soon.

	Mishti drew a dagger from one of the leather bracers on her forearm and used it to clean under her fingernails. “What’s our next step? We need to defeat the mortals before they grow any more powerful.”

	“You should do nothing.” Brannick shared a quick look with Elora right after he had spoken. Considering how she stared back at him, this was clearly something they had already discussed.

	Brannick stood a little taller. His wolf mimicked the movement. “My beloved and I must stay here and rebuild the castle, but once it is finished, we will find a way to defeat the mortals. We will find a way to heal the land of the iron poisoning that destroys it and the mortal realm. But until we finish with the castle, the rest of you should do nothing.”

	“I will help you once you are ready to fight again.” Quintus stood with his shoulders rolled back. Determination lit his eyes with a shine that brightened his whole face.

	Ludo sighed and stared at the ground. “I will help too.”

	Chloe raised one eyebrow. “You want to help? But you didn’t even make a vow or anything. Did you?”

	She glanced over to Quintus now. Though he still stood tall, he seemed especially determined to avoid her gaze.

	Ludo shrugged. “No, I have not made any vow or bargain, but the mortals have something I need. It will be easier to find it if I’m around when they are defeated.”

	Right then, Ludo and Quintus shared a look. The two of them had made a bargain that Chloe still knew nothing about. Did the something Ludo wanted to find have anything to do with that bargain?

	“You do not need to help, Chloe.” Elora took a step toward her sister wearing a smile that suggested Chloe might break if even a single leaf fell on her. Now Elora’s head tilted to the side. “But you do need to stay in Faerie until the land is healed.”

	Chloe knew this already. If she returned to the mortal realm too soon, their youngest sister Grace would die of scurpus. They had to heal the land, which would heal the mortal realm too, before she could go back home.

	Still, she didn’t like the implication that she had no ability to help save Faerie. Maybe her sister treated her like a fragile figurine who knew nothing of the world, but Chloe could do her part. Elora had always been a good sister, but she didn’t seem to realize how much Chloe had grown since the last time she visited Faerie. Even if she did, Elora had always been the sort of person who charged headfirst into any battle. Because of that, she sometimes forgot there were other ways to do things.

	In fact, maybe the very reason Chloe had dedicated so much of her life to knowledge and research was because she didn’t want to go out and do the things Elora did. Chloe would help save Faerie, just as soon as she figured out a way to help that didn’t require her to walk.

	“We can’t do nothing.” Chloe pointed her nose into the air. “We have to at least stop the mortals from attacking again and from destroying the land even more.”

	Brannick pinched the bridge of his nose. “And how can we do that without defeating them entirely?”

	Luckily, Chloe had already thought this through before she brought it up. Now she had an answer right at the tip of her tongue. “Elora, remember last I was here, you put that bubble of enchantment over us to keep out the pain and suffering in the air? It covered us like a dome, and we were safe as long as we stayed under the dome.”

	Elora nodded. “I remember.”

	A little smiled lifted Chloe’s lips. “Can one of you fae create an enchantment like that, except make it a barrier enchantment that traps the mortals inside it?”

	Mishti lifted her gaze from the dagger cleaning her fingernails just long enough to raise an eyebrow. “We have found ways of using iron to get past enchantments like that, though it depends on how strong the enchantment is and how big it is too.”

	“Are bigger enchantments more difficult to get past?” Chloe asked.

	“Yes.” Mishti had turned her attention back to her nails now.

	Chloe attempted a determined expression the others often wore. Maybe a casual shrug would sell it more. “Then we just need to place a large dome of enchantment that traps the mortals inside. A very large one,” she added when the others didn’t look convinced.

	Her gaze fell to her lap where her hands were folded neatly. “I know it’s only a temporary solution, but it will protect us for a little while. Hopefully until the castle is finished.”

	“Ludo and I can do it.” Of course Quintus responded first. He had a way of supporting her ideas, which often got other people on board who normally wouldn’t have listened. His gaze shifted to Ludo. “If we work together, we can create a stronger enchantment than we could make on our own.”

	Both Elora and Brannick blinked at Quintus. Were they really so shocked that Chloe could come up with an idea that might actually work?

	“Uh, yes.” Brannick threw a glance at his beloved before turning back to Quintus. “Good idea. Go create an enchantment around the mortals and come back as soon as you can.”

	Quintus opened a door and beckoned Ludo. Just before they stepped through, he turned to Brannick. “Most of Chloe’s ideas are good ones. You really should pay more attention to them.”

	Elora’s face contorted ever so slightly as Quintus and Ludo disappeared. When she released the wings from her back, they almost seemed to squirm. “The castle calls to us. We need to work on it again.”

	Brannick stalked off without another word.

	That left Chloe and Mishti alone in the small clearing. The young woman glanced at the dagger in her hand. After only a moment, her gaze trailed to the sword hanging at her side and then to her ankle and other forearm, probably where two other daggers were hidden.

	She swallowed hard. “If I were back at the mortals’ camp, Portia would tell me to start training with my weapons. She made me practice sword fighting and dagger throwing during every possible moment when I wasn’t running other errands for her.” Now her voice lowered as she tucked her chin to her chest. “And she usually forced me to practice with other people until at least one of us drew blood.”

	Chloe shuddered as she pulled her magical book from her leather bag. “That’s exactly why you left them. We won’t ever force you to wield your sword if you don’t want to.”

	Mishti stared at her hands, which now sat empty. “But what else am I supposed to do then?”

	Patting a clump of moss right next to herself, Chloe grinned. “Come sit with me as I study my book. I’m going to start looking for a way to heal the land.”
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	ACCORDING TO CHLOE’S MAGICAL BOOK, the Faerie herb orenger could heal almost any infection. It would be difficult getting enough of it to heal all of Faerie from the iron poisoning though. Maybe she could start with a small bundle of orenger and attempt to heal a small area of the land just to be certain it would work.

	She had to crawl on her hands and knees, but with Mishti’s help, Chloe managed to gather two handfuls of the orenger.

	Her eyes darted to the open pages of her book as she crushed the herb into a thick paste. She used the mortar and pestle she had taken with her from the mortal realm and stored in her leather bag. So far, the sticky, forest green substance in the mortar looked exactly as the book described. Now she just needed to find a place to test the healing.

	After saying as much to Mishti, the young woman whipped her braid behind her back and put both her hands on her hips. “But everything looks the same now as it did before Faerie was poisoned. How will you know if it worked or not?”

	“It’s not exactly the same.” Chloe held the stone bowl and a bit of her skirt with one hand. With her other hand and her two knees, she crawled around the clearing, looking for signs of iron poisoning.

	A large bush brimming with wild berries sat next to a cluster of white wildflowers. Moist soil covered most of the ground surrounding it, except for a lovely clump of moss that grew by one edge.

	The spongy, light green moss smelled wonderfully musky. It also gave off an air of wonder and awe. Nearly everything in Crystal Thorn could do the same. It felt just as magical as it looked.

	But upon closer inspection, Chloe finally found what she needed. Though the clump of moss was nearly perfect, one small bit of it had gone gray and sludgy. Gray, just like the gray tinge that accompanied scurpus.

	When she hovered her hand over the spot, it didn’t give off any of the crackling energy that filled the rest of Faerie’s air. It had definitely been affected by iron poisoning.

	Settling onto her knees, she scooped up the paste from the orenger with two fingers and smoothed it over the surface of the gray sludgy moss. After a few seconds, she wiped it away.

	The moss underneath still looked as gray and sludgy as ever.

	Mishti hovered above, having followed Chloe, and stared throughout the whole process. “Maybe it needs more time.”

	“Maybe.” Chloe sighed and smoothed another scoop of paste over the iron-poisoned moss. “Or maybe I’ll have to use magic to speed up the process.”

	Mishti’s eyes opened wide with an expectant expression. When she got no response, she prodded. “Don’t you have magic? You used it to heal me.”

	“Oh, right.” Chloe waved a hand through the air, as if brushing away the question. “Yes, I do, but I can’t use it right now. I can only use magic when I’m touching Quintus.”

	After saying the words, her fingers absently reached up for the bone under her right eye where her star tattoos sat.

	“We did a ritual and now we are bound together.” Quintus would have glared at her for sharing such a secret, but Chloe couldn’t find it in herself to care. Maybe they needed to keep the secret from the dangerous mortals and from tricky fae, but could it really hurt to tell Mishti?

	At once, Chloe’s head shot up, and she started crawling back to her book that sat open nearby. “That reminds me, I still need to see if there’s a way to undo our bond. I probably don’t want to be bonded to him when I return to the mortal realm.”

	Chloe got into her previous spot with her back against a tree and the book in her lap. Dark smudges of dirt marred the front of her dress. It didn’t help that her underdress, which peeked out from beneath her dark red overdress along the front, was a light cream color.

	The stains would be difficult to remove. Then again, if Quintus could use his crafting magic to remove the blood stains that came from getting her foot chopped off, surely, he’d be able to remove dirt stains too. Having him around really did have its uses.

	Before Chloe could turn a single page in her book to search for a way to undo the bond she had with Quintus, Mishti sat down beside her.

	It wasn’t so much the fact that she sat down, but the way she did it. Her body moved slowly and deliberately. Her shoulders hunched forward. Her mouth formed a straight line across her face as dismal as storm clouds.

	She took a deep breath before speaking. “Do you have family in the mortal realm?”

	Chloe narrowed one eye. Why would such a simple question garner such a dramatic preparation from Mishti? With her eyebrows still together, Chloe nodded. “Yes, I have a younger sister there. And a brother, although he isn’t technically my brother. He’s fae, and they have fewer terms for explaining relationships, and it’s complicated, so we just call him a brother. His wife and my nieces and nephews are also there.”

	“And you still remember them well?” Mishti’s voice had lowered in pitch.

	“Yes.” Chloe’s eyebrows didn’t feel as though they could lower any farther down her forehead, but they still tried. “Why?”

	Mishti glanced away, her voice even thicker than before. “You took the tablet from Portia that I told you not to take.”

	A breath of relief escaped Chloe’s chest as she shook her head. “I didn’t. I hid it under my tongue until we moved far enough away that I could spit it out. Quintus did the same. What was in that tablet anyway?”

	“Just hope you never have to find out.”

	Mishti wouldn’t say anything else about it no matter how Chloe prodded. Amidst some of the arguing, Chloe got distracted by a sentence in her book, written with the same scrawling handwriting she knew well.

	Some infections kill the tiny inner parts of the body. The poison can destroy these inner parts, which can lead to disruption across many other bodily functions.

	Chloe tapped her chin. “Maybe the iron poisoning is the worst on the inside. Maybe it damages Faerie from the inside out.”

	Glancing over Chloe’s shoulder, Mishti asked, “So, the remedy will have to go beneath the surface in order to cure the infection?”

	Chloe nodded. “Yes, or maybe it needs to go straight to its heart. I wonder if we’ll have to do it at the creation magic.”

	Those final two words caused Mishti to raise an eyebrow.

	Holding her hands in front of herself, Chloe formed a circular shape with them. “It’s this great big ball of magic. That’s where I got my magic from. Faerie protects it though. It’s nearly impossible to find. I believe it has only been found once before.”

	Mishti’s face grew contemplative as she leaned against her own tree. “That makes sense. If mortals ran around wielding the magic of fae, it could cause all sorts of problems.”

	“Exactly.” Chloe winced at the thought. “Apparently, the first mortal who touched it and got magic used his magic to destroy an entire court.”

	“Which court?”

	The question stunned Chloe into a silence that lasted for several breaths. Eventually, she just shrugged. “I don’t know. It happened long ago. I’m sure the court that got destroyed has been rebuilt again.”

	“Rebuilt?” Mishti let out a dry chuckle. “That seems to happen a lot here, but the results are unimpressive.”

	Her gaze drifted over to Elora and Brannick and the pile of rubble that had once been their castle. Despite working on the castle nearly every moment since it had fallen, very little progress had been made in rebuilding it. They had only managed to erect one wall, and it wasn’t even tall enough to reach their waists.

	At this rate, it would take forever to finish rebuilding the entire thing.

	One of Mishti’s hands formed a fist, which she immediately relaxed. Now she shook her head. “I cannot believe your sister and her husband told us to do nothing. They act as if they are in charge of Faerie.”

	“They are.”

	Mishti tilted her head and raised both eyebrows. “They are in charge of all of Faerie?”

	Chloe nodded. “My sister is Queen of Crystal Thorn. She rules this court, which is the high court. Brannick is High King of Faerie. He rules the entire realm.”

	When the skepticism on Mishti’s face made no sign of retreating, Chloe continued. “The two of them have already saved Faerie from a few different fae who tried to destroy it.” Chloe’s eyebrows raised. “If anyone can save Faerie, they can.”

	“Then why is it taking them so long to rebuild the castle?”

	Biting her bottom lip, Chloe glanced back at the broken walls. As much as she hated to admit it, she had expected more progress by now. Perhaps they were simply going about it wrong or something.

	That thought sparked a memory in her mind. Chloe reached for her book and flipped its pages. “I read about Faerie castles once. I remember reading how some fae believe Faerie itself built the castles originally.”

	She didn’t mention that she had communicated with Faerie itself through the pages of her book. So, if she had learned from her book about how the castles were built, then it was probably just Faerie’s way of telling her what had truly happened.

	Skepticism remained intact on Mishti’s face. “Faerie itself?”

	Resting her hands on her book, Chloe nodded. “Faerie is not just the land in this realm. It is an entity in itself too.”

	Mishti leaned back against the tree behind her and lifted her chin. “If Faerie itself can build castles on its own, and yet, almost no progress has been made on that castle…” Now she leaned forward, raising both eyebrows significantly. “Then perhaps Faerie itself is trying to tell us we need to solve this problem without those two.” She finished by gesturing toward Elora and Brannick.

	Chloe fiddled with the corner of a page before she responded. “But they are Faerie’s leaders. Adventures like this are normal life for them.”

	“Not every adventure is meant for the heroic and powerful. Some adventures are meant for the ordinary, to turn them into something greater than they were when they began. Everyone has a story. Maybe this one is yours, not theirs.”

	The words landed against Chloe’s chest like a club, but they didn’t stop there. They burrowed under her skin, wriggling around, as if trying to take root. Her own story. It sounded nice. But would a coward like Chloe really ever get to be the hero of any story?

	As nice as the idea felt, she suddenly realized what Mishti was really trying to say. Sadly, it had nothing to do with Chloe being a hero.

	Lowering her gaze to the corner of the page her fingers still fiddled, Chloe frowned. “You think it’s a bad idea to wait for them to finish the castle before we make a plan?”

	Mishti released a heavy breath. “I think the mortals are going to become a threat a lot sooner than everyone else thinks.”

	Chloe’s finger stopped moving. A gentle wind rustled her messy bun, but the rest of her stayed completely still. After a hard swallow, she finally said what needed to be said. “My body freezes any time danger is near.”

	Now that the words were out, she lowered her head. Even her eyelids seemed to droop at the shame of that truth. “One time, in the middle of a very important battle, I…” She pressed her eyes shut. “I fainted. In front of everyone.”

	Mishti’s stone-like expression didn’t change. “Is that why your sister thinks you do not want to help?”

	“Yes.” Chloe shook her head. “I do want to help, but she’s right that I can’t do things the way the rest of them do. I can barely even walk now that my pain herbs have worn off. Even with a wooden foot that is a perfect replica of the one I lost, it still hurts too much to put pressure on the end of my leg.”

	Not even that forced any reaction out of Mishti. The young woman just sat with her mouth in a straight line and her jaw clenched tight. Her eyes stared off into the distance, suggesting contemplation, but she could have just as easily been thinking of nothing.

	Finally, her jaw slightly relaxed. “Maybe you can’t enact every part of the plan, but you can still come up with one. What do you think has to happen to defeat the mortals? Do you think we must kill them all?”

	“No.” Chloe sat up straight, placing a hand over her chest. “Of course not.”

	Mishti raised one eyebrow.

	Now Chloe tilted her head to the side. “Except Portia and Julian obviously, but not any of the others. I don’t think any of them want to be in this fight anyway.”

	Leaning forward, Mishti ever so slightly narrowed her eyes. “But do you think the other mortals can stay in Faerie until they die of old age? Quintus said our methods of chopping down trees and penning animals went against the very nature of Faerie. He said it destroys the land.”

	Blinking away the worry that formed in her throat, Chloe shrugged. “Maybe the mortals just need a place of their own.”

	“Where, though?” Mishti’s question was as devoid of hope as her eyes were. “I have seen every court in Faerie. Everywhere we go, we destroy the fae way of doing things. If the mortals want this land, they must steal it from the fae. There is no other way.”

	As much as Chloe hated the words, Mishti was right. Mortal methods worked in the mortal realm where death and time were a part of life. But things worked differently in Faerie. Maybe the mortals truly didn’t belong.

	That didn’t mean the mortals had to die though. Instead, they could be sent back to the mortal realm. Just because they had all been brought to Faerie didn’t mean they had to stay.

	Once Portia and Julian were taken care of, sending the mortals back would be easy. All they needed was a door.
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	EVEN FOR A MORTAL, TIME was impossible to track in Faerie. Chloe and the others had rescued Ludo and set a barrier enchantment around the mortals to keep them from destroying more of the land or the fae. Days had passed or possibly weeks. Even if it had been months, she had no way to tell.

	All she knew for sure was she had taken enough valecea for pain that now she gagged at the sight of it. The herb turned her head fuzzy and set her stomach into a churning mess. Only the night before she had lost her dinner a few minutes after swallowing some of the valecea.

	Quintus had noticed. Just before they all settled down on their sleeping mats, he had promised to steal her away soon. He wanted to give her a chance to practice walking on her foot while he found a way to make it less painful. A little while after day dawned that morning, he snuck her off to the crystal caves.

	Her hand rested against the black wall of the cave while Quintus checked that the space had enough even ground for her to walk on. The cave wall didn’t have any moisture on it, but it was cool to the touch, almost like marble. The black glistened just as beautifully as the pearlescent white pebbles embedded throughout the crystal. It smelled of wet soil and crisp rain.

	The air felt especially magical today. Or maybe finally getting a moment alone with Quintus just felt magical. They hadn’t been alone together in far too long.

	Shifting her leg at the top of her wooden foot, she turned to him. “How did you convince Elora I needed to come with you?”

	“I did not. I told her you were in Crystal Thorn Forest looking for herbs that would possibly help to heal Faerie.” He offered a smirk. “She does not know you left the forest soon after I told her that. She believes you are still there.”

	Sly. No one but a fae could be so skilled at deceiving without telling a lie.

	Shifting her body so her back now leaned against the cave wall, Chloe raised an eyebrow. “And what are you supposed to be doing while you’re away from the castle?”

	His dark brown boots kicked at a small mound in the dirt until it had leveled. “I said I would check on the enchantment trapping the mortals, which I will do before we go back. It just may take a little longer to get there than she expects.”

	Chloe chuckled just as Quintus finished kicking away another small mound. He must have deemed the ground ready because he then came directly in front of her.

	It didn’t matter how long she knew him, sometimes the sight of him still stole the breath from her lungs. His black curls tumbled across his forehead. In the cave, his light brown skin looked darker but still just as rich. He flashed her a smile that turned her knees to jelly.

	Worst of all, he knew exactly the effect he had on her. Lifting a hand to her cheek, his lips went from smile to suggestive smirk.

	“We do not have to start with the walking right away.” His thumb drew a tiny circle over her jaw. “We could do other things first if you want.”

	She had to shove him back just to keep herself from kissing him right there.

	“No.” She shook her head, which had nothing to do with answering him and everything to do with an attempt to clear her mind of that smirk and the feel of his thumb that still lingered on her cheek.

	“Let’s not waste any time. I have to figure out how to walk soon or Elora will start to suspect I did more than just sprain my ankle.”

	He caught her hand in his under the guise that it would help her balance. “Would it be so bad if she found out what actually happened to your foot?”

	Her mouth squeezed into a knot before she answered. “If you start asking me questions like that, I’ll just start asking about your father.”

	His mouth snapped shut so fast she could hear his teeth click together. With her hand still in his, he nodded and gestured at the path ahead.

	As they planned, she hadn’t taken any valecea since the night before. That would give a clear of idea of if she could walk on her own yet.

	When they first arrived in the cave, he had added a brand-new cushion to the top of her wooden foot. None of the others had helped enough, but Chloe still hoped this would be the one.

	She held her breath, bit her lip, and stepped forward.

	The moment she put weight on her right leg, pain stabbed into her body. If she hadn’t been holding her breath already, she would have sucked in a gasp. Just like all the other times, tears immediately formed in her eyes.

	Quintus pulled her into his arms, allowing her to take the weight off her right leg and put it onto her left foot. He shook his head. “Something is wrong.”

	He’d been saying that the entire time, but a part of her had finally started to believe it. She picked at her lip with two fingers while finding the courage to speak again. When she did, her voice came out tight. “I wonder if I did something wrong when I healed it.”

	He said nothing, but the way his face fell spoke enough on its own.

	She sucked in a quick breath. “When I healed my leg, I only let the skin scab and heal like it would with a scratch. Maybe I should have instructed the bone to heal. Or maybe I should have wrapped a muscle over the end of the bone so that the bone isn’t directly against the skin.” 

	The muscles around his eyes tensed, as if he were trying to keep his face from reacting to her words. His jaw flexed next. A flicker passed through his eyes. The look of it made her heart sink. But then he shook his head and spoke in a gruff voice. “No. I am sure the way you healed it was fine. I just have to craft the perfect cushion.”

	He must have realized the same thing she did. If she did something wrong while healing her leg, then the only way to fix it would be to temporarily un-heal it. She might have to chop off just a little bit more of her leg so she could start over and heal it again, correctly that time.

	Judging by the set of his jaw, he would burn the ice forests and frosty hills of Fairfrost to the ground before he let that happen.

	Maybe she had been right from the beginning though. Maybe she had healed it correctly and she only needed to walk on it more to get used to it. Mustering up a little hope, she took another step forward.

	Tears blurred her vision even faster this time. She couldn’t blink them away fast enough to prevent two of them from slipping down her cheeks. It couldn’t be that either. She’d been walking on the foot plenty, especially after taking valecea for pain. But her leg still exploded with pain any time she tried to walk without any of the herb. It still hurt just as bad as it had the first day.

	Reaching into his pocket, Quintus pulled out his sketchbook. “Perhaps a cushion is the wrong thing to craft. Maybe you need a device that can absorb your weight and move with your leg before your leg ever reaches the top of the wooden foot. A spring might work, or something like it.”

	Once his pencil started scratching across the surface of the parchment, his eyebrows knitted together. Sometimes he sketched absently, doing it just to keep his fingers busy during a conversation or while he was bored. Other times—this time—his entire body focused in on the paper, and nothing but a dagger slammed straight into his chest could catch his attention.

	While he worked, she hopped over to the cave wall. At least her hopping had improved. Now that hopping was her only mode of movement while standing, her balance had been forced to improve.

	Her gaze darted to unknown depths at the back of the cave. The crystalline walls and the river continued on, but they were so shrouded in darkness, she couldn’t see where they ended. Every other time they had been in the cave, they had tried to walk deeper inside it, but they’d always reached a point where they could not walk any farther.

	The path didn’t end, and nothing ever blocked their way, but still, their feet couldn’t move past a certain point no matter how hard they tried to force them to. Such magic as that could only come from Faerie itself.

	Curiosity still begged her to try though. With one hand against the cave wall, she hopped down the path to the spot where she had always stopped before. Next to the path, the small river flowed far past what she could see. Ripples of water trickled and splashed ahead.

	Though she had always been stopped in that same spot before, she dared an attempt to hop forward anyway.

	It worked.

	Her hand flew up to her mouth while a tiny gasp escaped her lips. Soon, she smiled and prepared to hop again. It worked a second time.

	Her eyes opened wide as she continued hopping deeper and deeper into the cave. Was it because she hopped instead of walked that she could suddenly go deeper? That didn’t seem likely. Probably, Faerie itself had deemed her worthy to see more of the cave.

	The river still flowed at her side, and soon, a wisp of light started forming at the end of the cave. Sounds filled the air that hadn’t been there before. Birds chirped and sang. Little insects buzzed.

	After another hop, she could just barely make out a blur of colors at the end. It almost looked like a pile of gold and gems sat at the end of the tunnel, but if that were the case, she probably wouldn’t be able to hear birds or insects. Plus, the river beside her clearly flowed all the way through the cave and out of it too. She noticed then that water in the river sparkled so much, it looked almost like gems.

	Her foot wouldn’t move forward anymore though. Apparently, she had gone as far as Faerie would allow.

	Quintus appeared at her side. A small metal contraption with a spring at the end of it sat in his hand. He rested his free hand against the small of her back and leaned forward.

	“Can you see what’s at the end of the cave?” she asked.

	He narrowed his eyes. “It almost looks like jewels.”

	She felt her lips lift into a smile. “That’s what I thought too. Can you move forward any more?”

	They both tried but neither of them could.

	After a sigh, she rested her back against the wall of the cave.

	He held up the device in his hand. “This might work better than a cushion.”

	After he fitted it inside her wooden foot, she took two steps—away from the jeweled exit—and then took a third step without any tears coming to her eyes.

	It still hurt. She did her best to hide her winces, especially since Quintus had worked so hard to craft her something that would work. He must have seen what she tried to hide though. An on her fourth step, she could not keep her tears back anymore.

	With a huff, he snatched a bundle of valecea from his pocket. “Here. I gathered these while you were brushing your hair this morning. I will continue to craft until I find a way for you to walk without pain. But since I clearly haven’t found it yet, you can take these.”

	Her stomach lurched at the sight of them. She had no desire to take them again, but she didn’t have much choice unless she wanted Quintus carrying her around everywhere. That would probably cause more problems than it would solve.

	Accepting the inevitable, she tore leaves off the stems and stuffed them into her mouth. She usually took at least ten leaves for the pain relief to set in. Knowing the effects the herbs had on her, she chose to only eat four leaves before stuffing the rest of the bundle into her leather bag.

	Even with a lower dose, the fog that clouded her brain after taking the herbs immediately began forming. Maybe Quintus was right. Maybe she just needed to tell her sister that her foot had been chopped off. Then if Quintus had to carry her around, at least Elora would understand why.

	Just like it often did after taking the herbs, her inhibitions lowered, and something plopped from her mouth that she probably wouldn’t have said otherwise.

	“I wish Elora would stop treating me like a child.” Maybe that was part of why Chloe was so nervous to admit what had happened to her foot.

	“I am not too old for you.”

	Quintus had spoken the words so fast, Chloe had to blink before she processed them. But even then, she couldn’t figure out where they had come from. They didn’t seem like an answer to what she had just said.

	He gulped. “When you were here before, your sister kept yelling at me because you were a child, and I was an adult.”

	Chloe waved her hand through the air. “I know. There is no time in Faerie. So even though you’ve been an adult longer than Brannick has even been alive, you are still a perfectly acceptable age for even a young mortal girl of eighteen like me.”

	“I have not been an adult longer than High King Brannick has been alive.”

	Chloe’s head snapped back as she took in the words. “Elora told me you have.”

	“I looked like an adult.” Quintus set one hand out to the side, as if gesturing at something, though it wasn’t at anything in particular. “Everyone assumed I was an adult. I could even do magic like an adult, but I was not.”

	Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t understand.”

	He rubbed a hand across his forehead and let out a sigh. “In Faerie, fae become adults when they discover their magic, but I did not discover mine until…” His gaze met hers then and it pierced her straight in the heart. “It was after I met you.”

	“But.” She shook her head. “I saw you do magic last time I was here. And besides, you used magic to craft the harp Elora used, and that was before my sister, Grace, and I ever got here. That means you had magic before you met me.”

	He stared at her for a moment but said nothing.

	Only after a deep breath did he speak again. “Remember how I said it was not wholly incorrect to call Faerie itself my parent?”

	She had to think for a moment before she remembered the conversation. He had said it in such an offhand way, she had thought nothing of it at the time.

	After a nod, he continued. “Faerie did the magic, not me. For a while, I thought that was simply how magic worked. But I soon realized, it was different. I was different. I did not have magic, I used magic. Faerie supplied it whenever I needed it, but it did not come from me.”

	“But why?” Her head shook again. “Why would Faerie do such a thing? Why make you look grown when you were not?”

	“I know why.”

	Her mouth dropped at those words, but then understanding tilted her head. Suddenly, she had an inkling. That inkling grew when she caught the look in his eye. Her eyebrows raised. “Is it because of your father?”

	“Yes.”

	She knew it, and yet, the news still forced her to suck in a small breath.

	His gaze dropped to the ground. “I was a child when I first saw him. A young child.” He let out a breath as heavy as a boulder. “He tried to kill me.”

	“What?” The word shot from her lips too fast to stop. But then the weight of the words hit her a second time, and she clapped a hand over her mouth.

	“It was like my existence threatened him somehow. He came to my mother’s home. She welcomed him a bit icily, which was not too out of character for a fae. But once she told him about me, introduced him to me…” He shook his head. “I had to run away just to stay alive. Even though I was young, I still ran faster than him. I always assumed Faerie itself helped me get away.”

	Chloe reached for him then. How could she not? She wrapped a hand over his arm and even leaned a bit closer.

	He swallowed hard. “I ended up deep in Bitter Thorn Forest, as it was called back then. I was no older than your little niece, Danielle.”

	Chloe’s mouth went dry. “But Danielle is only five.”

	His gaze stayed pinned to the ground. “Even in Faerie, children cannot survive on their own for very long. There are too many wild creatures and devious fae. I needed to grow, so I did. That night, I went to sleep a child as young as Danielle, and when I woke up, I looked like this.” He gestured to himself.

	“I watched as fae after fae around me grew and discovered their own magic. I learned to craft, and I became so good at it that every fae assumed I had used magic to do it. Faerie gave me magic whenever I needed it to keep up the charade, but it was still a charade. Faerie gave me the magic to craft my home.”

	His gaze turned down, toward her foot. “The home I used to have is the first thing I ever created with magic, except I didn’t actually create it. Faerie did. Faerie made that house for me, and it kept me safe for most of my life. The magic in its walls was a special sort of magic like nothing I have encountered ever again.”

	He sniffed. “Since that day, I lived in the forest in that same house. I never saw my mother again. I never saw my father either until much later. I thought I was safe in Bitter Thorn. I learned as much as I could about crafting, and hoped that someday, I would eventually discover my own magic.”

	He ran a hand through his hair, which sent his curls tumbling over his forehead. “Now that I actually have discovered my magic, I can say without lying that my greatest magic is in crafting. But before, I always kept my mouth shut while other fae would unknowingly tell the lie for me.”

	Chloe swallowed hard. “But then your father came back. He destroyed your home while I was in the mortal realm.”

	Quintus’s eyes closed. “Yes. I do not know why he did it, just like I do not know why he tried to kill me when he met me as a child. It is a mystery I may never solve, which I will not complain about, as long as it means I never have to see him again. I will always remember the axe he carried as he chopped down the walls of my home. The blade seemed to suck away Faerie’s magic with each of its strikes. I hope I never have to see it or him again.”

	With his gaze still pinned downward, a thought sent a wrench through her gut. Her foot had been carved from a block of wood that he said was very special. Aches seized her throat as realization set in. “Quintus.” Her breath hitched as she leaned toward him. “Did my foot come from…your home?”

	His chin dipped the smallest amount possible to still indicate a nod. He swallowed hard and glanced away. It was understandable. This couldn’t have been an easy conversation for him. She didn’t want to ruin the moment with a question that might be too painful to answer. But she didn’t want to stop talking if he was ready to open up more either.

	In the end, he made the decision for both of them. Before she could say another word, he opened a door and lifted her into his arms. The fact that he didn’t even try to kiss her again showed just how devastating it had been to simply tell his story.

	But when they stepped through the door, it seemed their problems were just beginning. Quintus’s eyes opened wide.

	“It is gone.”

	He set Chloe on the ground and reached out one hand, which met the empty air in front of it. He gulped at the sight. “The enchantment trapping the mortals is gone.”
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	FREEDOM SHOULD HAVE BEEN A good thing. Deep in her gut, Chloe believed the mortals deserved freedom. They deserved to live their lives however they wished without being contained by enchantments, manipulative leaders, or anything. But while Portia and Julian still lived, the mortals’ freedom would only lead to terror for Faerie.

	At least Ludo’s door had finally closed. He had felt it close when night fell back on the day they had rescued him. Even though it had closed, it probably didn’t matter. The mortals had most likely gotten all the soldiers they needed anyway.

	After seeing the vanished enchantment, Chloe and Quintus returned to Crystal Thorn Castle through a door. He shouted a quick explanation that the enchantment containing the mortals had been broken and then everyone started talking at once.

	Ludo tried to ask if the mortals had gone somewhere or if they were still at their camp.

	Quintus said they needed to get as many fae as they could to make another enchantment to contain them.

	Mishti argued they’d never find enough fae in time.

	Elora screamed that an enchantment wouldn’t do any good if they didn’t even know where the mortals were.

	Brannick’s voice boomed above all the rest. He told everyone to calm down.

	They did not.

	Their voices climbed all over each other, saying everything and accomplishing nothing. Chloe did her best to shut out the noise in order to think. The shouting grew even louder, but she forced her mind to go back to when she had been in the mortals’ camp. The mortals had been planning to attack Crystal Thorn Castle next, but once Portia heard that no fae were at the castle except two, she decided they needed a different plan.

	Chloe grabbed Mishti’s arm. “Where would the mortals go? Once they broke the enchantment, where would they go next?”

	Only Quintus stopped shouting long enough to hear Chloe’s question. He held her firmly against his side, with one arm around her waist.

	Mishti called out at least two more sentences before she turned and listened as Chloe repeated her questions.

	Mishti’s jaw clenched as she closed her eyes. The other shouts finally quieted slightly, perhaps only because two of them were no longer shouting.

	Finally, Mishti nodded and opened her eyes. “They’d go to the next court over. Since they have no reason to come here, they will head for the next closest castle. And with an army as big as they have, they will attempt to gain control of as much land in between.”

	Without another word, Quintus waved his hand and opened a door. “This should lead us to them.”

	“But…” Elora’s face fell as she watched them all prepare to jump through the door. She glanced back at the castle.

	“We must stay here. You know we must.” Even in a rumble, Brannick’s voice had a gentle quality to it.

	Elora responded with a huff.

	When the rest of them started through the door, Elora grabbed her younger sister’s arm in a grip as tight as death. “You need to stay here.”

	Chloe ripped her arm away nearly as fast as her sister had grabbed it. “No.”

	Heat bloomed on Elora’s face as she glared.

	Chloe glared right back. “I can’t fight. You know that. Everyone knows that. But I’m not staying here. There might be something else I can do.”

	Quintus didn’t wait long enough for Elora to offer any other protest. Chloe, Quintus, Mishti, and Ludo all stepped through the door, leaving Elora and Brannick with their demolished castle.

	It only took one step out the door to realize they’d have to open another door. Quintus had found the mortals on their way to the Court of Dustdune, just like Mishti had guessed, but they had traveled so much farther than he had expected.

	To reach the front lines, he had to open another door, one that didn’t open on the border between Crystal Thorn and Dustdune but deep inside Dustdune itself. The mortals hadn’t reached Dustdune Castle. They still had several villages and great swathes of land to cross before they got there. But they had stomped through a small Dustdune village, leaving destruction behind them with each step.

	By the time Chloe and the others stepped out that second door and saw all the damage, a measure of their hope wafted away.

	At least Quintus had opened the door behind a large colorful sand dune. The pinks, oranges, and reds of the dune swirled in front of them, giving them cover from the mortals at the front lines.

	They each found a different spot to peek around the grainy dune. Not far off, mortals held weapons and small jars of flames as they marched over the sandy landscape of Dustdune. Trees with thick trunks and sparse leaves dotted the landscape. Round white houses with thatched roofs had been built among the trees.

	Whenever the mortals marched up to a new home, they immediately set it aflame using the jars of fire they carried.

	Dustdune fae fought back. Of course they fought back. Their exquisite silk tunics, dresses, and scarves shimmered in the sun as they used blade whips, magic, and even their fists to kill the mortals attacking them.

	One fae could kill ten mortals before giving up. But that was the problem. There were at least twenty mortals for every fae, so the efforts all came to nothing

	The copper undertones in Quintus’s skin turned a bright scarlet red. He pulled his spear from his pocket and then charged into the fight. Mishti growled and followed after him with her sword raised.

	“Wait,” Chloe shouted, but the sound easily got swallowed up by the noise of the fight. “We can’t beat them with just the two of you. We have to make a…” With a sigh, she ducked back behind the dune. “They’re gone.”

	Ludo raised his blond eyebrows. “No one ever listens to you, do they?”

	Instead of answering, she shot back a question of her own. “Why didn’t you go with them?”

	The red in his eyes flashed as he tilted his head toward the fight. “I may have noticed I could not beat so many of them on my own.”

	She stuffed a thumbnail in between her teeth. “We have to figure out a way to keep the mortals from advancing any farther.”

	“I thought you might say that,” Ludo grumbled. “I have never been great at barrier enchantments.”

	Her eyebrows flew upward. “Yes! A barrier enchantment. See if you can create one that stops them from moving forward.”

	If the Dustdune fae had tried creating their own barrier enchantments, there was no evidence of it. But perhaps seeing Ludo’s barrier enchantment, it might inspire them to create their own as well.

	A stream of icy blue light burst from his fingertips. Though his face twisted and scrunched, the enchantment grew in exactly the right spot to stop the mortals.

	The Dustdune fae who hadn’t retreated yet cheered. The mortals responded by lifting their jars of flames.

	Using small iron balls that must have been dipped in some sort of fuel, the mortals created fireballs, which they threw at Ludo’s enchantment. The moment the fireballs met the blue magic, Ludo dropped to his knees.

	He sucked in a gasp like he himself had been hit by the fireballs, instead of his enchantment. A moment later, the barrier vanished.

	At least the idea had inspired some of the fae still left behind. They created their own enchantments. Some of them even worked together to create stronger enchantments. The iron fireballs broke through each of them one by one. Soon, the fae retreated once again.

	Chloe glanced back at Ludo, who had turned surprisingly quiet.

	The fiery rash breaking out across his skin probably had something to do with his silence. Somehow, Ludo had gotten scurpus from iron fireballs touching his enchantment, not even his skin.

	A grumble escaped from his mouth while he frowned. “Why does everything bad always happen to me?”

	Rolling her eyes, Chloe patted him on the shoulder. “Quintus had iron poisoning much worse than that just a few days ago, so quit complaining. Your fae healing should fix you up soon enough.”

	It probably wasn’t a good sign that even Quintus and Mishti had retreated and now rushed back toward the dune. The sight of them relieved Chloe though. Now they could make an actual plan, instead of fighting an impossible battle.

