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QUEEN OF BITTER THORN

The Fae of Bitter Thorn, #4

Faerie itself is on the brink of destruction.

Alone and frightened, Elora must return to Bitter Thorn to share news of Queen Alessandra’s most recent victory. But the realm is crumbling before her eyes. Frost covers surfaces it should not. Defensive enchantments are not as strong as they should be.

Everyone in Faerie is falling prey to the Fairfrost queen’s manipulation.

Though Elora’s magic sometimes works, she still has no idea how or why. At every turn, Ansel impedes their progress and feeds the fear they can’t escape. Fairfrost Palace is now heavily guarded, which makes it nearly impossible for them to face Queen Alessandra.

To restore Prince Brannick to his rightful place as High King, Elora must learn to trust herself.

It might be easier if her victories would last. It might be easier if she lived.
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SLEEP OFTEN MADE THE worst problems seem more approachable. But not always. When Elora woke from her spot at the bottom of a hill, a thin layer of ice had formed over her boots. That alone meant her problems had only compounded overnight.

Frost curled around every surface in Noble Rose. It stretched over cobblestones and encased grass blades. Elora had only her leather pants and fitted leather shirt to stave off the chill. While traveling the night before, those had been sufficient. But then she had to stop and rest.

Bumps rose on the skin of her arms as she lifted her head from the frosty grass beneath her. Two braids still hung over her shoulders, but thick sections of hair had come loose from them. Untying the leather strings at the end of each braid, she used her fingers to comb through the mess her hair had become.

Her shoulders ached every time she lifted her hands higher than her heart. She had flown as far as she could the night before. She had flown faster and farther than she even thought possible.

It still wasn’t enough.

Even after her beloved got kidnapped by the fearsome High Queen Alessandra, Elora couldn’t fly indefinitely.

She had found a cozy-looking spot at the bottom of a hill in Noble Rose to rest her head for the night. Manicured rose bushes and a quaint cluster of daisies made the space look inviting, warm even.

Unfortunately, the looks had been deceiving. The spot grew colder throughout the night. Before day dawned, she woke from the cold attempting to burrow into her bones. Her muscles ached, but moving was the only tool she had to stave off the chill.

After rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she brushed ice crystals off her leather shirt and pants. Even her braided belt that contained purple ribbons from her mother’s old skirt sparkled with a thin layer of ice.

High Queen Alessandra’s influence over the court of Noble Rose continued to spread. Soon, the court would probably look exactly like Fairfrost. That gnarled thought felt as icy as the air.

At least Elora’s sword still worked, no matter the temperature.

She gripped its leather hilt and pushed out the wings from her back. A shudder rocked through her entire body, nearly dropping her to her knees. Gasping, she pulled the wings back. 

There would be no flying today. Even with her fae strength and healing, she had pushed herself too hard. Her muscles groaned as she leaned over to catch her breath.

A part of her knew she was only prolonging the inevitable. At some point she would have to look up above... where the sprites were. Or where they should have been. Knowing she might not like what she found, she had avoided glancing upward.

But if she couldn’t fly, she had no other choice. Tension rose into her throat, crashing its way past the little warmth that still lingered there. She glanced up.

No sprites.

Ice crystals seemed to form along the sides of her throat when she tried to swallow. The sprites still hadn’t returned after the fight with High Queen Alessandra the evening before.

Tension forced Elora onto the balls of her feet, but it did nothing to temper the fear and regret roiling her insides. Her fingers twitched over her sword hilt. She looked forward.

A golden enchantment continued to shimmer just ahead of her. She had flown through most of the night, but still managed to stay within the large bubble of enchantment Prince Brannick had created the night before.

The enchantment protected her and everyone else from High Queen Alessandra’s enchantment of fear that still poisoned the air in every part of Faerie.

If Elora stepped past Brannick’s protective enchantment, fear would press in on her from all sides. Her thoughts would writhe with memories strong enough to collapse her. She had mastered many of her emotions, but fear was clearly her weakness.

She glanced up again. The tiniest part of her heart dared to hope that a single sprite might float somewhere up above. Tansy was her friend. If any of the sprites had dared to return, it would be her. But the familiar sparkle of pink inside a green glow was nowhere within Elora’s sight.

Taking a deep breath, Elora swallowed again. She bit into her bottom lip as she scanned the landscape ahead of her. No village stood nearby.

The closest thing she saw to any kind of civilization was a male fae and a small brownie, who stood on a narrow cobblestone path across a small field.

Tightness overtook each of Elora’s muscles as she forced herself to breathe.

No sprites meant she couldn’t send a message. Sore muscles meant she couldn’t fly.

She had to get help.

The fae on that cobblestone path could open a Faerie door for Elora, though he’d probably require a bargain or debt of some kind to do it.

But Elora could get help. She just had to step outside the protection of Brannick’s enchantment.

She just had to let fear consume her.

Her heart skittered. She fought the urge to brush the frost from her clothes. She had already done it more than necessary. No frost even remained. As if of their own accord, her hands flicked across her leather pants anyway. At least it gave her something to do while she considered her choices again.

If she stayed inside the protective enchantment in Noble Rose, perhaps someone would eventually come for her. Brannick had been captured by High Queen Alessandra, and Vesper couldn’t enter Noble Rose without a special enchantment since he was still technically banished, but maybe Lyren would come?

The little flame of hope within her snuffed out. Even if another fae did try to find her, Elora had flown so much the night before, no one would ever know where she had traveled to now.

Ice stretched over the lump in her throat as she swallowed.

She took a step forward.

Her gut rolled over on itself. Sucking in a shallow breath, she gripped her sword hilt for strength.

She swallowed again.

With one last glance over her shoulder, she finally bolted forward.

Her feet flew over the frosty grass. Fear poured over her like a bucket of water retrieved from a half-frozen lake. After the initial shock, more fear needled under her skin with icy tentacles. Her breath hitched.

