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Faerie bargains are not easily broken.

Elora has decided to stay in Faerie to help Prince Brannick become High King. With the element of surprise on their side, they only have to hide their sword training lessons until the last phase of testing.

But Brannick is ruled by a bargain that could ruin everything. Queen Alessandra is beginning to remember her history with the prince. With one word, she could force him to lose the testing and give up his freedom forever.

With a growing reputation, Elora’s anonymity in Faerie is shrinking fast. Her sisters are safe in the mortal realm, but she is desperate to help Brannick win the throne.

If he doesn’t, any number of fae could capture Elora. Or even worse... her sisters.
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MAGIC, ENCHANTMENT, AND... DANGER. With all of Faerie’s delights came a host of troubles. Troubles that could maim, destroy, or even kill. So, why am I so desperate to stay?

Elora’s toe met the mossy stone floor of her bedroom in a flurry of taps.

She had promised Prince Brannick she would stay and help him win the testing to become High King of Faerie. But then what? Was she really just going to go home like the prince insisted? Could she really return to the mortal realm to care for her two sisters while knowing Faerie existed? Could she live knowing it was just out of her reach?

When an ache split through her ankle from how often she tapped her toe, she jumped off her bed.

If she had to leave after the testing, then she also had a duty to explore Faerie before leaving it forever.

Her eyes flicked toward the open window of her bedroom.

Exploration took more effort these days. A forest breeze fluttered inside, ruffling the leaves on the tree in the middle of her room.

While the breeze could move freely in and out of her window, she could not. The brooding prince of Bitter Thorn had placed an enchantment over her window, preventing her from reaching even a finger through it.

He claimed the spell would protect her. At the first phase of testing, she had played a harp for High King Romany and hundreds of fae had heard her remarkable skill. Supposedly, other fae would now stop at nothing to snatch her away from Bitter Thorn.

Yet, the enchantment still seemed like an excuse to keep her trapped.

Sneaking out the window was out of the question. Her door, on the other hand, had no such enchantment. She could sneak into her hallway with no effort at all—sneaking anywhere interesting would take more skill.

Pulling on the leather strap of her door, she peeked into the hallway. Empty. Just as she suspected. Rising up to tiptoes, she started down it. The dark solitude provided the perfect backdrop for a memory she kept trying to ignore.

The first phase of testing.

During the revel that night, she had been forced to kiss Prince Brannick just to prove to a particularly nasty fae that no one could claim her as a pet. Apparently, the stupid kiss hadn’t been enough to keep her safe.

Everything had gone wrong that night. They managed to kill the king of Dustdune before he could inflict deadly shards on half the fae in Faerie. But stopping him had come at a cost. Prince Brannick had been weakened when he destroyed some of the shards. There had been a fight. An ogre. And the kiss.

Now the prince insisted she have an escort everywhere she went, and her window was enchanted every night to lock her inside.

Too bad for the prince, she had perfected the art of sneaking out by the age of thirteen. She only needed a destination, quiet feet, and a good excuse if she got caught. Her excuse tonight would be a nightmare. Or sleepwalking. Or maybe both.

She’d figure it out on the spot if she had to. She just had to get out and experience the wonders of Faerie while she still could. Before Prince Brannick won the testing to become High King and forced her to return to the mortal realm.

Vines of green leaves stretched across the stone ceiling of the hallway. A light wind fluttered through the leaves, making just enough noise to mask her steps. Black thorns twisted through the greenery. They creaked in the breeze, covering her sounds even more.

Her fingers trailed across the mossy wall at her side. Just as she neared the end of the corridor, the cool, rocky texture of stone vanished.

She jerked her head sharply to the side and sucked in a breath. Where did the wall go?

To her eyes, the stone wall looked the same as it always did. The sight of it curled her gut into a knot. Reaching out with one hand, she waved her hand through the air in the exact spot that the wall appeared. And yet, no wall met her fingertips.

At least now she had a name for the trickery. Glamour. The fae could use magic to make things look different from how they really appeared.

Using both hands to sweep the area in front of her, she found that the empty space was the exact size of a hallway opening. Her heart thumped in her chest at the thought. With tingling fingers, she leaned forward.

What would happen when she tried to push her head through the glamour that looked like a wall? Her hands hadn’t met any resistance, so why should the rest of her?

Despite those thoughts, a part of her still held back. At one time, nothing could have stopped her curiosity. She would have charged forward without a thought. But that was before she discovered Faerie. Before she betrayed a prince and conspired with a king. Before she had ever kissed anyone.