	But once the others got to the dune, they didn’t bother stopping to think of idea. Quintus climbed to the top and retrieved a bow and arrows from his pocket to pick off as many mortals as he could. Mishti did basically the same thing, but with all the daggers hiding under her clothes.

	Chloe shouted up at them. “That is not going to work. You cannot defeat their entire army with just the two of you.”

	Even Ludo ignored her this time. He shot ribbons of magic from his fingertips that wrapped around the legs of any mortal who tried to come close to them.

	It worked for a while, until it didn’t.

	The mortals simply had too many people. No matter how many arrows Quintus shot, more mortals came. No matter how many daggers Mishti threw, more mortals came. Ludo tripped dozens of mortals with his ribbons of enchantment, but it didn’t matter.

	More mortals came.

	By the time Quintus finally opened a door for them to escape through, it was too late. Half a dozen mortals jumped on him, clapping chains on his wrists as they did. They pulled him far from the door before he could dream of stepping inside it. His door flickered and then closed once the mortals’ iron chains met his skin. Ludo attempted to open a door as well, but the mortals stopped his attempt in the same way. Soon, Chloe and Mishti had chains on their wrists as well.

	Chloe didn’t even freeze in terror when it happened. She just dropped to her knees and let the mortals yank her arms together. She had known it was inevitable the entire time.

	The others put up more of a fight, but with so many mortals, they had no chance at all. Ludo huffed and groaned. Mishti glared.

	But Quintus? He growled and seethed.

	When one of the mortals tried to force Chloe to her feet, his rage erupted into a roar. “Do not touch her!”

	A few of the mortals stepped back, cowering back at his shouts.

	His jaw clenched tight. The voice that came out was gruff and unrestrained. “If you hurt her, I will make sure it is the last thing you do.”

	Most of the mortals stepped back again, except for one. A man with callused hands and a jagged knife in his grip just grinned. He glanced toward the other mortals as he grasped Chloe’s upper arm. “It sounds like she’s the one we’ll torture first.”
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	MORTALS TOWERED AHEAD WHILE CHLOE, Quintus, Mishti, and Ludo all knelt in a line with their hands chained in front of them. Most of the mortal army continued marching over the Dustdune landscape toward the castle, but a dozen of them encircled Chloe and the others, preventing them from escaping.

	The mortal man who had gripped Chloe and promised to torture her had stepped away at the other mortals’ insistence. He made sure to leave behind a gash caused by his jagged knife. It cut away nearly all of her sleeve and a thick layer of her skin as well.

	Quintus’s gaze kept jumping from the injury over to the man who had caused it. His breaths came out short and hot from his nose. But every time he tried to get up and use his chains to strangle the man, the other mortals would just tackle him back to the ground again. Quintus finally learned to stay in his place.

	“Why would we torture them?” This came from a mortal with soft eyes and a simple brown dress.

	Tossing his jagged knife between his callused hands, the man shrugged. “Aren’t these the people Portia wants?”

	“Yes.” Another man answered, but his sword had been dropped back into his sheath.

	The man with the jagged knife curved his mouth into a twisted smile. “I’m sure she won’t mind if we have a little fun with them first.”

	“Fun?” The second man gripped his sword hilt as his nose wrinkled. “You want to torture them for fun?”

	The woman in the brown dress shook her head while a similar nose wrinkle adorned her face. “You’ve clearly never been tortured before.”

	This interaction made it easy to guess which mortals had once lived in Ansel’s house—where they had been tortured many times—and which mortals had only recently come to Faerie.

	The man with the jagged knife opened his mouth to offer some retort, but Chloe ignored it. Instead, she took to the chance to nudge Quintus with her elbow. She did her best to keep her lips still as she whispered to him. “Create a bubble of enchantment around us to keep the mortals out.”

	The mortals had made a fatal mistake by leaving the four of them to kneel in the sand while all the mortals surrounded them. A simple bubble of enchantment would make it impossible for the mortals get to them again.

	But when Quintus spoke, his whisper had no hope. “I cannot.”

	He had whispered so soft that no one else but her could have possibly heard. Only because of that did she dare to glance at him.

	He lifted his arms to reveal a rash originating where the chains met his skin. Of course. The iron in the chains made it impossible for him to do magic. A quick glance over at Ludo confirmed he had the same problem.

	“You try it.” Quintus made no eye contact, but he did scoot over the slightest bit until his elbow brushed against her arm that was now bare, since the man had sliced her sleeve away.

	His confidence in her was sweet, but how was she supposed to create a barrier enchantment? She was just a mortal. Yes, she could use her magic to heal, but only because she had learned all about healing through her time in the mortal realm as an apothecary. But to create something like a barrier enchantment that only existed in Faerie? She wouldn’t even know where to start.

	“You can’t stop me from torturing them.” The man with the jagged knife snarled and even waved his weapon in front of himself when the other mortals opened their mouths to argue. “It’s the only fun I’ll have today.”

	The words sent rage into Quintus’s eyes. He huffed so deep, it sounded more like a growl. His body had leaned forward enough that the little contact he had with Chloe’s skin soon slipped away.

	It occurred to Chloe then that while most of the mortals deserved to live, perhaps more of them deserved to die than just Portia and Julian. Any mortal who wanted to torture just for fun didn’t need to be saved along with the others.

	When Quintus bared his teeth and started to get to his feet, Chloe had to press nearly her entire arm against him before sense was knocked back into him.

	Maybe it wouldn’t work, but Quintus was right. She had to try.

	Ice and needles prickled at the back of her neck. If she tried to stand or hit someone or do any sort of thing that might be considered brave, her body would betray her and freeze on the spot. But doing magic didn’t require her to move. She could kneel next to Quintus and stay completely still.

	Her hands shook once she started thinking of the magic. When the man with the jagged knife took a step toward them, her eyes slammed shut. Trembles raced through her limbs as her stomach clenched tight.

	At least with her eyes shut, she didn’t have the man’s frightening face to distract her from the magic she had to do. Taking a deep breath, she tried it.

	Since she had never made a barrier enchantment—or any enchantment—before, she had no way of knowing exactly what to imagine. Her mind whirled back to the dome of enchantment her sister Elora had created during her first trip to Faerie.

	After imagining a dome shape that covered them completely and kept the others out, she then imagined strengthening its walls. She imagined it having a steel-like wall on the outside. On the inside, she imagined a barrier that acted more like a bubble. Something slippery enough that Chloe and the others could walk straight through if needed.

	Maybe it would work, maybe it wouldn’t, but at least she had tried. With any luck, she’d open her eyes and an enchantment would surround them that kept the mortals out but still allowed any of them to pass through if needed.

	Before she could lift her eyelids, a loud crash rang through the air. The sound caused her muscles to seize. Her eyes closed even tighter than before as she pressed her body closer to Quintus.

	But he let out a chuckle. “You did it.”

	When she finally opened her eyes, another crash rang out. This time, she could see that it came when the mortal in the brown dress slammed her spear against a gold, sparkling enchantment protecting Chloe and the others.

	“How did they do that?” The mortal woman’s eyebrows pressed together as she slammed her spear against the enchantment again. “The iron in the chains is supposed to prevent them from using magic.”

	The man with the sword wore wide eyes when he gestured inside the dome. “The mortal did it. That one with the blonde hair in a bun.”

	Again, it was obvious who had been in Faerie long enough to know how impossible those words should have been. Half the mortals stood with mouths dropped, terror plain on their faces. The other mortals just shrugged and drew weapons to ram against the enchantment.

	All at once, Chloe’s heart squeezed as tight as a knot. She hadn’t been careful about hiding her magic from Mishti, but that’s because she trusted Mishti. But these other mortals? The hair on Chloe’s neck stood on end as she glanced toward Quintus.

	A sick expression twisted his features, which probably mirrored her own. What could they do now though? They couldn’t hide what had already been done. So what if the mortals knew she could do magic? She’d never do magic for them, so how much could it really hurt if they knew what power she possessed?

	Right now, they needed to forget the secret she’d just revealed and worry instead about escaping.

	Once multiple weapons from the mortals began hitting her enchantment at once, the magic started to flicker.

	“Keep your arm against mine while I get the axe in my pocket.” Quintus moved his arm slowly, allowing Chloe to keep touching him as he reached into his pocket for the axe that had broken Ludo’s chains back at the mortals’ camp.

	With a swift swing, Quintus chopped Chloe’s chains off her. He held the axe out to her next. “Now chop off mine.”

	She swallowed and bit her lip. “I don’t think I’m strong enough.”

	Before Quintus could respond, Mishti held out her arms for Quintus to chop her off chains. Once her arms were free, she’d surely be strong enough to break through Quintus’s bonds.

	Chloe had to move faster now to keep her arm against Quintus’s to maintain the enchantment around them.

	Once he was free, they all turned to Ludo, who wore a smug smile and stared at Chloe’s eyes. No, not her eyes. He stared just under her right eye, exactly where her star tattoos sat. His eyebrows raised. “So, you have magic, do you?”

	But then Quintus pulled away.

	Mishti swung the axe and freed Ludo, but Quintus stepped too far away for Chloe to reach. Barrier enchantments only needed magic while they were being created, so she didn’t necessarily need to maintain skin contact with Quintus to keep the barrier up. It should have stayed up on its own.

	But with the mortals crashing their weapons against it, the enchantment needed a steady stream of magic to keep it from falling.

	Her knees scuffed against the hot sand as she turned herself around and tried to reach Quintus again. But he had gone too far away. Much too far.

	He had marched straight out of the enchantment with his spear ready to strike. When a wave of mortal weapons fell down on him, he didn’t even seem to notice. His jaw clenched tight as he jabbed his spear straight into the throat of the man with the jagged knife.

	The enchantment fell away then. Too many weapons had crashed against it, and Chloe had no magic left to strengthen it.

	When a sword struck Quintus across his back, he ignored it. He merely pulled his spear back and jammed it into the same mortal man’s chest. Blood began pooling from the wound immediately.

	All light dimmed out of the man’s eyes as he dropped to his knees and then onto his back. A mortal never would have been able to pierce a spear straight through the ribcage and into the heart the way Quintus had just done, but Quintus had fae strength that made it look easy.

	Chloe had been shuffling on her knees toward Quintus this entire time. Now she lunged for him. She managed to grab him around the ankle long enough to create another barrier enchantment. One mortal ended up inside the enchantment with the rest of them, but Chloe had managed to block out all the others. This time, she imagined a steel-like surface on both sides, so Quintus couldn’t escape and kill any of the other mortals.

	Chloe glared at him. “What were you thinking?” The slashes and slices across Quintus’s arms and back already had blood dripping from them. A mortal would have fainted from blood loss by now, but Quintus would be all right for a little while longer. And she could heal him fully once they got to safety.

	Weapons clashed against the enchantment, even faster and harder than before. Mishti drew her sword and fought with the mortal who had been trapped inside the enchantment with them.

	Chloe shook her head, still glaring at Quintus. “You could have been killed.”

	He said nothing. He just reached out trailing a thumb down her arm right next to the wound the man with the jagged knife had inflicted on her. It left a scorching heat behind that sent shockwaves through her skin.

	She should have known he would leave the enchantment. When he threatened death to anyone who injured her, he meant it.

	“I am opening a door.” Ludo had to shout to be heard over the sound of the clashing weapons. “We need to get out of here.”

	The enchantment flickered all around them. Her grip on Quintus’s ankle tightened as she attempted to strengthen the enchantment around them.

	Her voice came out scratchy when she spoke again. “We can’t leave yet. We have to find a way to stop them from marching any closer to Dustdune Castle.”

	Ludo flashed his teeth at her, raising both arms to show off an angry rash all over his skin. “I am too poisoned to create another enchantment strong enough to keep the mortals in. And even if I weren’t, they cover too much distance now. We could never create an enchantment big enough to trap them all.”

	With one hand still wrapped around Quintus’s ankle, she rubbed her forehead. “What else then? What else could stop them?”

	Mishti slammed the hilt of her sword against the back of the other mortal’s head, knocking the mortal out.

	Quintus’s jaw flexed. “I am going to kill the rest of them.”

	When he stepped forward, Chloe had to grip him with both hands just to maintain skin contact.

	The enchantment flickered again. Chloe’s strength drained by the second. They really needed to get out of there as soon as possible.

	Whipping her head back to glance at Mishti, Chloe spoke. “You were in an army before you got to Faerie, right, Mishti? Did you ever encounter something that stopped the army in its tracks?”

	Her tone came out surprisingly sarcastic for someone wearing such an even expression. “An avalanche.”

	“Okay.” Chloe whipped her head around to stare at the landscape. An avalanche could work since it would only take a bit of magic to get it going before waves of snow created a large enough physical barrier to stop the mortals.

	But of course the sandy dunes and hills of Dustdune had no natural features to create any sort of avalanche.

	A mortal sword sliced through her enchantment, causing her entire body to flinch. Quintus added his own magic to her enchantment to strengthen it right as he lifted her into his arms.

	Once her arms wrapped around his neck, Chloe finally thought of an idea. “What about a crack in the ground?” Her gaze darted to Quintus’s. “You remember that one by the black caves? The land split and a huge crevice formed. It eventually went away again, but what if you used magic to split the ground and create a canyon that is too wide for the mortals to jump across and too long for the mortals to walk around it?”

	His eyebrow raised. “You want me to destroy the land just like the mortals have been doing?”

	Her lips thinned as she burned him with a glare. “Wouldn’t that be better than letting the mortals take over all the villages and then the castle in Dustdune?”

	His face went pale. Soon, he jerked his head toward Ludo. “Open a door to the front lines. No, past the front lines. You and I will split the ground the way she said.”

	Another weapon crashed through the enchantment around them. They barely had time to step through Ludo’s door before the enchantment vanished completely.

	A moment later, they stood ahead of the mortals, facing the front line.

	Mortals charged toward them. Heat prickled across Chloe’s arms. She balanced on one foot while Ludo and Quintus sent waves of magic into the sand in front of them. Just as arrows began flying toward them, a loud crack shook the air.

	Soon, a chasm formed in between them and the mortals.

	Ludo frowned at the sight of it.

	It would work. It didn’t stretch as wide as Chloe had hoped, but at least it seemed long enough. On foot, it would take at least a day to walk all the way around it. But it might not take the mortals that long to build a bridge of some sort across it.

	When another wave of arrows rained down on them, Quintus barely had time to create an enchantment to block them. He lifted his hand, ready to open another door.

	Chloe touched his arm before he could. “Don’t go back to Crystal Thorn Castle. Go to the caves.”

	If they went back to the castle, Elora and Brannick would just tell them to wait again. To do nothing. But maybe Mishti had been right after all. Maybe this story wasn’t theirs.

	One thing was for certain. The time for waiting had passed. Now was the time to act.
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	THE MOMENT THE BLACK CAVES came into sight, Chloe let out a sigh of relief. So did all the others. Quintus waved a hand to close his door, and then he helped Chloe to stand. Her stomach lurched with nausea. The valecea she had taken earlier probably caused it. She hadn’t taken that many leaves, but already, her leg throbbed as if she had taken none. Her insides rumbled like even the slightest movement would cause her to vomit.

	At least Mishti’s and Ludo’s attention had been stolen by the crystal caves.

	Mishti put away all her weapons while she took a step forward. “What’s in these caves anyway? Have you tried to walk through them?”

	The question flitted out of Chloe’s mind before she could answer it because Quintus swayed on his feet. Blood continued to drip from the wounds on his arms and back. The rash on his skin had turned splotchy and dark.

	Her hand immediately reached for his. She stared hard at the largest wound, a deep gash across his back shoulder.

	But before she could close her eyes and heal it, Quintus squeezed her hand. His gaze darted to the cut marring her arm, put there by the man with the jagged dagger. “Heal yours first.”

	She hated how shaky his voice came out. If she tried to argue, he probably would have only injured himself more while trying to convince her. Instead, she just healed her own wound as quickly as she could and then went on to heal his.

	Mishti had stepped all the way to the entrance of the largest cave by the time Chloe finished with the healing. Quintus would need some rest before he truly went back to normal, but at least he had no scars from the numerous wounds. He even used his crafting magic to repair the cuts in his dark green cape.

	The blue in Ludo’s blue-and-red eyes flashed with delight as he smirked at Chloe. One of his eyebrows raised. “You have magic.”

	In less than a breath, Quintus ripped his spear from his pocket, tucked Chloe nearly completely behind himself, and then pressed the tip of the spear against Ludo’s chest.

	His teeth clenched tight as he spoke through them. “If you try to exploit her magic in any way, I will kill you.”

	The light in Ludo’s eyes dimmed as he took a step back. He swallowed hard, then glanced back at the little of Chloe he could see. “Luckily for you, I believe him.”

	Quintus continued to glare for another breath before he lowered his spear. But when he did, he used his other hand to gather a fistful of Ludo’s collar. “Never forget that she is under my protection.”

	Ludo wriggled until he had freed himself from Quintus’s grasp. He patted his hands over his light blue and silver tunic to smooth the wrinkles around his collar. “Fine, fine. The mortal has magic, but I cannot trick her or force her into using it for myself.”

	Even with both hands now hanging at his sides, Quintus still managed to raise goosebumps with the ferocity of his glare. “Exactly.”

	The goosebumps on Chloe’s skin heated until they turned to a tingle, blossoming right in her heart. Maybe she was being too harsh by insisting she and Quintus couldn’t be together. Would it really be so bad if she lived in Faerie and they loved each other until the day she died?

	That thought immediately turned to a darker one. A thought where she lay buried deep in the ground and a sullen Quintus knelt at the mound until he wasted away from grief.

	Her head shook hard enough to send wisps of blonde hair across her face. No. She could not have thoughts like that. She had to return to the mortal realm once they had saved Faerie, no matter how much it hurt. A little pain now would be much easier to handle than the pain a lifetime of memories would cause.

	“Why are we here?” Mishti had moved away from the cave entrance to join the others. “We need to go back to the castle and make a plan.”

	A sore lump formed in Chloe’s throat when she tried to swallow. “I thought…” She swallowed again. “I thought it might be better to make a plan here.”

	Everyone but her glanced at their surroundings.

	The black caves embedded with golden glowing lights and sparkling white pebbles stood high above the black soil dotted with the same white pebbles. A small distance away, Crystal Thorn Forest stretched out with its lush trees, mossy soil, and crystal thorns that made the landscape sparkle.

	When Mishti turned back to Chloe, she had one eyebrow raised. “You think we should make a plan without the king and queen who are in charge of all of Faerie?”

	Her confusion made sense considering a few days ago Chloe had spent so much effort explaining why they needed Elora and Brannick.

	Chloe tried to stand a little taller, which only made her lose her balance since she couldn’t put any weight on her right leg. When she teetered, Quintus rushed to her side and slipped an arm around her waist to steady her. It did more than improve her balance. His touch had a way of bolstering her courage as well.

	She took in a small breath. “If we try to make a plan with Elora and Brannick, they’ll just tell us to wait and do nothing. I think we all know that’s not an option anymore.”

	Quintus held her as steady as ever, but his eyes narrowed with disagreement. “You would have us defy the rulers of Faerie and make our own plan to fight the mortals?”

	“Not unless everyone agrees to it.”

	Her gaze darted between them then. They only had a scrappy little group of four. They had Quintus who would do anything to protect her and to protect Faerie, but he didn’t always use his head in the middle of a fight. They had Mishti, who could terrorize and kill as easily as she could breathe, but she also wished for nothing more than to lay down her sword forever. They had Ludo, who could do magic and find anything, but he grumbled and complained and only ever watched out for himself.

	And then they had her. Chloe the coward. She could think in the middle of a crisis, and she could make plans that actually worked, but she also had to hop around on one foot and her body froze in a fight and she had no idea how the four of them were supposed to do anything that would make enough of a difference.

	They didn’t have heroes or kings or queens. They just had the four of them. It wasn’t much, but maybe—hopefully—it would be enough.

	“I’m in.” Mishti folded her arms over her chest and nodded once.

	That single nod lit a fire in Chloe’s belly that gave her the courage to turn her gaze to Quintus.

	His mouth twisted in a knot as he stared at the ground. “High King Brannick and Queen Elora are my rulers. They are duty bound to save and protect this land, and I am duty bound to follow their commands.”

	But then his head tilted to the side. “The castle shouldn’t be taking them so long to rebuild though. Parts of it have been destroyed before, and they were able to fix it before night fell.”

	Mishti flipped a dagger out from a bracer on her arm and used it to clean under her fingernails. “I think Faerie itself is trying to tell us to go after the mortals without their help.”

	Quintus raised a skeptical eyebrow. “It is more likely that the iron poisoning in the land is making it impossible to rebuild the castle.”

	Chloe stood up a little taller. “Whatever the reason, Elora and Brannick clearly cannot leave the castle until it is rebuilt. But if we wait for them any longer, Faerie may be irreparably damaged to the point they can’t ever rebuild the castle.” Her voice caught over the next words. “The iron poisoning will cause other damage as well.”

	Her thoughts flipped straight to Grace with her dark red hair and her sweet smile. Grace had scurpus, which couldn’t be healed until Faerie had been healed.

	“You are right.” Quintus took a deep breath that filled his chest. “We must solve this problem without them.”

	He pulled Chloe slightly closer to him. He met her gaze and stared with a look that could have rebuilt an entire court in the blink of an eye.

	Her lips curved upward while the rest of her forgot yet again just why she couldn’t allow herself to fall in love with him.

	Across from them, Ludo sniffed. “Perhaps I will return to my home and try to live out my last few days in peace before Faerie is inevitably destroyed.” He stared pointedly at the rest of them. “You are all crazy to think you can save Faerie on your own.”

	Quintus shrugged and opened a door, which probably led to Ludo’s home. “Fine, leave. If you do, I am under no obligation to—”

	“Okay.” The word rushed from Ludo’s mouth just fast enough to cut off the end of Quintus’s sentence. “Okay, I will help you defeat the mortals.” His eyes flashed as he turned to Chloe. “What do we need to do?”

	Her mouth went dry. Her heart pounded inside her chest, and they all kept staring at her. They had to save Faerie. They had to do it without Elora and Brannick. She knew that with certainty, but could she admit to the others that she had no idea how to do it?

	But no weapons pointed at her now. Nothing threatened her life. They didn’t ask her to lunge at an enemy or to defend anything. They only wanted her to think.

	And thinking was what she did best.

	Her mind buzzed until it latched onto the conversation she and Mishti had recently shared. Mishti had asked if Chloe believed all the other mortals deserved to die. Chloe had realized then what to do. Her mouth tilted up in a grin.

	“For now, we forget Portia and Julian and just focus on the mortals on the front lines.”

	Quintus nodded. “We must kill them.”

	“No.” Her head whipped around to face him. “We will return them to the mortal realm. They don’t have to die, we simply have to remove them from Faerie.”

	Her teeth held her bottom lip between them as she remembered when Quintus had last been in the mortal realm. The issues were somewhat minor, but he did have some trouble with opening doors to her village.

	She glanced up at him with her eyebrows lowered. “Can you open a door to the mortal realm without any issues?”

	His gazed fixated when he caught her eye. The golden glints in his dark brown eyes glowed as he seemed to remember the same issues with opening his door. But then he nodded. “I believe I can do it. Your village has been greatly affected by the iron poisoning in Faerie, but I wonder if it is because Vesper is there. The connection that village has with Faerie must be stronger than most other villages since a fae is living there.”

	She nodded, hope sparking in her chest. “But if you opened a door to a different place in the mortal realm, one without a fae, you think it will work?”

	In answer, he waved his hand in a circle. A swirling tunnel appeared before them. The walls of the tunnel had turned so black, Chloe could only see the tunnel’s movement if she looked carefully. Small golden lights glowed among the tunnel, exactly like the golden lights inside the cave walls.

	Her eyes widened at the sight of it. “Your door looks exactly like the crystal caves now.”

	They’d been in mortal peril so many of the times they had gone through the door, she almost hadn’t noticed the change.

	Quintus lowered both his eyebrows. “What do you mean now? This is how my door has always looked.”

	She chuckled at the thought. “No, it isn’t. Your door used to have green and brown swirls. It looked like the forest of Crystal Thorn.”

	Her gaze drifted to his clothing then. His cape had once been ombre green with dark fabric at the bottom that faded to a light green at the top. And it used to have black and brown triangles adorning the edges. But while his cape was still green, it had darkened to a green that was nearly black. The brown and black triangles along the edges had vanished completely. Even his pants, which had once been brown, were now the darkest green.

	His head shook as his face twisted. “I am a fae of Crystal Thorn. My door still matches my court, it just…” He trailed back as he glanced at the forest of Crystal Thorn behind them. “It just looks like the thorns instead of the trees or moss.”

	But it didn’t look like the thorns. It looked the caves, especially with the glints of gold spinning throughout it. Maybe he didn’t want to admit it, but something about him was changing. Something as compelling as the caves themselves.

	She might have had time to consider it more, but just then, a grinding roar shook the ground beneath their feet.

	Chloe had just enough time to glance upward before her body froze in place. A golden body and sapphire wings flew toward them. The dragon had left Fairfrost. And now it flew toward them with its gaze pinned straight on her.
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	CHLOE’S ARMS WENT NUMB. A dragon swooped down from the sky, flashing its dagger-like teeth, and she couldn’t even feel her arms. Quintus threw his body over her, crashing them both to the ground. Mishti drew her sword and jabbed it against the dragon’s golden scales. Ludo rushed forward, trying to reach for the harp string reins still dangling from the dragon’s neck.

	Another great roar shook the ground so hard, even the caves wobbled. Mishti’s sword bounced right off the dragon’s scales. After a sharp turn of its head, Ludo crashed into the dragon’s leg instead of reaching the reins.

	Using the claws on its other legs, the dragon plucked Quintus off the ground and into the air.

	Wind rustled across Chloe’s back once the protection of Quintus’s body was ripped away. Quintus shouted with a growl much quieter than the dragon’s but still just as fierce. But mid-shout, the dragon just flicked Quintus from its grip and tossed him to the ground.

	When its claws reached forward again, nothing stopped them from clamping down around Chloe’s middle.

	She screamed. Her body had gone past being paralyzed. Now it reached the state where it flopped and jerked. Black started closing in around the edges of her vision. She’d faint soon.

	“Grab the reins.” Quintus shouted from the ground, using his fae speed to charge toward the dragon.

	But the dragon’s wings flapped so hard, the rising wind made Quintus stumble.

	Fear still boiled and burned through Chloe’s veins, but at least she had something for her fingers to do now. Keeping her mind occupied would keep the black spots in her vision from claiming her entirely.

	Sucking in a breath, she stretched her fingers out for the harp string reins dangling only a hand’s length away.

	Pressure clamped tight on her waist as the dragon’s claws clasped around her middle. Her breathing immediately turned to gasps.

	She couldn’t reach it.

	Weapons flew at the dragon, but each of them bounced right off its golden scales. Its wings flapped again, bringing it a little higher into the air.

	The black spots in Chloe’s eyes claimed more than half of her vision now. Her fingers dared to stretch toward the reins again, but they dangled so much farther away than before.

	“Chloe!” Quintus screamed from somewhere that sounded so very distant.

	Just before a faint claimed her, Chloe’s mind shot back to the moment when they had escaped the mortals’ camp. Somehow, she had managed to control the dragon even without touching its reins.

	The chance of doing that now while the dragon squeezed her around the middle and carried her higher into the air was extremely minimal. But she was about to faint anyway. She might as well try.

	Her jaw clenched as she shut her eyes. She didn’t just say her command, she lived it with every bone and vein in her body. “Stop.”

	The dragon obeyed. Its wings froze mid-flap, which made it drop a little in the air.

	After another deep breath, Chloe issued a second command. “Put me down.”

	The dragon did not.

	Instead, a great roar erupted from its throat. A breath of fire followed the roar, which sent leaves from the Crystal Thorn trees ablaze.

	Her heart pounded so fast her chest could barely contain it. “Put me down.”

	Panic laced Chloe’s words this time.

	A familiar spear slammed into the dragon’s throat, right in a patch of scales that looked a little more fragile than the others. The dragon let out a strangled grunt as it dropped a little closer to the trees, but appeared otherwise unharmed. The spear fell to the ground.

	Still, the dragon’s tight grip on Chloe did not change. Judging by how its body shook, it must have fought hard against her command.

	Her eyes fluttered closed. Though ice and fire and needles and glass coursed through her veins, she forced herself to take a deep breath. If ever she needed conviction, that time was now.

	When she spoke again, her voice did not shout or scream but it also did not waver. “Open your claws and do not move until I return to those others.”

	Trembles shook through the dragon’s body. It roared and snapped its huge teeth. But then, one of its claws loosened.

	Chloe sucked in a breath. A second claw loosened. She bit her lip, anticipation nibbling at her insides. When the third and fourth claw loosened, her body began falling.

	If she had realized how far above the ground she had been, she would not have ordered the dragon to open its claws.

	From the deep recesses of her memory came instructions from her father that she had once believed would never possibly be necessary for her to know.

	When falling from a great height, be sure to tuck into a ball and roll when you hit the earth. You will still be injured, but it usually prevents broken bones.

	The instructions had been given back when Chloe was only five. Since Elora had been caught climbing multiple trees that summer, their father probably only really cared about giving the instruction to her. He had told both of them though, and Chloe was grateful for it now. Grateful for a father who still managed to help her even years after his death.

	As her body plummeted to the ground, she tucked into a ball. Her shoulder slammed against the earth, but then she rolled and her knees and arms absorbed some of the weight of the fall.

	Only a breath later, Quintus had scooped her into his arms and opened a door.

	While a shower of dragon’s fire rained down on them, they all disappeared through the door.

	On the other side of the door, the rubble of Crystal Thorn castle sat as dismal and destroyed as ever. Somehow, the one wall Elora and Brannick had erected looked even shorter than it had that morning.

	Chloe’s body ached as Quintus held her, but she still grabbed Mishti and Ludo and pulled them close so she could whisper. “I have an idea of how to defeat the mortals. We need to all separate and do our own things so we don’t look suspicious. But at some point today, each of you needs to come over to me separately, and I’ll explain my plan.”

	After nodding, both Mishti and Ludo wandered off. Mishti set about sharpening and polishing each of the weapons she carried. Her thin sword was her main weapon, but she also had the daggers in her forearm bracers, as well as sheaths around each ankle that also carried daggers. Three additional daggers came out with the others, but Chloe hadn’t been able to figure out where Mishti hid them.

	Ludo wandered around the edge of the little clearing where they slept. He plucked bits of moss and chips of bark off the ground before examining them and categorizing them.

	Quintus lowered Chloe to the ground against a tree. His head immediately ducked as he stared at his hands. “I should not have allowed the dragon to capture you like that.”

	A sharp laugh escaped her lips. “It’s not your fault the dragon attacked.” She brushed a thumb across his cheek before she even realized her hand had moved. “I know you did everything you could.”

	His gaze lifted and latched onto hers. The moment it did, she forgot how to breathe. His eyes could bore straight through her when they wanted to. He leaned closer while his gaze darted down to her lips.

	All the fight had been drained out of her after dealing with the mortals and then the dragon. If he wanted to kiss her, she would let him. And she would enjoy it a lot more than she probably should have.

	But then he shook his head and turned away. When he spoke, his voice came out gruff. “You did not take enough of the valecea to help with your pain. You need to take more.”

	Her belly twisted at the thought. She folded both arms over her stomach. “It makes me sick.”

	His gaze flicked to hers as his eyebrows drew together.

	After a short nod, she glanced down. “It doesn’t help the pain as much as it should either. And it’s too potent for a mortal like me. I think it’s starting to eat away at my insides.”

	Color drained from his face. Darkness overtook his eyes with each word. By the time she finished, his face had contorted.

	Once again, her pain became his.

	She hated it. She hated to see him hurting like that, even more than she hated the pain itself. Stuffing her hand into her leather bag, she pulled out the valecea. “I can take them for a few more days. I am certain my leg will start feeling better by then.”

	Some of the agony lifted from his eyes once she pushed leaf after leaf into her mouth. But he knew just as well as she did that her leg would not feel better in a few days. Not unless something drastic changed.

	“What is that?” Elora had snuck up on them and now flashed a glare as dark as the black thorns of Crystal Thorn Forest.

	Chloe’s mouth thinned to a straight line for a moment, but then she lifted the herb stem with a smile. “This herb might heal Faerie.”

	Elora folded her arms over her chest. “Then why are you eating it?”

	Chloe blinked twice, but no answer came.

	Both glanced to the side when Quintus got to his feet. “Can I help you rebuild the castle?”

	Now Elora was the one stunned into silence.

	Quintus stood a little taller. “I am a fae of Crystal Thorn. I am not a ruler like you, but surely, I can help if you and High King Brannick direct me.”

	Elora shook her head. “What about the mortals? Did you manage to contain them again?”

	Waving his hand through the air, Quintus moved toward the rubble. “I can tell you all about that while we work on the castle.”

	Again, the call that drew Elora to the castle saved Chloe from having to explain about her foot. She pulled her dress hem down automatically, even though the new boot Quintus had crafted covered her wooden foot. Maybe she’d tell her sister about her missing foot someday, but it seemed more and more necessary to hide it. Just until Chloe could figure out how to walk without relying on herbs that ate at her stomach.

	Once Quintus and Elora joined Brannick at the castle, Ludo wandered over closer to Chloe. He did not come right up to her. He kept bending over and dropping small items into little jars that he had pulled out from his pocket.

	At the moment, he had one jar stuffed full of black thorns. After opening the stopper on another jar, he began plucking black crystal thorns from off a vine and stuffed them into a new jar.

	“You said Quintus forgot how his door used to look.” Ludo spoke under his breath and kept his eyes trained on the glass jar he was filling with crystal thorns. It took Chloe a moment to realize he was speaking to her.

	She hastily nodded. “Yes. His door used to be full of brown and green swirls, and it used to smell like parchment and mossy earth. Now, it’s black and gold and sparkly and it smells of wood shavings and ink.”

	“That happens quite often in Faerie.” Ludo had finished filling his second jar of black thorns. “I think it is because we have no time.”

	But when he lifted both jars of thorns and held them in front of his face, Chloe realized they weren’t identical at all.

	The jar he had just filled held the shiny black thorns that added to the beauty of Crystal Thorn Forest. The other jar held black thorns, but they looked completely different. Those thorns were sickly and sharp. They were the thorns that filled nightmares and darkened alleys.

	When Chloe had first come to Faerie, Quintus’s court had been called Bitter Thorn, and it had been filled with a curse.

	Back then, the thorns that dotted the landscape of the forest had been menacing and creaking. The thorns had been part of the curse. But once the curse was lifted from the land, the thorns had turned shiny and beautiful. They became the crystal thorns they were now.

	Chloe lifted her eyebrows. “You saved some of the cursed thorns of Bitter Thorn. How did you get them to stay like that, instead of changing with the others?”

	He lowered the jars and stuffed them into his magical pocket. “My jars have preservation magic. I am able to preserve anything in its current state no matter how things change.”

	With her mind rushing back to his previous words, she sat forward. “You said the fae often forget things.”

	He nodded and pulled an empty jar from his pocket. “Eventually, the fae will forget that the thorns here were once cursed and brutal. They will only remember the beautiful thorns we have now.”

	“That’s why you have so many things.” She thought back to his home deep in the forest of Crystal Thorn. He had shelves and piles of items that filled his home to the brim. Every sort of object imaginable filled his home. As a fae whose greatest magic was in finding things, she had always assumed he kept the items as some sort of trophy after managing to find them.

	But now she realized that probably had nothing to do with it. Her eyebrows raised. “You keep things because they help you remember.”

	A slow deliberate nod turned his head down. When it bounced back up again, a look of longing shimmered in his eyes. “I gather and preserve items to retain my memory of things I already know.” The longing in his eyes glowed even brighter than before. “And I search for other items so that I can find the memories I have lost.”

	The words hit her hard in the gut. Suddenly, it became clear. His greatest magic was in finding things. He must have started out long ago in a desperate search to find some memory that had been lost to him. He had so many objects filling his home now. He had traveled throughout Faerie.

	And yet. He only helped their group because the mortals had something he wanted. Did he know what the something was? Or was he simply hoping to discover a memory he had never found?

	“What is the bargain you made with Quintus?”

	The frown that so often graced Ludo’s face returned. “He agreed to help me acquire something. He is allowed to defeat the mortals and heal Faerie first, but then he must dedicate all his energy into helping me.”

	He then pulled an axe from his pocket and used it to cut a clump of wildflowers from the ground. Something about it stirred another memory inside her. She thought back to how Quintus had mentioned the axe his father used when he destroyed his home.

	Chloe’s eyes went wide. “You have an axe?”

	Ludo’s blue-and-red eyes flashed as he shrugged. “All Fairfrost fae fight with axes.”

	The explanation shouldn’t have felt like a revelation, but it did. She wasn’t sure exactly what it meant though. Hopefully, that would come later. Somehow, she found the strength to relay her plan to him right then. He continued gathering little items while she talked so Elora and Brannick wouldn’t be suspicious of the conversation between them.

	A short while after they finished speaking, Mishti put away her weapons and came over to Chloe’s side.

	The young woman pointed to the leather bag and Chloe got out her magical book, so it looked like the two of them read from its pages. But then Mishti asked about Chloe’s plan.

	Chloe lowered her voice to her softest whisper. “I have an idea, but I want to test it out on a small group of mortals first. Can you think of a way to get a small group of mortals to come to the crystal caves?”

	Mishti thought for a moment and then nodded. “If someone does that magic that can change my appearance, I can sneak into the mortals’ camp and convince Portia to send a small scouting group to the caves.”

	“Perfect.” Chloe started to smile, but then noticed Quintus, Elora, and Brannick were coming back to the clearing.

	She lowered her voice down another notch. “When day dawns tomorrow, we will enact my plan.”
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	BEING GLAMOURED TO BE INVISIBLE was always more disconcerting than Chloe expected. She sat at the edge of the largest crystal cave with her back against the black wall. Whenever she moved her legs but couldn’t see them, it felt even stranger than the itches or sore muscles that she got in her foot that no longer existed.

	At least in her current position, she had a perfect view of everything that would transpire.

	Mishti rushed toward the caves from a cluster of trees in Crystal Thorn Forest. Her face said what her mouth did not. The mortals were coming.

	They had practiced their plan enough times that no one expected her to say anything. Instead, they all leaned forward, ready to act.

	Once Mishti entered the largest cave and walked a few paces inside, Quintus waved a hand and opened a door. He stood right at the entrance of the cave on the opposite side from where Chloe sat.

	He and Mishti were not glamoured to be invisible, since they had the cave walls to hide them.

	Quintus’s swirling door had been opened just in front of the cave entrance. Chloe sat slightly in front of the cave, just enough to see that the dark, swirling door looked nearly identical to the cave entrance behind it.

	Now Ludo did his magic. He sat on a low branch of one of the nearby Crystal Thorn trees. He had not been glamoured to be invisible, but Quintus had crafted him some clothing that made him blend into the tree.

	Ludo’s arms waved as he created a glamour of his own.