Her feet stumbled.

Memories poured into her mind, giving life to the ice under her skin. She remembered everything in flashes.

A sharp knife tip at her throat. Smacking lips that tasted blood. Chains that bound her so tight she couldn’t even dream of escape. A breath that smelled of sour milk, one that wouldn’t leave her face.

The shudder that shook through her body sent her feet sprawling forward fast. Too fast. Her knees hit a grassy knoll that sagged under her weight. She gulped in air, but it felt like she was sucking up chunks of ice.

Chains closed in around her waist. Her arms. Even knowing the chains existed only in her memories, they still seemed to weigh her down as she forced herself to her feet again.

She had to keep running.

The male fae she had spotted earlier was nearer now. Once she moved just a little closer, she’d be within shouting distance.

Her chest constricted. It felt like glass on the brink of shattering. She continued to gulp in air, but each breath seemed shallower than the last. Her feet pounded against the grassy field. She refused to acknowledge how each step sent a flurry of frost even higher up her boots.

Maybe it would help to close her eyes.

The moment her eyelids dropped, she wasn’t greeted with the safety of black she expected. Instead, a pair of glowing yellow eyes appeared in her mind.

Ansel’s eyes.

Her chest clenched even tighter.

The glass shattered.

Her feet stumbled so hard, it sent her sprawling. Her nose pressed into a patch of icy grass. One shoulder throbbed where it had landed on a sharp rock. Rolling to her other side, she curled her legs up until she hugged them tight against her chest.

Whatever release she expected from her tears didn’t come. They pooled out of her eyes, nearly freezing before they could even trickle down her cheeks. Her body shivered as she tried to rock herself in a rhythmic motion.

Fear gnawed at her insides. It tore her apart, laughing at every victory she had ever claimed.

Ansel would capture her again. She knew it. He would steal her away, drain her of blood. He would break her. He would destroy her.

It didn’t matter how many times she had protected herself in the past. She had tried to fight in Fairfrost Palace. And she had still failed.

Ansel would come for her again.

And she would fail.

If the mere memory of him sank her into a sobbing mess in the middle of the Noble Rose countryside, how much worse could he do once he brought her back to his home?

Ice trailed down her spine. Her body shook so hard, she nearly bit off her tongue. Her legs curled tighter against her chest. Her tears turned to ice on her cheeks.

She only vaguely recognized the tendrils of frost that crawled up her boots and leather pants. The frost existed because of High Queen Alessandra. The fear in the air lingered because of High Queen Alessandra. Was the frost now overtaking Elora because she had succumbed to the fear?

It didn’t matter.

Only three things filled her mind, no matter how she tried to push them away.

Yellow eyes. A knife at the neck. Chains that held her still.

Yellow eyes.

A knife at the neck.

Chains that held her still.

With her eyes closed firmly, she pressed the heels of her hands into them. A thousand bursting colors filled her vision when she pushed harder on her eyes. Even those didn’t remove the flashes.

Yellow eyes.

Her gut churned, sending bile to her throat.

A knife at the neck.

The muscles in her limbs locked, making it impossible to move them.

Chains that held her still.

Screams erupted from her mouth, hanging in the air around her.

No more.

A quivering breath shook through her, but she had forced some air into her chest at least. She gulped in even more. Her knees wobbled. She forced herself to her feet anyway.

One more breath.

Tears continued to slide down her cheeks, but they made it to her chin before they froze.

She had succumbed—she still succumbed—to the fear.

But she would not let it control her.

Her boot hovered for a long moment before she finally took a single step forward. The visions continued to dance in her mind.

Yellow eyes.

With her first steady breath, she took a second step forward.

A knife at the neck.

She swallowed and gripped her sword.

Chains that held her still.

It didn’t matter how her muscles ached, she pushed the wings out of her back anyway. More steadying breaths calmed her as she lifted off the ground.

Fear could stab her and shock her, but she wouldn’t allow it to keep her down. Her wings beat the air, forcing it into submission.

Elora flew.

By the time she reached the fae on the cobblestone path, the frost stretching over her boots and pants had melted.

Her feet landed on the grass with a little jolt. She sprinted the rest of the way to the fae. By the time she reached him, she was breathless, but not too breathless to speak. “I need your help.”

The fae wore a thick red tunic belted with a cream sash. Under the tunic, he had tight-fitting, tan pants. A stiff cream collar circled his neck, poking out from the red tunic.

At the sight of Elora, the fae jumped back in fright. He clapped both hands over his mouth and ducked behind a nearby rose bush. Shoving a hand out, he tugged the little brownie behind the rose bush with him.

The bush didn’t do much to hide him or the brownie, which he seemed to realize at the same moment as Elora. The fear in the air clearly affected him as much as it did her.

With his nose twitching and his forehead turning crimson, the fae jabbed a finger forward. “You.”

“What?” Elora’s eyes opened wide at the accusation.

The female brownie peeked around the rose bush just long enough to wrinkle her short nose. “This is your fault.” The brownie turned her face upward at the male fae in the red tunic. “She is the one, right, Deegan?”

Ice crystalized over the hem of Deegan’s red tunic as he stood. He glanced down at his brownie before turning back to Elora with a glare. “This is her fault.”

“What is?” Elora’s words came out in a whisper.

“This.” He gestured over the frosty landscape. “All of it.” Now he gestured toward the air.

Despite the fear still prickling inside her, Elora folded her arms over her chest. “How is this my—”

“You helped Prince Brannick win the testing.” Deegan’s eyebrows twisted even closer together as he marched forward. “If High Queen Alessandra had won, we would have accepted her rule without question. She never would have controlled us with,” he shuddered, “this fear.”

It took far too much effort to brush the words away. Instead, Elora dropped her hands to her sides. “If you help me, I can rescue Prince Brannick, and he can overthrow High Queen Alessandra. I just need you to open a door for me to...”