Now she knew the dangers of Faerie were just as real as its magic. Her body hovered at the hidden doorway. What if she couldn’t find her way back? What if a treacherous creature lurked beyond the glamour?

When a whiff of decay met her nose, she stumbled backward. Her feet slapped against the stone floor, letting out a noise that rang down the hallway on both ends. The thumping in her chest shook harder than before. The tingles in her fingertips suddenly felt like needles.

She whipped away from the wall that wasn’t really a wall. Why did she have to explore that hallway right then, anyway? Another day would be better. Besides, she still wanted to sneak into the forest to gather some purple berries for her brownie, Fifer. 

Footsteps neared from an adjoining corridor. Based on the sound of them, she only had a moment to dash away before getting caught.

Using the light feet she usually reserved for dancing, Elora slipped into a new hallway. Luckily, it was as deserted as her own. She prioritized speed over silence as she moved. Even if someone heard her footsteps, hopefully she could get away before they arrived.

Crisp forest air trickled through the castle hallways thanks to large, open windows. Still, nothing compared to meeting the air outside. When Elora finally stepped outside the castle and entered the forest surrounding it, she took in a deep breath.

More footsteps sounded behind her. She scurried around the nearest castle turret. A stone staircase covered in moss and twigs was tucked in between the turret and the black castle wall at its side. It sat at a strange angle, which was probably why she had never noticed it before.

Without a good excuse for being out, she welcomed the chance to hide as quickly as possible. Spongy moss gave off the scent of wet earth as she trailed down the staircase. A black door with a leather strap for a handle stood at the bottom. She didn’t think twice before pushing it open.

Briars and thorns creaked all through the room. Their black vines twisted over the walls and around the plush furniture. A tree stood in one corner, but the black thorns twisted so tight around its trunk and around every branch that the poor tree had died. A strong stench wafted all around, but it wasn’t unpleasant exactly. It was just... different.

In fact, everything in the room felt different, though she couldn’t explain how. Her theories came to a halt when a cold voice cut across the room.

“What are you doing here, mortal?” Prince Brannick slouched in a chair made from leather and bundles of thin branches. His black hair hung down to his shoulders—as glossy as ever but limper than usual too. Even when he shook out his shoulders and ran a hand through his hair, it didn’t bounce as it usually did.

“Prince Brannick.” She curtsied before him, but the tone of her voice was mocking.

He could tell.

His nose twitched. The chill in his voice transferred to his limbs. Tension rocked through him as he leaned forward with a glare. “Get out now.” Each of his words came out like its own sentence. Each felt like a knife to the gut.

One kiss. They had only shared one kiss, and it was even a fake one only meant to convince the fae, Ansel, to leave Elora alone. But that one kiss had changed everything.

She didn’t know what Brannick hated more, the fact that he had been forced to explain his past to her or the fact that he revealed his feelings for her. Either way, the combination had turned him even colder than she had ever seen.

Then again, love had destroyed his life once before. He had given his heart to Queen Alessandra of Fairfrost. He made a bargain with her and promised to follow every order she ever gave him. He also promised he would never touch anyone besides Alessandra if he had romantic feelings for that being in his heart.

That was the most frightening thing about fae bargains. They couldn’t be broken. When he and Elora shared that one kiss, even though it had been a fake one, he still almost vanished from existence. Despite how he tried to deny it, Brannick had strong enough feelings for her that the bargain tried to destroy him when he touched her.

At first, Elora foolishly believed the truth would bring them closer together. She thought the prince might turn to her for advice or even comfort. Instead, he seemed intent on avoiding her altogether.

Before he could repeat his command, she raised herself up to the balls of her feet. “You promised to get me a new sheath for my sword. You said you would put a glamour on it that would make it invisible so I can carry my sword with me everywhere.”

His nose twitched again. As he moved his hand upward to pinch the bridge of his nose, a pair of black ears appeared from behind his woody throne.

A snout soon followed and then the wolf’s entire body could be seen. Only a moment later, he bounded forward and nuzzled into Elora’s leg.

“Hello, Blaz.” She grinned as she dug her fingers into his soft black fur. At least the wolf had missed her. Her knees dropped to the earthy woven rug under her feet, so she could more easily scratch behind Blaz’s ears.

Her eyes turned to the prince as she knelt. For the briefest moment, a soft smile adorned his face while he watched her with his wolf. The expression melted away so quickly, she almost thought she imagined it.