	His magic shot forward until it disguised the swirling nature of Quintus’s door. Ludo had given an unnecessarily long lecture all about how doors couldn’t be glamoured to look like something else. Each Faerie door was unique, and it matched the fae who made it.

	But while they could not create a glamour that made Quintus’s door look any different, they could create a glamour that hid the spinning part of it.

	Once Ludo finished, the swirling door now looked still, and it truly looked exactly like the cave entrance.

	Soon, the mortals marched into the clearing.

	At the sight of them, Chloe pinched a bit of black soil between her fingers and then threw it into the air. The tiny bit of soil that suddenly appeared in the air and then dropped to the ground would not catch the eye of the mortals. But for Quintus and Mishti, who were looking for the signal, it was big enough to notice.

	“We have to kill Portia and Julian. It is the only way we can beat them.” Quintus’s voice came out loud and just a little bit unnatural. Hopefully the mortals wouldn’t find anything suspicious about it and would assume Quintus was just hiding inside the cave making a regular plan.

	Mishti spoke next. Her voice hardened like steel. “I don’t want to use my sword anymore. We have to figure out a way for you to kill them so I don’t have to.”

	The little conversation had done the trick.

	The mortals all drew their weapons and started tiptoeing toward the cave entrance. At the front of the group, a woman gave signals that probably meant something to Mishti, but they meant nothing to Chloe.

	Still, the mortals continued walking.

	Eventually, the first mortal stepped right up to Quintus’s door, which she assumed was the entrance to the cave.

	Chloe held her breath. Now came the next part of Ludo’s glamour. From up in his tree, he would have to glamour a replica of the woman’s body, so it looked like she had stepped into the cave.

	But of course the woman didn’t actually step into the cave at all. She stepped into the door, which meant her body would disappear from view.

	With her breath still held, Chloe leaned forward to watch the woman’s progress. A tiny flicker in her appearance flashed when the woman disappeared through the door and Ludo’s glamour of a replica of her appeared. But the mortals must have been too intent on finding Mishti and the rest of them because they didn’t seem to notice the flicker. The mortals continued stepping forward.

	One by one, they all disappeared through the door and Ludo added a replica of that mortal to the ones he had already created. In only a few moments, the very last mortal stepped into the door.

	Heaving a sigh relief, Chloe plucked more soil from the ground and threw it into the air. In a flash, Quintus’s door swirled until it closed.

	His head popped out the side of the cave. When he saw all the mortals had disappeared, a breath of relief dropped from his lips too. After another wave of his hand, the glamour turning Chloe invisible fell away, and she became visible once again.

	“It worked?” Even with all the evidence around him, Quintus still voiced the question.

	Chloe’s mouth turned to a grin as she used the cave wall to help her stand. “It worked.”

	Mishti stepped out of the cave and raised one eyebrow. “Now, how do we do the same thing with the entire mortal army?”

	Ludo had jumped out of his tree and made his way toward the rest of them.

	Chloe fiddled with the cord tying the corset of her dress. “Can we convince the mortals to stop heading for Dustdune and come here instead?”

	Mishti’s lips thinned to a straight line. “Maybe, but a mountain range separates this part of Crystal Thorn from Dustdune. There’s a small pass by the sea that is easy for a scout group to use to avoid the mountains, but it is not big enough for an entire army to pass through.”

	Chloe had only started to nod before her head whipped around to look at Ludo. “Open your door.”

	His blue-and-red eyes narrowed. “You are getting very bossy, especially for a mortal.”

	Her hands landed on her hips. “Just do it.”

	When he did, he revealed a snowy door with opalescent clouds hanging throughout. It would blend in easily with the landscape of Fairfrost.

	Chloe dared to hope again. “Can we convince the mortals to head to Fairfrost instead of Dustdune?”

	Ludo let out a grunt. “That would do us no good. The balance cliffs separate Fairfrost and Dustdune.”

	Balance cliffs? Chloe knew a lot more about Faerie than the average mortal, but she clearly still didn’t know everything. She glanced toward Quintus.

	His eyes had grown serious. “Do you remember how your sister used a balance shard that turned her into a fae?”

	Chloe shuddered at the memory. No one thought Elora would survive the process. It was a miracle she had.

	Even though the memory stopped Chloe from voicing a response, she still managed to nod.

	Quintus gestured off in a direction that must have pointed toward Fairfrost. “The shard came from the balance cliffs. They are too steep for the mortals to get past.”

	The muscles in Mishti’s face had tightened even more than usual. “And I’m guessing we don’t want the mortals to know there’s a way for them to turn into fae and get magic?”

	Both Quintus and Ludo laughed out loud.

	“The mortals would not survive the change.” The laugh still lingered in Quintus’s voice, but it soon faded away. “Almost no one does.”

	The memory of Elora’s limp and shuddering body made Chloe wince. She didn’t really need it, but this was a great reminder of why she couldn’t even think about using a balance shard on herself, no matter how tempting it might be to imagine a future where she and Quintus could live in Faerie and both be fae. Even though Elora had survived the change, it was abundantly clear to Chloe that she would not.

	“Never mind the balance cliffs,” Chloe said. “I have another idea that might work.”

	They had to talk through the plans quickly since they were supposed to be checking on the chasm they had created to stop the mortals and not testing out a plan like they were actually doing. But soon they all agreed on the specifics.

	The mortals would likely find a way past that canyon soon, but now it didn’t matter. They would open another door to send the mortal army back to the mortal realm. They just had to use a different disguise the second time.

	When Chloe and the others got back to the castle, they all tried to act as casually as possible as they prepared their sleeping mats for the night. Chloe wondered if her sister or maybe even Brannick had started to guess the rest of them were making plans behind their backs. But since they could do nothing except worry about the castle, they probably knew but pretended not to notice since they couldn’t do anything about it.

	But just before they climbed into their sleeping mats for the evening, danger found them once again.

	A roar with the heat of fire split through the air. The dragon with sapphire wings had found them once again. It crashed against trees as it flew down toward them. While it still loomed far above, it dropped something heavy and wet from its claws.

	A moment later, a dead animal, mangled beyond all recognition, splatted straight on top of Chloe’s sleeping mat. Blood splattered off it, sprinkling across her arms and face.

	The fact that she had taken too much valecea that day didn’t help at all. After one look at the mangled animal on top of her sleeping mat, Chloe turned her head and vomited.

	While gagging, fear crept down Chloe’s spine. The dragon had found them twice now, in two different parts of Faerie.

	Quintus and a few of the others shot weapons at the dragon, but they bounced off the golden scales as uselessly as before.

	The dragon roared again, shaking leaves off the trees. Even more leaves were lost when the dragon breathed fire from its mouth.

	Once Chloe’s gags had stopped, she scurried away from her sleeping mat and far from the mangled animal on top of it.

	It didn’t surprise her to see Ludo laying on his back with his hands behind his neck as he watched the others bothering with worthless weapons. It did, however, surprise her to see Mishti standing in the middle of the clearing with her gaze on the dragon and her arms clasped in front of her.

	It didn’t seem like she had drawn any of her daggers at all.

	Her eyes narrowed as she glanced back at Chloe. “Did you have cats back where you used to live in the mortal realm?”

	Chloe nodded, not sure what to make of such a question.

	Mishti’s eyebrows tensed as she glanced over at the bloodied animal the dragon had dropped. “The cats I’ve seen would often kill mice or small birds and then leave them like a present for their masters.”

	Chloe scoffed, almost too stunned to speak. “Is that what you think this is? You think the dragon left me a present?”

	“It looks more like a threat to me.” Quintus had given up with throwing his spear at the dragon. Now he came and tucked a hand across Chloe’s back while he used a small cloth to wipe the splatters of blood from her arms and face. His nostrils flared. “The dead animal seems like a promise of what the dragon can do to us once it gains its control back after we placed those reins on it.”

	After a swallow, Chloe nodded. “That’s what I thought too.”

	Ludo rolled over on his side, still as comfortable as ever on his sleeping mat. “Just tell it to go away so we can all sleep.”

	“I did.” Chloe had issued the command quietly, so it didn’t surprise her the others hadn’t heard. But the dragon still reacted when she told it to fly away. It hovered in the trees where it cracked branches with its wings. It didn’t make any move to come closer to them. She stared at her feet. “It won’t leave. It won’t listen to me.”

	Quintus must have cleaned all the blood off her skin because he turned and pointed a hand toward the sky. Sparkling black magic erupted from his fingertips, forming a dome barrier protecting them from the dragon.

	When he led Chloe over to his sleeping mat, determination filled his eyes. “Maybe the mortals can use iron to get past barrier enchantments, but dragons have no such ability. We are safe for the night.”

	After getting Chloe situated onto his own sleeping mat, Quintus then pulled a new sleeping mat and blanket from his pocket, which he arranged just next to hers.

	Not even Elora said anything about their proximity, probably because the dragon circled the air above them. Each time it roared, the ground shook. Each time it breathed fire, their hairs would stand on end.

	Hopefully Quintus was right. Hopefully his barrier would keep the dragon out all night.


 

	 

	 

	 

	EIGHTEEN

	⁕ Ͻ ⁕

	 

	 

	THE CLEARING SAT EMPTIER THAN it had in days. When day dawned that morning, the dragon had gone. After Ludo and Quintus left to check that the chasm in Dustdune still held the mortals back, Quintus had returned but Ludo left again find a few items they needed to enact their plan. Mishti wandered through the forest, admiring the wildflowers within it. As usual, Elora and Brannick worked at the castle.

	Their lack of progress had gotten even them worried. They worked with such great intensity now that it was easier to hide from them even while just standing in the clearing where they slept.

	Only Chloe and Quintus sat in the clearing now. He leaned over another metal contraption he had made for the wooden foot while those confounded curls kept tumbling onto his forehead. Any time he flipped his head back to toss the curls out of his face, her heart skipped a beat.

	He finished with the contraption and positioned himself just behind a tree to fit it inside Chloe’s wooden foot. From that position, Elora would never be able to see what he did.

	Once the foot was ready, he slid it onto the end of Chloe’s right leg, slipping her boot on top of it next. They’d been chatting, but he fell silent once he started doing up the laces of her boot. When he finished, he glanced up. Her stomach flopped as he stared deep into her eyes.

	“After this is over, after the mortals are gone and the land is healed, I want you to stay here.” He swallowed, leaning closer to her. “With me.”

	She had to turn away before she could answer. “I can’t.”

	“Why?”

	The strain in his voice nearly broke her, but it was nothing to the anguish that stung his eyes. Her resolve still stood, but she wouldn’t be able to refuse him for much longer.

	Glancing away again, she held the laces of her boot between two fingers. “You could just threaten to take away my foot, you know. You could say that you will not let me have it unless I am in Faerie. How could I return to the mortal realm then?”

	Of course, she didn’t want to be with someone who got what he wanted through such an unfeeling manipulation tactic. But an achingly strong part of her didn’t want to return to the mortal realm either. Though it had mostly been a joke, a thread inside her heart hoped he might employ some tactic or other so she would be forced to stay in Faerie.

	But when she glanced into his eyes, he gave her a look that broke her heart.

	“I would never do that.” His voice was husky and rich. He brushed a hand over her cheek, letting his fingers linger a little too long. “If you stay, it will be because you choose to stay.”

	If he had not gotten to his feet and reached out a hand to help her up right then, she probably would have lost her resolve entirely. He urged her forward, but her heart still pounded too hard to think properly.

	She managed seven steps before tears blurred her eyes. His entire body flinched at the sight. No matter how she tried to push him away, she couldn’t deny that her pain was his. Whenever she stumbled, he broke. Clearly, he couldn’t bear it anymore.

	Once she rested her hand against a nearby tree, he whirled around and stalked off into the forest. “I am going on a walk. I will be back soon.”

	He spoke the words through his teeth. The pain must have hurt him, but he was probably also angry with himself that he had failed to devise a contraption to make walking easier for her.

	Only a moment after he disappeared, Mishti came out from behind a tree. She used her chin to point in the direction of Chloe’s missing foot.

	“That’s not getting better still?”

	Sighing, Chloe pressed her back against the tree she had been resting on. “It’s my fault. I did something wrong when I healed it. I found a passage in my book the other day, which confirmed it. I know exactly how to fix it now.”

	Mishti’s eyes narrowed. “Then do it.”

	“I can’t.” Chloe scowled at the ground, as if that would help.

	While Mishti’s face retained its expression of stone, she raised an eyebrow.

	But now, Chloe’s own eyebrows raised as an idea struck her. “I need help to fix it.”

	Mishti glanced into the forest. “I would offer to help, but I think Quintus might kill me if I deprived him of that chance.”

	“He won’t do it.” Chloe moved away from the tree, balancing on one foot. “I already asked him.”

	That forced an actual expression onto Mishti’s face. Both of her eyes opened wide.

	Chloe had to take a deep breath before she admitted the harsh truth. “I need someone to chop off part of my leg.”

	Mishti’s first expression was followed by another. Her eyebrows knitted together as her nose wrinkled. “You need what?”

	“Just a little bit of it. I need the wound fresh again, so I can heal it properly this time.”

	Chloe hopped to the side and then bent at the waist to dig underneath the bush next to her. After a little rooting around, she pulled out an axe with a shimmering blade. “I managed to hide away Quintus’s axe that he used to chop our chains. I snuck it away from him while we were talking one night. It’s all sharpened and polished.” She managed a tiny smile that hurt a little bit. “And it has the sharpness only a fae weapon could have, so it should be quick and easy.”

	Taking another hop forward, Chloe held the axe out to Mishti. “I’ll gladly accept your help if you’ll give it.”

	“NO!” Quintus rushed into the clearing with both eyes fixed on the axe. “No, I already told you no. I will fix it with a spring or another cushion or something. We will find another…”

	His voice trailed off when Mishti took hold of the axe. With a whirling motion, she had the axe shoved toward him like a pointing finger.

	Her voice came out steady and icy. “You know it has to be done; I can see it in your eyes. And Chloe’s already made up her mind, so the only question you get to answer is, do you want to do it?” She raised an eyebrow like she already knew the answer. “Or do you want me to do it?”

	He opened his mouth, but no sound came out. He stared at the axe as his whole face scrunched into a glare. He turned to look at Chloe. But still, he said nothing.

	“That’s what I thought.” Mishti pressed the blunt end of the axe against his chest and pushed him. “Now stand back and give me some space.”

	“But don’t go too far.” Chloe’s voice came out in a squeak. Now that this was really happening, fear had started to settle in.

	His eyes melted when he looked at her. “I know. You need to touch me in order to heal it afterward.”

	Mishti nodded toward Chloe. “Take off your boot and the wooden foot, and I’ll find a smooth surface to set your leg on.”

	But just as Chloe lifted her skirts, Quintus shook his head. “Wait.” His face contorted, as if someone slid a knife over every inch of his skin. “Just wait a moment.”

	He pulled some valecea stems from his pocket and held them out to Chloe.

	She shook her head. “Those will only fog my mind. I need it clear so I can think during the healing.”

	A lump bulged in her throat. She had already decided about the pain herbs back when she first realized what had to be done to fix her injury. But as she said the words now, they tasted like bile on her tongue. The pain would be excruciating, and she couldn’t take a single herb to prepare for it.

	That bulge in her throat hardened to a rock. She got to the ground and then worked on the laces Quintus had only just tied up again.

	When she finished removing her boot and the wooden foot, Mishti returned with a flat piece of wood. “This will help me get a nice, straight cut. I’ll make sure to only cut off the very end of the leg. I assume Quintus can readjust your wooden foot once your leg is a little shorter?”

	Quintus nodded hurriedly, looking like he would soon be sick.

	Mishti set the flat piece of wood on the ground, then gestured toward it to indicate Chloe should set her leg on top.

	After another deep breath and a skip of her heart, Chloe stuck out her right leg and set it on the piece of wood.

	Mishti turned to the edge of the clearing where Quintus stood. “If you don’t want to watch, I suggest you turn around.”

	Quintus’s nose wrinkled, but he did turn around.

	But then another person barged into the clearing. Chloe had been so focused on the pain that would befall her that she had completely forgotten to pay any attention to the castle or the two fae trying to rebuild it.

	Elora rushed toward them with her eyes fixed on the axe in Mishti’s hands. “What is going on here?” Her voice came out booming. “What do you think you are—”

	Her voice stopped entirely when her gaze fell to the small piece of wood on the ground. With eyes flying open wide, she gaped at the end of Chloe’s leg. Her mouth opened even wider, realizing that Chloe had no foot coming off the end of that leg.

	Words would start spewing from her lips next, and Chloe didn’t have time for that. With a hard swallow, she looked straight into Mishti’s eyes. “Do it.”

	The axe swung down before any of them could even blink.

	Pain.

	A scream tore from Chloe’s throat that rang out loud enough to shake the forest leaves. Heat and ice and jagged knives and every sort of painful thing seemed to gnaw at the end of Chloe’s leg.

	She screamed again, even harder this time.

	Even Brannick came running to the clearing then.

	Elora’s voice kept pelting the air, trying to cut through the screams. “What is going on? Why would you tell her to cut your leg? What happened to your foot?”

	Elora tried to move closer, but suddenly, a tall figure pressed a hand on her shoulder, keeping her back. Quintus clenched his teeth tight and spoke in a voice that could have killed. “Get. Back.” He pressed her harder, forcing her to move away. “Your sister needs to concentrate.”

	In another breath, Quintus came to Chloe’s side. He took her hand in his and pressed her back into his chest. He breathed right in her ear, which helped her remember how to inhale again. His voice whispered to her, strong and steady. “Close your eyes. You know what to do now.”

	Only then did she start the healing process. Only once his grounding presence shook her out of the pain and into the present. Her teeth clenched down tight as she thought back to the passage in her book that she had read.

	The muscle had to be wrapped down and over the bottom end of her bone. Then she had to heal the skin over that. She had to heal the bone too.

	Her eyes stayed closed tight as she carefully imagined each part of the painstaking process. No matter how much it hurt, she wouldn’t go too fast this time. She wouldn’t forget any of the steps. Just as Mishti had promised, she only cut a tiny part of the leg off, leaving a nice, precise cut behind.

	While Chloe’s magic worked, Quintus’s body shook around her. Though he was there for her, it clearly still hurt him to see her in such pain.

	By the time she finished all the healing except for the last little scar, the shaking had increased even more. She couldn’t tell if she shook now or if Quintus did. Or maybe they both did.

	Stars burst behind her eyelids, but she kept closing her eyes tighter. She had to get the healing right this time.

	Even once finished, she still didn’t dare open her eyes. It took several hard swallows before she peeked open one eyelid.

	The skin looked perfect. Of course, her foot was still missing, but other than that, the wound had healed completely. Daring to have a little hope, she used one finger to gently press on the very end of the foot.

	Instead of bringing tears straight to her eyes, it just felt a little lumpy, like poking herself in the arm.

	Quintus’s arms trembled. He pulled her straight onto his lap and held her tight. So very tight. It took a few moments before Chloe caught her breath again. When she did, she got the urge to smile.

	That urge immediately got shot down when the tip of Elora’s sword drifted just past Chloe’s nose. She glanced down at it, realizing it pointed straight at Quintus’s face.

	Elora spoke deliberately through her clenched teeth. “What did you do to her foot?”

	Chloe used the palm of her hand against the flat side of the blade to bat the sword away. “He did nothing.”

	Elora went to put her sword right back where it had been, but Mishti’s voice stopped her. “Portia chopped it off.”

	Both Elora and Brannick, and even Brannick’s wolf, all opened their eyes wide.

	Brannick recovered first, his eyes swirling with anger. “When?”

	Mishti dropped the bloodied axe to the ground. “Just before Portia and I escaped the castle.”

	Quintus pulled Chloe tighter to his body. “It was just before Chloe and I rescued you and the other fae.”

	Though it seemed Elora’s eyes could not possibly open wider, they still did. Her mouth stumbled over incoherent syllables before she finally managed to speak actual words. “Is that why you were limping? You did not sprain your ankle. You were missing a foot?” Her arms flew into the air, even with the sword still in one hand. “Did she tell all of you except me?”

	“She did not tell me.” Brannick narrowed his eyes at Chloe while he stroked the top of his wolf’s head.

	Mishti shrugged. “I saw her right after it happened, so she had no reason to tell me. I already knew.”

	Everyone glanced toward Quintus next. He remained silent.

	The silence only brought a hiss through Elora’s teeth. “You told him? You told him and not your own sister?”

	Chloe sat up straight, finally ready to face the reason she had kept it secret for so long. “Yes, I told him. Because I knew he would help me instead of scold me. I knew he wouldn’t think less of me for it.”

	The confession sent a barrage of emotions across Elora’s face in only a single breath. A smidgeon of guilt may have made an appearance or two, but anger and rage overpowered it.

	Chloe’s arms ached after clenching her muscles while healing herself. When she readjusted, the sore muscles caused her body to flinch.

	Quintus immediately sat up straighter and pulled her close again. “I have you. Just sit back. You need to rest.”

	He helped her get into a more comfortable position on his lap, with her cheek resting against his chest. Soon, she could feel the rise and fall of each of his breaths. She could feel his heart beat. The warmth of him enveloped her. It was perfect.

	Elora’s mouth had clamped shut. She still looked as if she had taken a bite of something that soured her stomach, but she didn’t have anything else to say. She glanced back at her beloved.

	He held up both hands and took a step back. This was clearly not his fight. It was hers.

	It took a few more contortions of Elora’s face, but finally, the guilt made another appearance, a stronger one. Finally, the corners of her mouth fell into a frown that made her regret clear.

	Her eyes dropped closed as she lowered her head. “Look at you all grown up, and here I am still treating you like a child.”

	Tears glistened in her eyes. She dropped to her knees and took her sister’s hand in hers. “I guess I was so busy protecting you, I forgot I needed to trust you too.”

	A few tears slipped from her eyelashes. “I should have been there to help you, but instead…” She shook her head as her chin quivered. “I was wrong, Chloe. I was wrong.”

	Chloe squeezed her sister’s hand. “I know you were only trying to do what was best for me. But I’m old enough now, I can take care of myself.”

	Elora nodded. She kept her sister’s hand in hers for a few more moments while the emotion of the moment sank in.

	Eventually, her gaze turned to Quintus. The glares she usually sent his way had no place on her face now. She simply nodded at him. “You have done well watching over her.”

	Then she squeezed Chloe’s shoulder and got to her feet. Once there, she hung her sword at her hip and shared a glance with her sister. “From now on, I trust you to take care of yourself.”

	She swallowed hard and looked back at Quintus. “And I trust you too.”

	Those words alone sent electrifying energy through the clearing. After all the times she’d yelled at Quintus, glared at him, it didn’t seem like she’d ever accept the bond he had with Chloe. But now she did. In fact, it seemed she didn’t just accept it, she welcomed it.

	In the silence, Chloe took a moment to thank Mishti for her help. The young woman offered a simple nod. Though Mishti’s expression remained even, a light in her eyes suggested she was very glad to see Chloe feeling better again.

	Beckoning the others, Elora stepped toward the castle. “Come on. I think these two need some privacy.”

	While Elora, Mishti, and Brannick all walked away, Chloe’s heart thudded in her chest as she realized what privacy with Quintus would mean right now. After he’d helped her so much, how could she ever refuse him again?


 

	 

	 

	 

	NINETEEN

	⁕ Ͻ ⁕

	 

	 

	IT ONLY TOOK ONE LOOK and Chloe’s heart was ready to leap from her chest. Quintus leaned toward her, his forehead meeting hers. When his nose brushed up against her, she couldn’t breathe. The feel of his breath tingled across her skin, spreading through the rest of her like fire.

	She had to get away. She had to pull back. If she took one look into his eyes, she’d fall down a pit she’d never be able to climb back out of again.

	Ducking her head, she pressed her cheek against his chest. The rumble of his heart did nothing to ease the beating of her own. Neither did the arms around her that held her carefully.

	“I want to try walking before anything else.” It took so much effort to say the words that they came out in a whisper.

	He nodded against the top of her head, his chin ruffling her messy bun. “Here?” he asked.

	“No.”

	He didn’t have to ask anything else. He opened a door, and they both knew it would lead to the black caves.

	His arms held her tight enough to make her feel secure but gently enough to feel like something precious. They were in trouble. She was in trouble. Nothing good would come of this privacy they’d just been granted. Yet she could do nothing to keep herself away.

	No matter how she urged her mind to wander, she couldn’t think of anything but him. His dark skin and eyes glinted in the sun. His curls tumbled over his forehead forcing her to bite her bottom lip.

	Once at the caves, he set her down in the clearing. After a few magical waves of his hand, he adjusted her wooden foot and fitted it with a new spring contraption. He then secured the foot and boot to her leg and moved a few paces away. “Ready?” One simple word, but he had to say it in that rough, masculine voice of his that made her want to fling herself into his arms.

	Somehow, she found the strength to take a step forward. She couldn’t pull her gaze away from him, but at least she could move.

	One step. Then two.

	The newly-healed end of her leg ached with soreness and tenderness, but it wasn’t at all the same as it had been before.

	She took four more steps. Five. Then she kept stepping, getting surer each time.

	Soon, she had reached him—and not a single tear pricked at her eyes.

	He reached out, wrapping his hands around the backs of her elbows. “Is it better?”

	The word yes sat at the back of her throat, but suddenly, the tears came. She nodded as her eyes welled. “Much better.”

	He must have realized the tears came from emotion instead of pain. He pulled her right up to his chest again where he held her tight.

	Her leg had finally healed. Truly healed. She’d still need some time to get used to the metal contraption and her wooden foot, but pain no longer hammered at the end of her leg like she was being cut again with each new step she took.

	It would never be the same as it had been before, but she could finally learn how to walk again. Maybe someday, she’d even be able to do it without a limp.

	He held her close, stroking the pieces of her hair that had come free from her messy bun. Letting her cry. Why did he have to make her feel so wonderful? How could she ever leave him after this?

	Just when she allowed herself to think that maybe giving in wouldn’t be so terribly wrong, a loud roar erupted from above. A dark shadow passed over them first, but then, they could see the dragon.

	It had found them yet again.

	Fire burst from its mouth in a surge. Its nose pointed down and then it dove straight at them with its fangs bared.

	Quintus shoved Chloe behind himself, using his body to shield her from attack. With her leg better than ever, she didn’t even have to hop to regain her balance. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end at the sight of the creature. A rush of ice spread across the backs of her shoulders and then down her spine.

	When an enormous huff blew from the dragon’s nose, it knocked Quintus off balance.

	The dragon’s claws reached out, attempting to snatch Chloe from where she stood.

	Quintus had drawn his spear. He jammed it right into the soft spot between two of the dragon’s claws. After an ear-splitting roar, the dragon swatted Quintus away with its foot.

	He just barely managed to grip his spear before he got ripped away.

	But when he charged toward the dragon again, the creature just jumped in between him and Chloe.

	Her body had already become paralyzed, just like it always did when this sort of danger emerged. But even in that state, it suddenly clicked.

	After all these fights, after all the attacks, the dragon had never once tried to hurt her. It had tried to steal her away, yes, and by doing that, it had squeezed her painfully around the middle. But besides that, all its other attacks had been directed at the others.

	Even now, it made no move to growl or swipe at her. It only snarled at Quintus. Now its body formed a barrier between them, and she could see it all with perfect clarity.

	The dragon didn’t want to attack her. It wanted to protect her.

	Her gaze darted straight to the harp string reins still dangling around its neck. Her emotion had turned those reins into a token, which made her the master of the dragon. They had tried to remove the reins, but maybe it was too late. She tried to leave the dragon in Fairfrost, but maybe she couldn’t just get rid of it.

	Maybe it was hers now.

	Hers forever.

	The fear that had frozen her limbs and sent ice through her veins dissipated. After that, it only took a breath, and she could run.

	Her legs pumped as her foot and her wooden foot both charged over the ground. Putting so much weight on her sore leg ached much more than it had when she’d been walking. She still had a limp, but it didn’t compare to the dramatic limp she’d had before. Soon, she stopped running and jumped onto the dragon’s back.

	The moment she touched the golden scales, the creature stopped and held completely still. She shifted into a better position and leaned forward. She pressed her whole body against the dragon and wrapped her arms across as much of it as she could reach. It was the only sort of hug she could manage with a creature so large.

	Beneath the dragon’s scales, its muscles quivered with tension. But then. Then the tension faded away.

	The dragon released a sigh that rumbled through its body.

	Quintus jumped forward, his spear raised high and ready to strike. Tension rippled through the dragon scales again as it raised its head and bared its fangs.

	But Chloe just scratched the dragon’s back like she would a dog’s belly. Another sigh rumbled through the dragon, but it still lifted one leg, ready to claw at Quintus.

	“No.” She held her hands flat against the golden scales as she whispered. “He will not try to hurt me. He wants to protect me too.”

	The dragon’s head tilted to the side. One of its horns scratched against the side of a crystal cave as it turned back to look at her. An innocent expression of confusion danced in its sapphire blue eyes.

	Chloe scratched its scales again. She spoke louder this time. “He is a friend. Let him climb onto your back with me.”

	The dragon kept its head tilted for another beat and then it turned back to look at Quintus.

	“Put your spear away.”

	Quintus wore an equally distressed look of confusion at her request. When he realized her request had been serious, he slowly slid his spear into his pocket.

	Once the weapon dropped out of sight, the dragon dropped its head at Quintus’s feet. His brown eyes bugged out at the sight. It only took a single nod from Chloe and then Quintus climbed up to join her on the dragon’s back.

	“What did you do?” he asked once he settled down next to her.

	She finally managed to grab one of the harp string reins, which she twisted around her fingers. “I just realized.” Her gaze stayed firmly on the reins. “Whatever bond exists between us, I don’t think it can be undone.”

	She hadn’t meant to phrase it so much like that. She’d been talking about the dragon and her. But when she glanced up, Quintus stared not at her eyes, but at the star tattoos under her right eye. Her gaze immediately fell to the moon tattoo under his left eye.

	Maybe no Faerie bonds could be undone, including theirs. The book had claimed that trying to undo the bond might only make it stronger.

	Her body shuddered then. She glanced down at the dragon that had now settled peacefully on the ground. Even if the dragon listened to her, that didn’t change its nature.

	The dragon could rip her apart with its teeth or its claws. It could destroy her. But all it wanted was to be with her.

	Her heart clenched at the thought.

	It was just as problematic as her relationship with Quintus.

	Before they knew it, the dragon started snoring. Maybe all that attacking had tired it out, but now that Chloe was safe and ready to accept the dragon, it could finally rest easy.

	As carefully as they could, she and Quintus slipped off the dragon’s back and into the cave with the river flowing through it.

	Quintus caught her hand, intertwining his fingers with hers as they stepped deeper inside the cave. The glowing golden lights in the walls seemed to sparkle brighter today. Or maybe the fluttering of her heart made it seem so.

	They both stopped about halfway through the cave. They wouldn’t try to travel father down it. Not today.

	Chloe rested her back against the cave wall, keeping her gaze down. “If I am the dragon’s master, what do you think will happen to it when I return to the mortal realm?”

	“Do not.” That husky tone colored Quintus’s voice as he turned away. “Do not ask me to think of anything that will happen after you leave me. I cannot bear to imagine it.”

	Her hand reached up for the star tattoos under her right eye. While she eyed the moon tattoo on his face, her heart stuttered in her chest.

	Maybe she couldn’t undo the bond she had with Quintus either, but she had to try to leave him. She cared about him too much not to.

	“What if I did stay in Faerie?”

	Quintus’s lips curved upward as the golden glints sparked in his eyes. He turned to her, which then allowed him to see the face she made. The glints immediately dimmed at the sight.

	She flexed her jaw and burrowed her eyebrows down. “What happens when I die? Not if, when.”

	His face fell. His shoulders hunched.

	Her jaw clenched tighter. “You are immortal. You’ll live forever. Forever.”

	“Chloe.”

	She pulled away when he tried to reach for her. “I want to be with you now. I do. But…” Her head shook. “You cannot bear to imagine what will happen after I return to the mortal realm. Well, I can’t bear to imagine what might happen to you after I die, and I’m gone for good. I can’t condemn you to a life of misery like that. I won’t.”

	He brought his body so close that she wouldn’t be able to pull away again. His hand cupped her cheek. “These moments with you now will give me the strength I need to bear the misery later on.”

	His body hovered only a hand’s length away, but she still managed to glare. “If that were true, you wouldn’t care whether I stayed or left to return to the mortal realm.”

	He blinked. The light in his eyes dimmed to nothing while his mouth fell downward. He reached up and put a hand to his heart, as if the words had physically pained him.

	Her lip trembled at the sight, but it wouldn’t stop her from saying what needed to be said. “If I let you fall in love with me, all my suffering will end when I die. But you? Your suffering will go on forever.” She leaned closer to him until her breath touched his skin. “Forever. How could I do that to someone I…”

	His hand reached for her face.

	But just as he began tracing a circle on her cheek, she turned away. “I won’t allow it. You have to move on and forget me. I won’t let you fall in love with me.”

	His hand went right back to her cheek. He touched so soft, so gently, that she couldn’t bear to pull away. That last little smidgeon of resolve she still had tucked deep in her heart, dissolved when she caught sight of his eyes.

	“Chloe.”

	He didn’t just say her name. He breathed it. He lived it. It left his lips like a praise reserved for the highest ruler. For the most precious jewel.

	His forehead lowered until it rested gently against hers. Their lips had only a breath between them. He smiled, and she could feel it on her skin. When he spoke, his breath mingled with hers.

	“You do not want to believe, but you still know.” His hand reached up, slipping behind her neck. “I have already fallen.”

	She didn’t even try to resist him when he leaned in. She moved to kiss him just as fervently as he kissed her. The softness in his lips turned hard once he realized she wanted it too. The hand at the back of her neck pressed her closer, urging her lips against him even more.

	His free hand found her hip. He ran his palm up and down it, and when that wasn’t enough, he reached around her back until he could hold her other hip too.

	Since he still wore his triangular cape, she could easily slip her hands underneath it to run her hands over his bare back. When she did, his lips stopped, his hands froze. His muscles tensed in a way that heated his skin. Then, he came at her again, even hungrier than before. His hand found new places to caress, new parts of her mouth to explore. She met each action with an eagerness she had never known before.

	Whatever happened, they couldn’t fight this anymore.

	Every worry and fear slipped from her mind while he held her tight. The future would have problems. They still had insurmountable odds—not just between them, but in Faerie too.

	The land was poisoned, and the mortals still had to be defeated, but right now, it didn’t matter. Nothing in the realm existed. Nothing.

	Except him.


 

	 

	 

	 

	TWENTY

	⁕ Ͻ ⁕

	 

	 

	LOVE DIDN’T LISTEN TO LOGIC. Life would be so much simpler if it did, but—at least in Chloe’s experience—love much preferred to laugh and barrel right through any logical walls she tried to put up with no regard for how the shattered pieces it left behind still had to be cleaned up and dealt with.

	She couldn’t be in love with Quintus. But she was. She would never allow him to fall in love with her. But he had. Love just barreled on, even though by doing so, it doomed Quintus to a misery Chloe wouldn’t wish on her worst enemy, let alone the person her heart sang for.

	And why did love have to rear its inconvenient head right in the middle of a war anyway? She had more important things to worry about, yet her mind kept drifting off when it remembered the feel of Quintus’s hands on her hips and the taste of his mouth on her lips.

	Her eyes slammed shut as she attempted to shake the memory away. Now that a day had passed—or maybe it had been a few days—the time had come to trick the rest of the mortal army into a door that would send them back to the mortal realm. She had no room for memories of kisses, no matter how glorious they had been.

	The landscape of Dustdune spanned out around her. Heat clung to her skin like the little burrs that stuck to her dress hems back in the mortal realm. The heat dug deep, surging in each of her pores. If she tried to use her hand to fan it away, the heat would just grasp that much more tightly to the fanning hand.

	Droplets of sweat beaded over her arms. She tried pushing her sleeve up closer to her shoulder, but the sun just accosted the newly-bare part with its stinging rays.

	The heat hadn’t been this oppressive when they’d been here the other day. Perhaps the sun just shone directly above them now. Sand scratched at her throat when she tried to swallow. Or perhaps iron poisoning was turning Dustdune into a less habitable area than it had been before.

	“I found a spot that will work.” Mishti’s voice had a sharper edge than usual, probably having to do with the heat in the air. Her long-sleeved, dark clothing could not have been pleasant in such temperature.

	Chloe, Quintus, Ludo, and Mishti were all glamoured to be invisible since the army of mortals stood nearby. But with hundreds of mortals trying to build a bridge over the chasm Quintus and Ludo had created in the ground earlier, they didn’t notice the noises of four invisible beings nearby.

	Mishti waved her invisible arms around until she managed to make contact with the invisible arms of the others in their group. Then they all held hands as she directed them to a large sand dune with a few trees growing around it.

	The trees in Dustdune looked nothing like the lush trees in Crystal Thorn. Those had sturdy trunks with dozens of large branches covered in swathes of bright green leaves. In the sandy court of Dustdune, the trees had thick trunks covered in dry, crusty bark. Only a few branches stretched out and those were even thicker than the trunks. Instead of leaves that covered the entire branch, these only had small clumps of brittle, needle-like leaves at the very end of each branch.

	If a bloodthirsty army that wanted Chloe and her friends dead hadn’t been nearby, she might have been able to find some beauty in these Dustdune trees. Instead, she could only bemoan how little cover they gave. How were they supposed to hide from the mortals with just these thick-trunked, nearly leafless trees around?

	It seemed impossible until Mishti led them behind a tall, sweeping sand dune. At least its multicolored walls with streaks of oranges, pinks, creams, and reds could now hide them from the enemy.

	Once covered, Quintus removed the glamours hiding them.

	Chloe placed a hand on the sand dune to brace herself. Only then did she notice how the sand seemed to sparkle. It shouldn’t have surprised her. Everything in Faerie, even the landscape, had a way of looking magical.

	“Having trouble walking again?” Ludo glanced down at the hem of her skirt and then at her hand that now pressed against the wall at their side. Nothing in his question spoke of concern. Instead, it had formed from pure curiosity.

	Rather than answer him, her gaze flicked straight toward Quintus. Concern did fill his eyes. Since he had been holding her hand on their walk over there, he had likely noticed she limped the whole way over.

	“My leg doesn’t hurt.” She kept her gaze still locked onto his. “It’s not painful to walk, it’s just…different. I still have to get used to it.”

	A breath of relief whispered out of Quintus’s mouth when he nodded, though the breath didn’t ease all the concern off his face. He still stared at her with that intense gaze of his.

	Ludo rolled his eyes while the red in them flashed. “Sometimes you two act like no one in the realm exists except the two of you, do you know that?”

	Ignoring them, Mishti gestured toward a dip in the ground near her feet. Her eyebrows rose up high. “What do you think? Will it work?”