Her voice trailed off as she considered a destination. A Faerie door had to open to a place not to a person. If she told the fae to open a door to Quintus’s house in Bitter Thorn, would that be enough? The fae probably didn’t even know who Quintus was.

Taking a deep breath, Elora continued, “To Bitter Thorn Castle.” If she went to the castle, Kaia, the dryad, would be able to open a door to Quintus’s house. Hopefully, her sisters and the others would be there waiting.

The brownie’s squat nose seemed to fold in on itself as it wrinkled more. “We would never help you.”

It was unrealistic to expect them to help without a favor of some kind, but Elora still tripped over her next words. “I will owe you a debt.”

A scoff tore from Deegan’s lips. He scowled. “Noble Rose is nothing because of you. What could you possibly offer that we might want?”

The question had merit. Even as Elora’s thumb stroked her sword hilt, no ideas came. But she couldn’t give up, not after facing her fear.

Her head snapped up with a jerk. “I will teach you how to control your emotions. You see how I can continue even despite the fear?”

A look passed between the fae and the brownie. Deegan raised an eyebrow at her. “I saw how you crumpled once you left the protective enchantment.”

She nodded eagerly. “Yes, but look at me now. I feel normal again. Can you do that with the fear all around us?”

His eyebrow arched higher. When he glanced down at the brownie, they both looked more intrigued than before. Hopefully she wouldn’t need more than that.

Gripping her sword for strength, Elora rolled her shoulders back. “I propose a bargain.” Tingles spread all through her shoulders and down to her fingertips. She had made several bargains in Faerie, but this was the first she had ever proposed herself. It felt special. “You must open a door for me to Bitter Thorn Castle. If you do, I will teach you later how to control your emotions.”

The brownies ears flopped with a nod when she looked up at Deegan.

“I accept.” His brownie’s approval must have been the only thing Deegan needed. Waving one hand a circle, a swirling tunnel of red roses and white lilies appeared in front of them.

Elora started forward. Luckily, the fae had not specified when Elora would have to teach him how to control emotions. Truthfully, she could only barely do it herself. She probably wouldn’t make much of a teacher.

But she would deal with that problem on another day. For now, she had more important tasks ahead of her.

Rescue Prince Brannick. Overthrow High Queen Alessandra.

Her fingertips tingled as she stepped toward the swirling tunnel. Maybe it was her imagination, but she sensed purple sparks bursting from her fingers just as she entered the door.
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EVEN BEFORE STEPPING OUT of the door, Elora knew something had gone wrong. She couldn’t smell the familiar scents of wet bark or wild berries. Her feet faltered over a rocky path. The fresh, open air drifting around her sent her gut into a knotted mess.

Mistmount.

She recognized the court from its scent alone but ignored the truth until she saw the mountain ledge she had just stepped onto. The Faerie door behind her disappeared before she could dart back inside it.

For a single moment, she convinced herself to be brave. If she stood on a mountain, then Ansel’s home—which had been in a valley—couldn’t possibly be nearby.

In the next moment, she dropped down to the ground. Her legs curled into a shivering ball while the images of yellow eyes, a knife, and chains swirled in her mind.

Even in Mistmount, fear poisoned the air. High Queen Alessandra’s enchantment stretched over every corner of Faerie, seeping into every heart.

Elora could handle grief. She could work through anger. But fear stung her the way no other emotion did because she had felt it too deeply. If Ansel and High Queen Alessandra had captured her before she had used the balance shard, she probably never would have survived the change to fae.

As she had done in Noble Rose, she took deep, steadying breaths. She could beat this.

She was stronger than the fear. Bigger than it. Even if her knees trembled, she would get to her feet. Yes, she had traveled to Ansel’s court. Yes, she feared he would be hidden around every corner. And yes, she could push forward all the same.

Her gut clenched tighter as she took her first step. It rocked as she took another. But her feet moved forward still.

She focused on her location. That devious fae, Deegan, had entered her bargain and promised to send her to Bitter Thorn Castle. Why did the door send her to Mistmount instead?

The question had deeper implications once she considered it. Faerie itself forced all creatures to keep their bargains. She ran through the words of the bargain in her mind, but it didn’t make any sense. Deegan had agreed to send her to Bitter Thorn. She should have been in Bitter Thorn.

How did she end up in Mistmount instead?

Yellow wildflowers and tufts of grass lined the rocky path beneath her feet. Questions churned in her mind while she started down the mountain.

The purple sparks.

She bit one lip while her mind whirled. It had only lasted a fleeting moment, but purple sparks had burst from her fingertips just before she stepped into Deegan’s door.

Did those sparks have something to do with her ending up in Mistmount instead of Bitter Thorn?

As soon as she considered it, she flipped the thought away without hesitation. That was impossible. She had only used magic twice since getting it. The first time had been when a demorog attacked her, and technically, only her sword used magic, not her. The second time had been when she held the crown of Bitter Thorn, but the only reason she had magic then was because the crown enhanced her magic.

She had never used magic on her own. Not purposefully. The purple sparks couldn’t have had anything to do with the door leading her to the wrong place.

Her body froze when she noticed a cave entrance near the path ahead.

Clenching her jaw, she forced herself forward. There was no sense fearing the cave until she peeked inside it. Even if Ansel was in Mistmount, what were the odds he stood inside that exact cave?

Sweat broke out across her forehead. Her hands shivered hard enough to knock into her thighs. She continued anyway. Once she neared the cave, she could sprint forward until she had passed the cave entrance. Even if fae stood inside, they wouldn’t notice her if she moved fast enough. Hopefully.

Her heart jumped.

Unless she made too much noise. Without thinking, she broke into a run. If noise was a problem, she had made too much already. Better to pass the cave as quickly as possible and hope for the best.