The thorns twisting around Brannick’s chair creaked as he let out a huff. “It is too dangerous for you to leave your room at night. Do I need to put an enchantment on your doorway as well as your window?”

She left a soft pat on top of Blaz’s head before glaring up at the prince. “Am I a prisoner?”

The words tumbled from her lips, as if they’d had this argument many times. The ease with which they quarreled came as naturally as it had between her own parents. With that thought, she felt her mouth twist up into a knot.

A matching snarl filled Brannick’s face. “You are not a prisoner. And do you think I actually care for your safety? It is your sword skill I need. My life will be much easier if you do not get injured or kidnapped before the final phase of testing.”

This was the first time she had seen the prince since he told her everything about his past with Alessandra.

So why did everything feel different?

Blaz padded across the woven rug to stand at the prince’s side. Brannick arched his hand over the arm of his chair to reach for the wolf’s head. At least two more vines of black briars had covered the arm since Elora entered the room.

That was part of the curse on the prince’s court of Bitter Thorn. Thorns followed him everywhere he went in his court. But was the curse getting worse? She had never seen the thorns grow around him so quickly.

Smoothing out the wrinkles in her purple skirt, Elora kept her gaze away from the prince. “Shouldn’t we begin training again then? It’s been days since we were in Dustdune and destroyed the shards, but I haven’t done any sword training with you at all. Aren’t we running out of time?”

The chuckle that left Brannick’s lips held no humor. “There is no time in Faerie. High King Romany will not announce the next phase until we are ready.”

It seemed like the perfect moment to roll her eyes. Knowing it would bother Brannick, she flopped herself onto the nearest chair. “Are we just going to forget the testing then? If you never prepare for it, then it will never happen. Is that your plan?”

As she lifted her eyes to roll them again, an unexpected sight met them.

A chandelier.

The sparkly crystals caught the light, showering the upper walls of the room with a rainbow of light. But it wasn’t just the crystals that caught her eye. Soft light glowed from the spot where candles should have been. The light was mostly white with a hint of pink, but it definitely wasn’t fire. Even more intriguing, it wasn’t green.

She glanced around the top of the room another time, finally recognizing why the room looked different. In every part of Faerie that she had ever been, small glowing green lights always floated up above. She now knew the glowing lights were actually sprites who sent messages throughout Faerie. She had even befriended a small sprite named Tansy.

But this room had no sprites. Instead, the only light source in the room came from the chandelier. It must have been from magic she hadn’t seen before.

When she finally turned back to the prince again, he glared even harder than before. With a wave of one hand, a swirling tunnel appeared at his side. Brown, green, and black smudges twirled around each other down the length of the tunnel. A cool and gentle breeze floated through the tunnel, bringing along with it the scent of wet earth, moss, and rain.

Just when the slightest hint of wild berries filled the air, Brannick cleared his throat. “That door will take you back to your room.”

Elora pouted as she leaned back into her chair. “But I don’t want to go back to my room. Once the testing is over, I have to return to the mortal realm. I’m anxious to explore Faerie and enjoy it as much as I can before I go.”

His shoulders stiffened as he sat taller in his chair. “Then explore it during the day and with an escort. At night, you must stay in your room.”

Glancing toward the door that led to the forest, she sat up straighter. “But I don’t have an offering for Fifer. I must leave him an offering, or he won’t bring me anything to eat in—”

As she spoke, the prince whirled one hand in a circle. A clump of purple wildflowers appeared at Elora’s feet by the time he finished. The flowers would make a perfect offering for her brownie.

She snatched them off the ground as she stood from her chair. Another night, she would have argued more. She would have reminded him again about the sheath he promised. But truthfully, she was getting tired and the thought of her warm bed was too nice to ignore.

Just for fun, she snarled at the prince as she moved toward his swirling tunnel.

He met her expression with a clenched jaw. “You should be safe inside the castle, but do not leave its walls again unless you have an escort. Your skills are too valuable in Faerie. You are not safe.”

She mostly ignored his words as she stomped toward his Faerie door. He could order her around as much as he liked, but she didn’t have to follow. She had learned something since being in Faerie, and that was how to take her life into her own hands.

He couldn’t stop her from enjoying Faerie. No matter how hard he tried.
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EVEN WITH AIR AS her only opponent, Elora loved practicing her sword skill. Her blade swished and sliced, glinting in the light of her room. Only after she’d been practicing for a while did a thin bead of sweat break out over her forehead.

After completing a difficult set of exercises, she finally let her arms drop to her sides. The leather hilt of her sword fit perfectly in her palm like it always had.