	“And now I am being ignored by another person. Maybe I should not have bothered coming in the first place.” Ludo folded his arms over his chest as he let out a huff.

	Pulling her hand away from the warm sand dune wall, Chloe placed it on Ludo’s shoulder. “You know we need you here. We all appreciate you coming.”

	She probably should have made more eye contact and smiled at him to really calm him down, but she was too busy examining the spot Mishti had pointed out.

	Luckily, by the time Chloe turned to face everyone, Ludo’s frown had turned into more of a straight line. Apparently, she had appeased him enough. Just in time too.

	She stood up taller. “I think Mishti is right. Ludo, can you create a glamour that will make it look like this spot goes down deep into a cave that travels right through the chasm? And then make it look like the cave ends right on the other side of the chasm, so it creates a kind of bridge underneath it?”

	The straight line on his face dove into a deep frown. His hand lifted as if ready to create the glamour, but his face just twisted until a crease formed between his eyebrows.

	She glanced over at Quintus, hoping he might offer some encouragement or inspirational words to Ludo. Of course, she never should have expected a fae to bother with encouraging another fae.

	Instead, Quintus just lifted his own hand. “I can probably do it. I have been to Mistmount once or twice before. I remember what the caves there look like, which should help.”

	Ludo’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head. “You have been to Mistmount once or twice before? I have had dozens of visits there. I have entire books dedicated to the cave networks in Mistmount. I even lived inside a Mistmount cave for a period of my life. No one knows Faerie better than me.”

	“Lovely.” Chloe pressed herself in between the two male fae who now glared at each other. She caught Ludo’s eyes and gestured toward the dip in the ground. “Then you’re the best person to create the glamour just like I asked.” She ended with her brightest smile.

	After only a small huff, Ludo circled his hand, and a cave began to form before their very eyes. Just like the black caves at the edge of Crystal Thorn, this cave appeared to go too deep to see the end of it.

	Now Quintus would be able to open a door and his door would blend in with the glamoured cave, just like it had blended in with the crystal caves. He could open a door to the mortal realm right there, and they could trick all the mortals to go inside.

	Ludo just had to make it look like the cave dove down into the chasm and continued until it opened up again on the other side.

	By the time he finished, Chloe’s eyes narrowed. Ludo did exactly as she had asked, but something about the cave still came off as strange. It looked a little too perfect. A little too convenient, even though it didn’t make much sense for a cave to exist in Dustdune. It looked as magical as it looked suspicious.

	She wrinkled her nose at it and turned to Mishti. Only another mortal would understand the reservations Chloe had.

	Mishti just shrugged. “Hopefully, they’re desperate enough to try it anyway.”

	Ludo opened his mouth affronted and placed a hand on his chest. “What do you mean try it anyway? What’s wrong with it? I did exactly what was requested.”

	Rather than answer, Chloe started going over the plan again. Quintus would glamour Mishti and Chloe to look like the other mortals. The two of them would convince a group of mortals to go through the cave that wasn’t really a cave. Instead, they’d go through Quintus’s door that led them to the mortal realm.

	Once they finished going through, Mishti and Chloe would be glamoured again to look like two of the mortals who had just gone through the door. They’d run back to the mortal army and convince more mortals to cross the chasm by going through the cave.

	They had already tested the plan out at the crystal caves, so they knew it could work. And even though Ludo’s fake cave did look a little too perfect, the mortals had to be desperate to get past the chasm at this point. Their attempts to build a bridge had been sadly feeble so far.

	But as Chloe and Mishti started waving to the mortal army while wearing their glamours, a sense of dread churned deep in Chloe’s gut. The plan had too many glamours. Too many variables. Something was sure to go wrong.

	Sand from the air scratched the back of her throat when she tried to swallow. At least Mishti had taken charge. She waved a group of mortals over and spoke high praises about a cavern they had miraculously found. When Mishti declared this special cavern would help them cross the chasm so they could finally march toward Dustdune Castle again, two dozen mortals dropped their tools and immediately followed her.

	Turning around to lead the mortals to the cave, Mishti lowered her voice. “There are too many of them. We only had a dozen mortals to worry about when we practiced before. Two dozen is too many.”

	“I’m sure it’s fine.” Chloe did her best not to limp as they trekked back toward the fake cave. “If Ludo can create a glamour that makes it look like a dozen mortals are walking into a cave, then I’m sure he can do the same with two dozen mortals.”

	Mishti’s eyebrows just drew together. Even her steps turned stiffer after that.

	Doing her best not to limp, Chloe continued until they had all stepped behind the tall sand dune. Ludo had clearly already glamoured himself to be invisible, Quintus too.

	One of the mortals stepped toward the supposedly miraculous cave without hesitation, but a soldier standing nearer to it held one arm out to stop anyone from stepping forward. The female soldier narrowed her eyes at the cave. Then her head turned slowly toward Mishti and Chloe.

	“How did you find this cavern?” The female soldier’s lips now narrowed almost as thin as her eyes.

	“By looking.” Mishti’s answer came out blunt enough to make every mortal in front of her flinch.

	Fear dug needles into the back of Chloe’s neck. But even when her body froze, her mind could still spin. It twirled and simmered and then it landed on an idea all in the blink of an eye. Now her lips turned up into a smile.

	“Watch me.” Chloe took a step with her wooden foot toward the cave. She gestured out across the landscape ahead. “I’ll walk into the cave, and then, after a few moments, you’ll see me walk out on the other side over there.” Now she gestured across the chasm to the end of the fake cave.

	Holding her breath, she put her weight on the wooden foot and took a step forward with her left foot. Had she spoken loud enough? Since Quintus was glamoured to be invisible, she didn’t know for certain if he stood close enough to hear her. Then again, he had fae hearing, so he should have heard easily. But would he understand?

	After a few more steps, she reached the edge of the cave. The entrance looked black like the entrance to any cave would, but she could feel the magic of Quintus’s door nearby.

	If Quintus followed the original plan, the door would take her to the mortal realm. But she needed him to follow a new plan now. She needed him to open a new door that would lead her across the chasm so the mortals would think the cave actually led where they claimed it did.

	Her fingers twitched at her sides, begging to be curled into fists. But she kept moving. After another step, she moved inside the door. A rush of cool air made it clear Quintus had not opened a door to the other side of the chasm in Dustdune like she had hoped. Should she return?

	Deciding to trust him, she stepped forward. When she made it all the way through the door, she stood in front of the crystal caves. Her head turned to the side. This wasn’t the mortal realm.

	Before she could even think about returning through the door, it disappeared behind her. The sight sent her heart into an unruly patter. Fists did form at her side now. Stupid. Why had she changed the plan without telling anyone? Quintus clearly had no idea what she had hoped he would do.

	The golden dragon circled above. It cast a shadow over her that cooled her Dustdune-heated skin. Something about its presence calmed her just enough to relax.

	A moment later, another door appeared in front of her. A blast of heat made it clear that Dustdune lay on the other side. Realization hit her then. If the fake cave Ludo created had been real, it would have taken time to walk all the way through it. And now that time had passed, Quintus had opened another door for her, which would lead her exactly where the fake cave should have ended.

	A grin adorned her face as she stepped confidently through the door. Just as she hoped, she landed in Dustdune, on the other side of the chasm. A tall sand dune protected her from the rest of the mortal army from seeing her. Now she turned around to face the mortals across the chasm who still stood at the mouth of the cave. “See?” she shouted to them. “It’s perfectly safe. Go on through.”

	She didn’t need any other words after that. The mortals charged forward, all suspicions gone. The grin on her face might have given them pause, but she was too far away for them to see it anyway.

	Just like the first time they tricked mortals through a door, everything went according to plan. Soon, every single mortal had gone into the fake cave and straight through Quintus’s door to the mortal realm.

	Mishti’s fears about having too many mortals had been completely unfounded.

	Once they all disappeared, Chloe shouted across the chasm. “Ludo, open a door and help me get back over there.”

	He did, and everything should have been fine. It should have been the perfect moment to celebrate.

	But when Chloe landed back in front of the fake cave, right in front of Quintus’s door to the mortal realm, a sound erupted that curdled her blood.

	A scream.

	The sound rang out so piercing that it seemed to slice her veins. But then the one scream turned into two. Three. Then a dozen. Two dozen.

	The mortals. They may have returned to the mortal realm, but something had clearly gone terribly wrong.

	But when Chloe turned to share her shock with the people nearby, she found an even worse sight.

	Mishti stood still. Waiting. No amount of surprise hid in her features. Perhaps this was what she meant when she worried about too large of a group. Whatever happened to those mortals in the mortal realm, Mishti had clearly expected it all along.
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	SCREAMS SHOOK THE AIR SO loud that even the brittle leaves on the Dustdune trees started to shake. Maybe the mortals were their enemies, but only because they were poisoning Faerie. And they only poisoned Faerie because they didn’t know how badly it affected the land or the mortal realm.

	Chloe didn’t want them to die. The whole point of sending them back to the mortal realm was to prevent their deaths. This plan should have kept them from destroying the land, and it also should have prevented any more deaths.

	Jabbing one finger toward the door, Chloe glared. “What’s happening to them?”

	The words had been directed at Mishti, but the young woman just stared off at nothing. The lightest flicker of sadness danced in her eyes before she turned away. Now, she looked straight at Quintus. “Close the door.”

	“What?” Chloe stepped forward, ready to shove Mishti to the ground. “Why would we close the door?”

	“The screams will attract the other mortals. They’ll figure out what’s going on.”

	“We need to figure out what’s going on.” Chloe stomped forward.

	Mishti continued to avoid all eye contact with Chloe. She glared harder at Quintus. “Close the door.”

	“No.” Chloe nearly shouted the word.

	Quintus stared at both of them. His gaze zipped back and forth between Chloe and Mishti while his hand hovered in the air completely undecided.

	Mishti’s eyebrows lowered as more screams erupted from the door. And then, the piercing shrieks did something even worse than before. They stopped. Suddenly.

	Chloe gasped.

	Quintus still looked back and forth between the two young women.

	Mishti pointed a finger forward. “Do you want what’s best for Chloe? Then close the door.”

	She had finally found a way to reach the part of Quintus that would always act first and think later. At the sound of those words, he immediately went to close the door.

	But Chloe wasn’t about to give up. Not yet.

	Before the door could close, Chloe jumped straight through it.

	Her knees hit a dusty patch of earth with a few grass blades poking through it. She rushed to her feet and brushed the dirt from the front of her dress. By then, she had a clearer picture of the land around her.

	She stood in an open grassy area with cracked, dry earth. A few trees scattered across the landscape, though not enough to call it a forest. No houses or farm equipment stood nearby, so it clearly wasn’t close to any village or town, exactly as they had planned.

	It was just a large enough area to keep the mortals safe until Chloe and the others could heal Faerie. Eventually, they’d come back and send the mortals to their correct places in the mortal realm.

	That had been the plan, but something had gone so terribly wrong that Chloe could barely breathe. The mortals had all made it there. They didn’t stand around or yell.

	They had died.

	They sprawled out across the ground with dirt caked on their clothes, as if they had rolled and shook across the ground before losing their lives completely. Every mortal had their eyes wide open, showing bright red, bloodshot eyes. Foam dripped from their open mouths.

	The dozen mortals they had sent to that same spot the other day were there too. Quintus could open a door to the exact same place in the mortal realm, so the mortals from before only looked slightly more progressed in death than the others. The foam at their mouths had evaporated, but their skin hadn’t changed color yet. A few touches confirmed it: their bodies had only barely started to lose heat.

	But they had all died, all three dozen of them. She held a hand over her mouth as she checked the pulses of each person. Her chest squeezed as tears filled her eyes. Only two mortals remained, and she had yet to find a single living person.

	At last, her finger pressed against veins on the throat of the final mortal. Underneath his skin, she felt the slightest flutter of life. She sucked in a gasp and noted the foam at his mouth had only just started to form. It didn’t pour out like it did from the others.

	Her arms immediately curled under his as she attempted to drag him toward Quintus’s still-open door. The weight of him did not help her walk, especially since she was still getting used to using her wooden foot properly.

	From the other side of the door, she heard marching. Boots stomped across sand. The mortals in Dustdune were closing in, if they hadn’t gotten to the others already. She probably shouldn’t worry about the nearly dead mortal clutched in her hands. She probably should have worried about getting back to Faerie and getting herself and the others to safety.

	But she was an apothecary. She couldn’t stand by and do nothing when someone’s life hung in the balance.

	Her heart thudded at the memory of the other mortals. Three dozen of them lay dead on the ground behind her. Was it her fault? They clearly hadn’t met an enemy that ended their lives. If something in the air had killed them, it would have affected her now too.

	The questions would have to wait until she found a way to save this mortal’s life. The muscles in her arms contracted as she heaved the mortal forward. Only one more step and they’d be through the door.

	When she stepped back into Dustdune, her arms shook with the effort of dragging the man. The moment they both made it through, Quintus’s door closed. He opened another one right away.

	“We need to go.” He spoke in a rush. “The mortals are coming.”

	Ludo stepped through the door first. On his way, he waved a hand and removed the glamour he had made of the cave.

	Mishti went to go through the door next, but Chloe stepped in front her first. Chloe raised a finger and shook. “You know what happened to them.”

	Though her face didn’t even twitch, Mishti’s expression still answered the question. Yes, she did know.

	Chloe had to swallow before she could speak again. “Is he going to die?”

	Mishti glanced down at the man. Boots stomped even closer than before. Any moment now, the mortals would appear around the corner of the sand dune hiding them. When Mishti looked up again, she shrugged. “I don’t know. Now that he’s in Faerie, he might survive.”

	“Now that he’s in Faerie?” Chloe gulped. “Does that mean the other mortals died because we sent them to the mortal realm? They died because of us?”

	“We can talk about this later.” Quintus grabbed Chloe around the middle and lifted her into the air.

	But before he could take a step forward, she did her best to wriggle out of his grasp. “Don’t carry me.” She gestured toward the man on the ground whose mouth was now free of that strange white foam. “Get him. I can walk myself.”

	Quintus opened his mouth to protest, but her face must have made it clear how serious she was. After a quick nod, he set her down and threw the man over one shoulder.

	“Was it because of us?” Chloe stepped right up to Mishti, her teeth clenched together.

	Right then, the first weapons began to appear from around the wall of the sand dune.

	“Not now.” Mishti practically yelled the words.

	She set both hands on Chloe’s shoulders and shoved her forward, sending them both through the door.

	Chloe let herself be moved. Dustdune wasn’t the time or place to discuss such things. But once they made it somewhere safe, she’d push the issue again. That conversation wouldn’t end until she had answers.
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	WHEN CHLOE STEPPED ONTO THE black soil near the crystal caves, a dragon-shaped shadow shaded her skin. Though anger had taken hold of her heart, that shadow brought a measure of comfort like it had before.

	Taking a deep breath, she glanced upward. Sapphire wings sparkled as her dragon’s golden body flew in circle after circle above her. The rhythmic movement calmed her heart until it slowed to a normal speed. Only then could she face her companions.

	The moment she took her eyes off her dragon, her jaw clenched tight. Quintus stood with one shoulder leaning against the nearest cave. Ludo brushed sand from his blue and silver brocade tunic.

	Mishti stood still. Her jaw was set but not clenched. Her feet stood sturdy on the ground. Clearly, she had already braced herself for the accusations that would be thrown her way.

	Chloe gritted her teeth together. Her heart pounded angrily. Only the cool shadow over her skin helped to get her breathing properly again. “You knew this would happen?”

	At least Mishti wasn’t the sort of person to bother with a lie. She nodded. “Any mortal who has taken that tablet from Portia will die within minutes of returning to the mortal realm.”

	As the words sank in, Chloe reached up to massage her temples. “That’s why you wanted a smaller group. With only a dozen mortals like we had the first time, you knew the door would be closed before the screaming started. You knew I wouldn’t find out that way.”

	Mishti nodded again, her eyes darker than before.

	Dropping to the mortal man’s side, Chloe felt for a heartbeat in his veins. Already, it had vanished. Her arms dropped to her sides. She tried to swallow, but her throat ached too much. She had dragged that man through a door and then convinced Quintus to carry him here, and it all been too late. As an apothecary, she could do a lot of things, but she couldn’t bring someone back from the dead. Her stomach churned at the thought.

	With her lip quivering, she dug into her leather bag for a clean cloth. Maybe he had died, but at least she could clean the grime from his face. It wasn’t much, but she’d do anything she could for him, even if it just meant cleaning him. “How does the tablet work?”

	Still as rigid as ever, Mishti lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I don’t know. Ansel created the tablets. He often forced Portia to help when he made them, and eventually, she learned how to make them too. But none of us know how or why they work, not even Portia. We just know they’ll kill us if we ever try to return to the mortal realm.”

	Heat swelled in Chloe’s fingertips as she pressed the cloth across the man’s forehead. “But why? Why would he create such a thing? Why would Portia give it to all the mortals she brought here?”

	The first crack in Mishti’s demeanor appeared. The slightest frown pulled her mouth down. Her chin lowered. “It’s a lot harder to care about escape when everything you once knew and loved is no longer accessible.”

	If Ansel hadn’t already been dead, Chloe would have wished a horrible gruesome death to befall him. That wasn’t enough though. A horrible, gruesome death had befallen him, and it wasn’t enough. His mortals were still being punished by his actions. They still got manipulated and controlled through his same tactics. It didn’t matter if he had died because Portia wielded his same weapons now.

	With gloom pressing on her insides, Chloe slumped to the ground. Why couldn’t she save at least that one mortal man? Why did so many of the people she tried to save have to die?

	The shadow above her stopped circling. Creating a huge gust of wind, the dragon above dove straight down. Its sapphire horns pointed straight at her heart.

	Mishti’s eyes widened. Ludo stopped cleaning his tunic long enough to gasp and duck inside the nearest cave. Quintus just smirked.

	When Mishti drew her sword, Chloe waved a hand at her. “You can put that away. The dragon won’t hurt me.”

	Just as she claimed, the dragon’s horns pointed toward Chloe’s heart only until it grew close enough to the ground to land. When it did, it dropped right behind Chloe. It rested its head directly behind her, so close that a great heated breath from its nostrils ruffled through her blonde messy bun.

	Her hand lifted almost automatically until it found a spot on the creature’s head just between its eyes and down to its snout. She rubbed the spot with slight pressure, moving her fingers back and forth in a scratching motion. Judging by the rumble that sounded suspiciously like a purr erupting from the dragon’s nose, it liked the scratches.

	Ludo peeked his head out of the cave just long enough to see the dragon before he ducked back inside again. But a moment later, his white-blond hair appeared once again. “The dragon likes us again?”

	“Not you.” Quintus continued to stand with one shoulder leaned against a cave as he glanced at Ludo. “It only likes her.”

	Ludo snarled at that. “Seriously? I already have to worry about your spear if I upset her, but now I have to worry about a dragon too?”

	Quintus moved away from the cave long enough to narrow his eyes. “Just do not upset her then. It should not be so difficult. Unless…” Now he took a step forward with one hand forming a fist. “Did you have some plan in mind that might lead to her getting hurt?”

	Ludo threw up his arms in defeat. “No.” He tried to back away but backed into a cave wall instead. “No, I have no such plans. I am just not used to having such fragile mortals around. They are too easy for fae like us to injure, as you are well aware.” He finished by gesturing toward Chloe’s wooden foot.

	Maybe he simply meant to point out her worst injury, but Chloe could immediately see the effect the statement had on Quintus. His shoulders dropped and his face fell. He had promised to protect her, but even his greatest efforts hadn’t stopped her foot from getting chopped off. And he hadn’t been able to stop her from having to chop it a second time either. At least the wound had properly healed this time.

	Still, it clearly hit him hard that he had not been able to protect her as thoroughly as he had wished.

	Chloe rubbed her dragon’s nose one last time, then waved her hand at the ground. “Everyone sit down.” Aches still scratched at her throat, but at least she had blinked all her tears away. Three dozen mortals had died. She couldn’t change that now, but she could do her best to keep it from happening to the others.

	Sitting taller, she glanced around at the others. “We need to make a new plan. I’m going to search my magical book for ideas. While I do, Mishti, I want you to tell us everything else you know about Portia’s methods for controlling the mortals.”

	When Chloe dug into her leather bag, she only half expected the others to listen to her. But by the time the magical book sat open on her lap, the other three had all sat down. She tried to not let surprise show on her face as she began thumbing through the pages of her book.

	Mishti sat crisscross, her thumb running over one of the small metal plates sewn into her midnight blue tunic. “Every mortal that Ansel ever acquired has two weaknesses. The first is the tablet. It ensures that any mortal who returns to the mortal realm will die within minutes. The second weakness is…” The slightest shudder shook through her shoulders before she spoke again. “A physical one.”

	Ludo wrinkled his nose. “Let me guess. He cuts off a finger or toe?”

	Mishti shuddered again, this one moving through her whole torso. Her chin lowered until she stared at the ground. “Ansel always liked mortals who would fight back. He sought out the feisty ones, the ones that would be harder to break. He’d play with them. He’d fight just hard enough that they’d think they had a chance. But what mortal can defeat a fae all on her own?”

	The words had started hard, crusted over with the same harshness that colored all of Mishti’s words. But by the end, pain and weakness filled her tone.

	Chloe reached out. Her hand landed on Mishti’s forearm, giving it the smallest squeeze. At the same moment, one of the dragon’s enormous sapphire wings stretched out from its body until an edge of the wing touched Mishti’s back.

	Feeling both gestures at once caused the young woman to glance up. Her dark brown eyes filled with moisture that might have been tears. “Ansel injured each of us, but no two injuries were ever the same. He hurt us all in a different place and then told us to keep that place secret so none of the other mortals would be able to hurt us if they got jealous. But the mortals never used the injuries against each other. Only he did that. Any time we tried to escape or didn’t obey him immediately, he’d jam us right in that special spot.”

	The glistening in Mishti’s eyes turned to tears so large they started dropping onto her cheeks. “He enchanted the injuries so they would never heal properly, and then he used our weaknesses to keep us compliant. He broke us all until we were little more than empty husks begging for death, which was our only chance for freedom.”

	Chloe’s eyes opened wide. “You still have this injury? Where is it? Maybe it’s enchanted, but I have magic. If anyone can heal it, I can.”

	The tears in Mishti’s eyes shimmered as her lips pursed together. She swallowed hard. “Do you have to see the injury in order to heal it?”

	The words landed like a weight on Chloe’s chest. She touched a hand to her collar bone and bit her lip. “Yes, I do need to see it, otherwise, I won’t know how to heal it. And Quintus will probably have to see it too, since I have to touch him to use my magic.” 

	“No.” Mishti turned away and cleared her throat. “Maybe I’ll ask you to heal it someday, but…” She shook her head. “I’ve already dealt with the injury this long. I don’t need it healed right now.”

	Rage burned inside Chloe’s chest. She understood the hesitation, and she had no intention of pressing the matter, but it still gave her the desire to smash something. Even with Ansel gone, Mishti still feared how others might use the injury he had made. She still feared losing the smidgeon of control she had by being the only person who knew the location of her injury. Apparently, even the chance of healing wasn’t enough to lose that control.

	With sharp breaths escaping her nostrils, Chloe glanced up at the two fae across from her. “This is why we can’t kill the mortals. Death shouldn’t be the only way they obtain freedom. They’ve endured too much to be condemned to such a gruesome end.”

	“Then how are we supposed to save Faerie?” In the past, Quintus had always supported Chloe’s ideas first, but now, he stared hard without any hint of understanding her.

	She huffed in response. “Just because our first plan didn’t work doesn’t mean no plan will. We just have to come up with a new strategy.”

	Even with anger at Quintus rising up inside her, a memory from the past gripped Chloe so hard, she jerked her head toward Mishti. “Portia said she knew your weaknesses.” She had to press a hand against her chest just to keep herself from gasping. “Just before she killed your friend Mila, Portia said she knew your weaknesses.”

	The tears had stopped falling from Mishti’s eyes. Her features slowly shifted back to their usual stoic expression. “Yes. Portia tended everyone’s wounds.” Mishti swallowed hard. “Portia knows all of our weaknesses.”

	Quintus raised an eyebrow. “No wonder she can manipulate all of you so easily. If just merely talking about your weakness brought you to tears, I suppose it would be significantly worse to have someone threaten to use it against you.”

	Shuddering again, Mishti managed a nod.

	“I do not understand Julian.” Ludo glared at a grain of sand that dared to remain stuck in the brocade of his tunic, no matter how he scratched at it. “Portia knows your weaknesses, but why is Julian considered a leader among you mortals? What power does he have over you?”

	Instead of fear or anger of any kind passing over her features, Mishti’s eyes just narrowed, almost in confusion. “He was Ansel’s first mortal.” Her head shook. “At least, he had been with Ansel longer than any of the rest of us. Maybe Ansel had mortals before that who died, but Julian had been around the longest of any of us.”

	Ludo lifted an eyebrow. “So, he had respect because of that?”

	Mishti’s mouth twisted into a knot on one side of her face. “Julian is…unhinged. He’s unpredictable. He did things that hurt Ansel, but they usually hurt the rest of us too. Only Portia has ever been able to control Julian, and that’s only because she allows him power and freedom the rest of us never got.”

	With a shrug, Ludo leaned back against the cave behind him. “If I were Portia, I would have killed Julian by now. He seems like a risk.”

	Though Chloe had been listening to the conversation, her gaze now fixed on the book in her lap. At that moment, one short passage caught her eye.

	Some remedies can destroy an infection by killing the bacteria outright. These remedies destroy the infection at the smallest, most basic level. Once the bacteria is killed, it can no longer attack the body, which allows the body’s natural healing process to finish repairing the body completely.

	Her finger hovered over the words, not sure how they related to this conversation. Maybe they had nothing to do with it. Then again, her magical book had a way of giving her exactly the information she needed at just the right moment.

	After reading the words three times, an idea finally sparked in her mind.

	She glanced up and caught Quintus’s gaze. “I need your hand.”

	“What are we going to do about the mortals? I still think we should kill them.” Ludo talked about the murder of the mortal army with as much flippancy as he used to flick the sand from his tunic.

	But it didn’t matter now. Finally, Chloe had a new idea. “Forget the mortals.” Her lips lifted into a grin. “I know how to heal Faerie once and for all.”
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	A DARK AND DUSKY SKY cradled the little camp where Chloe and the others all slept. She had promised to explain her plan in the morning. She said they could even go back to Crystal Thorn Castle and let Elora and Brannick know the scheme.

	Chloe just wanted a little more time to make certain she could explain everything well enough that everyone else would believe it might actually help. After holding her breath and listening for a few moments, she determined the others still slept soundly.

	Only then did she reach into her leather bag and pull out her book yet again. With her head propped up on a pillow, she set the book against her stomach and found the page she’d read before.

	But just as she got into position, she noticed the deep breaths that usually came from the sleeping mat next to her were missing. Her eyes narrowed as she shifted her weight to her elbow to get a better look at the other sleeping mats.

	Ludo and Mishti still slept as soundly as ever, but just as she guessed, Quintus was nowhere to be found. Her fingers immediately reached for her boot that had her wooden foot inside. After slipping the foot onto her leg, she then put on her left boot.

	The dragon had settled near their camp to sleep for the night. When she stood, it stirred and blinked open a pair of sapphire blue eyes. It did not move when she started walking, but it still followed her with its gaze.

	Without needing to think, she crept across the ground and headed straight for the cave where she and Quintus had gone together several times before. The small river flowing through it, trickled over rocks and lapped up lightly against the wide path of dirt on the side of the cave.

	As she had known he would be, Quintus stood inside the cave. His back was pressed against the glittering black wall. He had one hand out in front of him, twirling it in a circle. A door spun directly in front of him, turning in sync with the twirling of his hand.

	He stared at the door with narrowed eyes. A grim frown pulled his lips down at the corners.

	She crept up to his side, pressing her back against the wall right next to him.

	Just as she got into position, he whispered into the crackling magic of the cave air. “If I am not a fae of Crystal Thorn, then what am I?”

	The frown on his face made more sense now. He stared at his swirling door, which was all black with bits of gold glowing through it. The door looked just like the walls of the cave they stood in now. It no longer had any resemblance to the forest of Crystal Thorn.

	She shrugged. “Maybe you’re just from Faerie?”

	His face twisted as he closed the door with a hard swipe of his hand. “Every fae has a court. If he does not, then he is not truly fae.”

	She rolled her eyes at that. “You are fae. You have magic and can open doors and can create glamours. You even said yourself that Faerie doesn’t help you with your magic anymore and you finally have your own magic now. I’m mortal, and even though I have magic, I can’t do the things you can do. And what about when you went to bed as a child one night and then woke up looking like an adult? I’m pretty sure no mortal could do that, even with the help of magic.”

	He stared straight ahead, looking thoroughly unconvinced.

	Maybe a softer approach would work better. She placed a hand on his upper arm, doing her best not to pay attention to the hardened muscles now sitting directly under her touch. “Your door used to look like Crystal Thorn, so you were clearly once a fae of Crystal Thorn. Just because your door changed doesn’t mean your court changed too, does it?”

	At least this chased away the scowl on his face. His eyebrows pinched together at her words while he mulled them over. After a few moments, he lifted his hands, examining the palms. “Ever since my home got destroyed, I have been anxious to find a new home… No.”

	He dropped his hands and shook his head. “Not just anxious…compelled. I tried living at Crystal Thorn Castle, which was fine but not quite right. Once I found these caves, I have always felt most comfortable when near them, but clearly, this spot is not right either or I would have created a new home already.” He let out a sigh that felt as heavy as the water that had tried to drown her back in the mortal realm. “I do not know who I am anymore.”

	Words failed her then. Her hand still rested over his upper arm, but even offering another tender squeeze gave her no ideas of what to say. Was he right? That he had no court now?

	“Have you tried going any deeper into the cave?” She pulled her hand away from his arm to gesture down the path.

	He briefly glanced in the direction she indicated before speaking again. “Yes. I got stopped in the same place as last time. It still looks as though a mountain of jewels waits just past the cave exit, but of course, with the river flowing straight through, that is clearly not what sits on the other side. Perhaps it just leads to the sea. Maybe light hits the water just right, which creates the illusion of colorful gems.”

	She nodded. Faerie had a way of making even the most mundane things look wondrous. It made sense that a simple cave with a river that flowed into a sea could seem so much more magical than it really was.

	Quintus moved away from the wall and turned. The golden specks in his dark brown eyes glowed as he looked at her. “This plan you have to heal Faerie, will it take all four of us?”

	Her shoulder lifted in a shrug. “I suppose not. I need to gather an item from each of Faerie’s six courts, but I only need someone who can open a door for me.”

	He leaned in a little closer. “Do you need to do any magic while you are gathering the items?”

	“No.” Her fingers found a strand of her hair that had fallen from her messy bun. She twisted it over fingers, unable to break her gaze away from his brown and golden eyes. “I will need to do magic once I have all the items, but I have to gather and prepare them first.”

	His chin jerked to the side as he broke eye contact. “Good. Then Ludo can open the doors for you. Mishti can go along too. She can make sure you stay safe.”

	Chloe immediately stopped twirling her hair. “What about you?”

	Tightening his jaw, he continued to stare deeper into the cave. “I am going to kill the mortals. All of them.”

	“No.” Her hand dropped to her side now. But even her sharpest tone did nothing to change the resolute look on his face.

	She took a step closer to him. “I’m serious, Quintus. Killing the mortals is not the answer.”

	His eyes flashed with a fury she had never seen in them before. His nostrils flared when he spoke again. “The mortals have destroyed Faerie with iron poisoning. They have reduced High King Brannick and Queen Elora—Faerie’s most powerful leaders—to little more than groundskeepers of a pile of rubble. The land is sick, and since the mortals cannot be returned to the mortal realm without dying, then we might as well kill them now.”

	“No.” Chloe went to stomp her foot on the ground, only remembering at the last moment that doing such a thing with her wooden foot might cause unnecessary pain in her leg. Instead, she slammed her hands onto her hips. “We do need to kill Portia and Julian. Maybe there are a few other mortals who deserve death, like that man who tried to torture us, but we cannot kill all of them. Once the land is healed, surely, we can find them a place to live.”

	Quintus bared his teeth at the suggestion. “They cut down trees and cage animals. Even without using iron, their very way of life damages Faerie. They have no place here. They are only mortals.”

	He spoke that last word like a curse. She curled her fingers into fists on her hips. “If you care about me, you should care about my people too.”

	The rage in Quintus’s eyes only flashed brighter. “I do not care about them.” His jaw clenched tight enough to make a vein in his neck bulge. “I care for you, and I care for Faerie. I want the other mortals dead.”

	The words hit her like a knife to the chest. Not just to the chest but straight to the heart. When she tried to take a breath, the memory of what he had just said sent that knife into a twist that sliced at her heart.

	How could he say such a thing with utterly no remorse? How had she ever, ever allowed herself to fall in love with a selfish fae?

	With a loud huff, she whirled around and stomped off. The stomping would have been a lot more dramatic if she had gotten completely used to walking on her wooden foot, but it still had the desired effect. Even better, when she left the cave and climbed onto the back of the dragon, Quintus immediately stepped outside of the cave after her.

	“Where are you going?” He eyed the dragon suspiciously as he asked.

	She tipped her chin in the air and turned away from him. “Get on, and you’ll find out.”

	Since she needed him to perform some magic, she didn’t want to send him away completely. But she definitely didn’t want him thinking she needed him either. Not right then.

	Just as she whispered into the dragon’s ear that it should fly her to Dustdune, Quintus jumped onto the dragon’s back.

	The creature spread its wings and soon lifted off the ground. As the flapping wings got into a rhythm, Quintus readjusted until he sat directly behind Chloe. He set one hand on each side of her waist. She could feel his knees barely brush against her thighs.

	Of course her body reacted immediately to his touch, sending a shiver down each of her limbs. She wanted to smack her body for betraying her in such a way.

	On her waist, his touch turned less utilitarian, more of a caress.

	“I’m still angry with you.” Her voice cracked a little over the words, but at least she had forced them out.

	“Hmmm.” How did Quintus manage to make a simple sound like that come out so dark and silky? “Maybe I can fix that.”

	He scooted closer then. Much closer. So close that his chest pressed right up against her back, and his legs sat directly against hers. But of course he didn’t stop there. When did he ever do the sensible thing?

	Before she could even take a breath, he wrapped his arms all the way around her until his hands rested against her stomach. Her breath hitched so hard, she could barely breathe. He held her too close.

	She hated it.

	And loved it. Even with her blood boiling, she couldn’t deny how desperately she hoped he would never let go.

	But just then, he pulled one arm away, and she almost wanted to cry. She should have known it would only get worse. Or better. Her mind was swimming too much to decide which one it was.

	He used his free hand to pull away several loose strands of hair on her shoulder, leaving her neck exposed. With one finger, he traced a light line across her skin from just under her ear, down the length of her neck, all the way to the edge of her sleeve.

	“That’s not helping.” Her words came out breathless.

	“Are you sure?” He ducked his head until he was close enough to leave his breath on her skin. “I think it might be helping.”

	As if it could get any worse, his breath got more heated, more intense. Was he about to kiss her? On the neck? She might have been strong-willed, but even she knew her limits. If his lips made contact with her skin, it would all be over.

	She cleared her throat and moved herself ever so slightly forward. “You stop that now or I’ll tell Shadow to throw you off.”

	He chuckled, which proved he had moved forward with her. Even without touching yet, she could feel how close his lips were to her skin. “How are you going to get a shadow to…wait.”

	Finally, he moved away. It wasn’t much, but at least she could breathe properly.

	He chuckled again. “Did you name the dragon Shadow?”

	She nodded in response because he was making it very difficult to think, and somehow, she had forgotten the word that went along with a nod.

	“I like it.” He brushed her hair back and away from her neck again, letting his fingers linger much longer than necessary when they touched her neck. “Because it circled above us and left us in its shadow, right?”

	“Her shadow.” Chloe swallowed. “She’s a female. Don’t ask me how I know. I just do.”

	Faerie itself must have heard her pleas and intervened because Shadow swooped down and landed on a sandy dune of Dustdune just then. The moment it touched the ground, Chloe scrambled off her dragon's back as fast as she could. Anything to avoid Quintus’s touch.

	Shadow had found a nice, tall sand dune that hid them from view. When Chloe peeked around it, she could see that they stood on the safe side of the chasm, exactly where she had intended the dragon to take them.

	On the other side of the chasm, the mortals mostly slept. A few kept watch, but the tall sand dune kept them from noticing Chloe, Quintus, or the dragon.

	After digging into her pocket, she produced a small glass vial with a cork stopper. She filled it with some multicolored sand, and then tucked it back into her pocket again.

	Now to do what she came here to do. The only problem? She had to touch Quintus to do it. Her heart pounded against her chest. It would be a lot easier to move if Quintus would stop looking at her like he wanted to forget the mortals and start leaving all sorts of kisses on her neck instead. How could she possibly touch him when he kept eyeing her like that?

	Turning away, she held her hand out as far away from her body as possible. “I need you to touch me.” She shook her head hard. “My hand is what I meant. I need you to touch my hand.”

	He flashed her a smile that nearly caused her to sweep her hair back and expose her neck herself. Somehow, she resisted. That didn’t stop his smile though. He finally took her hand, but he only did it after wrapping his other arm around her waist first.

	Heat tingled through her skin, but it had nothing to do with the warmth in the air. It came from him. Always him. Even when she was supposed to be mad at him.

	Shaking her head again, she took in a deep breath. If she wanted to ignore the mortals and just focus on healing Faerie, she needed to make sure the mortals couldn’t get past that chasm any time soon.

	With Quintus’s hand tight in hers, she imagined the chasm cracking, stretching, widening. The land seemed to groan as the ground beneath her feet shook. In only a moment, she could feel the chasm grow larger.

	She would have widened it even more, but Quintus ripped his hand away from hers right then. The moment his skin pulled away from her, the magic she had used to widen the chasm got ripped away too.

	His face contorted as he glared. “What are you doing?”

	Her hands landed on her hips as she tilted her head toward the chasm. “This is the only thing keeping the mortals from getting to Dustdune Castle. If I’m going to gather and prepare ingredients and then heal Faerie, I need to make sure the mortals can’t cause any more trouble while I’m doing it.”

	He narrowed his eyes, flashing his teeth at the same time. “You just destroyed Faerie even more. I never would have helped you widen the chasm that much if I had known what you were doing.” He turned toward the split in the ground and shook his head. “This is too much. Faerie will retaliate.”

	She rolled her eyes and started climbing back on top of Shadow. “Faerie will understand, especially once I heal the land.”

	“Then maybe the mortals will retaliate.”

	His argument was laughable, though it was probably best to not laugh at it. Yes, it hurt to damage the land even more, but she only did it to make sure the mortals wouldn’t cause any more trouble while she healed the land. It was necessary.

	Everything would be fine.

	Except, when they flew back to the crystal caves, Quintus did not come close to her again. In fact, he sat so far back that he didn’t touch her at all.