A pair of voices drifted through the air, stilling her movements. Terror washed over her, but recognition dawned almost as fast.

By the time she reached the cave entrance, she had already stopped running. Instead of sprinting past, she turned to look directly into the cave. Two startled faces stared back at her. A female with white-blonde hair and a friendly smile held onto a male with light brown hair and ice-blue eyes.

“Tindra?” Disbelief filled Elora’s voice, almost turning it into a chuckle. “Severin?”

Relief cut away most of the terror that gripped their features, but the two fae still looked distressed. They had no reason to fear Elora, though. They had helped her get into Fairfrost Palace and rescue the sprites. Even though that mission had gone terribly wrong, these two had done nothing to cause it.

High Queen Alessandra’s brother stood taller, shaking another measure of fear off his face. “How did you find us?” Severin asked.

Something twisted inside Elora, right around her navel. She looked over her shoulder. “I...” Her gaze turned down toward her fingertips, but she shook the thoughts away before they could form. “I have no idea. I had no intention of finding you.”

Severin and his beloved glanced at each other with a knowing look. Or maybe it was a searching look. They seemed to understand each other, but Elora certainly didn’t.

“What happened?” Tindra’s friendly smile returned, and this time, it only held a sliver of her earlier fear.

Without Elora’s permission, her hands lifted as she glanced down at them again. She forced them back to her sides and curled them into fists. “A fae in Noble Rose was supposed to open a door for me that led to Bitter Thorn Castle. He agreed to the bargain, but when I walked through the door, I ended up here.”

A crease appeared between Severin’s eyebrows while he tapped his chin. At least they were as puzzled as her.

Tindra beckoned Elora toward herself. “You should come in. We have an enchantment on the cave entrance that keeps the fear out.” Her shoulders gave the slightest twitch. “Well, mostly keeps it out.”

Nodding, Elora stepped inside the cave. She didn’t respond though. Her thoughts turned back to the door. “I thought no one could defy a bargain. I thought Faerie itself makes it impossible. The door should have taken me to Bitter Thorn Castle, right?”

With a gentle tug, Tindra sat Elora down on a tree stump that had a burlap-wrapped pillow on top. Allowing herself to glance around, Elora took in the rest of the cave. One end had boulders with cut and smoothed surfaces so they served as tables. Clay and glass jars of various sizes were scattered across the surface. Piles of papers and a single feather pen sat among them. A basket on one corner of the table held herbs, flowers, pebbles, and various other flora she didn’t recognize.

Tindra went straight toward the rock table and began measuring liquids from the various jars. “Did anything strange happen just before or while you were going through the door?”

Severin moved to sit next to a small fire encircled by large rocks. He stoked the flames with a bendy stick, then turned to a ceramic plate with vegetables that were halfway through being chopped. Using a short knife, he continued the process.

Elora’s gaze turned toward the back of the cave. Flecks of sparkly rock dotted the cave walls. It led far deeper into the mountain than she had realized at first. After a great distance, it wound into a corner. A pile of fluffy blankets and spongy sleeping mats had been tucked into a small alcove just before the corner.

They lived here. They must have been hiding from High Queen Alessandra.

A dragon with blue eyes and brilliant pastel scales peeked its head around the corner at the back of the cave. She recognized it as the same dragon they had with them with they found her in Bitter Thorn.

Turning back to the others, she shook her head. “I cannot think of anything that would have changed the destination of the door.” Even while she said it, she glanced down at her hands, and something sparked inside her. She opened her mouth but immediately clamped it shut again.

“I know that look.” Severin continued to chop the potatoes and carrots on his ceramic plate, but an amused glint had filled his eyes.

Folding her hands into her lap, Elora glanced at him. “What look?”

From the side of the room, Tindra grinned. Had she noticed the look too? “Do not disregard something just because it seems strange or impossible. I cannot tell you how many things I have discovered from impossible situations.” Her grin rose as she shrugged. “Faerie is unpredictable.”

They could tell Elora had a guess. An impossible guess.

Though it still felt ridiculous to admit, words tumbled from Elora’s mouth. “Purple sparks burst from my fingertips just as I entered the door.” She shook her head. “Or maybe they did. I could have imagined it.”

Severin tapped his chin before he went back to the vegetables. “Perhaps your magic changed the destination of the door.”

The tree stump tilted as Elora leaned forward on it. “Can magic do that?”

“It depends on what kind of magic you have.” Tindra paired her explanation with a prodding expression. Severin donned an identical one.

Letting the stump fall back against the ground, Elora looked down at her hands. “I do not know what kind of magic I have. I have only used it twice and both times were... unusual.”

Severin dumped the chopped vegetables into a cast iron pot. “Perhaps a more important question to ask is, why were you brought here specifically?”

Looking to the side, he shared another look with his beloved. For a moment, it seemed like his gaze shifted to the rock table and the items scattered over it. Tindra gave a tiny nod, but it could have been Elora’s imagination.

Before indecision could gnaw at her, Elora jumped to her feet. “High Queen Alessandra captured Prince Brannick.” She gulped. “Again.” The words pricked on their way out. The air around them felt thicker too. “I have to rescue him again, obviously, but I have no idea how to do it. High Queen Alessandra stole the necklace you gave me last time, so I do not even have a way inside the palace without her sensing my presence.”

Whatever expression had been on Tindra’s face fell away. She blinked. “You think you can rescue Prince Brannick from Fairfrost Palace?”

Elora had never been so grateful to finally have her memories back from her first visit to Faerie. She stood taller. “Since I am the one who rescued him the first time, yes, I know I can do it.” Her shoulders wilted. “But I was mortal then. I had no magic for the high queen’s enchantment to sense.”

Another look passed between Tindra and Severin. The high queen’s brother nodded at his beloved as if she had asked him a question, even though neither of them had spoken. Were all couples this way with each other?