A twinkling noise accompanied a glowing green light that flew down from the ceiling. Pink sparkles glittered against the green. Only a moment later, Tansy flopped onto Elora’s shoulder. The sprite’s velvety hair bounced as she landed.

“I have traveled everywhere in Faerie many times, but I have never seen anyone with sword skill such as yours.”

The compliment turned Elora’s lips up. She lifted the soft mattress of her bed and hid the sword underneath it. Now she turned to the sprite. “Should I be worried that you know about my sword skill? Brannick insists I must keep it secret. You won’t tell other fae will you?”

With a glistening snort, the sprite clutched her belly. “Sprites do not speak to other fae, except to deliver messages.”

Elora raised an eyebrow. “But you speak to me?”

Tansy gave a casual shrug as she ran a hand over her spiked-up hair. “I’m not supposed to. But you did prevent us from delivering shards that would have killed half the fae in Faerie.” She shrugged. “We like you.”

At those words, the sprite flew off Elora’s shoulder. Her glowing green wings flapped hard, but she moved with the elegance of a hummingbird. Seeing the sprite fly brought Elora’s thoughts to the wings on her own back.

Brannick had given her wings in exchange for her help with sword skill, yet she had hardly used them at all. Fear was the biggest reason. But Tansy could fly, and she liked Elora. Would the sprite be willing to share her knowledge of flying?

Elora bent to test the strength of the ribbon around her ankle. The red ribbon had come from her sister, Chloe, and it acted as a ward against fae enchantments. Luckily, the knot remained as tight as ever.

When Elora stood, she tilted her head toward the sprite in front of her. “Is that the only reason you speak to me? Because you like me?” Elora had learned early on that everyone in Faerie had devious intentions. As much as she liked the sprite, she didn’t expect anything different from her.

The sprite’s wings glowed brighter as she turned in a loop. Soon, she was hovering right in front of Elora’s face. “Hundreds of my brothers and sisters are still trapped by Queen Alessandra in Fairfrost Court. We are trying to devise a plan to free them, and that plan might include you.”

“I thought it might be something like that.” Elora chuckled, but she didn’t mind the feeling of being needed.

A moment later, the captain of the guard arrived to escort her to the council room. Tansy immediately disappeared among the sea of sprites near the ceiling while Elora entered the hallway with Soren.

The stocky gnome uttered gruff complaints as he led her down the hall. Once the council room was in sight, he left to perform one last duty as captain of the guard before he would return to the council room again.

Twelve trees grew inside the room, shading the long wooden table at the center of it. The sight always took Elora’s breath away, but just then, something else caught her attention.

Blaz dipped his black-furred head, almost as if telling her to stop where she stood. Only then did she notice the two people already standing in the council room. Prince Brannick stood at the head of the table speaking to the dryad, Kaia. Her flowing emerald hair ruffled in the light breeze going through the room. Brannick’s head bent while he glared.

Neither of them had noticed Elora’s presence.

She glanced at the wolf again. This time, he tipped his nose upward at the two beside him. Did he want her to listen?

Kaia traced circles over her palm, mixing together some sort of powder and liquid. She frowned at the sight of it. “Your essence is still suffering since the battle in Dustdune.”

“I know.” Brannick folded his arms over his chest as he glared at the ground. “I can feel it. I thought seeing Queen Alessandra again had caused it, but I think it might be related to...” His voice trailed off for a moment as his nose twitched. “...something else.”

The dryad shook her head, still staring at her palm. “It hasn’t been the same since you escaped from Fairfrost.”

Brannick’s voice raised in pitch. “You said it was getting better.”

Letting out a sigh, Kaia reached into her pocket for a white cloth. “It was, but then...”

Her voice stopped as she wiped the mixture off her palm. The movement caused her head to turn just enough to see Elora standing in the doorway of the room.

The slightest twinge of pink colored the prince’s cheeks before he clenched his teeth together. “Where is Soren?”

Elora flipped a portion of hair over one shoulder. “He said he had to check on a squad before the meeting.”

That answer only brought an even angrier snarl to the prince’s lips. He hissed as he dropped himself onto the throne that merged stone and tree together at the head of the council room table. After snapping away the twisting black thorns that covered the arms of the throne, he shot an angry huff toward Elora.

The dryad took a seat at the table. She smoothed her emerald hair and glanced at the prince. “That attitude will not help you. Strong emotion could be making it worse.”