	She hated how much it bothered her. But even more than that, she started to wonder if he was right. Maybe she had gone too far that time. Maybe all her perfect plans would be ruined even before they could start. For now, all they could do was wait and see.
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	IN THE MORNING, CHLOE EYED the nearby forest of Crystal Thorn. She couldn’t explain why she did it. Something just seemed off. She could almost feel a gaze coming from the forest. But when she went to investigate, no person or creature hid among the trees. Even Shadow had flown off to find something to eat.

	It must have been her imagination. All night, she’d worried about how the others would respond to her new idea, which had probably caused her mind to invent a pretend problem just so she’d stop worrying so much. And now the time to explain her plan had finally come. Since the trees held no real threat, she couldn’t put it off any longer.

	She stood at the head of their little camp in front of the black caves, hoping the others wouldn’t notice how her knees shook. She had told them all she had a way to heal Faerie. And she did. Hopefully. But explaining it before three pairs of expectant eyes still tangled her gut into a knot.

	While they all stared at her, she lifted her magical book and opened its pages. Maybe it would be easier to explain if she didn’t have to stare at them while speaking.

	“When a person has an infection, the infection itself has to be killed first. Once it’s dead, the body’s natural healing process can repair the body the rest of the way.”

	She lifted her eyes while still keeping her head facing the book. Quintus, Mishti, and Ludo all stared at her wearing the same blank expressions. Then Mishti blinked.

	Shaking her head, Chloe turned her gaze back to the book. “I was thinking the poisoning of Faerie is basically an infection, except it’s caused by iron instead of the bacteria that causes infections in the body.”

	Quintus nodded, though judging by his narrowed eyes, he didn’t truly understand. He just attempted to understand. “So, we have to kill the iron that poisons the land and then Faerie can heal itself after that?”

	Mishti had pulled a dagger from the bracer on her forearm just to pick some food from between her teeth. “Will it work to stab the iron? I’m very good at stabbing.”

	Ludo let out a long sigh. “Let me guess. Iron cannot be destroyed.”

	“It can be destroyed.” Chloe set her jaw with what she hoped was a convincing stare. “Rust destroys iron.”

	With the dagger still between her teeth, Mishti’s eyebrows rose. After a moment, she gave a small nod.

	Quintus’s attempts at understanding vanished completely when he saw Mishti’s reaction. Now he made no effort to disguise the complete confusion overtaking him. “What is rust?”

	Even after declaring iron could be destroyed, Ludo still frowned. But then the look washed away as a light sparked in his eyes. “I have heard of rust.” He tapped his chin while a smile filled with intrigue lifted his mouth. “I saw a drawing of it that a mortal did for me. But rust does not naturally occur in Faerie. Is there a way to force iron to rust?”

	Finally, Chloe could smile and not have to fake it. She flipped the pages of her book straight to the very end, to the appendix.

	“While alive, my father had his own forge, so I happen to be very familiar with mortal concoctions and elements that can cause iron to rust. Thanks to a mortal who long ago added an appendix to my magical book, I now know the Faerie equivalents to the ingredients needed for such a concoction.”

	All three of them stepped forward to get a better look at the appendix. Her shoulders rolled back and she stood a little taller.

	“We need six items, one from each court. We need sand from Dustdune, sulfur waters from a hot spring in Mistmount, acid fruit from Fairfrost, salt from Swiftsea, fermented wheat cider from Noble Rose, and crushed black thorns steeped in vinegar from Crystal Thorn.”

	She still did not know how she’d administer the treatment to Faerie, even once she had all the ingredients gathered and prepared, but the others didn’t need to know that yet.

	With any luck, her magical book would deliver instructions at just the right time. It had helped her through so many tight spots before, was it so outrageous to believe it would help her with this? She’d just busy herself with making the concoction and then hope Faerie would tell her how to administer it in a way that would somehow reach all of Faerie.

	First, she’d focus on getting the ingredients.

	Quintus rested a fist against his chin as his eyes narrowed in thought. “Most of those items will be easy to gather. The acid fruit in Fairfrost can be tricky to find, but it is doable. The hot springs in Mistmount, on the other hand, will be most difficult of all. There isn’t much room to stand next to them, which makes it nearly impossible to open a door there. We will have to get there on foot, and the mountains in that area are more like cliffs.”

	“Unless…” He pulled his fist away from his chin to shift his gaze to the side. “Ludo, do you have any the sulfur waters from Mistmount in your home?”

	Ludo’s eyes shone with the wonder that he might get to see something new like rust, but Quintus’s question squeezed Ludo’s face into a glare. “I had some.” His glare turned harder as he turned to Mishti. “Until you and that other mortal attacked us and damaged several items inside my home. The only jar I had of the sulfur waters got smashed.”

	He ended his rant with an exaggerated pout.

	She shrugged, now using her dagger to clean under her fingernails. “Just be glad we weren’t actually trying to destroy your home. You’d have nothing left if we were.”

	He folded his arms over his chest. “Your lack of remorse concerns me. I thought mortals were supposed to feel guilt.”

	Mishti threw her dagger into the air, letting it spin several times. On its way down, the tip of it nearly sliced across Ludo’s nose. When Mishti caught the dagger again, she aimed the point of it right at his chest. Her eyebrows rose. “Only if we’ve done something wrong.”

	Chloe swiped her hand forward until her palm met the flat edge of the blade. She pressed it back toward Mishti. “Put that away.” Now she turned to Ludo. “Quit accusing her of things that happened before she joined our side. Just let the past stay in the past.”

	With that, Chloe slammed her book shut and stuffed it into her leather bag, which sat like always on her shoulder. “It’s okay if it takes a few days to gather the ingredients. The chasm in Dustdune is… The mortals won’t be able to cross it soon. We have plenty of time.”

	Quintus’s eyebrows rose in awe. Then he scowled like he had just remembered he was supposed to be mad at her for that.

	“I have a question.” Maybe it was because Mishti still hadn’t put away her dagger, but something about her looked even more menacing than usual. The young woman had joined their side, but that didn’t make Chloe any less nervous to hear her question. What if she wanted to go back and kill the mortals just like Quintus wanted?

	Mishti’s eyes stayed dark as she tucked her dagger back into its leather bracer. “Why do we have to gather the ingredients at all?”

	“To heal Faerie, obviously.” Ludo narrowed his eyes to thin slits as he stared at her. “Are you working for the mortals again? If you betrayed them, you could betray us.”

	Mishti just rolled her eyes at that. Then she gestured toward Chloe’s wooden foot. “You can heal things without needing any ingredients, can’t you? As long as you touch Quintus to do it?”

	Quintus’s eyebrows shot up high on his forehead. “That is true.”

	Ludo blinked a few times, but he understood the same thing soon enough.

	And now all three of them stared at Chloe, their eyes asking the same question Mishti just had. No one had any weapons, and they certainly weren’t looking to injure her, but a trickle of ice still slithered across her shoulders. Her knees started shaking. Her palms would get clammy next.

	Why had these people dared to believe in her? Back when she was a child, her friend had trusted her too. They had snuck out one night to look at the stars, but then a man had captured both of them. They got away, but just as Chloe made it back to her house, her friend had screamed. And Chloe had been too afraid to help her.

	The young girl had died, and it had been Chloe’s fault.

	No. She gritted her teeth. It hadn’t been Chloe’s fault, it had been the man’s fault. And as she had only recently accepted, it hadn’t been wrong for Chloe to take care of herself. And sometimes taking care of herself meant trusting herself, even when others didn’t understand.

	She took a deep breath and lifted her chin. “I have never healed anything before in the way Faerie needs to be healed. I tended all sorts of wounds in the mortal realm, so I already know well the process of healing skin and muscles and bone.” She gestured down toward her foot. “That is why I only need magic to heal most injuries. And I healed scurpus with my hands and a poultice before I ever attempted to do it with magic.”

	After shaking her head, she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “But this treatment. I have never done anything like it before. I think.” Her eyes closed for an extra-long moment as she took in a breath. “I don’t just think, I am certain that we need the actual ingredients for this plan to work. I still might use magic to help administer the treatment, but we need the items so I can use them at least once without any magic.”

	And that was the end of the discussion. The confusion on their faces lifted away as they responded with nods. They…believed her. They trusted her.

	She’d always had a fiery tongue because people usually ignored her unless she spoke brazenly. But these three didn’t need shoves or shouts or forceful banter. For once, her past successes were enough to earn their trust.

	The thought might have caused her to stand a little taller. If she were alone, she might have sung. But before she could even dream of reveling in the victory, a small glowing green light flew down toward them.

	In the single blink of an eye, a tiny sprite with velvety green hair and a sparkly pink dress hovered right in front of Chloe’s nose.

	The tiny sprite had dainty features, but it didn’t hide the look of horror in her pink-and-green eyes. “I have a message from your sister.” The sprite gulped. “Help.”

	It only took one word, and Chloe’s whole stomach dropped.

	Ludo came forward, wearing that frown he loved best. He narrowed his eyes at the sprite. “You should have said the message was from Queen Elora of Crystal Thorn. And you should have said Chloe’s name if the message was for her. Why did you not?”

	Suspicion laced his words rather than the curiosity that sometimes did.

	But the sprite had hovered in front of Chloe just long enough that Chloe recognized her. This was Elora’s sprite friend, Tansy. The little sprite didn’t always follow the rules exactly when it came to Elora. And if Elora needed help, it made sense the sprite would shorten the message as much as possible.

	“Is she at the castle?” Chloe asked.

	Tansy’s velvety green hair bounced when she nodded.

	Quintus got that determined face he often got when a battle was near. Mishti reached for her sword. Her eyes narrowed, ready to kill with a look alone.

	After seeing their reactions, Ludo huffed and gave his own begrudging nod.

	With a twirl of one hand, Quintus opened a door.

	The sound of clashing weapons rang out through the door. Whatever they were about to walk into, it wouldn’t be easy.

	Ludo and Mishti stepped through the door, but then Quintus put a hand on Chloe’s shoulder. “You should stay here.”

	Without another word, he stepped through the door and then closed it. She couldn’t even follow if she wanted to.

	And of course, she didn’t want to. Dangerous fights only made her freeze and hide. She was almost always a bigger burden in a fight than she was hiding from it. Staying away, staying safe had never bothered her before.

	But for some reason, it did now.

	Maybe she didn’t want to be the person who always hid anymore. This adventure in Faerie had started to change her after all. Maybe she wanted to become something greater than she was before.

	Just then, a dragon-shaped shadow from above fell over her skin. Her mouth tilted up in a smirk.

	Who needed a door anyway? She had her own way to get to the castle.
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	CHLOE MOUNTED HER DRAGON WITH the highest sense of determination. It didn’t last long. Once Shadow’s wings began flapping, that determination melted into a puddle of fear. Heat and ice collided in her chest. The muscles in her limbs contracted so tight, they were already starting to get sore.

	What was she thinking?

	She wasn’t some brave adventurer. She was Chloe. Just regular Chloe, who happened to have fear so strong, it often rendered her immobile.

	Yet here she was flying straight toward a fight. She had heard weapons clashing through Quintus’s door before he and the others stepped through it. This wasn’t some simple misunderstanding. When Elora sent a message saying she needed help, it didn’t mean help picking out a dress or getting her hair braided just right.

	A battle raged near Crystal Thorn Castle, and Chloe now headed straight for it.

	Shadow’s enormous wings soon got them close enough to the castle to hear the weapons clashing.

	Chloe sucked in a breath, which was convenient timing, since her body immediately went so rigid, she could no longer breathe. Tears pooled in her eyes. They felt like ice as they sliced down her cheeks. Black spots filled her vision. If something didn’t change soon, she’d faint.

	Just then, Shadow let out a grumble that sounded as pleasant as razor-sharp knives just pulled from a flame. But something about the grumble sounded almost concerned.

	The tighter Chloe’s muscles contracted, the more distressed her dragon appeared. The dragon’s golden head tossed from side to side. Her wings stopped pushing them forward, causing them to hover in place instead.

	She let out another vicious growl, but this one definitely sounded slightly like a whimper. Pressing her eyebrows together, Chloe forced her hand forward to run it over the dragon’s neck. Her hand probably shook too much to truly be soothing, but at least she tried.

	The dragon fidgeted, moving in sharp angles from side to side. Chloe’s lips dropped to a frown as she let out a breath. Using both hands this time, she rubbed the dragon’s scales more insistently. Next, she leaned in closer to the golden scales and whispered, “There, there. You’re okay.”

	It wasn’t until the words left her lips that she realized she could breathe. Not just breathe but speak. And she had moved her hands. In fact, nearly all the rigid fear that had frozen her limbs only moments earlier had left her now.

	Her mouth fell open as she stared at sapphire blue wings still beating in the air. Had the dragon only been upset because of her? Shadow had flown all over Faerie, never fearing weapons or sounds. But as soon as Chloe’s fear took hold of her, the dragon had stopped flying forward and hovered in the air instead.

	Chloe’s heart still beat wildly in her chest, but something had changed inside her now. She didn’t want to crash down in the middle of the fight or anything, but maybe she didn’t have to be so afraid about nearing the battle. She was on a dragon, after all. What could anyone do to her while she sat up here?

	Stroking Shadow’s neck again, Chloe took a deep breath. “I’m ready now. We can go, but when we get to the castle, make sure to stay at the edge of the forest away from the fight. I want to see what’s going on before we decide what to do next.”

	In almost the blink of an eye, the dragon brought them to the edge of the forest. They hovered near enough to see everything, but not near enough to be in any danger.

	It didn’t seem possible, but Chloe’s immobilizing fear did not return. Her limbs stayed relaxed as she surveyed the scene beneath her.

	The mortals had attacked. Just like Quintus predicted, they chose to retaliate after she had widened the chasm in Dustdune. She could deal with the guilt of that later on. For now, she needed to figure out how to stop them.

	Several fae from Crystal Thorn had joined the fight, probably because High King Brannick had called them there. Bodies scattered the ground with pools of blood surrounding them. Every single dead body probably belonged to a mortal.

	Her nose wrinkled at the thought.

	She couldn’t get a clear view of the mortals still standing because a circle of flames surrounded them. Judging by the silvery spots on the ground, they had to be iron flames. Fae surrounded the circle of fire, each throwing weapons and enchantments at it.

	But bright red splotches covered the fae’s skin. Their arms shook with the effort it took just to lift their weapons, let alone aim them. Though the fae had the mortals surrounded, they didn’t look any closer to winning.

	The mortals must have added some other iron poisoning to the air beyond just the iron flames, because every fae looked ready to collapse.

	She frowned at the fire. If Quintus were with her, she could have created a magical enchantment to protect the fae from the iron in the air. Without him, she had no magic and couldn’t help at all from atop the dragon’s back. But she didn’t want to get closer either. Just because Shadow had helped her overcome some of her fear didn’t mean it had vanished completely.

	If she got any closer, she’d just faint.

	The sound of people shouting and weapons clashing made it difficult to hear anything else. It was only the very back of her mind that registered the trickling water of a nearby stream.

	But when a whip covered in jagged iron pieces flew out of the iron flames to slap across Elora’s face and chest, Chloe’s mind finally hooked onto the sound of that stream.

	She watched as the splotches on her sister’s neck turned flaming red. Elora reached for her throat and dropped to her knees.

	Pushing everything else from her mind, Chloe jerked her head toward the stream. “Fly over there.”

	The dragon began flying before she even got the words out of her mouth. Chloe continued. “Get as much of that water in your mouth as you can but don’t swallow it. Once your mouth is full, fly over the iron flames and smother them with the water.”

	Wind whipped through Chloe’s messy bun as her dragon swooped down, first to get the water and then to release it over the iron flames. Shadow flew low enough now that Chloe could slide off her back and onto the mossy ground.

	Everyone’s astonishment at seeing the dragon quickly disappeared once they realized the mortals were no longer protected by the iron flames. But before any fae could attack, Chloe whispered another command.

	“Use your claws to grab all those mortals. Then take them back to Dustdune where they were before.”

	In a flash, the mortals had all been plucked off the ground and were now being flown far away.

	Hot prickles flared across Chloe’s arms once her dragon left her sight. What if a mortal hid somewhere in the trees? What if a living mortal only pretended to be dead and actually just lay waiting for the right moment to strike?

	Her knees locked, making it impossible to move.

	Only a pained moan from her sister’s throat forced Chloe into action once again. Quintus appeared at her side and held out one hand, knowing Chloe needed it to perform the healing magic for her sister. He gave her a weighted look that she couldn’t quite interpret.

	Ignoring it, she closed her eyes and magically administered a poultice that would heal Elora of the iron poisoning that plagued her.

	After a few moments, Elora was healed again. Her eyelids looked heavy as she blinked them open. After wincing, her hand immediately landed on the head of the black wolf whimpering at her side.

	Brannick’s wolf almost always stayed right at his side, but it seemed the creature cared for Elora’s safety just as much.

	“I am all right now.” She rubbed between the wolf’s ears and even offered it a smile. The creature’s black fur pressed up against her body as he nuzzled his head close to her. After that, he scampered off to walk directly at Brannick’s side once again.

	Elora put a hand to her chest as she forced herself to a sitting position. “Those wretched mortals tried to pour molten iron on top of our castle.” A watery cough wracked through her, stopping her short.

	“Molten iron?” Chloe swallowed as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Does that hurt the land worse than solid iron?”

	Reaching for her sword hilt, Elora nodded. “Yes, but that is not all. The castle is the heart of this court. If we hadn’t been here to stop them, they would have destroyed Crystal Thorn beyond repair.”

	Chloe sucked in a breath at the thought. Both Elora and Brannick had been so frustrated to see Chloe and the others go off and help Faerie. But now it was clear that staying had allowed them to protect their court. Maybe Mishti was right. Maybe healing Faerie and defeating the mortals wasn’t Elora and Brannick’s story. But that didn’t make their story any less important.

	This attack also proved why Chloe needed to focus on healing Faerie first instead of worrying about fighting the mortals. Once the land was healed again, the mortals wouldn’t be able to do so much damage.

	“You came to help us.” Tightness still stretched through Elora’s voice, but it didn’t make her brown eyes sparkle any less.

	Chloe sat back and shrugged. “I hated staying back at the caves doing nothing.”

	Elora raised both her eyebrows. “You came to a fight.”

	If her sister had known how Chloe froze on her way here, she probably wouldn’t have bothered with the praise. Chloe tried to wave the words off. “I stayed at the edge until the battle was over.”

	“But you came.” Elora sat forward. “No one asked you to or forced you to. You just came because you knew we needed help.”

	A smile adorned her face as she touched a hand to her younger sister’s cheek. “You really are growing up.”

	She probably should have shown some humility, but Chloe couldn’t help but grin and straighten her back a little. “Does anyone else need to be healed?”

	With a heaving breath, Elora got to her feet. “Probably.”

	Just as Chloe prepared to get up too, Brannick’s wolf let out a piercing howl. Even for someone who didn’t care much for wolves, she could still feel the agony in that sound. Her heart nearly ripped in half.

	Her head jerked to the side to discover what had upset the wolf so much, but dread had already filled her gut. If anything had happened to Quintus, or even to Mishti…

	She couldn’t even finish the thought in her head. And now it seemed too painful to even look. But look she did.
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	NO MATTER HOW BAD THINGS got, they could always get worse. That was a fact of life that most people had tucked away at the back of their mind where they hoped they would forget it.

	But how could Chloe and any of her companions forget when that fact kept getting shoved in their faces day after day?

	Her stomach curled over itself into knots. Brannick’s wolf howled again with a cry just as piercing as the first. Something had gone terribly wrong.

	She glanced around the clearing where the fight had taken place. Bodies and pools of blood were scattered across the moist soil. A few Crystal Thorn fae stood around with weapons hanging weakly at their sides. Ignoring them, Chloe searched harder, looking only for those she cared most about.

	Since she’d been with her already, Chloe knew her sister was safe. Across the clearing, she finally found a few others.

	Next to the black wolf, Brannick stood with his shoulders hunched forward. The swirling colors in his eyes darkened and pulsed as he glared at the ground. Ludo stood nearby with his nose wrinkling like he had accidentally shoved his hand into a bucket full of excrement.

	At last, her gaze found Quintus. He stood only a short distance away from Brannick. Quintus’s hands curled into tight fists at his side. His nostrils flared each time he breathed out. Though the high king of Faerie had swirling colors in his eyes, Quintus’s eyes seemed to pulse even more. He clenched his jaw so tight that veins bulged out from his neck.

	Chloe hurried across the clearing toward him so fast she didn’t have time to worry about whether or not she limped.

	Was it Mishti?

	No matter how Chloe tried to push the thought away, nothing could remove it from her mind. Perhaps Brannick would not be angry at Mishti’s death, but surely, Quintus and Ludo would be.

	That was the thought that finally eased her fears because, no, they wouldn’t be. Both Quintus and Ludo were more than happy to accept Mishti’s help, but they wouldn’t care if she died. The fae were selfish. Unfeeling.

	Chloe had known that all along, and yet somehow, she had managed to fall for a stupidly handsome fae who claimed to love her. But did he really? Was he even capable of love when all he truly cared about was himself?

	Just as she neared Quintus and the others, Chloe finally saw Mishti. She walked through the clearing entirely unscathed. She had a look in her eye though. A dark one. Chloe would have to deal with that later.

	For now, she stepped up to Quintus’s side and wrapped a hand over one of his fists. A hot breath escaped his gritted teeth as he turned to look at her. “They.” Another seething breath rushed out of his mouth. “Killed.”

	Apparently, rage had taken away his ability to form sentences, because he said nothing else. She glanced over at Brannick, hoping he would explain.

	Elora was moving toward them now.

	When she got close, Brannick used his chin to point to the ground where two bodies sat. “Two fae are dead.”

	Elora clapped her hands over her mouth as she gasped. Her knees immediately hit the ground as she reached for the nearest fae’s forehead. The female fae wore a short dress and had her black hair in two braids.

	Touching the female’s arm and then forehead again, Elora kept shaking her head. “There has to be something we can do.” Suddenly, she jerked her head upward. “What about Kaia? Can she not help?”

	A breath rushed from between Quintus’s teeth fast enough to flutter the curls on his forehead.

	Brannick’s face just turned more rigid as he shook his head. “None of the dryads, not even Kaia, can leave their trees right now. The iron poisoning in the air will kill her as soon as she steps out from her trunk.”

	Chloe thought about trying to help, but the female fae’s organs had all been cut out of her body and been mangled beyond recognition. The male fae at her side had his head cut off completely. Even with the incredible healing ability the fae possessed, this was clearly a lost cause.

	But though the sight pained her, she couldn’t help but glance across the rest of the clearing. Dozens of mortals had died too. They sat in pools of their own blood with eyes open wide in fright. Maybe some fae had died, but nearly four dozen mortals had died too.

	Mishti walked across the clearing, looking down at the mortals who had lost their lives. Her throat contracted at each new body she passed, as if the sight gave her the urge to vomit. Darkness crept into her eyes. Her face hardened into the solemn one that Chloe knew well by now.

	The hardness in Mishti’s face had always seemed like a strength, but maybe it was just a way to hide how she truly felt.

	Even with the hardened face and darkened eyes, pain still painted Mishti’s features. She didn’t want to kill anymore. That was the whole reason she had left Portia and Julian in the first place. Mishti had said it felt like she lost a piece of her soul every time she killed.

	She had been willing to help the fae. She even entered this fight without question because she knew they needed her. But some of those bodies had certainly fallen because of her.

	How could the fae dare to rage over the loss of two of their people when Mishti stood in a deadly sea of her own?

	Chloe’s head jerked back to the others. “I know it is difficult to lose anyone, but dozens of mortals are dead. Their lives should be mourned as well.”

	“No.” When Quintus looked up at her, he snarled. “They should not be mourned.”

	Darkness lined his voice like she had never known. When he curled his fist tighter, it almost felt like his fist was closing tight over her heart.

	She pulled her hand away from his. He did nothing to stop it.

	No one had an expression as dark as Quintus’s, but every other fae’s face said the same thing. They cared nothing for the mortals. Only for the fae.

	Even Elora.

	She had been born mortal and lived nearly all her life as a mortal. And even she didn’t spare a second glance at any of the dead mortals behind her. Instead, she shed tears only for the fae before her.

	Chloe folded her arms over her chest. “I have seen fae die before, yet you all act like this is the first fae death you’ve ever seen.”

	“That was different.” The words snapped out of Elora’s mouth. “Those fae were killed by other fae, and even then, it took incredible effort each time.”

	Ludo leaned against a tree, the red in his eyes flashing. “For fae to be killed by mortals…” He finished by shuddering.

	With teeth still clenched, red heat spread across Quintus’s face. His hand lifted just enough that he could brush a finger over the moon tattoo under his left eye. “Mortals were born to die. Fae are born to never end.” He huffed as his hand fell to his side. “This is a tragedy of the worst kind.”

	The crown atop Brannick’s head shifted as he nodded solemnly. “This may be the first instance in all of Faerie where a fae has been killed by a mortal.”

	His wolf let out another howl that rang through the trees.

	Chloe only tightened the arms over her chest. Maybe they did have a good reason to mourn, but they still shouldn’t have ignored the mortals completely. Just because mortals would die eventually didn’t mean it wasn’t sad if they met an early death.

	Letting out a sigh, Brannick set a hand over his forehead. “This iron poisoning has weakened us so much, we can barely defend our home.”

	Home. The word stood out to Chloe only because it made Quintus flinch. His chin dropped to his chest, which sent curls tumbling across his forehead again. Something in his expression shifted then. It shifted just enough to compel her to follow his gaze.

	He stared at the dead male fae on the ground. The man had his head chopped off completely, but it still sat somewhat close to his body. He had dark skin with a copper undertone, just like most of the fae of Crystal Thorn. He wore a suede coat and pants with leather cross stitching down the sides.

	Nothing about his appearance struck her as odd…until she noticed his weapon. Though dead, his fingers still curled around an axe. That was odd. Most Crystal Thorn fae used spears like Quintus or they used bows and arrows. Fairfrost fae like Ludo were usually the only fae to wield axes.

	But this axe didn’t look anything like a Fairfrost fae axe. The handle had been carved from wood so dark it was almost black. It had a feather tied to it with a leather string, just like the feathers Quintus had tied to his spear. Everything about the axe looked Crystal Thorn.

	Her heart skittered as the memory of a previous conversation hit her like a crashing wave. Quintus had been talking about his father.

	I will always remember the axe he carried as he chopped down the walls of my home.

	Was this him? Was this Quintus’s father?

	With a huff, Quintus turned and stomped into the forest. He probably didn’t want to be followed, but Chloe didn’t care. She went after him anyway.

	He ignored her completely and kept stomping at pace she had difficulty keeping up with. Though if he really didn’t want her to follow, he probably would have just used his fae speed to run away.

	When they reached a small clearing, he stopped short and sat down on a mossy rock. She moved toward him carefully until she finally lowered herself onto the rock at his side.

	“I saw the axe.” Chloe bit her lip before she could continue. “Was that dead fae your father?”

	His body tensed at the question. “I do not know. He did not look the way I remember him looking.”

	She moved a little closer. “But you said he might have been wearing a glamour the two times you saw him.”

	“Yes.” He let out a long breath, which dropped his shoulders low. “I think he might have been.”

	Anger no longer held him captive. A different sort of pain lingered in his eyes now. She watched him for a few moments before she could identify it.

	“You’re sad about his death.”

	It wasn’t really a question since she could see the grief in his face, but she still waited for an answer afterward.

	He shook his head. “I should not be sad.”

	He was right. It didn’t make any sense for him to be sad. But when had emotions ever bothered with making sense? Life was complicated. His father had destroyed his home. He ran his son out of the house back when Quintus was much too young to care for himself. But his father had also left a trail of mysteries behind him. Now that he was dead, Quintus had no hope to ever learn the truth in those mysteries.

	It must have hurt significantly more now while Quintus was questioning which court he really belonged to. Yes, that dead fae with the axe had certainly looked like a fae of Crystal Thorn, but how could they ever know for certain now that he was dead?

	“After what my father did to me, he did not deserve much.” Quintus’s voice came out rough but still broken. Still vulnerable. But then his fists curled, and his jaw flexed. The rage in his eyes came back again, possibly even stronger than before. “But he deserved to live longer than any of those…mortals.”

	He did it again. He spoke of mortals like they were as low as the dirt on his boots. Lower, even. But how could he forget that she was mortal?

	The desire to slam both her fists into his stomach gripped her hard. It was a good thing she ignored it because a punch from her probably would have felt like a feather to him. Instead, she stood from the rock and positioned herself directly in front of him.

	“Get up.”

	He glanced up at her just long enough to glare.

	But she wouldn’t have that. Not right now. She stepped closer, forcing him to look at her. Now she gestured back toward the castle. “Those fae only died because the iron poisoning weakened them. If they’d had their normal fae strength and speed, this never would have happened.”

	Quintus stood up suddenly. “I have to avenge his death.”

	“No.” Chloe shook her finger at him with her eyes as firm as she could make them. “The iron poisoning is what killed them. You and I need to gather the ingredients so we can heal Faerie.”

	His eyes narrowed. “You said you did not need to do magic to gather the ingredients. You said I did not have to come along.”

	She tipped her nose in the air and shrugged. “I was wrong. I read another page in my book and realized I have to do a little enchantment each time I collect a new item.”

	Did he know she was lying? His eyes continued narrowing at her. But fae could not lie. Faerie made it impossible for them to speak an untruth. Since fae couldn’t lie, they had a tendency to believe mortals even when they knew mortals were capable of lying. Or maybe Quintus just had a soft spot for her.

	She hated to use that against him, but she could not have him going off alone right now. If he did, he’d do something crazy like try to kill all the mortals all by himself, which would only get him killed.

	“Fine.” He glared at her as he said it.

	She should have celebrated the victory, but the look on his face wouldn’t allow it. Maybe he’d go with her, but he still had vengeance flowing through his veins. That alone could make even gathering ingredients a huge, complicated mess.
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	TO HEAL FAERIE, CHLOE NEEDED six ingredients, one from each court. She had already gotten some sand from Dustdune and getting thorns from Crystal Thorn would only take a few moments. Quintus had said it might be difficult to get the acid fruit from Fairfrost and the sulfur waters from Mistmount. So instead of worrying about those, it made sense to start with the easiest items: the fermented wheat cider from Noble Rose and the salt from Swiftsea.

	Despite the rage that still filled his eyes, she had convinced Quintus to go with her. Ludo and Mishti came along too, and soon, they all strolled along a cobblestone path that led to a village in Noble Rose.

	Bushy trees dotted the landscape filled with rolling hills. The multicolored grass blades ranged from soft yellows to the brightest greens. They even gave off an almost sweet scent. A cool wind brushed against their skin with each step.

	As they neared the village, quaint little houses came into view. The houses had gabled roofs and brick walls. They all sported gardens with white picket fences and tall trellises filled with roses. The roses grew in all the normal colors like pink, red, and yellow, but they also grew in fiery oranges and forest greens. The rose scent surrounding them was similar to roses in the mortal realm, except these ones had an intoxicating effect.

	Not a single fae walked the cobblestone streets with Chloe and her companions. Their boots and shoes all hit the stone with satisfying clicks. The only other noise they could hear were the whispers spoken behind the windows and doors of the houses.

	At least she, Quintus, and Ludo still spoke as they walked. Mishti had been silent since the battle they just left. Her feet moved, but her mouth stayed clamped shut with every step.

	One thing did seem different from what Chloe remembered of Noble Rose though. Dark clouds hung overhead. Lightning struck in long lines throughout the clouds, but it never touched down to the ground like lightning did in the mortal realm.

	The heavy, dark clouds sent a dusky light over the land of Noble Rose, even though night had not yet fallen. Those clouds probably caused the chill in the air.

	Ludo glared at the clouds like they had personally offended him. “This is not what Noble Rose usually looks like. It—”

	“We know.” Quintus cut him off with his teeth clenched together.

	The blue in Ludo’s eyes flashed as he turned toward Quintus. “Oh, you know, do you?” Ludo shook his blond hair out of his face. “No one has a memory like me. I am one of the only fae who knows what Faerie looked like before the late High Queen Winola opened a portal to the mortal realm.”

	Quintus ran a hand through his hair, throwing a short glance toward Chloe before he looked ahead again. “I know how it looked. It was oozy and decayed with sickly puddles everywhere.”

	Ludo’s mouth dropped. “How did you know that?”

	A smirk flickered on Quintus’s lips. “I had a little adventure in Swiftsea that showed me.”

	He failed to mention how Chloe went on that same little adventure too. It took a great sacrifice, but her fae brother, Vesper, had been saved that day. Still, she didn’t mind how he left that part out.

	The conversation had distracted him, and that’s all she really needed. At least he wasn’t thinking about the mortals anymore. The longer that continued, the better.

	Chloe’s gaze drifted over to Mishti. The young woman still said nothing. Her face looked as hardened as ever. But even with that hardened face, she usually had things to say. Apparently, the battle at Crystal Thorn Castle had affected her deeply. And her braid even had tufts of hair poking out of it. Usually, she re-braided her hair anytime the strands got too loose. But now, thick black hair poofed all around her face.

	She had killed again, and the weight of it pressed down hard on her shoulders.

	Once they reached the village, Quintus led them to the center of it where they could supposedly find a market. A few stalls with wooden racks and billowy red awnings sat in front of them, but not a single fae was anywhere to be seen.

	Lightning crackled above them, giving the air an electrifying zing. Chloe shuddered. “Where is everyone?”

	Ludo scoffed. “If they are not here, they must be inside their houses, of course.” He muttered a few extra words under his breath that she was secretly glad she couldn’t hear.

	With a shrug, she gestured toward the nearest house. “We’ll have to knock on the doors then, I suppose.”

	Quintus nodded and pushed open the gate of the nearest white picket fence. They all trailed up to the door where Quintus used the metal knocker with a goblin face carved into it.

	“What do you want?” a female voice from inside the house said in a rush.

	Though the voice sounded angry, Quintus responded unperturbed. “We need some fermented wheat cider. I can craft something for you in return.”

	The fae inside the house didn’t just speak an answer, she shouted one. “We will never give it to you with those mortals around. How dare you consort with them.”

	Ludo slammed a fist against his forehead. “These mortals are not trying to kill us. They are trying to help us.”

	The fae inside the house just laughed. “I bet the mortals—who can lie—told you that. Am I correct?”

	Quintus leaned in closer to the door. “Listen. I hate mortals more than any fae, but these ones are different. They are like Queen Elora of Crystal Thorn.”

	“Queen Elora?” The fae’s voice rose almost an entire octave. “She is the one who freed those mortals in the first place. We hate her too.”

	They glanced at each other then, all wearing the same look of worry. Except Ludo. He just looked amused. Mishti continued to stay silent.

	Quintus stepped down the path, away from the house. “I think we better try a different village.” Once he reached the cobblestone road again, he lifted his hand to open another door.

	But before his hand twirled in a circle, he turned back to look at Chloe and Mishti instead. “And we should glamour you two to look like fae.”

	Chloe scoffed, but Quintus did it anyway. By the time her skin glowed and her hair shined like a true fae, she just scowled. “I am not different from other mortals.”

	He raised an eyebrow. “What?”

	She tapped the side of her leg with an ever-increasing speed. “You said you hate mortals, but I’m different.”

	“You are different.” He shrugged. “I meant that as a compliment.”

	Her hands flew into the air. “It’s not a compliment. I’m just like any other mortal. If you hate mortals, you should hate me too.”

	He waved his hand carelessly, as if he could just brush away her words. “You know I cannot hate you.”

	Ludo let out a deep sigh as he dragged both his hands down his cheeks. “Will you two stop bickering? I think I liked it better when you stared at each other like nothing else in the realm existed.”

	Glaring at both of them, Chloe turned to the young woman beside her. “I’m sure Mishti understands. He can’t hate mortals but like me just because I’m different, right?”

	But then Chloe stopped long enough to get a good look at Mishti’s face. Her expression remained as stoic as ever, but ice seemed to fill her eyes. Silence continued to surround her, thick like pudding. Her body had come with them, but her mind seemed to be off somewhere very far away.

	Even Ludo and Quintus noticed the change in her demeanor. They both stared at her and then at each other. It could have been Chloe’s imagination, but the air itself seemed to get colder.

	“You do not hate mortals,” Mishti finally said. Her eyes drooped, and her voice came out as heavy and hard as iron. “You hate the people who poisoned your land and put those you care about in danger.”

	Quintus lifted his chin. “That is the same thing.”

	Mishti’s eyes narrowed and the air seemed to drop in temperature once again. “It’s not. If you want to keep her,” she gestured toward Chloe, “you’d better learn the difference.”

	They all stood still until Mishti turned to stare off in the distance. A shudder passed through Ludo’s shoulders the moment she looked away.

	Chloe had to take in a breath, but she soon composed herself once again. Folding her arms in front of her chest, she huffed at Quintus.

	He rolled his eyes at her.

	Bringing him had clearly been a mistake. Maybe he would have gone after the mortals if she had left him in Crystal Thorn, but he was in danger of getting strangled by her at the moment, so it probably didn’t make much difference in the end.

	Why had she ever dared to believe a fae like him would actually be capable of love?

	They didn’t speak to each other when they traveled to a new village. And of course, they had no trouble at all getting the fermented wheat cider now that Chloe and Mishti looked like fae. Being accepted felt nice, but it would have felt a lot nicer to be accepted for who she truly was. She didn’t want to have to pretend to be something she wasn’t. Especially not with Quintus.

	When he went to open another door, he turned to her first. The glare on his face probably matched the glare on her own. After making eye contact, he immediately turned away.

	“Maybe you and Mishti should go back to Crystal Thorn. Ludo and I can get the Swiftsea salt ourselves.”

	“Oh, of course.” Chloe let out a scoff she hoped would rattle his insides. “You fae wouldn’t want a mortal around to mess things up, would you?”

	Ludo stepped between them, the red in his eyes flashing. “If I have to hear another argument out of either of you, I may have to borrow one of Mishti’s daggers to cut off my own ears.”

	Chloe’s head tilted to the side and cast a long sideways glare toward the Fairfrost fae. Once he started to squirm, she turned to Quintus. By now, her lips were pressed to a thin line. “Just send us back to the crystal caves. I need to start preparing the thorns anyway. They have to be steeped in vinegar, and longer is probably better.”

	“Fine.” Quintus twirled his hand in a circle to open a door.

	“Good.” Chloe marched toward it without looking back.

	Mishti followed behind, but even without looking at her, Chloe could tell the young woman dragged her feet as she walked. Time away from Quintus was exactly what she needed right now. Besides, this would be the perfect opportunity to have a little talk with Mishti.

	The battle had broken something inside the young woman, and Chloe wanted to address it before things got worse.
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	ONCE BACK AT THE CRYSTAL caves, Chloe busied herself with setting out the ingredients they had so far. If she asked Mishti right then to talk about her feelings, she probably just would have closed up more. Maybe it was the apothecary in Chloe, but she could tell, this wound needed a little time to settle before she started digging.