Tindra darted across the cave to a large bag made of blue and silver brocade. After reaching inside it, she pulled out a necklace with a string of opals and a bright pendant at the end. Elora had to temper her gasp. Tindra had given her an identical necklace when she snuck into Fairfrost Palace to free the sprites. It could block the high queen’s magic-sensing enchantment.

White-blonde hair draped over Tindra’s eyes as she dropped the necklace into Elora’s palm. Tindra threw it a wistful look. “I thought we might need that, but you seem to have greater need.”

Elora’s fingers itched to close over the necklace, but she forced herself to look up instead. “Are you sure?”

A shower of embers danced upward when Severin placed the cast iron pot onto the fire. He came to Tindra’s side and slipped an arm around her waist. “If Tindra’s research continues to progress as well as it has been, no one will have need of such a ward necklace ever again.”

A flush of red filled Tindra’s cheeks. “My beloved often makes me sound more impressive than I am.” The flushing continued when he pulled her closer. After a longing gaze into his eyes, she cleared her throat. “I am trying to develop a formula that will completely rid Fairfrost of all enchantments. If everything goes according to plan, my formula will also break the bargains the high queen has with her guards.”

“Truly?” Elora whispered the word, but even that had been hard to get out. She ached to believe it, but such an extraordinary formula seemed too good to be true.

The friendly smile broke across Tindra’s face as she glanced back at her rock table covered in jars and pages of research. Her smile went tight. “Yes, but there is a big difference between trying to do something and actually doing it.”

Unable to stop herself, Elora stepped forward. “But if you succeed, all enchantments will disappear? The sprites will no longer be forced inside a bubble that destroys their essence once they enter Fairfrost? The high queen will not be able to sense anyone’s magic? The guards will no longer have to do the high queen’s bidding?”

Tindra frowned. “The formula must be perfect to work, but if I can figure it out, yes, all those statements will be true. Unfortunately, I am a long way from perfection.”

Her gaze fixated on a jar filled with pearlescent blue liquid. Something about it made her frown deepen.

“Do not let my beloved fool you. She is closer than ever.” Severin winked, but it did nothing to lift the frown on Tindra’s face. She went back to her table and began measuring liquids once again.

Severin waved a hand over the cast iron pot, then used a wooden spoon to stir it. After another moment, he scooped a thick stew onto a gray ceramic plate. His magic must have cooked the vegetables faster than a normal fire. After plucking a spoon from a little basket, he pushed the food into Elora’s hands.

She took it gratefully since she hadn’t eaten since before the battle the day before. After tucking Tindra’s necklace into her pocket, she took her first bite.

Severin went back to his earlier spot and retrieved a piece of parchment and pen from his pocket. “While you eat, I will write down everything about Fairfrost that might be useful in rescuing Prince Brannick.”

The salty and sour flavors of the stew melted into Elora’s mouth. If she weren’t so ravenous, she could have savored the delectable food even more. Instead, she shoveled it in as quickly as possible.

Tindra spun on her heel with her mouth raised in a smirk. “The dragons are wild now. That might be useful... or dangerous, I suppose.”

Severin’s eyes lit up as he nodded. “Yes, I had forgotten to include that. Excellent addition.”

While they continued to speak, Elora’s eyes slid to the back of the cave. The dragon with pastel scales peeked its head around the corner, as if sensing her fear. The spoonful of soup on its way to her mouth froze midway there.

A kind chuckle left Tindra’s lips. “You have no need to fear. All the dragons are wild, except that one.”

Their clear lack of concern went a long way to convince Elora she had no need to fear. It would have been easier to accept if it made any sense at all. Still, fae were physically incapable of lying, so even if it didn’t make sense, it had to be true. Maybe it just would have taken too long to explain.

Once she finished the stew, Severin handed her his parchment. He had neatly folded it before placing it into her hand. With a nod, she tucked it into her pocket. Now her gaze flitted across the entire cave. “Could you open a door to Bitter Thorn Castle for me?”

In answer, Severin waved a hand and produced a white tunnel filled with swirling icicles.

Elora just barely stopped herself from saying thank you. Such words would require her to give him a gift. Instead, she said, “I will not forget your kindness.”

After only one step toward the door, she turned back to face them again. “When High Queen Alessandra took Prince Brannick, she said she wanted him to help her find the source of the creation magic in Bitter Thorn.”

Tindra gasped and nearly dropped the glass jar in her hand. She put a hand over her chest. “If she finds it...” She glanced toward her beloved. When their eyes met, she shivered. “She will be more powerful than Faerie itself.”

Severin answered in a near whisper. “She could control all of us with a wave of one hand.”

Elora gulped. “So, I have to rescue Prince Brannick, but I also must do it before she finds the creation magic.”

Closing her eyes for a moment, Tindra breathed out deeply. “I wish we had more to give you.”

Elora bit her bottom lip. “Me too.” Fate itself seemed determined to make her goals as impossible to accomplish as possible. But what else could she do except try anyway? Her lips pursed as she attempted to stand straighter. “Your necklace will be helpful though. I already know it.”

The crease between Severin’s eyebrows returned, but he was obviously trying to smother it with a pleasant expression. “Our thoughts will be with you.”

Tindra gestured over her table. “If I perfect my formula, you will be the first to know.”

If someone as close to the high queen as her own brother longed for her overthrowal, it probably should have been easier to accomplish. Despite that, Elora inherently knew it would be the most difficult thing she ever did.

Her heart lurched as she stepped into Severin’s door. Once again, tiny purple sparks burst from her fingertips.
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A GNARLED TREE ROOT caught Elora’s foot as soon as she stepped out of the door. Her palms slapped against a clump of spongy moss. A cool breeze fluttered in the crisp air. The lush forest around her might have made her happier if the high-pitched shriek of a demorog hadn’t accompanied it.