He let out another huff. “How am I supposed to control my emotion with such an infuriating presence nearby?” He punctuated his question by jabbing his thumb in Elora’s direction. “Why must she go around listening to private conversations?”

A nearly inaudible snicker escaped the dryad’s lips before she smothered it with the clearing of her throat.

Several pairs of footsteps sounded in the nearby hallway, which ended the conversation immediately. Brannick’s other council members, Vesper, Quintus, and Lyren, entered the room one after the other.

Lyren’s eyes flitted around, looking at nothing in particular. She touched a hand to her seashell necklace several times, as if her thoughts were far from that moment. In her other hand, she held a long, shimmery-blue javelin.

The other two fae were much more animated. Quintus shook his head, which rustled his neatly parted black hair. His eyes were wide when he spoke to Vesper. “You angered a giant in Mistmount by accidentally sleeping on it and then you decided to fight with it?”

Vesper slid a hand through his brown curls before giving a casual shrug. “I would have opened a door and left, but you know how I love a good fight.” He chuckled as he sat down at the table. “Anyway, the giant swung his blade, which was longer than most of the trees in Mistmount, I might add. I managed to avoid it, but a nearby home wasn’t as lucky. The giant’s sword smashed all the way through it.”

As Lyren took a seat at the table, she bit her bottom lip. Still, she stared off at nothing in particular.

Vesper sat forward in his chair, his blue and gray eyes bright. “Naturally, I summoned fire, which scared the giant away. Unfortunately, the fire also caught onto the broken home. I thought nothing of it until a dwarf child came running out of the house screaming about his parents.”

At those words, Quintus pulled a pad of paper and pencil from his pocket. He began sketching the scene before nodding at Vesper to continue.

Now Vesper smiled. “I ran into the burning home next. I did not care for the lives of the child’s parents.” His mouth tilted in a grin. “But I could not refuse the adventure. Obviously, I survived, but the entire dwarf family did too. It was one of my most memorable travels.”

Widened eyes and shocked gasps accompanied the end of the tale, but the words only gnarled Elora’s insides. Her stomach churned as memories of a different fire filled her mind. She couldn’t help notice the irony of the fae’s story. He saved the dwarf family with his desire for adventure. But it was only when Elora accepted her arranged marriage—and lack of adventure—that her own parents were killed in a fire.

The thoughts twisted inside her, writhing so fast that tears pooled in her eyes before she had even taken a breath. Her throat ached as she tried to blink the tears away. Her fingers curled into tight fists as she forced herself to take deep breaths.

Those memories were too painful. She couldn’t face them, especially not in the middle of a council meeting. If Brannick saw her weakness, he would surely find a way to exploit it. And who enjoyed pain anyway?

When the prince stood from his throne and began talking about their plans, Elora shoved the memories away and forced herself to focus on nothing but his words. No one needed the distraction more than she did.

“We have two phases left in the testing.” Brannick’s voice seemed different than it had when she first entered the room. Now it seemed stronger. Surer. He stood taller too. “Lyren, Soren, and I are working on the speeches. My speech is the most important, but High King Romany might ask any of you to give a short speech on my behalf.”

Elora sucked in a breath before quiet words escaped from her mouth. “Even me?”

From across the table, Vesper tapped his chin. “Elora has done her part, has she not? Can we not return her to the mortal realm now?”

The slightest flinch went through Brannick’s shoulders before he answered. “Because she helped with the first phase of testing, High King Romany will consider her a member of my council until the testing is over.”

Though pain from her past had churned in her stomach only moments earlier, fear completely crushed it now. Her every thought was chained to the current conversation. “But I’m just a mortal. I don’t know how to give a speech. What if I say something wrong?”

She had already broken many Faerie rules and all of them came with consequences.

“Hush.” Brannick threw her a sharp look before standing straight again. “You have adventure in your blood. You will be fine.”

Fear probably would have clutched her tighter, except Vesper jerked his head toward the prince with eyes so wide the light of the room filled them. A moment later, Vesper turned to glance at Elora. When he looked to the prince again, a weight rested in his eyes that hadn’t been there before.

Brannick stood even taller, but it didn’t hide his hard swallow. He gave a brief glance toward Elora. “Lyren will write your speech. You only have to give it.” Now he cleared his throat. “The winner of the speech gets to choose the weapon that will be used in the final phase of the testing, the tournament.”

Now Elora’s eyes went wide. “The winner of the speech chooses the weapon for the tournament?”

Lyren glanced toward the doorway of the room. Her lips parted as if to respond, but she merely stared at the entrance instead. Was she waiting for something?