	“I think you and I should go to Fairfrost to get the acid fruit before Quintus and Ludo get back. Who needs them anyway?” Chloe announced this and then went straight to the edge of camp and got to work.

	From her leather bag, she retrieved a white cotton square that had once held the ingredients for a poultice for scurpus. She set it out neatly over the black soil near the crystal caves. Then, she set out the ingredients on top of it.

	The glass vial of sand from Dustdune didn’t need anything else done to it, so it went on top of the cotton square exactly how it was. The fermented wheat cider from Noble Rose already came in a glass jar with a glass lid and some rubbery substance along the inside of it to keep the contents airtight. That also went onto the square how it was.

	Now she scurried toward the forest of Crystal Thorn to gather some of the black thorns growing inside a nearby bush. As pretty as the crystalline thorns looked, they certainly pricked hard when she caught them at the right angle.

	Using the bottom hem of her dress like a glove, she snapped several more thorns off the briars. They landed with a soft plunk on the upper part of her skirt, which she held out with her free hand.

	Throughout the entire process, Mishti sat on an old tree stump with her face as cold as a statue. She said nothing. Judging by her face, she felt nothing too.

	Noting the expression, Chloe nodded to herself. The young woman still needed more time.

	Chloe carried the thorns in her dress back to the cotton square with the other things. She dug through her leather bag and pulled out her mortar and pestle to ground the thorns into dust. The grinding always took forever, so her free hand reached for her magical book.

	It seemed like a good time to go through the pages anyway. This treatment she had planned didn’t follow any sort of recipe. She relied completely on her knowledge of infections and also her knowledge of how to rust iron to create it. And even if her hunch was correct that this concoction could rust the iron in Faerie, she still had no idea how to administer it in a way that would affect all of Faerie.

	She scanned the pages while her hands continued to grind up the black thorns of Crystal Thorn. Though the book sometimes spoke to her, every page she read now was one she had already read before.

	With the thorns nearly crushed completely, she almost gave up.

	But the next time she turned a page, a loose piece of paper stared back at her. Curious that the paper wasn’t part of the binding. Her eyes narrowed as she brought the page closer to read it.

	A common type of enchantment is a barrier enchantment. No magic can break through such an enchantment except one. Few fae know such magic exists, but an unlocking enchantment can be used to disintegrate a barrier enchantment. When created, barrier enchantments can block a specific person from ever being able to unlock them. But once the enchantment is created, someone new can always destroy the barrier enchantment with an unlocking enchantment.

	Do this when the time is right.

	She raised an eyebrow at the words. Barrier enchantments? Unlocking enchantments? What did any of that have to do with administering a concoction across all of Faerie at once? Her head tilted to the side as she examined the words again, especially the last line.

	Why would Faerie itself mention time? Faerie had no time.

	Flipping the paper over, she looked for any clues that this piece of paper hadn’t come from Faerie at all. But no such clues presented themselves. The parchment looked about the same color as the parchment in her book. The scrawling text looked similar to the words written in her book as well.

	Perhaps Faerie itself only mentioned time so it could speak to her in a way she’d understand. Still, barrier enchantments didn’t seem helpful when it came to administering a concoction to all of Faerie.

	Her head turned pointedly to the black caves at her side, the caves she couldn’t walk all the way through because something seemed to stop her. Perhaps Faerie had a good reason for leaving this note after all. Perhaps a barrier enchantment prevented Chloe from moving deeper into the cave.

	“How are we supposed to get to Fairfrost?” Mishti stood up and stretched her arms out.

	Chloe tried not to smile too much. Finally, Mishti was ready to talk.

	With the black thorns all crushed, Chloe quickly found a jar of vinegar in her leather bag, which she promptly dumped all the thorns inside. Now she placed a lid on the jar and set it atop the cotton cloth with the other ingredients.

	She turned to Mishti wearing a wide smile. Then she thought a single word in her mind.

	Come.

	Within moments, sapphire blue wings and a golden body appeared in the air above them. Mishti’s eyebrows twitched in interest, though the flicker of an expression immediately got swallowed up by a wall of stoicism.

	She said nothing as they both climbed onto the dragon’s back. Once Chloe instructed Shadow to take them to Fairfrost, she turned around to face her friend as best she could.

	“I’m sorry you had to kill again.”

	She didn’t bother asking whether or not it happened. Mishti wouldn’t have been so cold and distant if it hadn’t.

	Lowering her head to stare at the hands in her lap, Mishti frowned. “Me too.”

	Golden scales rippled underneath her as Chloe sat crisscross across from the young woman. Then Chloe took in a short breath, hoping it might give her a little courage. “You don’t have to do it again.”

	Mishti raised an eyebrow without moving a single other muscle in her body. “You don’t know that for sure.”

	“That’s not what I meant.” Chloe waved her hand through the air. “I know things are probably going to get crazy and dangerous again. There will likely be another battle, maybe a few. I didn’t mean you’d never be in a situation again where killing is the best option.”

	She let out a big sigh, letting her shoulders drop low as she did. “I just mean, if you don’t want to join the next battle, then don’t. You can still stay on our side, even if you don’t fight.”

	Even with her jaw clenched, Mishti couldn’t completely hide the frown that overtook her. “But then I’m useless to you.”

	Chloe scoffed. “A person’s worth isn’t measured by what she can do for other people.”

	Mishti’s eyebrows raised. “Have you ever actually gone anywhere in the mortal realm? Because I’m pretty sure that’s all a person’s worth is based on.”

	Chloe wanted to refute that claim, but she knew as well as Mishti did that it was mostly true. Maybe her sister, Grace, didn’t care about how useful Chloe was. Maybe her fae brother and his wife and all their four little children would love Chloe even with a missing foot. But everyone else in town, especially the young men her age, they only cared about how she could help them.

	It shouldn’t be that way. She hoped that someday she could find a place where it wasn’t that way. But for now, that was merely a dream.

	Maybe it would be better to take the conversation in a different direction.

	Chloe’s fingers trailed across the golden scales of her dragon’s back. “Have you ever thought about what you want? I know the people around you have always forced you to fight and to kill once they realized how good you were at it. But just because you’re good at something doesn’t mean you have to do it, especially if you hate it.”

	After a long moment of silence, Mishti cleared her throat. “How are we supposed to find the acid fruit?”

	She was deflecting. The young woman started glancing over the landscape, suddenly interested in it. They had gotten to Fairfrost now, but it was obvious Mishti had no answer for the last question Chloe had asked.

	But they had gotten somewhere at least. For now, Mishti needed more time before they could dig at the wound again.

	Glittering white snow covered the ground beneath them. A large white marble castle with rounded golden spires sat nearby. Just next to it, tall trees with intricate branches grew. Each tree was encased completely in a layer of thick, glistening ice.

	Since they were looking for a fruit, it made sense to check the trees first.

	“Fly down low among those trees,” Chloe said.

	Shadow released a grunt that had a playful tone to it. Soon, the dragon swooped down until her wings and body had dipped just below the tops of the trees.

	The ice looked even more magical now that they had gotten closer to the trees. When the light caught the ice just right, a rainbow of colors broke out across the air. When Chloe looked a little closer, she noticed small ice flowers growing at the end of a few branches. Bits of frost rested at the very edges of the flower petals.

	If magic had created the ice flowers, maybe they would stay ice, even once they had returned to a warmer court like Crystal Thorn. Using one hand to balance herself, Chloe reached out. The dragon continued to fly, so she couldn’t just grab one of the flowers. But if the dragon flew just right, she’d probably be able to pluck one off one of the trees they passed.

	Her heart slowed as she stretched her fingers out. Frost seemed to latch onto her fingernails, but it didn’t stop her. An ice tree loomed ahead. As long as Shadow kept her same speed and direction, Chloe should be able to grab the perfect ice flower in just a few moments. She stretched her fingers out a little more.

	Even Mishti held her breath as Chloe prepared to snatch the flower off its ice branch.

	But half a breath before she could touch the flower, Shadow growled. She jerked her body backward, then turned and breathed fire right over the tree Chloe had nearly touched.

	In another breath, the dragon brought them far above the trees. Another rumble shook through its throat.

	Mishti raised an eyebrow at the dragon, but then she shrugged. “Maybe the ice on the trees is dangerous to mortals.”

	The thought caused Chloe to tap her chin. “I think you might be right. The only time Shadow gets this upset is if I’m in danger.”

	Turning back to the forest, Mishti narrowed her eyes. “None of these trees have any fruit that I can see. Are we sure this is where the acid fruit grows?”

	Chloe bit her bottom lip as she considered the question. Quintus did say the fruit would be tricky to find. Perhaps the ice forest wasn’t the right place at all.

	Her eyebrows flew up her forehead as an idea occurred to her. Leaning in close, she spoke to her dragon. “Shadow, can you take us to the place where acid fruit grows?”

	The dragon responded with what could only be described as a midair jump. Excitement pulsed under Shadow’s scales as she flew even faster than before. Her wings flapped, pulling them far away from the ice forest.

	Mishti glanced behind them. “Good thing you asked. It looks like we were in the wrong place after all.”

	Only a few minutes later, they landed in front of brown leafless trees, but these did not have ice encasing them. They grew next to a river filled with ice chunks floating through it. The ice chunks looked as magical and rainbowy as the ice flowers.

	Best of all, the trees ahead had light blue fruits hanging from the branches that were about half the size of a fist. When Chloe reached for them, Shadow urged her forward. Once a dozen fruits sat in her lap, she patted Shadow on the back.

	“We can go back to the crystal caves now.”

	The dragon’s great head nodded as she lifted into the air again. But before they left the trees, Shadow clamped her teeth down on a few of the fruits. She broke off nearly half a tree in the process, but she managed to get a few of the fruits into her mouth as well.

	Chloe laughed at the sight. Mishti did not laugh. She didn’t smile either. But for a moment, her face looked a little less cold. By the time they had flown past Fairfrost, Mishti finally spoke again.

	“I don’t know what I want. All I’ve ever craved was freedom, but I can’t even imagine what I’d do with myself if I ever got it.”

	 Chloe set her hand on the young woman’s forearm, just above the bracer, and gave it a little squeeze. “Well, you better start thinking because you may be getting it soon. Once I heal Faerie, it should be much easier to defeat the mortals. After that, we win. You’ll get the freedom you’ve always wanted.”

	And then that elusive smile finally ticked up the very corner of Mishti’s face. It dropped away again soon after, but it was there. It had appeared, even with how broken the young woman had been earlier.

	Once they landed back by the crystal caves, Chloe arranged the blue fruits on the cotton square with the other ingredients.

	Shadow’s head lifted with a start. Her sapphire eyes narrowed as she spotted a small animal among the trees of Crystal Thorn. It had a small brown body with huge ears and a bushy orange tail. The dragon truly did not know her own size because she knocked the leaves off several tree branches as she scurried after the small animal.

	Chloe chuckled at the sight. It wasn’t until Mishti stared hard at the spot the dragon had just disappeared through that a thought occurred to Chloe.

	That small animal looked the same as the ones the mortals had penned back at their camp. Were they Crystal Thorn animals or had they come from Dustdune? And if the animal did come from Dustdune, what was it doing in the forest of Crystal Thorn?

	She shook the questions away, ready to turn back to the ingredients they had gathered. But then Mishti reached for her sword.

	Chloe’s gut tightened into a knot, which did no good at all.

	Only a moment later, Portia stepped out from behind the nearby trees. Her light brown hair stretched tight over her head in a severe bun. Just as she grinned at the two of them, dozens of other mortals stepped out from behind other trees.

	Chloe and Mishti were surrounded.
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	FEAR GRIPPED CHLOE’S MUSCLES AS a dozen mortals closed in around her. They tied her arms behind her back and shoved her to her knees. No part of her resisted any of it. She had overcome her fear just enough to willingly go to the edge of a battle, but that victory was only a memory now.

	Metallic ropes with needles coming out of them held her arms tight behind her back. The rope didn’t do much considering her body had frozen itself in fear the moment the mortals surrounded her.

	Portia wore a simple green dress today. The coarse fabric hugged her figure, except just past the knees where the fabric fluttered out. A sickening chuckle escaped her as she walked straight up to Mishti. “We just came to claim this area as our new camp. It’s close to the castle, it has natural cover, and we knew it wouldn’t be properly defended.”

	Now the fierce woman grabbed Mishti’s chin with her thumb and forefinger. “Getting you two is a nice bonus.”

	A light danced in Julian’s wild eyes as he stepped out from behind a tree. He carried a long spear with a metal end that had three points, the middle one being the longest. Around his ankle, he wore a golden and emerald circlet that clinked when he walked.

	“Should we kill them now?” He brought the spear just under Chloe’s neck where the longest tip pressed hard enough under her jaw that she nearly gagged.

	“Not yet.” Portia rolled her eyes and pushed the spear away.

	As it moved away from Chloe’s throat, it left behind a thin slice that immediately warmed with a small trickle of blood.

	Julian pouted.

	“You never use your head, Julian. We have to question them before we kill them. They probably know everything about the fae’s plan.” Portia turned toward the dozens of mortals still spilling into the camp. “But we need to set up a perimeter and get our most important items protected first. Have them set the iron things here.”

	Still pouting, Julian wandered off and stabbed the nearest tree with his spear. He grinned when the metal of his spear sank deep into the trunk. His grin widened when white lightning-like striations spread out across the trunk beginning at the spot where the spear tip had touched.

	The iron in the spear tip likely caused the striations by leeching nutrients and magic out of the tree.

	Portia blinked at him. She waited another moment, probably to see if he’d actually do what she asked. When he just stabbed the tree a second time, she threw her hands into the air and headed for the nearest mortal.

	“Tell everyone to set the iron things here.” She indicated a large area just next to the black caves.

	With Portia and Julian both distracted, Mishti started pulling against the needled rope that held her down. Chloe immediately jerked her head toward Mishti and shook her head.

	The others were distracted just enough that Chloe could show Mishti how to slowly use her fingers to untie the bonds that held them. With the tiniest nod, Mishti began following Chloe’s instruction and attempted to untie the needled rope holding her.

	While Chloe worked, she couldn’t help thinking of how they had been trapped in almost an identical predicament not so very long ago. Portia and her mortals had Chloe, Mishti, and a young mortal girl named Mila trapped with these same metallic needled ropes. They had been kneeling down right on this same soil next to the crystal caves.

	Mila hadn’t survived.

	Chloe had barely managed to escape, but she’d had to leave Mishti behind, which led to Mishti feeling abandoned.

	Though this moment now had many similarities to that past experience, it felt different too. Despite her fear, Chloe had already started working at the ropes tying her hands behind her back. Shards still scraped through her veins every time she heard a noise too loud or a mortal spoke near her. But her fingers kept working. And this time, Mishti’s fingers worked too.

	Live or die, whatever happened, Chloe and Mishti would do it together this time.

	As they worked, dozens of mortals marched in and out of the camp. They brought in buckets filled with iron shavings. Just the buckets alone nearly filled the entire area Portia had pointed out. There were dozens of them, maybe even a hundred.

	After the iron shavings, the mortals carried in two huge cauldrons. Each cauldron took five mortals each to carry it. The cauldrons went at the center of camp. A few mortals set to work building fires to go underneath them. The cauldrons were probably meant to melt iron, since apparently, molten iron was more dangerous to Faerie than regular iron.

	Chloe’s mind should have been fixed on the ropes behind her. The needles in the rope that dug into her fingers should have stolen every thought from her mind. And yet, she could only think of how much it hurt to see all the iron being placed so close to the crystal caves.

	This was her place. Hers and Quintus’s. They had already made so many memories together here. It hurt to see the area decimated by iron.

	It wasn’t just about it being their place either. In truth, the caves belonged to Quintus more than anyone. His door had changed appearance, and now he questioned his identity. But he had said this spot by the caves was where he felt most comfortable.

	And with each bucket of iron, the mortals made it less and less habitable for him.

	Before she knew it, a single tear slipped down her cheek.

	“Where is our spy?” Portia screamed the word, as if no one would listen to her unless she shouted.

	With her distracted, Julian stepped closer to Chloe and Mishti. He had dropped his spear and now pulled a small contraption from his pocket. Judging by the delight in his eyes, the contraption probably brought pain of the worst kind.

	Chloe shuddered at the sight of it.

	This caused Julian to let out an icy giggle. He reached for the metal contraption and tugged at a little piece of it. After another tug, the metal he pulled came out to reveal a short knife with an edge so sharp it glinted in the light.

	“There you are.” Portia had her back to them, but they could still hear her.

	She stood across from a tall mortal who had a thin white beard. Chloe saw the man through the corner of her eye, but once she noticed him, her head immediately turned to face him fully.

	She had seen that mortal before. He had been at the recent battle at Crystal Thorn Castle. He had not survived. At least, he had not appeared to survive. He lay among the other victims who had died in pools of their own blood.

	But he stood completely unscathed now, which meant she had been right after all. One of the mortals had been playing dead. He hadn’t attacked like she expected then, but as a spy, he probably extracted valuable information still.

	“Tell me what you learned.” Portia leaned forward expectantly, hiding the man’s face from Chloe’s view.

	But she could still hear when the man spoke. “We were right. Destroying the castle with molten iron will destroy this court beyond repair. A few pools of molten iron should do it.”

	Portia laughed and clapped her hands together. “And if the high court is destroyed, it should be easier to destroy the rest of Faerie too.”

	“You can’t do that.” Speaking would force Chloe to stop working to untie her bonds since it took all her concentration, but she couldn’t let this go on any longer. “You can’t poison the land like that. You won’t just destroy Faerie. You’ll kill everyone in the mortal realm as well.”

	Portia turned around slowly. She steepled her fingers just under her chin. “I see Mishti failed to tell you what happens to the mortals who swallow my special tablets.” A tilted grin spread across her face. “I should remind you though, you took one of those tablets. You may have been wearing a glamour at the time, but it fell away before you escaped. You deserve to know the truth since you took a tablet too.”

	She laughed again, which made the hairs on Chloe’s neck stand on end. Even though Chloe hadn’t actually swallowed the tablet, everything about the mortals’ plan suddenly made sense. Her jaw dropped for a moment before she could speak again.

	“You don’t care if you destroy the mortal realm. Since none of you can ever return, it doesn’t matter to you if everyone in the mortal realm is killed.”

	Portia raised an eyebrow. “Ah, so she did tell you.”

	The implication of this truth wracked hard in Chloe’s gut. Mortals who wanted to kill fae, especially after a fae had tortured them for years, was one thing. But did the mortals truly have no problem killing every last mortal in the mortal realm too?

	The mortals were, of course, being manipulated by Portia, but…there were so many of them. Why hadn’t they spoken up about how horrifying this plan was? True, they couldn’t ever go back to the mortal realm. But how could they not care about killing fellow mortals just because they personally wouldn’t ever see them again?

	Maybe these mortals weren’t as innocent as she had always believed. Maybe she only wanted them to be innocent.

	Her jaw clenched. “This plan will destroy Faerie too. Faerie, as in, the place you and all the other mortals now live.”

	Portia merely lifted her shoulder in a shrug. “Good. That means all the fae will die. Once they’re gone, we can rebuild the land how we want it.”

	Just then, dozens of mortals entered the camp carrying huge barrels of fuel. They were lined up neatly next to the buckets of iron shavings. Where had the mortals found so much fuel? All the fuel they once had got burned up back when Crystal Thorn Castle was destroyed. And the mortals had barely escaped on a dragon that night, so they hadn’t been able to take any fuel with them. How could they have found so much new fuel already?

	After seeing Chloe’s expression, Portia wore a wicked grin. “You’d be surprised how resourceful our little group can be.”

	Blood pooled on Chloe’s fingertips. When she started trying to undo her bonds again, it would hurt much worse now that she had allowed her fingers a rest from touching the needled rope. But she had to keep speaking.

	“You don’t need all of Faerie for yourselves. You just need a place of your own. I can help you find one here in Faerie. We can figure this out.”

	Of course, she didn’t mean that Portia and Julian would be included. They would die as soon as Quintus or one of the other fae got the chance to kill them. But she had to believe the other mortals still deserved to live. She had to believe they would be on her side once their horrible leaders were out of the picture. And they needed to know there was another way besides destroying the land and killing all the fae and all the mortals in the mortal realm.

	Portia narrowed her eyes and strolled across the clearing. “We have no desire to live in Faerie with the fae. Even if we somehow manage to have peace with them for a time, they will always be more powerful and more wicked than us. They will seek to destroy us eventually. It’s them or us. We’re going to make sure it’s us.”

	When Chloe went to open her mouth again, the slightest movement caught her eye. She glanced over at Mishti. The young woman glared and had her lips pressed in a thin line. But then her eyebrows rose, and her lips pressed together even tighter.

	The look clearly communicated one thing. Chloe needed to shut her mouth. That was probably a good idea. Chloe had told the mortals they had another way to live besides destroying Faerie. Anything else she said at this point might give things away.

	“What is this?” Portia found the cotton square with all of Chloe’s ingredients on top. Portia knelt down and picked up the jar of fermented wheat cider from Noble Rose. “What are you planning?”

	Mishti’s command to stop talking had come at the perfect time. Chloe might have tried to make up some lie, but since Mishti had just told her to keep her mouth shut, it suddenly seemed like a much better idea to do exactly as Mishti had urged.

	With the jar still in her hand, Portia stomped across the camp until she stood directly in front of Chloe. “I asked you a question. What is this?”

	Staring up at the woman, Chloe said nothing. She kept her mind occupied by turning her fingers back to the needled rope that bound her. It would only take a few more minutes and she’d soon have it untied.

	“What. Is. This?” Heat colored Portia’s cheeks now. She shook the jar right in front of Chloe’s nose.

	When Chloe still said nothing, Portia let out a heated grunt. Swinging her arm, she slammed the jar against the side of Chloe’s head.

	Stars exploded in Chloe’s eyes as her vision turned black. Pain sliced into her temple and jaw. The pain surged, filling her entire face now. A ringing started in her ear, making it difficult to think.

	Portia grabbed Chloe by the chin. The woman’s fingernails dug into Chloe’s skin as she gritted her teeth. “We know you have magic, mortal. I’m guessing this little plan you all have requires a mortal who can resist iron but that can also do magic.”

	She waited for a beat, but Chloe said nothing. With a huff, she shoved Chloe’s head back. Then, as if deciding that still wasn’t enough, the woman slapped Chloe’s cheek on the same side she had just struck with the jar.

	“Julian.” Portia tossed the jar onto the soil behind her. “Destroy this and those other items too.”

	His eyes flashed as he lifted his spear off the ground and immediately smashed through the jar with it. As he crossed the clearing to get to the other items, Portia drew a dagger from one of Mishti’s bracers.

	She aimed the dagger straight at Chloe’s throat. “Your secrets can die with you then. Without their magical mortal, I’m certain the fae will fail. If we kill you, we win.”

	But just as she pulled the dagger back to strike, Julian’s spear smashed the jar. His enthusiasm sent shards of glass straight at Portia’s face. She had to take a step back to avoid them.

	The moment Portia’s focus shifted, Mishti stood and tossed away the metallic rope that had been holding her. “Run now!”

	Chloe’s bonds were loose, but not all the way untied. Gritting her teeth, she ripped her arms free of them, which sent needles slicing across her hands and fingers.

	Mishti’s own fingers had blood dripping off them as she grabbed Chloe by the wrist. They started running before Chloe could even think.

	Mishti had been right about Julian being unhinged. He seemed completely oblivious to how his smashing jars whipped glass right in the way of Portia and the other mortals as they tried to chase Chloe and Mishti.

	They didn’t have fae speed to help them, but they did have adrenaline. And once they got close enough to the castle, there would be fae who could protect them from the mortals.

	Once the rubble of Crystal Thorn Castle came into view, Elora almost immediately spotted them and used her wings to fly toward them. Her eyes flew open wide.

	“What happened to your hands? They’re covered in blood. And do you have a black eye?”

	“Forget that.” It was a miracle Chloe had forced the words out considering how breathless she was now. She had to suck in another breath just to speak again.

	“You have to send a message to Quintus. Tell him to come to the castle and not to the caves.”

	She dropped to her knees, grasping her stomach while she tried to breathe.

	Elora sent the message immediately, but Chloe couldn’t stop her heart from skittering.

	Would Quintus get the message in time?
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	TENSION HUNG THICK IN THE air while Chloe and the others waited to see if Quintus would open a door to the castle.

	To them.

	Had she delivered the message in time? If he returned to the crystal caves instead, both he and Ludo were sure to be overcome by the dozens of mortals standing there.

	Blood trickled down from Chloe’s wrists and over her hands and fingers. That metallic rope with needles coming out of it had been painful for Chloe and Mishti, but at least the iron in it didn’t bother them. But Quintus and Ludo? The iron rope could probably kill them all by itself if given enough time.

	Her thumbnail wedged itself between her teeth. She chewed on it, hardly noticing the taste of blood on her finger.

	When a black door with small golden lights appeared before her, a heavy breath fell from her lips. Her arms dropped to her sides as she stepped toward the door.

	Quintus marched through it a moment later wearing a face set like stone. He held his spear in one hand; his other hand was a fist. His gaze jumped quickly across the space until he found Chloe.

	When he did, their eyes locked. He released a breath that shuddered through his chest. But then his head tilted. He was probably just noticing the black eye Elora had mentioned earlier. After Portia used that jar to hit the side of Chloe’s face, her whole cheek must have been bruised now.

	With nostrils flaring, Quintus squeezed his hand into a tighter fist. His gaze dropped to see the slices and blood dripping from the wounds in her wrists and arms.

	His spear lifted into the air as he shook it. “Who did this to you?”

	She turned her gaze downward as she tried to speak over the lump forming in her throat. “You know who did it.”

	Even looking down, she could see how Quintus’s chest expanded and his fists clenched tighter. Or maybe she couldn’t see it, but it didn’t matter because she could feel it. The tension hovering around them lit like a fire until it heated every one of her pores.

	Quintus’s chest rose and fell with heavy breaths that seemed to wrack through his body. When he spoke, it sounded more like a fiery growl. “I will kill her.”

	He lifted one hand, preparing to wave it in the circle that would open a door. Chloe stepped forward, setting her own jaw as she did. “Can you at least wait until I heal myself?”

	The hardened expression holding his face captive stayed for another breath. One breath, but then a crack started to form. It started at his lips, which twitched at the corners until they went from the tight knot of a glare to the lowered curve of a frown. His jaw changed next. It tightened and pulsed until it started to shake. And once it started, he could no longer hide the quiver of his chin. Right then, a glisten of tears appeared in his eyes.

	He dropped his spear without even looking at it. After only two steps forward, he reached a hand behind Chloe’s head and tugged her close until her uninjured cheek rested against his chest.

	When he took in a breath, she could hear the thud of his heart. She could feel it too.

	“Can you hurry?” he whispered. His fingers dug into her hair as he pulled her away just enough that he could rest his forehead against hers. “I hate seeing you in pain.”

	His whole body shook with the words. He cradled her face in his hands, holding it as gently as the most delicate flower. But the rest of him? It shook and rumbled with the ferocity of a dragon.

	After a single nod, she lifted her hand until it wrapped around his wrist. He stroked her uninjured cheek with his thumb just as she closed her eyes.

	With his skin against hers, she called to the magic inside of herself. It answered immediately, sending sparks and tingles through her skin as she imagined the process of healing her injuries.

	But another magic answered too. This magic originated in her heart and fluttered outward like small silk threads until it latched onto Quintus. As it did, silk threads from his heart seemed to reach out at the same moment. The two intertwined in a dance that filled her belly with shivers.

	It wasn’t true magic, not like the magic from Faerie anyway. But it was as real as the hair on her head. She could fight it and deny it all she wanted, but that wouldn’t change the truth. She loved him. He loved her back. No matter what the future brought, they’d always be tied together in this way. Just like her book had promised, the bond between them had only grown stronger.

	“I never should have left you.” His whispered words ruffled the hair around her ear. 

	Her fingers shifted on his wrist as soon as she finished performing the healing magic. He must have sensed when it was done because he brought her closer, digging his hand into her hair.

	His whispered again, and this time, she could feel the rumble in his chest as he spoke. “I never should have left you.”

	She should have pulled away and immediately healed the wounds on Mishti’s wrists and fingers, but she couldn’t do it yet. Instead, Chloe wrapped her arms tight around Quintus. She rested her head on his shoulder and released the sobs that had been gripping her heart.

	It only took a moment. After just a moment, she could breathe again. She could think straight. Faerie’s magic had healed her wounds, but his magic had healed her soul. If he needed her to, she probably could have flown.

	But he didn’t need her to fly. He needed her to save his land and his people.

	Taking a steeling breath, she stepped away just enough to make eye contact with Mishti. Intertwining her fingers with Quintus’s with one hand, Chloe used her other hand to reach for the young woman.

	Chloe kept her eyes closed as she focused on the slices around Mishti’s wrists and fingers. She imagined every step of the healing process from cleaning the wound to dressing it and then to the skin healing itself until the wounds had disappeared. When she opened her eyes, Mishti’s skin looked as good as ever.

	Once she was healed, Quintus ducked down to snatch his spear from off the ground.

	“No.” Chloe kept her hand firmly in Quintus’s as she spoke.

	His throat bobbed as he gave a hard swallow. “I need to kill her.”

	“You can.” Chloe raised her eyebrows. “But you can’t do it by yourself, or you’ll just get yourself killed. We need a solid plan so that when you face her, you can actually defeat her.”

	His fingers twitched around his spear in almost the exact same way as his eye twitched. The knuckles on his fist turned white. But when she stared harder at him, he finally let out a heavy sigh. “Fine. Then what is the plan?”

	“We got the Swiftsea salt.” Ludo held up a small seaweed pouch about the size of his fist.

	Chloe nodded. “Good. We got acid fruit from Fairfrost, but Julian destroyed it. He destroyed the Dustdune sand and the wheat cider from Noble Rose as well.”

	Air expanded Quintus’s chest as he gritted his teeth together.

	“It doesn’t matter.” She tried to shrug, but her thoughts churned too fast for it. “We can get those ingredients again easily.”

	She rubbed her forehead, hoping it might stimulate her thinking. When it didn’t do enough, she began pacing across the mossy ground instead. “I don’t have any more vinegar though. We’ll have to find more vinegar, and we need to steep crushed black thorns inside of it.”

	Brannick cleared his throat. He stood tall, looking every bit the high king he was. “Why do you need crushed black thorns steeped in vinegar? And sand and whatever else you said?”

	The tiniest smirk lifted one side of Mishti’s face. “Chloe is going to heal Faerie.”

	Elora’s eyes shot open wide as her mouth dropped. Then she spoke in a breathless whisper. “Do you really think you can?”

	“Yes.” Chloe tilted her head to the side as one of her eyes narrowed. “And now that I’m thinking about it…” Her eye narrowed even more until a grin crept onto her face. “If we can get enough vinegar and jars, you and the other fae can use the black thorns and vinegar against iron flames. It will not be as powerful as the concoction I’m planning, but it should begin to rust the iron a little at least.”

	Elora’s mouth dropped even more. “Rust.” She let out a chuckle filled equally with disbelief and delight. “Rust can kill iron. Chloe, you are a genius.”

	Ludo shrugged. “I can conjure vinegar. I know how it is made.”

	“And I can conjure jars.” Brannick spun his hand in a circle and had two jars before he even finished speaking.

	Chloe gestured toward the forest. “Elora and Mishti, why don’t you start gathering thorns. We can use my mortar and pestle to crush them, but others can crush them with stones as well.”

	Once Mishti and Elora moved toward the forest, Quintus squeezed Chloe’s hand and ducked his head to catch her gaze. “What about us?”

	The obvious answer was that they needed to gather the rest of the ingredients, but deep down, Chloe knew that wasn’t enough.

	The mortals planned to attack the castle and poison it with so much iron that the court would be damaged beyond repair.

	Elora and Brannick and other Crystal Thorn fae could defend the castle. They could use the black thorns steeped in vinegar, which would rust the iron used against them. It wasn’t much of a defense, but it was more than they’d ever had before.

	And Chloe and Quintus could gather the other ingredients and eventually heal Faerie.

	But it still wasn’t enough. They needed more time. They needed a stronger defense against the mortals who had grown far too powerful.

	If they wanted to save Faerie, they needed to do more than defend. They needed to attack.

	Just the thought of it sent Chloe’s thoughts spinning. Those mortals were just being manipulated by Portia and Julian. Surely, they wouldn’t act so terribly if they had leaders who cared about them.

	But maybe that didn’t matter anymore. Faerie rightfully belonged to the fae. Maybe the mortals were being manipulated, but their actions still destroyed the land. Their actions would kill the fae and all the mortals in the mortal realm too.

	Even if they only acted because of manipulation, their actions still had to be stopped. And nothing short of an attack would stop them now.

	Closing her eyes, Chloe spoke a single word in her mind. Come.

	Heat burned under her eyelids as tears pooled inside. She didn’t want to hurt the mortals. She wanted to save them. But she could no longer pretend the fae could win this war without stopping the mortals.

	By the time Shadow flew into the clearing, Chloe had a command ready for her. The words felt like broken glass on their way out of her mouth, but she still spoke them.

	“Go to the caves.” She took a deep breath. “Attack the mortals. Kill as many as you can. Get them away from the caves.”

	Nodding her golden head, Shadow then flapped her giant wings and flew out of sight.

	Nausea filled Chloe’s gut, nearly causing her to double over. She feared turning to see Quintus’s reaction. But even though she feared it, she couldn’t quite stop herself either.

	The golden glints in his eyes pulsed. Color had drained from his face. He stared at her. Blinked. He said nothing. She could feel how he understood the weight of her actions. She had just killed.

	Whatever deaths her dragon committed, they belonged to her.

	Setting his jaw, Quintus squeezed her hand. “You fight for the fae now. Fully and completely.”

	She bit into her bottom lip. “I’m still mortal. I still want to save as many of them as I can.” Her lip trembled. “But I know we can’t save Faerie until we start treating them like the enemy.”

	Those words satisfied him well enough. With a nod, he opened his swirling black door. “Come on. We need to get the rest of those ingredients.”
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	ONE STEP INTO NOBLE ROSE, and the air already felt more electrified than before. Chloe’s boots clomped on the cobblestone path that led them into a nearby village. She glanced up at the sky, noting how the storm clouds above didn’t just look bigger. They had fallen lower too.

	Lightning zipped through the clouds, still striking inside them instead of down to the ground. Each lightning strike flashed and brightened the dusky air.

	Cold chills trickled down her back, causing her to shiver. She wished she had brought her dark blue fur-lined cloak. It still sat back at their camp with the rest of their things.

	Just before they entered the village, Quintus covered her with a glamour that made her appear fae.

	Goosebumps broke out across her skin as they opened the gate of a white picket fence and headed toward one of the quaint brick homes in the village. “What causes these storm clouds? Do they come to Noble Rose often?”

	Quintus shrugged. “I do not know. I have never seen clouds like this in Noble Rose before.” His eyes narrowed as they gained a faraway look. “At least I do not think I have. I do not remember seeing anything like them before.”

	Chloe’s mind drifted over to Ludo then. The Fairfrost fae collected items and gained as much knowledge as he could. He had explained that all those little items helped him remember what other fae forgot. And he did seem to remember much more than the average fae. But no matter how much he collected, it never seemed enough for him. She was struck again with the belief that he had to be searching for something, for some lost memory he had yet to find.

	“Maybe the storm clouds are here because of the iron poisoning.” She mumbled the words, still thinking too much of Ludo to speak clearly.

	Quintus nodded. Every other horrible thing in Faerie now had been caused by iron poisoning. It made sense that the storm clouds had formed for the same reason.

	Cracks of electric energy shook all around them as Quintus reached for the metal knocker on the door.

	Through the door, a male voice called out. “Go away.”

	Quintus rolled his eyes as he let out a sigh. “We need some fermented wheat cider. I can craft you something in return.”

	It must have been frustrating to go through this same process for the third time just that day. At least they still had salt from Swiftsea. And they’d soon have thorns steeped in vinegar from Crystal Thorn. Once they got the fermented wheat cider, they just needed sand from Dustdune, acid fruit from Fairfrost, and the sulfur waters from the hot springs in Mistmount.

	Most of those would be easy to obtain, especially since Shadow knew exactly where to find the acid fruit in Fairfrost.

	As Quintus and the fae inside the house argued, Chloe stepped back toward the cobblestone road. The lightning had changed from the plain white strikes that existed in the mortal realm as well. The new lightning strikes didn’t flash white anymore. They flashed red like blood.

	Each strike sent crimson surges through the air until the clouds themselves flashed red. And soon, the clouds turned red, even without the lightning strikes. The dark crimson reds tumbled and rolled as the clouds dropped even lower.

	Her mind had been so overtaken by the change, she hardly noticed when Quintus stepped up to her side. He lifted the jar of fermented wheat cider to show her he had gotten it and then he tucked it into his magical pocket. “When I told them it would help heal Faerie of the iron poisoning, the man asked only for a strip of cloth in return.”

	Just then, a loud clap of thunder sounded so loud it shook the ground beneath their feet. Quintus shuddered. “The man also said to hurry.”

	A dry chuckle left Chloe’s mouth. As if they needed that reminder.

	Quintus opened a door. Judging by the heat coming from it, they’d head to Dustdune next. But just before they stepped inside, the Noble Rose clouds above shed their first drops of rain. A single drop splashed against the back of Chloe’s hand.

	The thick liquid stained her skin. Red…just like blood.

	Shuddering again, Quintus wrapped his arm around her waist and guided her through his door.

	Heat strangled them even before they got to the other side. It felt as though they were stepping directly into a raging fire. Something must have happened.

	Noble Rose had been cold with rain clouds before, but they hadn’t been raining blood. And Dustdune had always been the hottest court, but this heat burned so hot, it scorched the skin even before they had stepped onto the sand.

	Once they made it through the door, it instantly became clear what had changed. As she guessed, iron poisoning had been the cause.

	They landed about a tree’s length away from the chasm they had formed. Blazing flames filled the entire chasm. The fire licked at the air above it, as if trying to swallow it whole. Since a red rash immediately formed across Quintus’s skin, there had to be iron at the bottom of the chasm too.

	The mortals must have dropped iron at the bottom along with barrels of fuel and then lit it all on fire before they left for Crystal Thorn.

	Reaching for Quintus’s hand, she closed her eyes and imagined a small bubble of enchantment that would protect Quintus from the iron in the air. Once she fully encased him inside the bubble, she then quickly healed his iron poisoning with a poultice she imagined in her mind.

	On either side of the chasm, the sand had turned completely white. The iron had leeched it completely, leaving striations of white sand that stretched out from the chasm. The effect looked very similar to lightning.

