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As iron poisoning chokes Faerie, a human healer and her terrifying dragon fight to save the land... and battle a fae warrior’s deadly prejudice.

When Faerie is poisoned by treacherous mortals, apothecary Chloe knows she’ll have to heal the land to save it. But for someone who doubts her own abilities, she’s afraid her plan will fail.

Fae warrior, Quintus, hates all mortals except her. Their disagreements on how to end the war only feed the fire between them, though his protective nature calls to something in Chloe that aches for recognition.

Of course her problems don’t end there. She also has a terrifying dragon following her around and acting like she’s its master.

But even if Quintus learns to see the difference between treachery and mortals, she still can’t fall for him. Because someday she’ll die of old age and an immortal like him never will. How could she doom the one she loves to such pain?
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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 Quintus’s hand. To heal, she’d need to stand, and to stand, she needed his help. The moment her skin met his, he flicked his gaze toward her with the kind of angered 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.

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

Murder danced in Mishti’s eyes as she held her thin sword to Quintus’s throat. She kept glancing between his 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 now 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 focused on 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 opened her eyes to glance at Mishti’s dark olive skin. The burn 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.

“It’s only temporary, don’t worry. 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. Then... 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.”
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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 using 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 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-high 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.

Chloe 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.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​​​FOUR


[image: ]




* Ͻ *

––––––––

[image: ]


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.
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