When silence filled the room for another moment, Brannick took the opportunity to fill it. He was careful to avoid Elora’s eyes no matter how she tried to catch his.

Still her stomach churned. The prince’s entire plan for the tournament rested on him using a sword. That was the whole reason she had been brought to Faerie in the first place. To teach him a weapon no fae would ever guess he could use. And the plan would only work if he first won the speech phase of the testing.

While she continued to attempt to catch the prince’s eye, a sprite flew into the room and hovered in front of Lyren. It spoke with a shrill but quiet voice. “Lyren of Swiftsea, I have a message for you from Queen Noelani of Swiftsea.”

Lyren jumped up from her chair. She barely had enough time to say “Excuse me” before she left the room and entered the nearby hallway. She took her javelin with her.

Brannick gave no reaction to her exit. He simply turned to Quintus, who was still sketching the story of the giant and the fire. After clearing his throat, the prince asked, “Are you almost finished with...” He raised both eyebrows instead of completing the sentence.

In response, Quintus nodded swiftly. “It will not take me much longer.”

Now the prince turned to Kaia. “Prepare the elixir we discussed. I will take it this evening.”

Bark-like striations had broken out across Kaia’s brown skin. Her emerald hair grew stringy, almost like thin, green tree branches. “Yes, my prince. I must return to my tree at once, but I will bring it to you as soon as I can.”

As the dryad left the room, Lyren entered it once again. “Did I miss anything?”

“No.” Brannick shook his head and then waved toward Elora. “Would you return the mortal to her room for me? I must speak to Vesper.”

Lyren’s eyes went alight at the sound of those words. “Certainly.” The quality of her voice had changed. It spoke of deviousness, and even more concerning, desperation.

The fae beckoned as she moved toward the doorway. “I would be happy to take her to her room.”

Even though Elora followed, her knees shook with each step. But that was part of exploring Faerie. Sometimes it meant walking into danger.
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ANTICIPATION COURSED INSIDE ELORA as she stepped into the hallway. Once no other fae could be seen, she glanced toward her companion.

Lyren’s dark skin was practically glowing in the green light from the sprites above. Her dark curls were looser than usual today, but they still bounced at the slightest movement. “Elora.”

Though the fae’s voice held lightness, Elora could sense something else along with it. The shimmer in Lyren’s brown and silver eyes gave the secondary emotion away.

Fear.

After a single blink, a devious smile stretched across Lyren’s face. “How would you like to visit Swiftsea?”

A rush of excitement leapt through Elora’s stomach. Almost immediately, it dropped as she considered how quickly a simple visit could turn into something darker. She thought of Lyren as a friend, but she knew better than to trust the fae. In Faerie, it was better to not trust anyone.

Taking a step away, Elora narrowed one eye. “Is it safe?”

“Of course.” Lyren reached for the seashell hanging from a silver chain around her neck. Her lips pursed together tight, but it didn’t stop a sputtering cough from erupting a moment later. After several hard coughs, she managed to take in just enough air to squeeze out a few quiet words. “It is not. Of course it is not.”

Smirking, Elora rested one hand on her hip. “Is that what happens when fae try to lie?”

But the fae did not return the amused expression. Instead, focus flashed in her brown and silver eyes. Lyren grasped her seashell even tighter. “I need your help.”

Elora’s smirk fell. The spark of fear in the fae’s eyes seeped into the room around them, thickening the air. When she tried to speak, even her voice felt tight. “What’s wrong?”

“I will protect you if you come with me.” Lyren dropped her hand to her side. She paced the width of the hallway. “I cannot guarantee your safety, but I have my javelin. I am not as good as some, but I am more than proficient.”

As if to illustrate her point, the fae snatched her shimmery-blue javelin from where it leaned against one wall. She spun it around so fast it made a whooshing sound.

“But why do you need me?” Elora reached into her hair, drawing her fingers over the two feathers tied there. She had one from Soren that would protect her from accidental danger. She had another from Brannick that would enhance any skills she had. But she didn’t even have her sword with her. Neither of the feathers seemed particularly useful at the moment. “How could I possibly help you?”

The silver in Lyren’s eyes burst with light. “I just need a story. You can even tell the same story you told me when you first arrived in Faerie, the one about your parents when they lived in the castle in the mortal realm.”

Flips turned in Elora’s stomach as she drew her eyebrows together. “A story? What’s going on?”