Fear hit her like a knife to the gut. The thorn creature swooped down toward her, already raising its claws for a strike. Unlike every other time she had met a demorog, true fear forced her to crouch into a ball. She threw her hands over her head and let out an actual scream.

The demorog swiped a set of claws across her leather-covered arms and another set across the back of her head. The slices left a trail of blood behind, but at least it continued flying away. Apparently, her fear had been enough to make it leave her alone.

She ran a hand over the cut in her leather sleeve. Quintus usually crafted objects, not clothing, but maybe he’d be able to repair the cut. Or maybe she’d just find another outfit to wear. Her fae healing abilities had already started working, at least. The cuts on her arm and head itched as they closed and healed.

If only she could use her magic to create an enchantment to block the fear filling the air. For now, she had to trudge through the forest with no protection at all.

At least she had arrived in Bitter Thorn this time. Severin’s door hadn’t taken her right to the castle, but she could see its spires ahead. It wouldn’t take her long to walk there, assuming more demorogs didn’t intervene. Once there, she’d just have to find Kaia’s tree and then the dryad could open a door that would take her to Quintus’s home.

Her boots pounded on the moist soil as she stomped forward. Memories of the battle the evening before cut into her mind, even though she politely told them to disappear forever. No matter how polite she was, the memories won.

Everything should have worked out. They had tricked High Queen Alessandra and even captured her while in Noble Rose. They had soldiers from Bitter Thorn that the captain of the guard, Soren, had gathered. The rulers of Swiftsea, Mistmount, and Dustdune were there, ready to give power to the crown of Bitter Thorn.

Doing so would have given Brannick enough power to steal the title of High Ruler from Queen Alessandra. He was poised to finally reclaim his rightful title as High King of Faerie.

And then it had all gone wrong.

Frustration boiled in Elora’s stomach. Brannick had done everything he could. She had done everything she could. Despite the soldiers, and even the trolls Queen Alessandra had summoned, they had still captured her.

But then the king of Mistmount and the queen of Dustdune had revealed they would not give power to Brannick’s crown unless he closed the portal to the mortal realm. Such an action would have shut Faerie off from all emotions.

At the time, Elora had been sick with the idea that Brannick might do it. Even High Queen Alessandra’s unending fear enchantment couldn’t be worse than losing her emotions completely.

But now?

Once Brannick refused, Queen Nerissa of Dustdune had revealed her soldiers, who had been hidden by a glamour that made them invisible. The soldiers released the Fairfrost queen and captured Brannick.

Not only did she and the others fail to overthrow High Queen Alessandra, they also allowed her to become Queen of Dustdune, and even worse, Queen of Bitter Thorn.

The thought twisted Elora’s insides, no matter how she tried to ignore them.

A whistling shriek signaled the presence of another demorog. If the same one as before had returned, it probably wouldn’t leave just because Elora showed fear. But maybe she could hide from it instead.

Grabbing onto the nearest tree branch, she hoisted herself up. Climbing was much easier while wearing a leather shirt and pants than while wearing a dress. Soon, she sat on a high branch behind a curtain of bright green leaves.

The demorog shrieked wildly as it swooped right past her. Hiding in the tree had done the trick.

Before she could make any move to climb back down, a familiar voice pierced the air.

“Elora.”

It came out soft and warm like a quilt that could ease every discomfort. She pressed a hand to her heart and shook her head. Just what she needed. She missed Brannick so much, she could now hear his voice even when he wasn’t near.

“Elora.” It came out louder this time.

Her back shot up straight. She clutched the tree branch nearest to her. “Brannick?” Her head whipped side to side, searching for any sight of him.

“Shhh.” Metal seemed to land in a pile on a hard surface, but nothing in the forest could have made such a sound. “One moment.” It was definitely Brannick. She’d know his voice anywhere.

She whipped her head around, searching once again. Was he glamoured to be invisible?

“Look.” He whispered this time.

A moment after he spoke, a swirling motion just in front of her caught her eye. It was no bigger than the palm of her hand. In a flash, it grew bigger until a regular-sized Faerie door swirled just in front of her. She recognized the green, brown, and black whirls, the soft breeze, and the scents that smelled just like Bitter Thorn.

After one blink, the door shrunk once again. This time, it went down to half the size of her palm. Now that she knew where to look, it was easy to see it, though she hadn’t noticed it before that.

Everything became clear at once. Brannick was speaking to her through his Faerie door, but that knowledge just raised a host of questions.

She sat up straight, still holding onto a branch for support. “Where are you?”

A huffy sort of noise sputtered from his door. “High Queen Alessandra’s dungeon.” The clanking metal sound returned. “I am in chains that block my magic.”

Leaning back into the tree, Elora swallowed. “If they block your magic, then how did you open a door?”

“These chains may be powerful,” he chuckled. “But I am Prince of Bitter Thorn.”

She could imagine him lounging across some surface with a wide smirk on his face. The image almost made her smile. Almost. She hated to shatter his smirk in any way.

“Elora.”

Her heart sputtered. She had been silent too long. Curling one hand into her lap, she finally dared to speak again. “Are you still the prince?”

“Ah, so I was right.” His smirk had shattered. She could hear it in his voice. “You somehow glamoured yourself to be invisible and never went through my door to Quintus’s house like you were supposed to.” Even only hearing his voice through a door, she could sense how his tone shifted. His voice became gravelly. “You saw everything.”

The hand in her lap gripped her sword hilt. Part of the iron pommel dug into her stomach with the way she had it positioned, but she didn’t care. The leather from her shirt mostly blocked the iron from affecting her anyway. “You made me vow that I would keep myself safe. That vow prevented me from doing anything that would reveal myself.” Her voice caught as a sob rose in her throat. “I wanted to save you.”

“I am glad for the vow. I worried you would do something rash.”