	Quintus coughed as he pressed a hand against his chest. “We need to get back to Crystal Thorn and get some of the vinegar and thorns. You said it could put out the iron flames and rust the iron, right?”

	She shook her head, eyeing everything around them. “We don’t have time for that. This entire court will be damaged beyond repair unless we do something right now.”

	Her fingers twitched, wanting to reach for her magical book. But she didn’t have time for that either. They needed something fast and effective.

	“What can we do? The mortals have already gone. There is nothing here except sand.”

	His words caused her eyebrows to rise high on her forehead. “Yes, sand.” Now her head ticked back and forth as she examined the landscape again. “This sand can make iron rust too, and it can smother the flames if we push enough of it into the chasm.”

	Whipping her head toward him, she tilted her head toward the chasm. “Can you do that? Can you conjure wind or create some other sort of magic that will push sand into the chasm?”

	He didn’t look hopeful when he raised one hand into the air. After taking a deep breath, he shoved his hand forward. At the same moment, mounds of white sand from the edges of the chasm lifted into the air and then dropped down inside of it.

	With her hand still holding Quintus’s other hand, she shook her head. “Not that white sand. The iron has leeched everything from it, so it won’t be able to rust the iron anymore. We need the sand that still has color.”

	A heavy sigh fell from his lips. “I cannot do it on my own. I am not good at conjuring, not even wind. I could craft something that could do it, but it will not be ready right away.”

	“Quintus.” She bit her bottom lip trying desperately to form the words that beat in her heart. He wasn’t good at conjuring. She knew that. He could craft the most incredible things imaginable, items that could accomplish anything, but they had no time for that right now.

	Even if he wasn’t good at it, he still could conjure. He just needed a little extra motivation. She squeezed his hand and then looked up at him through her eyelashes. With the heat warming her cheeks, he could probably see her blush too. She managed a small smile. “I believe in you.”

	His chest expanded as he gave a firm nod. He lifted his free hand again. Just before it moved, he glanced back at her. “I need you to help me. Add your magic to mine, and we can do it together.”

	“I can’t do that. I’m…I’m just a mortal.”

	He raised an eyebrow. “You made this chasm wider without any help.”

	“That was different.” She turned away from him.

	He ducked his head until he caught her gaze again. “Why?”

	She didn’t bother answering. It was different because that time she only had to add to what had already been done. And anyway, widening that chasm just made the mortals attack the castle again, so it hadn’t helped anyone at all. Just because she knew what had to be done, didn’t mean she could do it.

	But she didn’t say it because she knew Quintus would refuse to believe it. And just like she knew he would, he squeezed her hand. He spoke gently, calming the heat-tangled air around them. “I believe in you.”

	He had to give her the look too. The look that sparked a fire in her chest that made her feel like she could fly. Doubts still floated through her mind, but the fire inside just engulfed them. When Quintus lifted his hand again, she lifted hers too.

	Together, they whipped up a fierce wind. Pushing their hands forward, waves of colorful sand lifted off the ground heading for the chasm. They both had to take in deep breaths, but then they pushed again.

	She held her breath, watching as the sand hovered, spun, and then fell down, down, down.

	They had done it. Like two moistened fingers snuffing out a candle flame, the fire inside the chasm went out in a blink.

	They had done it.

	She sucked in a breath, scarcely allowing herself to believe it. Quintus almost released his hand from hers, probably to wrap her in his arms, but she shook her head and held onto him a little tighter.

	“We need to conjure water too. Vinegar would be better, but the water will still interact with the sand and start the rusting process.”

	Quintus narrowed his eye as doubt danced inside it. “How much water?”

	“Only a little.”

	He breathed in deeply and gave her a look that sent power through her limbs. The look had no voice accompanying it, but it still said one thing. They could do it together.

	Raising their hands again, magic pulsed between them. The air crackled as they pulled droplets of water from the air until it drizzled down on top of the sand and the iron at the bottom of the chasm.

	When it was complete, Chloe fished a vial from her leather bag and used it to gather more Dustdune sand. She nearly called to her dragon then. Hopefully, it had finished attacking the mortals at the crystal caves by now.

	But before she could call to the creature, a little sprite landed on Quintus’s palm and delivered a message.

	The vinegar and thorns were ready.

	Getting the sulfur waters from Mistmount might take extra effort, so it was probably best to head back to Crystal Thorn Castle before they gathered any more ingredients.

	When Quintus opened a door, a loud boom rang out, shaking the ground beneath their feet. Both of them sucked in a breath at the same moment.

	They shared a short look and then they ran through the door.
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	ARROWS SHOT THROUGH THE AIR once Chloe and Quintus stepped onto Crystal Thorn soil. The arrows had come so close, they rustled the hair near her ear. Icy fear gripped her neck, making it impossible to even gasp. A whistling sound from behind meant more arrows were coming.

	Quintus slammed into her, throwing them both to the ground. He used his body as a shield over her as his gaze darted across the forest. It only took a moment before his eyes flashed. In the next breath, he raised both hands and shot a sparkly black enchantment from his palms.

	The magic rattled the branches of the tree in front of him. The branches shook so much, they threw off the mortal woman who had been hiding in them. Her back hit the mossy ground with a crack. Her bow and arrow landed on top of her with a soft thud.

	Another boom sounded just as Quintus helped Chloe up from the ground. They both whipped around in time to see a huge tree curve down over the rubble of Crystal Thorn Castle like one part of a dome. The other boom must have come from another tree because at least three trees all curved and stretched over the rubble now.

	“Watch out!” At the edge of the rubble, Elora had both her hands stuck deep in the soil. Considering how she stared at the trees, she must have been using her magic to bend the trees over the castle.

	When a dagger whizzed past Chloe—only missing her because Quintus had yanked her away at the last second—she remembered why she was useless in a fight. Thinking had always been her greatest asset, but here she was thinking about how her sister could bend trees with her magic, when Chloe should have been thinking about the weapons flying right at her. Her sister had even said watch out, and still, Chloe’s mind had been stuck on the trees.

	“We have the vinegar and thorns!” Ludo’s brocade tunic whipped around him as he scrambled across the clearing toward Chloe and Quintus. He held up a suede pouch with something heavy inside it bouncing around like mad.

	Mishti started running toward them with her sword drawn. She knocked away arrows and spears and any other weapon that flew her way. Her jaw clenched as she yelled. “Either we need to get out of here or we need to take cover.”

	Both Ludo and Mishti would get to Chloe and Quintus in just a moment. Quintus shoved Chloe to the ground again, ensuring the arrow flying toward them missed.

	“We need to go to the caves. Shadow can take us to get the acid fruit and then she can take us to Mistmount,” Chloe said.

	Quintus opened a door just as Ludo and Mishti reached them. With two spears flying toward them, the four of them lunged through the door.

	At least Quintus had been smart enough to lead them not straight to the caves but to the forest nearby. It gave them the chance to scope out the caves in case any mortals had survived Shadow’s attack.

	Quintus closed his door immediately, making sure no mortals could throw anything iron through it first. Using the Crystal Thorn trees as cover, they crept toward the black caves.

	“How long ago did the mortals attack the castle?” Chloe whispered the question, directing it at Mishti.

	Her fingers still gripped tight around her sword hilt. “Not long after you two left. But the vinegar and thorns work against iron flames. The high king had a chance to try it, which sent the mortals scrambling. They were barely starting to attack again when you two got there.”

	“I conjured several barrels of vinegar.” Ludo lifted his chin as he brushed some invisible dust off his shoulder. “The mortals will need obscene amounts of fuel to combat it.”

	Unfortunately, the mortals had obscene amounts of fuel. Not that pointing that out would do any good at the moment. Still, it eased Chloe’s tension ever so slightly knowing her sister and the other Crystal Thorn fae finally had a shield against the iron that had plagued them for so long.

	Now Chloe and the others needed to get the rest of those ingredients to heal Faerie and stop this fight for good. But just as they got close enough to see the black caves, yet another obstacle awaited them.

	The mortals had Shadow captured using the same needled rope that had held Chloe and Mishti not long ago. Except Shadow was a creature of Faerie, which meant the iron in the rope had already started burning against her golden scales.

	Chloe’s gut writhed at the sight. A lump the size of a rock filled her throat, making it impossible to swallow. She whispered instead. “We need to rescue her.”

	Not just because they needed Shadow to get to the acid fruit, but also because they just… needed to. There was no other way to explain it. Chloe’s blood boiled at seeing her dragon captive. The dragon clearly didn’t like it when Chloe was in danger, but it turned out she didn’t like seeing Shadow in danger either.

	Ludo grumbled and folded his arms over his chest. “Another problem. Of course. And just after I conjured all that vinegar too.”

	Half a dozen mortals stood in a straight line right at the dragon’s feet. They all held spears and glanced at the space around them. When one of the mortals poked the iron tip of his spear into the dragon’s side, Chloe’s jaw clenched.

	Ludo opened his mouth again, but Chloe cut him off with her glare alone. “Unless you have an idea, you better keep your mouth shut.”

	He rolled his eyes. “We should just play dead.”

	Mishti lifted a single eyebrow as she turned toward him. “How would that help?”

	He threw his hands into the air. “That mortal with the white beard you told me about did it, and it worked out for him.”

	Ignoring him, Mishti turned back to the caves. After a moment, she glanced down at her sword. “I could threaten to chop their ears off if they don’t set the dragon free.”

	With a scoff, Ludo put his hands on his hips. “I thought you never wanted to use your sword again. That was the whole reason you moped so much after the last attack, was it not?”

	Mishti shrugged. “I’m only going to threaten to chop their ears off. I won’t really do it.”

	“Huh.” Ludo tapped his chin. “I need to make a note of this. Your threats are completely empty.”

	Metal glinted in the light as Mishti sliced her sword through the air. When it stopped moving, she had Ludo pressed up against a tree with the sword at his throat. “Not all my threats are empty.”

	When he tried to free himself from the position, she moved her sword just close enough to leave a slice across the side of his neck. Steam erupted from it where the iron in her sword contacted his skin.

	“Okay.” His voice was stretched thin, like he was trying to hold his breath and speak at the same time. “Your threats are not always empty. Got it. No need to illustrate that point any further.”

	Mishti brought the sword just a little closer before she dropped it away again. When Ludo went to touch the scratch on his neck, Mishti lifted her sword just enough to make him jump. By the time she sheathed her sword again, his injury had already healed almost completely.

	Letting out a sigh, Chloe squeezed the bridge of her nose. “Wonderful. We have our grumpy idea and our frightening idea. Quintus, do you have anything to add?”

	He pulled his spear from his pocket, wearing hard determination. “I will throw my spear through all of the mortals in one single blow. With my fae strength, I can be certain it punctures through each of their hearts before coming out through their backs to stab the next mortal.”

	Every time he spoke, he sent flutters through her stomach, but sometimes he did it like this and her whole body just wanted to melt right into him.

	At least her mind still had the tiniest bit of control over her. Sighing again, she leaned against the nearest tree. “And now we have our heroic, but ultimately, useless, idea. This is why I’m the mastermind.”

	“How is it a useless idea?” The way he pressed his eyebrows together just made it even more difficult to keep herself from jumping into his arms.

	But they didn’t have time for that. Not with Shadow captured and not with the castle under attack. Forcing her mind to ignore the effect his presence had on her, Chloe gestured toward a path leading to the crystal caves. “There are more mortals are standing nearby. Even if you kill all six mortals guarding Shadow, they would immediately be replaced with more mortals. But by then, you’d be weaponless.”

	Reaching for the golden cord tying the corset at the front of her dress, she rolled it between her fingers. “We can’t beat them with brute force. We need to trick them.”

	They all leaned forward at the same time. The clearing by the caves looked the same as it always had, except now with more footprints. It also had a cauldron full of molten iron over the fire. They must have taken the second cauldron to the castle already.

	Chloe sucked in a short breath. That was it. The cauldron could save them. If they tipped it over, the mortals wouldn’t be able to use the molten iron to poison Crystal Thorn Castle. The iron would still hurt the land here, but not as much as it would hurt the land by the castle. Elora had said the castle was the heart of Crystal Thorn and that’s why molten iron could damage the court beyond repair when poured over the rubble. But this area by the caves wasn’t the heart of any land. It was just a border, so the destruction wouldn’t be as severe.

	Plus, once the cauldron tipped over, the mortals would be so busy trying to turn it upright and recover as much molten iron as possible that they wouldn’t even notice when Chloe and the others rescued Shadow.

	Whispering the plan as quickly as she could, she and the others soon set about completing it. While Mishti and Chloe snuck up on the right side of the dragon, Ludo and Quintus snuck up on her left side.

	The fae used magic to conjure a wind strong enough to tip the cauldron over.

	Just as Chloe predicted, the six mortals guarding Shadow immediately scrambled forward, trying to turn the cauldron upright again before they lost all the molten iron. Even the mortals from the nearby path joined them.

	With their hurried shouts and directions loud enough to cover the noise, Mishti started slicing through the iron rope holding Shadow down. But as Quintus and Ludo came closer to them, Ludo tripped on a piece of a broken jar and let out a quiet grunt.

	Every single mortal froze at the sound. Then they all turned in unison. One breath of complete silence passed and then it all turned to pandemonium.

	Quintus drew his spear and stabbed the nearest mortal with it. Ludo retrieved an axe from his magical pocket and used it to chop away the rest of the metallic rope holding Shadow down. Chloe jumped onto the dragon’s back, begging her to start lifting into the air.

	Mishti used her sword to slap across the chest of a mortal who attempted to grab onto Chloe’s left ankle. Even without cutting or stabbing, the blunt edge of Mishti’s blade still caused the mortal to fall onto her back with a gasp.

	By then, Ludo, Quintus, and Mishti all had a chance to jump onto the dragon’s back.

	“Fly away.” Chloe fed urgency into her command as she spoke it.

	The sapphire wings did stretch out. They even began to flap. But the iron in those needled ropes had clearly hurt the creature. Shadow groaned as her wings finally lifted them off the ground.

	In what was clearly a last-ditch effort, one of the mortals shoved both his hands directly into the puddle of molten iron that sank into the ground. A frenzied scream erupted from the man’s throat when his bare skin met the heat of the iron. Gritting his teeth together, he scooped the molten iron up and chucked it straight at the dragon’s belly.

	Even with wings flapping hard, the molten iron still splashed across Shadow’s belly and some even landed on her legs. The mortal’s previous scream seemed more like a whisper compared to the shrieking cry that ripped out from the dragon’s throat.

	Sucking in a breath, Chloe touched the dragon with one hand and squeezed Quintus’s wrist with her other. She had to heal her dragon.

	She closed her eyes and imagined the healing process. First, she imagined the molten iron dripping off the scales and back onto the ground. But then?

	Her heart skipped.

	She had no idea what to do next. Were Shadow’s golden scales charred like metal? Or were they burned like human skin? Ignoring that, Chloe tried to imagine the dragon’s insides. But she had no idea what those looked like either.

	Biting her lip, she just did the best she could think of. She imagined the healing process as she thought it might look. But if she imagined wrong, her magic would do nothing. Her magic only worked when she imagined the healing process exactly as it happened in real life.

	Her eyes eventually flew open, but she could immediately tell it hadn’t worked. Shadow’s wings didn’t flap right, almost like she flew with a limp.

	After a gulp, Chloe imagined a poultice that could at least heal the dragon of iron poisoning. But even that didn’t work.

	Chloe’s lip quivered as she rubbed both hands over the dragon’s scales. “I can’t do it. I don’t know the herbs that will work on a dragon or what her insides look like. I don’t know enough about dragon anatomy to heal her.”

	Quintus rested a hand on Chloe’s shoulder. “Shadow is a creature of Faerie. She can heal herself just fine.”

	Wiping away the tear that had escaped her eyelid, Chloe nodded. She leaned in close to her dragon. “Do you think you can get us to Fairfrost to those acid fruits again?”

	Shadow’s head dipped in a nod as she flew. But her wings still shuddered. The dragon might be able to get them to the acid fruits, but that iron had severely weakened her. She would need to rest afterward.

	Chloe wrapped her arms around her stomach at the thought. She had hoped they could use her to get to the sulfur waters, which would probably make the entire experience easier, but that didn’t seem to be an option anymore.

	The sulfur waters would still be the hardest item to retrieve, after all. And with all the iron poisoning issues the other courts experienced, who knew what trouble they’d find in Mistmount.
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	THE MULTICOLORED EFFERVESCENCE OF FAIRFROST had dulled to a plain white. As Shadow flew Chloe and the others over the court, none of the snow sparkled. None of the ice trees caught the light and created rainbows. The trees no longer looked covered in magical frost that glittered. Now they just looked brown and dead.

	It hadn’t even been that long since Chloe and Mishti were in Fairfrost last, but already, the iron poisoning had taken hold. The air didn’t even have an icy chill. It was just tepid. Instead of smelling like snow, the air smelled of molding wood.

	Shadow’s wings shook hard when she finally landed near the trees holding the light blue acid fruits. Hot breath heaved from her mouth once she touched the ground. Even without blowing out fire, some of the snow beneath her began to melt.

	Chloe jumped off first. Instead of heading toward the acid fruit, she moved straight toward the dragon’s legs and belly that had been injured with the molten iron. Black singed the golden scales, as if they were made of actual gold. Surely, the scales weren’t actual gold though. And even if they were, how was Chloe supposed to heal them?

	Coming up from behind her, Quintus placed his hand at the small of her back. “Shadow is fae. She can heal herself.”

	Chloe nodded, but it turned almost as fast into a shake of the head. “I cannot leave her. Not like this.” She angled forward and rested her whole body against Shadow’s torso. “I have to stay here while the rest of you get the sulfur waters from Mistmount.”

	Mishti stepped closer, settling her hand onto her sword hilt. “I can stay here too. I’ll keep us safe.”

	Quintus just laughed and tugged Chloe a little closer to himself. He tilted his head toward Mishti. “How about you and Ludo go get the sulfur waters, and Chloe and I stay here. Together.”

	Ludo held his tunic out with one hand. He had two acid fruits in his other hand and three on top of his tunic. “I do not know how to get to the hot springs of Mistmount.”

	Shifting her head back, Chloe narrowed her eyes. “You don’t know how to get there? I thought you knew everything about Faerie.”

	His hand squeezed around one of the small fruits as he flashed her with a glare. “I do not know.”

	One of her eyebrows raised. “But you said you used to have a jar of sulfur water from Mistmount. How did you get that jar if you’ve never been there before?”

	His glare just narrowed. He spoke louder, as if that could erase the question she had just asked. “Since I do not know how to get there, I cannot go there with just Mishti. Quintus will have to go.”

	Perhaps it embarrassed him that he had never been to the hot springs in Mistmount. Ludo knew so much about Faerie, had gathered memories from nearly every part of it. It must have hurt that Quintus had been to a place that Ludo hadn’t. That must have been where his snappish behavior came from.

	It made sense. Then again, the shaking in his knees looked a little more like fear than it did anger.

	Shadow let out a groan that thawed the snow around her a little more. Pulling away from Quintus, Chloe leaned her entire body on her dragon again. “You and Ludo can go. Mishti has a sword and Shadow has big teeth. And besides, no one else is even around. We’ll be safe.”

	Quintus folded his arms over his chest and set his jaw. “No.” He took her hand then, gently, but still tight enough that she couldn’t pull away. Not that any part of her had the willpower to resist him anyway.

	He held her hand tight and opened a door. “You are coming with me. We can do it quickly if we are careful.”

	She didn’t bother resisting him as they both stepped through the door. The last time he had left her alone with Mishti, Portia had found and injured them both. She should have known better than to suggest they separate again.

	They landed in a meadow filled with fresh grass and little white wildflowers. Rocky mountains covered in evergreens towered above them in every direction. The air tasted crisp and cool. Chirping insects buzzed nearby, but they never came close enough for Chloe to see them.

	As sweet as the meadow and the mountains were, they did nothing to hide the nearly sheer cliff that stood ahead of them. Granite-like rock created the gray cliff face. It had ledges and notches jutting out from it at all different angles. They’d be able to climb it, but it would be much more like climbing a ladder than climbing a mountain path. And of course, small pops and sizzles erupted from the top of the cliffs, proving that the hot springs sat right at the very top.

	Quintus reached forward, setting his hand against the gray stone. “It has gotten even steeper than when I saw it before.”

	Right as he finished speaking, the ground groaned beneath their feet. It groaned a second time and then it shook so hard that Chloe fell straight to her knees. The shaking didn’t stop until Quintus dropped to his knees and helped Chloe up again.

	He glared at the ground. “Mistmount is not supposed to shake like this. It must be the iron poisoning.”

	With each shake, dust and pebbles crumbled away from the cliff face, falling down in the meadow below. She bit her bottom lip. “Maybe you should go up there, and I should wait back here.”

	Ignoring her completely, Quintus reached for the stone again. After another moment, he pulled a chisel and hammer from his pocket. Magic leapt from his fingers as he chiseled away at the stone. Soon, he had crafted neat little footholds for her to step on top of.

	He gestured upward. “You go first. I want to be behind you in case you fall.”

	Her knees knocked together, but she moved forward anyway. The first step wasn’t so bad because she kept her wooden foot on the ground and set her left foot on the first foothold. But then she had to lift her wooden foot and set it on the next foothold.

	Though the foot carved from magical wood worked rather well while she walked and ran, it felt more like dead weight now. When the foot landed on the foothold, she had to arrange it into the right position before she could lift herself. Even when she did manage to lift herself, putting that much weight on her leg stung a little.

	Ever since she re-healed her leg correctly, it hadn’t given her too much trouble. But now she put more weight on it than she did when walking or even running. She didn’t just have to propel herself forward with the wooden foot. She had to lift her entire body with it.

	Her breathed hitched. She hoped Quintus hadn’t heard. Considering he had fae hearing that could pick up even the quietest sounds, he had to have heard. But he at least pretended he didn’t.

	Once up the first few footholds, he crafted new ones for her to step onto. By the fourth one, the stinging at the end of her right leg turned to an ache. Still, the pain was nothing to what she had endured before re-healing her leg.

	She looked up, hoping to be encouraged by the progress she’d made. It only made things worse though. She hadn’t even gone up a third of the way yet.

	Quintus crafted another foothold. She stepped again, trying to think of Shadow and the attack at the castle to distract her from the aches. And now she had to wait for Quintus to craft her another foothold to stand on.

	Suddenly, the ground shook again. It yanked even harder than the first time too. Both footholds underneath her seemed to get ripped out from under her feet. Gasping, she tried to grab at the wall. Her fingers found a foothold, but the cliff rattled again, and she lost her grip.

	Her messy bun loosened. Hair flew up around her face. So helpfully, her brain immediately imagined how badly it would hurt to fall.

	Her skirts billowed around her as her body started its descent. But before she could fall far, Quintus snatched her wrist with one hand. He held tight and gripped even harder when another quake shook the ground. He had to drive his chisel deep into the cliff face and use it as a handhold to keep from falling. His feet had already gotten shaken off their own footholds.

	Chloe held her breath as the ground continued to convulse. Her body started to smack against the wall with each jolt. Quintus tried to prevent it, but he had to concentrate too much on holding tight to the chisel, which kept him from falling.

	When the ground finally stood still again, Quintus let out a deep breath. She could do no such thing because she noticed how his grip on the chisel started to loosen. Her muscles seized as she tried to find a foothold or even a handhold. But with the trembling in her fingers, she couldn’t grip onto anything she found.

	Luckily, he had better luck. He soon had both his feet on footholds he had crafted. With his feet in place, he got a better grip on his chisel again. Then, he started lifting her.

	She tried to land either of her feet onto a foothold, but nothing had enough room. Or perhaps her legs just quivered too much.

	“Chloe.” He said her name breathlessly and helped her set her left foot on the same foothold as his. Except, her back now rested against the stone wall. She should have been facing the other way.

	He must have realized the same thing. Reaching his arm across her back, he lifted her off the ground. “Wrap your legs around my waist. Then wrap your arms around my neck and rest your head against my chest so I can see. I will carry you the rest of the way.”

	Her head tilted, expecting him to laugh over the joke he had just made, but of course, he was fae. It wasn’t a joke because he couldn’t lie. And he had already lifted her partly off the ground. If she waited any longer to do what he asked, he’d probably lose his strength.

	Nodding, she quickly did exactly as he suggested.

	With her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck, they were now chest to chest. She ducked her head and pressed her ear right over his heart. From that position, she had the perfect view of his arms as he climbed. His cape had shifted just enough to reveal his arm. The muscles bulged and rippled each time he grabbed a new handhold. She could see his veins pulse. Right in time with them, she could hear his heart beating.

	In almost no time at all, they had reached the top of the cliff. He breathed a little heavier at the top. Instead of helping her down, he just wrapped his arms around her back and pulled her a little closer.

	Her cheek nuzzled against the soft wool of the cape covering his torso. The edges of it had previously turned black, but now the rest of it had changed too. Instead of a green ombre, the middle of the cape had turned to a solid green. It was still so dark, it nearly looked black, but now it had an emerald green undertone instead of a forest green one.

	At last, still breathing heavy, he helped her down. Once her feet touched the ground, the lightest smile tugged at his lips. He reached out to brush a hair away from her face.

	But before he could reach her, the ground beneath them trembled again. Her hair flew upward as her body flailed backward. A moment later, her back slapped against the surface of warm water.

	At least they had found the hot springs. She held her breath just in time to keep from swallowing any of the sulfur water. Her entire body went under when another quake rattled the ground. Quintus grabbed her then. He wrenched her out of the water and onto the small ridge of land outside the hot spring. The sulfur smell hung thickly to her clothes and especially her hair. With her right leg still sore and only one good foot to stand on, she had to grip Quintus’s arm to keep from falling.

	After one last, enormous jolt, the quake finally stopped. Quintus pulled his cape off himself with one hand and then dropped it over her. He pulled her into his arms and whispered in her ear. “This should help dry you a little. I would conjure you dry clothes or build you a fire, but…”

	“No, don’t worry about that. We just need to get the sulfur waters, get Mishti and Ludo, and then get back Crystal Thorn.”

	But just before she finished, her voice cracked over the words. She tried hard to keep her expression steady, but her chin trembled just enough for Quintus to notice it immediately.

	“What is it?” He leaned in as his eyebrows drew together.

	As if that weren’t enough, he now stood with his chest completely bare and entirely too close to hers. She swallowed. “It’s nothing. Let’s get back to the others before the ground starts shaking again.”

	Setting his hands over her arms, he leaned a little closer. The sight of him all bare and muscley sent tingles through her. “Tell me.”

	She shook her head. “It’s nothing. Nothing important anyway. I just…I try so hard, and I can’t do anything.”

	“What?” He squeezed her arms gently. “You got up here, didn’t you? And you figured out how to heal Faerie. You even overcame your fear and joined a battle earlier.”

	A dry chuckle puffed from her mouth. “Only because I had a dragon to hide behind. Oh, and I can walk, but only because I have a wooden foot. And yes, I figured out how to heal Faerie, but only with the help of a magical book.”

	His eyes pulsed with a soft glow as he leaned in closer. “Your accomplishments are not less significant just because you did things differently or needed help along the way.” With a small smile, he brushed a strand of wet hair away from her face. “The end result is the same, and that’s all that really matters.”

	She smiled back at him. The words made sense in her head, but she couldn’t feel them in her heart. Not yet. She still felt worthless for only accomplishing things with aids that no one else seemed to need.

	Reaching into her leather bag, she pulled out a vial. Since the bag had been conjured by her fae brother, Vesper, it had magic that kept the contents from getting wet. Her socks and dress, and even her hair, got soaked through when she landed in the hot spring, but at least nothing inside her bag had been ruined.

	While she filled the vial with the sulfur water, Quintus shrugged. “Just think of the mortals. They are not as strong or as powerful as the fae, and yet, they have nearly beaten us by doing things differently.”

	Her eyebrow lifted as she stood. “Careful. That almost sounds like a compliment to mortals.”

	As she tucked the vial into her leather bag again, Quintus let out a sigh that ruffled the curls on his forehead. One lock of hair tumbled across his eye and over his moon tattoo, giving her the strong urge to brush it away. Or maybe she’d just twirl the curl around her finger instead.

	He reached into his pocket, but whatever he retrieved from it fit completely inside his closed fist so that she couldn’t see it.

	After another sigh that dropped his chest, he finally opened his mouth. “I do not hate mortals. But I do hate the ones who have destroyed my land.”

	If his bare chest hadn’t been so busy distracting her with how it rose and fell with each of his breaths, she might have gasped at the words. As it was, she did glance up into his eyes.

	He reached for her hand and dropped a small object into her palm.

	A ring. He had given her a golden ring with an intricately woven band. The band looked like tiny golden tree branches. A large emerald sat on top of the branches with smaller emeralds at the edges. The smaller emeralds created a design that looked like tiny, jeweled leaves atop golden trees.

	In the mortal realm, a young man almost always gifted a ring to the young woman he got betrothed to. But as far as she knew, Faerie had no such custom. Elora had no ring from Brannick, and they were married. Most fae didn’t even marry their beloveds. So, while this emerald ring clearly meant something special, it wasn’t a marriage proposal.

	The tip of his finger touched it, turning it over on its side still in her palm. “It belonged to my mother. She let me play with it sometimes, and I just happened to have it with me when…”

	He didn’t trail off so much as choked over the last few words. When he stopped, she knew exactly how to finish the sentence.

	“When your father tried to kill you, and you had to run for your life away from the only home you had ever known.”

	His throat bulged with a swallow as he nodded.

	Bringing the ring a little closer to her face, she frowned. “Sometimes I forget that your recent home wasn’t the only home you’ve lost.”

	He put his hand over her palm and gazed into her eyes. “You are my home now.”

	Without another word, he took the ring and slipped it onto her finger. It was wider than she expected, but it fit well around her pointer finger. Just as it went on, the ground shook again.

	They had no more time to waste. Now that they had gathered all the ingredients, it was time to save Faerie.
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	WHEN CHLOE STEPPED INSIDE QUINTUS’S door leading back to Fairfrost, shocks struck through her body. After a second step, another set of shocks surged through the door. The zings tensed her muscles and left behind a faint smoky smell.

	She didn’t land like normal in Fairfrost either. It was almost as if the door spat her out. Her hands and knees slammed against the snow in a hard rush. Quintus tumbled through just behind her with his bare back landing with a thud against the icy ground.

	The black and gold door behind them crackled like lightning. Electricity seemed to zap through every edge of it. The golden lights inside turned white and then the entire thing flashed faster and faster until it went out completely.

	When it disappeared, Quintus sucked in a sharp gasp like he had been stabbed. His gaze shot down toward his hand. Maybe Chloe had missed it, but it didn’t seem as if Quintus had actually closed his door. It just seemed to disappear on its own.

	She moved toward him, shivering in her soaking wet clothes. Her knees dragged across the snow. She glanced down at his hand, trying to ask with her eyes if he was alright.

	Before she could though, Ludo stepped forward and gave an exaggerated sniff at her hair. “You smell terrible. Did you decide to gather sulfur water from the very bottom of the hot spring for some reason?”

	Quintus shoved the other fae away. “She fell in by accident. The ground kept quaking and rolling. The iron poisoning is affecting every court.”

	Now Ludo lifted the corner of Quintus’s soft wool cape, which Chloe still had draped over her body. He raised an eyebrow. “I see you picked up an extra article of clothing.” Smirking, his gaze trailed over to Quintus. “And fancy that, you happen to be missing an article of clothing.”

	Chloe smacked him and stood up. “How’s Shadow?”

	Mishti rubbed one hand across the dragon’s side. “She’s a little better, I think. Her scales don’t look singed anymore, but her breathing is still labored.”

	Quintus shook his head. “We need to get back to Crystal Thorn.”

	But when he waved his hand in a circle, nothing happened.

	Narrowing his eyes, he waved his hand in a circle again. Just like before, no magic left his fingertips. He gulped next, and it seemed to drain the color from his face completely.

	“I…” He waved his hand again, more insistently, but still, nothing happened.

	Now the color drained from Ludo’s face. “What is it?”

	Quintus pulled the hand into a fist and held it tight to his chest. “You do it. Open a door to Crystal Thorn. Don’t go directly to the castle. We need to approach it from a distance to assess the situation first.”

	Ludo’s face continued to lose color until he had turned nearly as white as the bland landscape around them. It must have worried him that Quintus was apparently unable to open a door. With a hurried nod, Ludo waved his hand in a circle.

	But nothing happened.

	Mishti stepped forward, a wrinkle appearing across her brow. “Did you try it? Were you trying to open a door, and it didn’t work?”

	Shaking his head, Ludo squeezed his hand into a fist. “Let me try again.”

	He did, and it gave the same result.

	Nothing.

	Chloe attempted to fill her voice with some encouragement. “It’s fine. Just open a door to the crystal caves instead. I have to prepare the ingredients first anyway.” Her voice lowered a notch as she bit her lip. “Can you open a door to the caves?”

	She hadn’t bothered asking Quintus. Something had happened to his door with all that strange lightning magic. If anyone had a chance of opening a door right now, it had to be Ludo.

	But both of them raised their hands at the exact same moment. They waved their hands in identical circles. And were met with identical failures.

	Pressing her lips together, she glanced back at Shadow. The dragon may have started to heal, but she was clearly far from being done with it. Her breathing was labored like Mishti had said, and something in the dragon’s eyes looked different too. She was tired. Too tired to fly all of them to the castle.

	Chloe’s heart thudded against her ribcage. “What about to Dustdune? Or the edge of Crystal Thorn? Or even the very edge of Fairfrost? Can you open a door anywhere?”

	Ludo’s and Quintus’s hands spun and twirled as they attempted to open doors again. Everyone held their breaths until a snowy white door with opalescent clouds hanging through it appeared. The smell of wet leather and icicles drifted toward them. Each of them released a breath of relief at the same moment. Well, not each of them.

	Scowling, Ludo shook his head. “It leads to Dustdune, but the part of Dustdune that is far from Crystal Thorn.”

	Without waiting to be asked, Quintus twirled his hand in a circle again. After two more tries, he finally managed to open a door of his own. “Mine leads to the edge of Crystal Thorn very near to the sea. I tried opening a door to the chasm in Dustdune and everywhere the mortals traveled on the way there, but none of those doors worked. But this spot that is far from the castle finally did work.”

	Chloe tapped her chin. “It must be the iron poisoning. You probably can’t open a door anywhere with too much iron poisoning.”

	Ludo nodded and closed his door right away. “Let me try and get a little closer.”

	He attempted to open a door to his home, which failed. But then he opened a door only a short distance away from his home.

	It worked.

	Mishti gripped her sword hilt and gave a hard nod. “That’s probably as close as we’re going to get.”

	Chloe rubbed her dragon’s scales and then glanced back at Ludo. “Can you make your door big enough to fit Shadow?”

	His face twisted with a snarl, but it immediately slanted as curiosity overtook it. “Maybe I can. I have never tried such a thing before.”

	With another wave of his hand, the door opened to nearly the size of a house. Shadow would certainly be able to walk right through with them. Wonder danced in Ludo’s eyes as he chuckled at the sight.

	Chloe patted her dragon once again and urged it toward the door.

	Once they had all stepped through, a forest full of rotting moss and fallen trees met them. The worst of the iron poisoning hadn’t gotten to them yet, but it wouldn’t be long.

	Even worse, now they had to walk on foot the rest of the way. After only a few steps, a tree near them groaned and swayed until it suddenly snapped and fell with a whoosh to the ground. The wind from it blew across Chloe’s wet clothes, adding to the chill that already gripped her bones.

	They continued moving forward once again, but soon, another tree cracked and plummeted to the ground.

	Walking all the way to the castle from here was bad enough, but now they had to avoid spontaneously falling trees? How much worse could the iron poisoning get?

	As if in answer to that question, a tree cracked right behind them. It seemed to fall slowly. She could see exactly where it would fall and the damage it would cause, yet she had no power to stop it.

	Just as she knew it would, the tree landed with a thud right across Shadow’s back. A rumbling shriek erupted from the dragon’s throat. And Chloe still didn’t know how to heal a dragon.

	Aside from the fact that she hated seeing her dragon in pain, they couldn’t deal with this right now. They did not have time.

	The Court of Crystal Thorn fell apart more at every turn. Judging by the dropping trees, it had very nearly succumbed to the iron poisoning completely…if it hadn’t done so already.

	Now she could only hope they weren’t too late.
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	SHRIEKS RANG OUT THROUGH THE forest of Crystal Thorn. A nearby tree let out a booming crack, declaring it would soon fall. Behind Chloe, her dragon hissed and groaned under the weight of the tree that had just fallen onto her back.

	They had to keep walking to Crystal Thorn Castle as quickly as they could, but they had to deal with these falling trees too. Their destruction slowed them down too much.

	Wind rushed at her side as something moved toward her quickly. In the next breath, she’d been shoved to the ground almost an entire arm’s length away from where she had just been.

	Quintus’s bare chest pressed against hers just as the nearby cracking tree landed with a heavy thud right where she had just been standing. He let out a breath of relief that warmed her ear.

	Still shielding her with his body, he brushed a kiss across her temple. Even with a tree that had nearly killed her, her heart skipped a beat. She glanced into his eyes. He stared back. She smiled, which didn’t make any sense considering the perilous situation, but she couldn’t help it. She always loved when he rescued her.

	The weight of him pressed entirely against her. She could feel his legs, his chest, his arms. They rested against her soaking wet clothes that still smelled of the sulfur waters she had fallen into. At least he didn’t smell like sulfur. He smelled of wood shavings and ink and an intoxicating musk. The sensation of his combined touch and smell warmed her completely, but it also cleared her mind.

	It only lasted a moment. Their gaze, the smile, her body warming from his touch. Soon, he scrambled off her and helped her up. But the short moment sent the gears in her mind spinning. Now she had an idea.

	Gesturing upward, she dressed her mouth with a playful smirk. “Can you create a barrier enchantment over us that will follow when we walk and that will block any more trees from falling on us?”

	His chest expanded as he lifted his hand into the air. “For you, I think I could do anything.”

	Ludo wrapped his arms around his stomach and let out an exaggerated gagging sound. “You two are going to make me throw up.”

	Chloe shrugged and started walking down the path toward the castle. “Just vomit quickly if you must. We still need to hurry.”

	Ludo wrinkled his nose at her easy response.

	Once the barrier enchantment covered them, Shadow released a grinding shriek from her throat. In the next moment, she threw off the tree that had landed on her back. When her golden legs began walking with them, they shuddered with each step.

	Even though she stepped forward with the others, Chloe grabbed the cord from her corset and fiddled with it. Mishti turned and glanced at the dragon and then at Chloe. Her expression stayed even as she raised an eyebrow. “Maybe the dragon needs to rest instead of coming with us.”

	Chloe’s mouth twisted into a knot. She’d been considering the same thing. She stepped forward, wringing her hands. But then, her entire body seemed to slam against a wall. Gasping, she took several steps back just to regain her balance.