Lyren shook her head side to side, faster each time. “I just received word from Queen Noelani about...” She gulped. “Perhaps it is time for you to see anyway.”

The twinkling of the sprites above became easier to hear when no other sound filled the room. Elora gulped.

“Please.” Lyren flinched the moment the word left her lips.

Elora remembered when she had said thank you to Lyren after the fae had given Elora a special shell. Saying such words required a gift be given in return. Did Faerie have similar rules for when someone said please?

Lyren stepped forward, now grasping both of the shells hanging from her neck. “I will owe you a debt if you agree, but please. Help me.”

Whether a good idea or not, Elora wasn’t about to sit around and waste her time while she was in a magical realm. Not when she had so much left to explore. With a stiff nod, she agreed.

No sooner had she made the gesture than Lyren waved her hand through the air. Her Faerie door swirled with waves of foamy white and bright blue. The smell of salt and sand drifted through it. Even stepping through it felt like walking over a sandy ocean shore.

Elora expected a similar sight to meet her on the other side.

It didn’t.

Instead, decaying palm trees rotted from the inside out. The sand beneath their feet had hardened like textured glass. An ocean with too-thick water bubbled before them. Salty air ruffled around them, but the salt was too strong. Too heavy. It brought the bitter taste of sickness to rest on her tongue.

Though Elora curled up her lip at the sight, Lyren grimaced. Her shoulders shook. With each breath, she brought one hand closer to her neck until it wrapped around it. Her head jerked with several shakes. She turned to Elora, desperation etched onto every feature.

Pointing to the crusty and hard ground, Lyren opened her mouth. “This is the very spot where I used to meet my mermaid friend, Waverly.”

At the mention of the name, the water rippled and shook. Soon, a magnificent mane of blue and green hair broke over the surface. The body that followed had dark skin tinged with blue. Her black and green eyes sunk deep into her head with dark circles beneath them.

“You must go, my friend,” the mermaid said to Lyren. “We have tried every story we can think of against this decay. It will not back down.”

Lyren reached for the mermaid’s hand, clasping her own around it tight. “I brought a new story.”

With that, Lyren turned to Elora. She didn’t say another word. She just gave an expectant nod.

Swallowing, Elora reached both arms over her stomach. “I don’t understand. How can a story help?”

“Please.”

The mermaid flinched when Lyren spoke. Ignoring her, the fae stepped away from the water and closer to Elora. “Please just tell your story. It will be stronger coming from someone who has lived it.”

The words to the story swam in Elora’s mind. Her parents had told the story so many times in her life, she probably could have spoken about it in her sleep. Her father and mother lived at the castle. Both of them worked for the king, her father as a swordsmith, her mother as a musician. They fell in love. But her mother feared what castle life would be like for their future children. Her mother dreamed of a life different from what they had experienced in the castle. So, they moved away to the country and raised their family there. Her parents had always told the story like it was the most romantic thing in the world.

Maybe it was because Elora had never found that story particularly romantic, or maybe Faerie itself knew that story wasn’t the one, but a different story entered her mind now.

Without thinking about it, she stepped forward and began the tale. “When I was a young girl, only five years old, my mother’s belly grew bigger than a bucket. She was going to have another baby. My father hoped it would be a boy. My mother hoped it would be a boy. My younger sister, Chloe, claimed she knew it was a boy. If it wasn’t a boy, it would be much more difficult for our father to provide for us. My mother was very sick. They knew it would be their last child. So, everyone hoped and wished and prayed that it would be a boy.”

At some point, Elora had dropped her hands to her side. She pinched the fabric of her skirt on either side of her, almost as if she was about to lift it to curtsy. “But I didn’t want it to be a boy.”

Without any warning at all, a lump filled Elora’s throat. As she touched the skirt her mother had given her, the memory of her parents’ death did everything it could to push its way to the front of her mind. After a hard swallow, she shoved it back again. She used the story to smother it.

“When the baby was born, everyone held their breaths. My mother’s sickness nearly took her life, but she survived. The baby was healthy and strong and cried with the lilt of a nightingale. And she wasn’t a boy. My baby sister, Grace, stole all our hearts. But my heart was happiest of all because I knew something no one else wanted to admit. Now my father would teach me the things I had been begging to learn. Things that only boys were supposed to know. Now that my father knew he’d never have a son, he’d finally stop waiting, and he’d teach me.”

The enchantments Prince Brannick had placed on Elora were still in place, which prevented her from talking about her sword skill in any way. She had been prepared for it. The end of the story came out vague, but she still managed to tell it. Emotion burned in her chest while the memory sparked like a fire within.