It didn’t matter how much she wanted to respond, she could only clench her jaw to keep silent sobs from escaping. The stupid vow stopped her from moving at all. She had to sit back and watch her beloved be captured—again—by the queen of Fairfrost.

“I do not know if I am still Prince of Bitter Thorn. Each court has always had exactly one ruler. Even if married, there is always only a king or a queen, never both. Since High Queen Alessandra is Queen of Bitter Thorn, I should not be a ruler anymore.” He paused a beat before continuing. “But I still feel as powerful as ever.” He let out a dark chuckle. “Although the chains make it difficult to know for sure.”

“Can you leave the dungeon?”

Brannick let out a sigh that could have twisted every tree in Bitter Thorn. “Alas, I cannot. I am able to open a door, but the chains prevent me from stepping through it. The high queen does not even keep me guarded always because she knows I have no way to escape. Then again, maybe she simply needs her guards elsewhere.”

“I am going to rescue you.” Elora had swallowed down the last of her sobs. Now her voice came out sure.

Silence met it.

Finally, Brannick let out a long breath. “I would not blame you if you went into hiding instead.”

“I would never give up like that.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out the crystal that contained Brannick’s essence. The sage green stone pulsed under her fingertips. He had a matching purple crystal that contained her essence now. She had been hesitant to allow him to make it, but that crystal had helped him know where to find her.

The crystal pulsed again, and somehow, she knew. Sensations sparked under her fingertips. The two crystals were connected almost as much as she and Brannick were. It probably sounded crazy to anyone who didn’t know them, but she didn’t care. She knew. Brannick was holding her crystal too. It almost felt like she was holding his hand.

“I need you to vow that you will keep yourself safe.” His voice was low and husky but determined too.

“I will make no such vow.”

“Elora.”

She gripped a tree branch and sat up straight. “That same vow prevented me from helping you when you got captured.”

“If you had done anything, you would have been captured too. High Queen Alessandra would have killed you immediately.” His voice lowered again to a pleading grind. “Make the vow.”

She would have refused again. She would have refused as many times as it took. But she didn’t have to because a slurry of voices and footsteps changed everything.

Brannick’s voice came one last time. “I must go.”

Her heart sank when the tiny door vanished, but of course, if anyone in Fairfrost saw it, he would certainly get punished. While her heart sank, she almost didn’t notice that not all the voices disappeared with the door. Most of them did—but some remained.

Sucking in a breath, she sat up straight and peered down at the forest path below.

Clearly, some of the voices hadn’t been in Fairfrost at all. Whoever they belonged to, they were coming nearer.
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VOICES CONTINUED TO MOVE closer to Elora. With fear swirling in the air, the voices probably should have raised the hairs on her arms. Instead, they offered comfort. At least they weren’t more demorogs.

Gripping her sword, Elora popped the wings from her back and flew to the ground. By now, the voices had moved close enough to distinguish actual words. Hearing them shoved away the last of the fear in Elora’s gut. She ran forward to meet them.

Vesper and Quintus marched down the path. When they caught Elora’s eye, both of them clapped a hand to their mouths. Vesper even teared up, but maybe it was just a trick of the light that made it appear so.

By the time they stomped over to her, smiles adorned their faces. Quintus wore an expression of relief. “We are glad to see you. Your sister nearly strangled me when you never returned last night.”

Even without asking, Elora guessed the sister he spoke of was her middle sister, Chloe.

“Where have you been?” Vesper pulled her into a hug, which only lasted half a breath. Now he gripped her shoulders and stared a little too intensely into her eyes. “Where is Prince Brannick?”

Rather than waiting for an answer, her fae brother scanned the forest. Did he think Brannick would just be standing there?

A loud shriek filled the air. Elora’s stomach twisted into a knot when another shriek started before the first one ended. Demorogs. There were two at least, but there could have been more.

Without a word, Vesper grabbed her hand and yanked her through a door. He must have opened it while she searched for the demorogs. A moment later, she, Vesper, and Quintus tumbled into the middle of Quintus’s home.

Her sisters tackled her before she could even stand up straight.

“You’re alive.” Grace already had tears streaking down her face. How had she started crying so fast? Or maybe she had already been crying.

Chloe kept going back and forth between hugging her sister and jabbing her in the shoulder and demanding she never fight in a battle again.

When they finally released her, Lyren emerged from around a corner. She clasped her hands in front of herself while her eyes grew wide. Hesitancy kept her steps uneven, but it disappeared by the time she reached Elora. Soon, even Lyren wrapped her arms around Elora.

The hug was probably the shortest one Elora had ever experienced in her life, but coming from a fae who only barely understood emotion, it meant a lot.

For some reason, that moment released the well of tears that had been brimming inside Elora since the night before.

With an understanding nod, Lyren placed a hand on Elora’s shoulder. “Queen Noelani told me what happened. I told the others already. We know the queen of Dustdune was working with High Queen Alessandra.” Her eyebrows pinched together. “But my queen left as soon as Dustdune soldiers started to appear. We have no idea what happened after that.”

Maybe all the hugs had given her courage, maybe being back in Bitter Thorn did it, or maybe it was simply because Lyren had already told half the story, but Elora finally felt ready to explain.

More tears spilled as she recounted how Brannick had been captured. Even more fell when she confessed she could do nothing to help him. Everyone there annoyingly agreed that the vow had saved her life. They also thankfully agreed they had to rescue Brannick as soon as possible.

Once things settled down a bit more, Lyren managed to pull Elora away from the others. They went into the bedroom where Elora and her sisters had been staying. Another sleeping mat and blanket had been added. Lyren must have stayed with them last night instead of staying in Swiftsea.

With curls bouncing, Lyren sat cross-legged on the new sleeping mat. She waited until both of them were settled before she finally spoke. “I must tell you something.” Her voice lowered. “I have never told anyone this, but I think I have waited long enough.”

Elora reached a hand out. “Are you okay?”