	Normally, Quintus would have caught her elbow or waist to steady her, except he had clearly run into the same barrier and had to regain his own balance. Ludo and Mishti also seemed to slam into some sort of invisible wall, stumbling backward immediately after.

	“What was that?” Chloe asked.

	Shaking the blond hair out of his face, Ludo rubbed his elbow. “I have never encountered such a barrier enchantment before. It felt like an actual wall.”

	Mishti narrowed her eyes and pressed her hand forward until it stopped against whatever stood in their way. “Maybe it is a wall. Maybe it’s a wall that’s been glamoured to be invisible.”

	Quintus shook his head, nudging his shoulder against the barrier. “It is not a wall. It is not a barrier enchantment either.”

	Chloe raised an eyebrow. “How do you know?”

	The question made him blink. His expression stayed vacant for another moment and finally he shrugged. “I do not know how I know. I just know.”

	“I agree.” Ludo opened his blue-and-red eyes wide as he kicked the spot that had stopped them. “This is not magic. It is…”

	“Iron poisoning?” Chloe suggested.

	Both Quintus and Ludo said yes at the same moment, but after asking them to explain, neither one of them could.

	A loud crack shook the air, and a tree slammed down on the barrier enchantment above them. Shadow growled at it, then let out the shriek of an injured animal.

	Setting her jaw, Chloe reached into her leather bag and pulled out her magical book. She dropped to the ground and started flipping through its pages.

	Mishti raised one eyebrow. “What are you doing?”

	Page after page turned under Chloe’s fingers. “I need to figure out how to heal Shadow.”

	“Heal Shadow?” Ludo threw his hands into the air. “We need to heal Faerie.”

	Chloe nodded. “I’ll do that too.”

	Ludo stomped toward her with his mouth knotting. “Forget the dragon. We need to find a way past this…” He gestured toward the wall of iron poisoning that had stopped them from going forward. “This, this… thing. Whatever it is.”

	Ignoring him, Chloe held her book with both hands and stared at it purposefully. “How do I heal my dragon?”

	Ludo scoffed loudly and turned away from her. The others did the same. As soon as they looked away, Chloe lifted the book closer to her lips. In her softest whisper, she spoke the words she hoped no one else but her book could hear. “Also, how do I heal Faerie? I have all the ingredients, but I still don’t know how to administer them.”

	When Quintus started turning back toward Chloe again, she hurriedly dropped the book back into her lap. With a gulp, she stared at it for a moment while doing nothing.

	A part of her—maybe all of her—had been hoping its pages would start turning all by themselves only to land on a page that gave exactly the instructions she needed.

	But nothing happened. She stared at her book. By now, all three of the others were staring at her. Ludo made no effort to hide the disgust in his eyes.

	Gulping, she started turning the pages herself. The book had the magic of Faerie inside it. The book had communicated with her before, so it truly wasn’t outrageous to assume it would do it again.

	Yet, as she skimmed through the book, she only found pages she had seen before. The papers had remedies and detailed information on herbs. They even had histories. But she couldn’t find what she needed. Her heart sank as a thought occurred to her. What if the book couldn’t communicate with her? What if the iron poisoning had seeped into its spine, rendering its magic useless?

	After so many useless pages, she had very nearly given up hope. Her eyes only slightly focused on the words now. She flipped so quickly she nearly missed a page with a drawing of a dragon in one corner.

	She had already started turning to next page before her breath hitched. With a gasp, she turned back. Both pages before her had drawings and descriptions she had never seen before. They were labeled at the top with two words.

	Dragon Anatomy.

	Her heart skipped. If she understood dragon anatomy, she’d be able to heal Shadow. In one glance, she could already tell why the healing she tried before hadn’t worked. Under the scales, dragons had a thick layer protecting them that wasn’t even skin. It was more like a hard shell.

	Just as she leaned in closer to learn more, the page under her thumb wriggled and shook. Her gazed jumped to that spot right as the corner of the page slipped out from under her thumb. Sucking in a quiet gasp, she pulled both her hands away from the sides of the book.

	Once free, the pages started flipping by themselves. Her chest squeezed as she held her breath. Sparkly golden lights flickered above the pages. As more pages turned, the little lights became more numerous until a whole bundle of golden sparkles hung above the book like a sky full of stars.

	The pages stopped flipping then. In a single burst, the lights glowed and then danced away. They left behind a twinkling sound, almost like little bells.

	Biting her bottom lip, she leaned in close to read the words on the page.

	Prepare the concoction and then administer it in a spot with great magic. Once you know how the treatment works, you can then use magic to administer it across all of Faerie. You must heal one court at a time.

	Chloe’s heart pounded in her chest. Her fingers tingled as she read the words again. It made sense. Once she got the iron to rust in one spot, she’d then know how to use magic to recreate the same reaction across all of Faerie. Now she just had to think of where to do it. The book mentioned a spot with great magic.

	The castle had great magic, and according to Elora, it was the heart of Crystal Thorn. Unfortunately, they couldn’t get to the castle. Their way had been blocked. But Chloe was pretty sure the creation magic was the heart of all Faerie. That huge bundle of magic was all that was left behind of Nouvel, the first fae. All of Faerie began in that one spot.

	Setting her jaw, she looked up at the others. “We need to get to the creation magic.”

	Everyone stared back at her. They had probably also read the pages, since they stood all around her. At the sound of her words, Quintus shook his head. “That is impossible. We only found the creation magic before because of grotesque magic that Ansel did. We cannot get to it anymore.”

	“We have to.” But even as Chloe spoke, a page in her book turned where new words sat before her.

	If the mortals touch the creation magic, they will get magic of their own. It will be blocked so they cannot access it, but it is better if they never obtain the magic at all.

	“Right.” Chloe rubbed a hand across her forehead. “I forgot about that. Where are we supposed to go then?”

	The page flipped, revealing new words again.

	Crystal Thorn Castle.

	Chloe’s eyebrows pressed together. “But how? The iron poisoning is blocking us.”

	The pages turned again.

	A way will be opened for you.

	“Good.” Quintus gripped Chloe around the arm and pulled her to a standing position. “We need to leave now.”

	Chloe had been so distracted by her book, she only just now noticed that nearly every tree surrounding them had cracked and fallen to the ground. White striations appeared in every mossy patch, stretching out across them like lightning.

	Quintus tried to yank Chloe forward, but she pulled back. She went back to flipping through her book. “Not yet.”

	He glared and gestured toward the path they had been blocked from before. “The book said a way would be opened. That means we can walk there, right? We have to hurry, or it will be too late.”

	Her fingers turned furiously, anxious to find the pages she needed. “Not yet, Quintus. That’s not—”

	Apparently, he could not wait any longer. He grabbed her hand, forcing her to stand. If the look in his eye was correct, he’d soon throw her over his shoulder and force her into the fight.

	He had done it once before already. Back during her first visit to Faerie, they had been in a battle, and he had decided to ignore her wishes and force her to do what he wanted. Even though she had told him no, he went ahead with his plan anyway. With her kicking and screaming and thrown over his shoulder, he had forced her into a battle. She then promptly fainted from fright.

	And now? Now he stared at her with that same look in his eye. He knew they had to go forward. He couldn’t understand why she refused.

	He tugged on her hand a little harder, still so certain that he knew best. But if he did it again, if he forced her to take even one step forward, she’d never forgive him. Never.

	No matter how much she loved him, this would be the end of them.

	His eyes flashed. Did the same memory plague his mind?

	Though his face lost none of its determination, his hand pulled away from hers. He took a step back and cleared his throat. “What do you think we should do?”

	Her mouth hung open for a moment before she found words again. He was fae. He was supposed to be selfish and cruel and entirely unchanging, but… he had changed. He had learned to value her opinion as much as his own.

	Setting her jaw, she snatched up her book, which had fallen to the ground. “I’m almost positive the path is still blocked exactly as before. But we still have a way to get to the castle. Faerie already gave me the instructions.”

	Opening her book again, Chloe turned the pages. The loose paper she had found before slipped out, fluttering to the ground.

	Her eyes narrowed as she read the words again. One line stood out to her.

	An unlocking enchantment can be used to disintegrate a barrier enchantment.

	Shaking her head, she tucked the loose page back into her book. It still didn’t make any sense. Even if she could disintegrate a barrier, how could that help her spread the treatment Faerie needed across the land? It couldn’t.

	Ignoring the words, she continued flipping until she found the pages on dragon anatomy. Now, her mouth lifted in a smile. They didn’t need a path to walk to the castle, not when they had a dragon.

	After reading a few passages quickly, Chloe took Quintus’s hand and healed the scrapes and bruises and iron poisoning from her Shadow. Quintus removed the barrier enchantment protecting them next.

	Soon, with falling trees and bleached moss beneath them, they rode a dragon toward the castle. Chloe headed toward another fight, but this time, it was on her own terms.

	Her limbs quivered. At least she had her dragon. Yes, she needed a little help to face something as frightening as a battle, but maybe Quintus was right after all.

	As long as she healed Faerie, maybe it didn’t matter if she needed a dragon to do it.
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	AS CRYSTAL THORN CASTLE CAME into view, nausea struck Chloe’s stomach. The sulfur smell emanating from her wet clothes did nothing to help. She leaned closer to her dragon’s back, practically laying on top of it now. Even that couldn’t stop the shaking in her limbs.

	They headed straight to the heart of a battle, and her body resisted it in every way it could. Wind slapped across her from every angle, which only added to the chill her wet clothes brought against her skin. Her belly churned. Her muscles convulsed so much she could barely breathe.

	Quintus sat at her side, squeezing her hand every few moments. Ludo and Mishti sat closer to the front of the dragon, staring down below.

	Mishti announced they’d be landing soon. Only a moment later, the dragon dropped down on the rubble that had once been Crystal Thorn Castle.

	Weapons clashed and trees fell. Mortals and fae must have been battling viciously, but Chloe couldn’t bring herself to look up from dragon’s scales.

	Quintus immediately formed a barrier enchantment around them, including Shadow. Chloe still didn’t look up. Her knees were so weak, he had to help her down from the dragon’s back.

	She collapsed onto the black stone that had once formed the castle. Magic seemed to pulse beneath her. At least they had found a spot with great magic. But her hand still trembled so much she struggled to get the ingredients out of her leather bag.

	A rumbling cry erupted from Shadow’s mouth. She opened her wings wide and then wrapped them around Chloe and Quintus, almost like a circular wall. Only then could Chloe release the breath that fear had been keeping captive in her chest.

	“Mortals are trying to break through the enchantment.” Mishti’s voice carried through the dragon’s wings. That sound was followed by her footsteps running away.

	Another pair of footsteps followed after her. Ludo called out. “Wait for me. I want some credit for stopping them too.”

	Metal crashed against metal not very far off from where Chloe now knelt. Quintus set his hand on her shoulder and looked straight into her eyes. “Forget them. Focus on the concoction.”

	Damp hair tangled around her shoulders as she nodded. Her fingers still shook, but she managed to pull the ingredients from her bag. She set all six of them out in a line in front of her. According to her book, she just had to heal one spot with her concoction. Then, once she knew the process, she could use magic to repeat it throughout all of Faerie.

	She swept away dust and pebbles with her palm until she found the very bottom floor of the castle. Then, she searched until she found a spot in the foundation with a large crack running through it. As her fingers moved over the surface, magic from the ground wafted upward and tingled against her skin.

	Flicking her gaze up slightly, she eyed the ingredients again. The liquids would go first. Opening a jar of crushed crystal thorns steeped in vinegar, she poured the liquid over the foundation of the castle, concentrating most of it on the crack that would lead to Faerie’s soil.

	After the vinegar and thorns, she poured the fermented wheat cider of Noble Rose followed by the sulfur waters of Mistmount over the foundation.

	A rush of wind snuck under Shadow’s wings, flapping against Chloe’s wet clothes. At least she still had Quintus’s wool cape covering her upper body. It didn’t do much considering the clothes underneath were still soaked through, but it helped enough. She wrapped the cape tighter around her shoulders and then looked at her ingredients again.

	The Dustdune sand and Swiftsea salt would go next. Opening the vial, she watched closely as the orange, red, and pink sand of Dustdune sprinkled on top of the liquids she had just poured. Her eyes narrowed, paying close attention to the reaction the sand caused.

	Tiny speckles of dark orange appeared in every place the sand touched. When she sprinkled the Swiftsea salt on next, the faintest smell of rust touched the air. She breathed in deeply to memorize the sharp tangy scent.

	Pulling a small knife from her leather bag, she cut the nearest acid fruit of Fairfrost into quarters. Once cut, she squeezed the light blue fruit, letting the liquid drip onto the sand and salt.

	Once the juice landed, the sand and salt immediately fizzled and popped. White bubbles appeared, which grew into foamy mounds as tall as her thumb. While the strong scent of rusty iron lingered, orange knobs and threads stretched out over the stone foundation of Crystal Thorn Castle.

	She watched it carefully, making note of every sound, sight, and smell. To recreate the healing with magic, she needed to know exactly how it worked in real life first. After a few more moments, every surface of the castle that had liquid poured over it had now turned a deep rusty orange.

	Her heart rocked, but she took a deep breath. It had worked. The concoction could destroy iron. Now she just needed to imagine that same process in each court in Faerie. As her book had recommended, she would do one court at a time.

	She glanced over at Quintus. He didn’t need to be asked. He simply knew exactly what she needed. His hand reached out, ready to give her access to the magic inside herself. Holding tightly to him, she closed her eyes and prepared to heal Crystal Thorn.

	Weapons continued to clang all around her. Trees slammed against the forest floor. Shouts and shrieks erupted into the air. It was difficult to ignore the sounds, but she did as best she could, knowing Quintus had covered them with a barrier enchantment and that her dragon still had her wings wrapped protectively around them.

	Chloe imagined the liquids pouring into the mossy soil over every part of Crystal Thorn, first the vinegar and thorns, then fermented wheat cider, and finally, the sulfur waters. The skittering in her heart eased slightly as she took in a breath.

	It was working. She could feel it.

	Confidence eased the strain in her muscles as she imagined Dustdune sand and Swiftsea salt sprinkling over the liquid-soaked soil of Crystal Thorn. Then she imagined spritzing juice from the acid fruit right on top.

	The strong scent of rust filled her nose. All around her, she could hear fizzles and pops. Despite the obvious sounds of success, her arms wilted at her sides. Magic had never drained her before, but it drained her now. Then again, she had never attempted to do magic over such a large area before either.

	Swallowing hard, she squeezed Quintus’s hand a little tighter. She had only healed Crystal Thorn, which meant she still had five courts left. She could do it from that same spot atop the castle rubble as long as she pictured each court in her mind.

	When she imagined the healing process for Noble Rose, she made sure to drop the ingredients from high above so they fell through the red storm clouds on their way down.

	In Dustdune, she concentrated on the chasm that had once been filled with iron flames as she healed it.

	By now, her legs trembled as she knelt. Exhaustion crept along her arms and up through her neck, but she did her best to ignore it.

	When she healed Mistmount, she imagined the quaking earth calming until the shakes stopped completely. In Fairfrost, she imagined the sparkles and opalescence returning to the plain white landscape.

	Her entire body sagged now. Quintus had to pull her into his arms just to keep her from collapsing. Under her right eye, her star tattoos began to itch. They itched more the longer she performed magic. Those tattoos bound her to Quintus and gave her access to the magic she used now. Did his moon tattoo itch too? Or did it glow? Even without seeing her own tattoos, something in her told her they were glowing.

	She couldn’t open her eyes to check Quintus’s moon tattoo because she still had one last court to heal. Squeezing her eyes shut tighter, she imagined the sparkling blue sea, the soft white sand, and the lush palm trees of Swiftsea.

	By the time she finished, every bit of strength from her muscles had drained away completely. Her body went entirely limp against Quintus. Even breathing felt like too much work. But at least she had done it.

	She had healed Faerie.

	The victory didn’t last long. Before she could even think of opening her eyes, she knew instinctively that something had gone wrong.

	Quintus gasped, and not in the good way. He squeezed one of her shoulders and spoke breathlessly. “You are not finished, right? There is still one last step. Or…something.”

	It took too much work to open both eyes, but she managed to crack open one eyelid. Her dragon had opened her wings just enough that Chloe could see the clearing at the front of Crystal Thorn Castle.

	The entire ground had turned to a goopy yellow mess. The moss turned puffy and wet. On the trees, large pustules broke out across the bark.

	Her stomach dropped. Her arms sagged as she worked hard just to breathe. It should have worked. She had done exactly as the book had said. The concoction had rusted the iron in the heart of Crystal Thorn.

	It should have worked. So why hadn’t it?

	Quintus pulled her closer, his arms now shaking too. The comforting gesture acted like a shock to her system.

	The note.

	She blinked hard, remembering that small loose paper that had fallen from her book while she searched for the pages on dragon anatomy. That note had mentioned barrier enchantments and an unlocking enchantment that could disintegrate them.

	Maybe that’s why the magic hadn’t worked. Quintus had formed a barrier enchantment around them before she had ever started the magic. Maybe the barrier enchantment had blocked her magic from getting to Faerie the way it needed to.

	If she could find a way to heal Faerie from iron poisoning, she could certainly find a way to unlock a few barriers too. In fact, maybe she needed to do more than unlock the barrier around her now. Maybe she needed to unlock every barrier enchantment across all of Faerie.

	Though exhaustion gripped her body, she pulled strength from somewhere so deep within herself she hadn’t known it existed until right then.

	Her eyes slammed shut as she first imagined the barrier enchantments in Faerie and then imagined a magical key that could unlock them. As the thoughts formed, her mind drifted to the crystal caves. It hadn’t been purposeful, but when she imagined unlocking the barrier enchantments, she thought specifically of the one cave where she and Quintus had already spent so much time together.

	They had tried to step deep into the cave to find what lay on the other side, but they’d always been stopped. If a barrier enchantment had kept them back, the unlocking magic she did now would certainly open the way to them.

	Her eyes flew open once she finished with the magic. A single breath passed with nothing happening. But then, a crackle of energy pulsed through the air. With a loud whoosh, the air around them shimmered. A burst of energy flashed in a wave around them. Though mostly invisible, the magic did have a slight golden and black sheen. When she strained her eyes just right, it even gave off a hint of emerald.

	After another beat, the barrier enchantment above them that Quintus had created disintegrated like a dry leaf crunching under a boot.

	Just as the enchantment fluttered away, a figure popped out from behind a huge piece of rubble that had once formed the wall of Crystal Thorn Castle.

	Chloe had been expecting Mishti or even Ludo, but instead, she was met with the wild eyes of Julian. When the man grinned at her, the hair all across her body stood on end. His eyes flashed with something even more than just wild then. They flashed with the terrifying look of a man who killed people just for fun.

	With a grin still on his face, he shot an arrow from the bow in his hand. The stone tip of that arrow landed with a sickening squelch directly in her throat.

	In one blink, the world around her went black.
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	CHLOE FELT BLOOD OOZE FROM the wound in her neck. Her body grew colder, and it had nothing to do with the damp clothes clinging to her body. Each time her heart beat, another surge of blood would trickle down the side of her neck from the arrowhead in her throat.

	She was dying. It was obvious from the cold creeping into her skin, the blood oozing from her wound, and from how her vision had gone completely black. But the most obvious sign of all was the fact that Quintus hadn’t left her side.

	If she had even the slightest chance of survival without him, he would have immediately gone after Julian and probably ripped off his head with his bare hands. But Julian scampered away uninjured while Quintus shook at Chloe’s side.

	He went to pull the arrow out. With her vision black, she couldn’t see it, but she felt the pressure of the arrowhead wriggle under her skin.

	“Don’t.” Her voice came out as more of a gurgle than anything. Even after coughing out the blood pooling in her throat, she would not be able to talk again.

	At least she had managed that one word though. The last thing she needed right now was to have that arrowhead removed from her throat. It was the only thing holding most of the blood inside her body. If he removed it, the blood would spurt out so fast she’d be dead on her next breath.

	A exhale shuddered out of Quintus’s mouth. “You have to heal yourself. I do not know how to do it.”

	His hand shook as he lifted his cape from off her chest and then pressed it against her wound. She could feel the soft wool quivering against her skin. He probably tried to hold it steady, but his hands trembled too much for it.

	The rest of him probably shook too, but she still couldn’t see. She couldn’t do anything. Even her breaths had turned shallow, and little bits of blood kept getting swallowed down with the air.

	“Chloe.” He wrapped his hand around hers, squeezing it tight.

	At least he had touched her. She certainly didn’t have the strength to lift her hand to find his, but now that she had skin contact, she could attempt to heal her wound.

	Something whistled through the air, which sounded suspiciously like another arrow. Shadow let out a ground-shaking growl right then. Her body must have moved to block any weapons because Quintus stayed didn’t move as he kept his hand wrapped tight around Chloe’s.

	More whistling arrows moved past. Chloe then heard little thuds, probably as they landed against Shadow’s hard scales. No arrow had the strength to injure her dragon.

	Focusing on her throat, Chloe began the healing. She didn’t have to close her eyes to concentrate, since her vision was still completely black. Instead, she focused on the very tip of the arrowhead, which pierced a thick vein in her neck. She imagined the blood clotting, closing up that vein until it no longer oozed out blood.

	She then imagined new layers of skin forming over it. The new layers grew in goopy and yellow just like new layers of skin always did.

	Once that part of her had healed, she could attempt to speak again. She had to cough and spit blood from her mouth first. And her throat still felt raw when she parted her lips. “Pull the arrow out now. Slowly.”

	With one hand still squeezing hers, Quintus used his other to pull out the arrow. As instructed, he wriggled it out only a tiny bit at a time.

	Little by little, she healed each layer of her throat just as the arrowhead left it. Bright spots started to appear in her vision, and soon, a little light shone through. She closed her eyes then, so she could better focus on the healing.

	As she imagined those yellow, goopy layers of skin, a thought suddenly occurred to her. The new layers of skin looked disgusting, but that didn’t mean the wound was getting worse. That goopy step was just part of the process.

	By the time, Quintus had pulled the arrow completely out of her throat, she opened her eyes wide. Sapphire wings surrounded her, making it impossible to see the nearby forest. But even without seeing, she was still sure.

	Faerie hadn’t gotten worse after she healed it. The barrier enchantments had absolutely nothing to do with the strange goopy mess that had taken over the land. Unlocking the barrier enchantments had done nothing, but it didn’t matter because the healing had worked.

	That disgusting mess of yellow goop, puffy moss, and even the pustules on the trees had just been Faerie forming new layers of fresh land. She had done it.

	She really had healed Faerie.

	Quintus tucked an arm behind her back and helped her to sit up. She had to lean against him, since all energy still felt drained from her body. Some of it was returning, though, so hopefully she’d be able to sit up on her own soon enough.

	Using the wool cape she still wore, Quintus wiped away the blood on her neck and face. She could still taste it in her mouth, but at least blood no longer smeared across her lips or skin.

	Just then, Shadow stretched her wings out and brought them back to her own body. With the wings out of the way, Chloe could see Brannick down in the clearing ahead. He had just formed a barrier enchantment and dozens of mortals were trapped inside.

	Even as he worked, Elora, Ludo, and other fae nearby all threw more mortals inside the barrier enchantment.

	The land looked better too. Most of the goop had cleared. The puffy and wet moss started to settle down with a green hue much brighter than it had been before. Some of the trees had even lifted off the ground and now stood straight as if they had never fallen in the first place.

	A spark lit in her chest at the sight of it all. She scarcely dared to hope after all they endured, but…it looked like they had done it. They had won.

	Quintus tilted his head until he could look directly into her eyes. He brought a hand to her cheek and let out a heavy breath. “I thought you were going to die.”

	The arm he had around her back pulled her closer to his body. He stared like he wanted to say more, but no words seemed significant enough. He must have realized then that actions were stronger than words.

	With one arm around her waist and the other still cradling her cheek, he pressed his lips against hers. He kissed her as gently as he held her, clearly still hyper aware of the pain she had just gone through. But even gentle and soft, his kisses sent heat all the way down to her toes.

	The weakness plaguing her body got chipped away while the strength of him slipped inside her through the simple pressure of his lips.

	He pulled away too soon. It left her leaning closer, reaching for more. With a soft smile, he left one last kiss on her lips, but then he pointed ahead with his chin.

	Elora had just pushed the wings out of her back and now flew toward the two of them. Brannick and his wolf followed after on foot, climbing over the rubble of Crystal Thorn Castle until all of them had reached Chloe and Quintus.

	“You did it.” Elora grinned wide as she dropped her hands onto her hips. “It turns out my little sister is a lot stronger than I ever realized.”

	Chloe could sit up a little more now, her strength slowly returning. Seeing the healing all around her, she finally felt brave enough to think of something she had tucked away at the very back of her mind. “When I left the mortal realm, Grace had scurpus. Once Faerie is finished healing completely, it should heal the mortal realm too, right? Grace’s scurpus should go away even without treatment.”

	Elora nodded.

	Brannick patted his wolf’s head as his eyes narrowed, but then he nodded too. “Faerie and the mortal realm are connected. Healing Faerie should heal the mortal realm of scurpus since the sickness originates in Faerie.”

	A heavy exhale released from Chloe’s mouth. The moment it did, Quintus’s brown and golden eyes opened wide. He looked like he had been punched in the gut. “You cannot return right now. Not yet.”

	His eyes ticked back and forth as if his mind whirled. Suddenly they stopped and he locked his gaze on her once again. “You do not want your younger sister to die because you returned too early.”

	Chloe had to stop herself from rolling her eyes. “I know. I will wait until Faerie is healed completely, but then I will return. I need to see her well again.”

	His arm around her waist tensed. “But then you will return to Faerie after that, right?”

	She smiled and dropped her head against his chest. That quieted him. For now, at least.

	Elora lifted the edge of the bloodied cape covering Chloe’s upper body. “This is quite an outfit.”

	Beneath the cape, Chloe’s dress was still soaking wet. It was also stained with mud and rust. The bottom hem had rips and scratches running through it. Blood stained the cape from the top all the way down to her belly. Her bodice probably had blood staining it too.

	To top it all off, she smelled strongly of sulfur. Her damp hair clung to her neck, sending shivers down her spine. She sighed. “I think it’s time I got a new dress.”

	“I will craft one for you,” Quintus responded a little too eagerly. He had probably noticed that, while she leaned against him, she had made no promise that she would come back to Faerie after she returned to the mortal realm to see Grace.

	In the clearing, Mishti had just finished circling the entire enchantment which held all the mortals inside. She then climbed atop the rubble and headed toward them at nearly the exact moment Ludo did the same.

	Once the two of them joined the others, Mishti tilted her head back toward the barrier enchantment. “Portia and Julian both got away.”

	The only sound that answered that statement was a round of gulps.

	Curling his hand into a fist, Quintus sat up taller. “I will find them. And once I’ve killed them, the rest of the mortals…”

	“Can go free.” Chloe finished his sentence before anyone else could offer a worse suggestion.

	Ludo shook his head. “Of course you believe the mortals still deserve to live.”

	“They do.” Chloe turned to face her sister, who she hoped would feel the same. “The mortals just need good leaders. If you and Brannick accept them into your court and give them a proper place to live, they can remain here for the rest of their days. After everything they’ve been through, they deserve freedom.”

	Brannick wrinkled his nose at the suggestion, but Elora’s eyes went alight. She turned to her beloved with hope spilling from her features. “My sister is right. I freed those mortals so they could find peace. I know they have done wrong, but that was only because they were commanded to do so. We have to at least give them a proper chance.”

	The hardened glare on his face drifted away a little more with each of Elora’s words. By the time she finished speaking, he simply nodded.

	Ludo shoved his hands into his pockets. “What if Portia and Julian gain another stronghold? They could gather followers and get strong enough to beat us if they poison Faerie again.”

	Chloe shook her head forcefully. “They won’t be able to do that.”

	Skepticism filled every face that stared back at her.

	By now, she had gained back enough strength to stand. Quintus helped her up. When they both stood, she opened her mouth again to explain. “The body doesn’t just get rid of an infection when it gets sick. It learns how to kill it even faster the next time too.”

	Quintus’s eyebrows drew together. “So, Faerie itself knows how to fight against iron now?”

	“Yes.” Chloe bounced her head up and down. “I think fae can still be injured with iron, but the land cannot be. All six courts know how to fight it off now.”

	Ludo clapped his hand together as if brushing dust off them. “Good. That means Portia and Julian have no chance against us, even if they manage to gather any of the mortals who escaped.”

	Brannick turned contemplative as he tapped his chin. “Iron was the only weapon they had against us, but now the land knows how to fight it off. And if they attempt to fight us with iron, we can just use vinegar and thorns to combat it.”

	Standing a little taller, Elora grinned. “Since Portia and Julian cannot create another stronghold in Faerie, they will never have power again.”

	“What if…” Quintus’s eyes got a faraway look as he glanced out at the forest. “If one of the courts wasn’t safe, though, if they found a court they could poison, would we be in danger again?”

	Brannick raised one eyebrow as the colors in his eyes swirled. “Yes.”

	Hooking one arm around Quintus’s, Chloe did her best to reassure him. “But all six courts are safe. I healed the land in each court separately. I am certain all the courts know how to defeat iron poisoning. We are safe.”

	He nodded, but he didn’t look at her. His gaze stayed fixed on nothing specific while a muscle in his shoulder twitched.

	Mishti gripped her sword hilt as she glanced over the rubble they all stood atop. “What do we do now?”

	Brannick glanced toward Elora with a glint in his eye. “We have a castle to finally build.”

	She matched his expression with a playful one of her own. Soon, her wings came out again and she flew to the edge of the rubble. He and his wolf followed after her on foot.

	Ludo scrambled toward another edge of the rubble. “I need to gather items so I do not forget this adventure.” He stuffed a small piece of the broken castle into his pocket before moving into the clearing.

	Mishti glanced around, then moved toward Elora and Brannick. “I’ll see if I can help with rebuilding the castle. I’d prefer not to sleep outside anymore if I can help it.”

	Even before she reached Elora and Brannick, the two rulers had already rebuilt one wall, and it now stood taller than their heads. Apparently, the iron poisoning really had stopped them from fixing the castle before. Now the broken stone lifted and got repaired with hardly any effort at all.

	As Mishti moved away, Chloe turned toward Quintus. His shoulder twitched again. His eye twitched next.

	He shifted his arm like it wouldn’t hold still. “I need…” His eye twitched again. “I need to go. I have to…”

	His mouth hung open, but he didn’t seem to have the words to explain. He held one hand out, but then that twitched too. His shoulders shuddered. His knees knocked together. It didn’t stop until he opened a door.

	With the door open, he let out a sigh. He then held one hand out to her. “Come with me.”

	The twitching frightened her slightly, though she knew she probably shouldn’t mention it. That strange faraway look and the odd question about Portia and Julian gaining another stronghold scared her too.

	Despite all of that, when he offered his hand, she took it. Whatever waited on the other side of that door, she would greet it with him.


 

	 

	 

	 

	THIRTY-EIGHT

	⁕ Ͻ ⁕

	 

	 

	THE CRYSTAL CAVES LOOMED AHEAD. After stepping through the door, Chloe and Quintus landed on the black soil surrounding the caves. The puffy moss and puddles of yellow goop sat at the edges of Crystal Thorn Forest, but the black soil near the caves looked entirely untouched.

	The pearl-like pebbles in the soil shone as bright as they ever did. The river flowing into the largest cave had a crystalline appearance to it, making it more magical than ever. The turquoise water was bright and sparkly.

	Quintus held her hand tight as he moved toward the river. Once at its edge, he dipped his hand into the sparkling water. He pulled it out and brushed his wet fingertips across his forehead. When he did, he let out a heavy, contented sigh.

	He dragged her forward then, right into the cave.

	She hadn’t told him what she did with the barrier enchantments, but he seemed to know it instinctively. They both stepped forward with the same confidence in their footsteps.

	Something had always stopped them before, but it wouldn’t now. Couldn’t. This time would be different. This time, they would be able to get to the end of the cave.

	As they stepped forward, energy ignited in the air. Excitement propelled them forward, but that same excitement seemed to be mirrored by the ground beneath their feet. It wasn’t just that they wanted to get to the end of the cave. Whatever sat at the end of the cave wanted to greet them too.

	They both held their breaths when they neared the spot that had stopped them last. No matter how they tried, they hadn’t been able to move past that spot. But when they reached the spot, their feet kept moving without inhibition. They could walk farther. And farther.

	Their walking turned to jogging, which then turned to running. A mountain of gems seemed to sit just ahead. The illusion didn’t waver even as they moved closer.

	At their side, the turquoise blue of the river gained an even more majestic quality. It still looked like water, and yet, it also looked like tiny turquoise jewels tumbling and swirling just like a river.

	Finally, they reached the end of the cave.

	The sight stole Chloe’s breath away. Trees made of gold grew up from the black soil. Leaves covered the trees, but the leaves were made of emeralds. Small rubies formed flowers on a few of the golden branches. The emerald leaves twinkled in the sun’s light.

	Birds with a song as sweet as nightingales chirped in the air. But when Chloe caught a glance at once of the birds, she found that aquamarine and blue topaz gems formed its body. It had a golden beak and golden legs.

	Wind rustled through the emerald leaves, which left behind a jingling sound exactly like wind chimes.

	A crisp scent of lilacs and vanilla filled the air. In a small meadow ahead, a bush filled with amethysts grew, except the tiny gems formed flowers that looked just like lilacs. Energy in the air pulsed as Chloe’s breath hitched again.

	Her gaze strayed far from the sight right in front of her. She stared past the hills of black soil, past gold and emerald trees, past amethyst flowers and jeweled rivers. Staring past all of those, she caught sight of a large building standing on top of a tall hill.

	A castle with golden walls stretched high into the sky. It shimmered under the light of the sun. On top of its turrets, it had sparkling ruby red spires.

	“This is…” Quintus blinked three times before he spoke again. “A court. We found another court.” His head shook in disbelief. “Faerie has a seventh court.”

	But even as he spoke, Chloe thought back to the moments just before they got here. Back in Crystal Thorn, his body had twitched. He had shuddered and shifted and hadn’t been able to stand still at all. Not until he opened a door.

	Her eyes opened wide at the thought. “You were called here.” The words came out in a whisper.

	He narrowed one eye to glance at her, but his gaze turned back to the castle almost as quickly.

	She reached for his arm, squeezing it just under the shoulder. “You were called here just like Elora and Brannick were called to Crystal Thorn Castle.” A tingle spread all through her veins as her lips twitched upward into a smile. “Quintus, this court is your home.”

	He blinked at her again. The truth of it sang in her heart as sweet as the aquamarine nightingales. Had he realized the same thing she just had? Only rulers were called to their courts. This court wasn’t just his home. This court was his home to rule.

	The news should have made them both jump in delight. They should have laughed and cried with joy.

	But Chloe’s stomach just dropped. “This court isn’t safe.” Her arms reached around her stomach as she spoke the words. “All the other courts know how to defeat iron poisoning now, but this one doesn’t.”

	The color drained from his face, which dulled the golden glints in his dark brown eyes. “If Portia and Julian find out about this court, they may gain another stronghold. They may get another chance to destroy Faerie.”

	Chloe shook her head, pulling her arms tighter against her stomach. He was right. And even if all they did was destroy this court or gain a stronghold here, that was still just as bad. Maybe it wouldn’t be for every other fae, but it would be for Quintus.

	This was his court. His to rule. His to protect.

	If the mortals destroyed it, it would destroy him.

	She shook the thought away and dug into her leather bag. “The mortals don’t even know this place exists. No one knows it exists, except us. The only fae who has a chance at knowing is Ludo, but he probably would have said something about it after all that time we spent outside the caves. I don’t think he knows it exists either.”

	By then, she had finally pulled her magical book out and skimmed through its pages.

	Quintus raised an eyebrow. “What are you doing with that?”

	Her fingers moved faster as she flipped page after page. “Faerie gave me instructions for how to unlock the enchantment blocking this court. It didn’t make any sense to me before because I was trying to figure out how to heal Faerie, but I wonder if it will make more sense now that—”

	She sucked in a breath once she found the note again.

	It had changed.

	The paper no longer looked the same as the pages of her book. The handwriting no longer scrawled the same as when Faerie itself wrote the words.

	Some sort of magic must have glamoured the note to look different before. To blend in. Whatever magic had done it had worn off now though. Even worse, she recognized the tight, ultra-straight handwriting. She had seen it once before, written on a large map.

	“What is it?” Quintus stared at her and then he stared at the note.

	She swallowed hard. “Julian. Julian wrote this note.”

	Her chest squeezed at the thought. How had Julian gotten a note into her book? How did he get the note glamoured? And why did he go to all the trouble just to convince her to unlock all the barrier enchantments in Faerie?

	Tension skittered down her spine as the questions frolicked around unanswered. But then she remembered. There had been one morning by the caves when she felt so certain someone had been watching her from the forest. That must have been when the note got delivered.

	Since the mortals had captured Ludo and forced him to use his magic to open a door, it seemed reasonable that they could have captured a new fae and forced that fae to do magic for them too. They had probably kidnapped a Dustdune fae and used him to glamour the note and then to glamour Julian to be invisible so he could tuck the note into her magical book.

	Her heart ached each time it beat as realization set in. She discovered the note only after the mortals had found out she could do magic. So, Quintus had been right all along. She should have kept her ability to use magic a secret. Already, the mortals had used her magic to their benefit.

	Quintus slapped a hand against his bare chest as if he’d just been shot with an arrow. His face twisted. “If Julian wrote that note, then the mortals know this court exists. They must know the barrier enchantment is unlocked as well.”

	Shaking her head, Chloe’s stomach continued to drop. If it weren’t so cruel, it almost would have been funny. Quintus finally found his home.

	And now he’d have to fight tooth and nail to keep it.

	It wasn’t a matter of if the mortals would attack. It was a matter of when. At least they knew the mortals were coming. Maybe now they’d have just enough time to prepare.

	 

	⁕ Ͻ ⁕

	 

	CHLOE’S STORY continues in Blade & Crystal Thorns (Fae and Crystal Thorns, #3). Enjoy the teaser cover! You might have to turn the page to see it.
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	A dagger could save them… if they don’t get stabbed in the back with it first.

	 

	A paperback and hardcover of Shadow & Crystal Thorns will be available for pre-order by mid-January 2023. The eBook is available for pre-order now.

	Get Blade & Crystal Thorns
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	To receive special offers, bonus content, and info on new releases, sign up for Kay L Moody’s email list! You’ll also get this story for FREE. Heir of Bitter Thorn is a prequel to The Fae of Bitter Thorn. Discover how Elora got the mysterious scar on her hand, how Prince Brannick escaped Fairfrost, and why the two of them don’t remember their first meeting.

	SIGN UP
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	Chloe and Quintus Illustration (You might have to turn the page to see it.) Artist is @artzzofkae
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	She wasn’t supposed to become so powerful.

	She wasn’t even supposed to survive.
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