It hurt. Her sisters were still in the mortal realm, but at least they had the fancy dresses and opulent jewelry from Faerie. And Brannick had promised he could return Elora to the exact same time and day she had left the mortal realm.

Her sisters were safe. They had money in case they needed it. They wouldn’t even miss Elora no matter how long she stayed in Faerie. But it didn’t stop her from missing them.

She swallowed again.

A single tear slipped down her cheek. When the tear splashed onto the crusty sand, purple steam bloomed above it in the shape of wildflowers. A gentle breeze dispersed the steam, sending it over the sand and over the water.

Everything the steam touched glowed with a bright light. So much light filled the area around them that it became difficult to see. When the light began to dim, an entirely different view lay before them.

Lush palm trees fluttered in a gentle wind. Clear, sparkly water waved in the dusky night sky. The sand had turned brown and soft. Even Waverly’s eyes looked less sunken than before.

The brown in Lyren’s eyes shimmered with silver as she smiled. “You did it,” she whispered.

But loud shouts erupted from a nearby rocky cove. They sounded as pleasant as dripping blood.

Lunging forward, Lyren grabbed Elora’s wrist. “We need to get out of here.”
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ELORA HAD JUST ENOUGH time to glance over her shoulder. She regretted the action at once. A group of at least eight fae charged toward her and Lyren. The fae wore heavy white coats with silvery threads woven throughout. Just looking at the coats made the warm Swiftsea air seem even warmer.

Lyren yanked Elora forward, pulling her down the sandy beach. The sea fae gestured toward a narrow path just beyond a thick clump of palm trees. “This way. And hurry.”

Hiking up her skirt, Elora ran. Part of her wanted to glance over her shoulder again, but she feared what she would see. Instead, she turned to her side while sucking in gulps of air. “Why can’t we open a door back to Bitter Thorn?”

Lyren hissed as she tripped over a rock hiding amongst the sand. It didn’t take her long to regain her balance. “It is not safe. These fae have magic that can keep Faerie doors open indefinitely. If I open a door, they will simply follow us through.”

After jumping over a large boulder covered in seaweed, Lyren twisted her body in another direction. She yanked on Elora’s hand to keep them both moving the same way. Only with Lyren’s help did Elora notice a rocky path to the side. The sea fae moved onto it with expert precision. Again, she turned in a direction that didn’t seem to have any path along with it. But of course, a path appeared just in time.

Soon, they both huddled inside a hidden cove that overlooked the sea. Lyren peeked her head around one wall, looking back at the area they had only recently left. “Just as I thought.” When she pulled her head back into the cove, she began combing through her brown curls with her fingers. “Those were Fairfrost guards.”

As if on cue, a strange whipping sound filled the air. When Lyren glanced up, Elora followed her gaze.

A gasp escaped Elora’s lips before she could stop it. Her hand clutched tight against her chest. “Is that a dragon? They’re real?”

Sneering, Lyren shook her head. “You need not fear the dragon. It is the rider who brings destruction.”

Now Elora was the one peering over the side of the cove. She didn’t have a great angle, but she just managed to catch a glimpse of the fae on top of the dragon. One look at the heavily beaded white crown was all she needed to hide back in the cove once again. “It’s Queen Alessandra.”

Lyren nodded before glancing away.

“That’s who brought the decay?”

“No.” Moving to the other side of the cove, Lyren ran a hand over the rocky surface. “At least we do not think so. But she does take advantage of it. Queen Alessandra’s greatest magic is in emotion. When stories create renewal magic like yours did, she can steal the emotion out of it. The process makes her stronger and Swiftsea weaker.”

At her sides, Elora’s fingers twitched. She ached to reach for a sword, but of course she didn’t have hers with her. No one in Faerie was supposed to know about her sword skill except for Brannick and his two advisors, Kaia and Soren. But even without the weapon, she still longed to fight.

Her teeth clenched as she raised an eyebrow. “So, you’re just going to let Alessandra take the magic?”

Snapping her head to the side, Lyren glared. “Of course not. Every fae in Swiftsea is skilled with the javelin. We know how to fight out of necessity, and we do it very well.”

As she spoke, she raised one hand into the air. The moment the last word left her lips, she clicked her tongue three times. A glowing sprite from above fluttered down until it landed on Lyren’s palm. The sea fae reached into her pocket and pulled out a tiny, gray pebble. “I have a message for Queen Noelani and her guards. They should be near.”
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