“I killed someone.”

Pulling her own hand back into her lap, Elora raised an eyebrow. “During the battle?”

Lyren tucked a curl behind her pointed ear as she shook her head. No white sea flower sat among the dark curls. “No, that would have been different.” She gulped. “This happened when I was a child.”

No response seemed appropriate, but Elora tried to sit forward at least. Hopefully that would demonstrate her interest.

With blue-painted fingernails pressed against her forehead, Lyren took a deep breath. When she finally lowered her hand, her brown and silver eyes had dulled. “I had been swimming and discovered a lovely island. I probably should not have explored it on my own, but I was too young to know anything about danger.”

She shifted, as if a pebble sat underneath her in an uncomfortable spot. “I caught a male fae dripping blood from his palm onto the sandy beach. Even now, I do not know what he was doing, but I know he did not wish to be seen.”

Lyren’s gaze turned downward. When the male fae realized I had caught him, he attacked me. He tried to kill me.”

“What did you do?” Elora’s mind whirled with possibilities. The mermaid, Waverly, came to her mind first. Perhaps the mermaid had saved Lyren and that was how they became friends.

Lyren took a deep breath before she answered. “I killed him first.”

The words cut through the air even faster than the swipe of a demorog claw. Elora could think of no response. She only muttered a quiet “Oh.”

“I had no other way to escape.” Lyren tapped her forehead, staring off at a corner of the room. “I was already skilled with a javelin since I grew up near Swiftsea Palace.”

Finding her composure once again, Elora nodded. “You had no choice then. I am glad you could protect yourself when your life was in danger.”

The words had been meant to comfort, but they seemed to have the opposite effect. Lyren looked up, her eyes wide and frenzied. “A fae’s essence is greatly affected when that fae takes a life. Do you remember when Prince Brannick said he would kill Ansel for what he did to you, and the rest of us gasped at the proclamation?”

Ansel’s name sent Elora’s hands into tight fists. It took effort to ignore the images of yellow eyes, a knife, and chains that flashed through her mind. She tried to turn her thoughts to how Brannick had rescued her instead. After swallowing, she said, “I forgot about that.”

Lyren sat up straighter, as if that would lend more importance to her words. Her pitch even raised a notch. “Taking a life would hurt Prince Brannick’s essence even more than anyone else’s since his greatest magic is in essence.”

“What about High Queen Alessandra?” Elora raised an eyebrow. “She has killed plenty of people.”

“So did King Huron, and his essence was greatly tainted. That is why Prince Brannick refused to take his magic after he died, even though the prince had earned it.”

Tilting her head, Elora tried to understand. If this was true, then High Queen Alessandra’s essence must have been greatly tainted too. Did it hurt her? Maybe that was why she wanted the creation magic. Maybe Faerie itself punished her for killing so many. And maybe that was why she was so desperate to be more powerful than Faerie itself.

The pieces continued to fall into place in Elora’s mind. “You told me High Queen Alessandra might be responsible for the decay in Swiftsea, but not intentionally.”

Something about Lyren’s dark curls looked different now. They seemed to limp around her face instead of bounce when she nodded. “She has killed countless fae while in our court. My queen believes the high queen’s tainted essence is also tainting our court. But my queen also believes High Queen Alessandra’s tainted essence is only making the decay worse. She still thinks the cause is because Faerie has the wrong High Ruler and Faerie itself knows it.”

Elora’s fingers found her sword hilt once again. “So, if Prince Brannick becomes High King, that will fix the source of the decay, and High Queen Alessandra’s tainted essence cannot taint your court anymore.”

With one hand curled into a fist, Lyren leaned forward. “I think Queen Noelani is wrong. Faerie is out of sorts because it has the wrong High Ruler. When Prince Brannick becomes High King, that will help.”

“But?”

Lyren took in deep breath. “But the decay is my fault.”

“What?”

Her eyes darkened. “I killed that fae. I tainted my own court.”

Elora shook her head. “But you had to kill him. Surely, Faerie itself understands that.”

“You think so?” No amount of hope laced her words. Lyren followed them with a scoff. “Then why is the source of the decay, which we only recently discovered, in the exact spot I killed him?”

Elora had no answer for that.

Whether good or bad, Lyren didn’t seem to expect an answer anyway. She kept shaking her head back and forth, which only made her curls look limper. “I have always appreciated the selfishness and lack of emotion fae have. I never felt too guilty about what I did.”

She started rocking back and forth, shaking her head faster each time. “But the high queen’s enchantments are filling Faerie with stronger emotion than it has ever had before. My past pains me in ways I have never known.”

Reaching forward, Elora placed her hand on Lyren’s forearm. She wanted to reaffirm that Lyren had only done what she had to do, but Elora instinctively knew her opinion would mean little to Lyren. Luckily, she also knew whose opinion did matter to the fae.

“What does your queen think of you?” Elora gestured toward the two seashell necklaces hanging around Lyren’s neck. “Did you not earn those necklaces because of your accomplishments? If Queen Noelani believes you worthy of those necklaces, then surely you cannot feel too guilty about something you had to do to survive.”

The words worked like magic. Lyren’s black curls twisted into tighter spirals. The silver in her eyes gleamed. She ran her fingers down the silver chains of her two necklaces while a smile played on her lips. “I earned the first necklace for mastery of words. And of course, you know I earned the second for bravery after our fight with King Huron in Dustdune Castle.”

Her eyes shimmered as her hand fell to her side. “The third necklace I can only earn by making a great sacrifice. All my life I have been desperate to earn three necklaces from my queen because then I would believe my essence had grown better than the mistake I made as a child.” She glanced down. “But I still only have two necklaces. Two instead of three. If I could just earn the third, I would not feel guilty. I think the decay might finally heal then.” Her voice lowered. “But I do not know if I have the will to make a great enough sacrifice.”
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