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In a court of chaos, their love is the most powerful weapon.

Quintus must be protected at all costs. The words echo in Chloe’s heart, a desperate vow against the encroaching darkness. The newly returned king of Crystalfall plans a terrible ritual, one that requires the blood and sacrifice of his own son. Quintus.

Her beloved Quintus, the true heir, is the king’s final key to ultimate power. While Quintus spirals into despair from their defeat, Chloe must find strength for them both.

She must rally her found family of Golden Shields and face an enemy who seems to know their every move before they make it.

This final battle isn’t just for a throne; it’s for his life. And she cannot, will not, let Quintus fall.
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THEY NEEDED A PLACE TO HIDE. Chloe leaned in closer to her dragon’s scales, urging the creature toward a small clearing in front of a dense forest. With night falling, the golden gleam of the tree trunks wasn’t as noticeable as their gnarled, skeletal frames. A slight chill hung in the air as all the dragons behind her landed in the clearing beside the forest.

Chloe and the other Golden Shields had just managed to escape Crystalfall Castle after Julian’s crown and magic were restored to him once again. They were still reeling from the consequences of that stunning revelation. Julian was the king they’d been searching for. Julian, their greatest enemy. And now he had unimaginable power.

Doing her best to forget about that, Chloe glanced back at the other dragons. Shivers ran through their enormous wings as they landed on the black soil of Crystalfall. The creatures gazed at the forest ahead of them through narrowed eyes. Tension reverberated through Shadow’s body, enough that Chloe could feel the dragon shaking beneath her. Despite the dragons’ hesitation, Chloe did what she knew she must. Grabbing onto Quintus’s hand, she slid down her dragon’s back until her feet landed on the ground.

One of the Shields had given Quintus a coat to borrow. He had removed his shirt to stop the blood from the cursed wound in his side before Chloe had finally healed it, but that shirt had been left at the castle. Now Quintus wore a simple coat made of coarse wool with wooden buttons fastening it closed.

Golden tree trunks stretched toward the sky in front of them, almost like claws. Each tree stood so close to the next that it would take effort to trudge into the forest. No paths lined the ground. They would simply have to climb over tree trunks and through thick branches to get inside.

But they needed a place to hide.

The Forest of the Wraiths frightened their dragons too much for the creatures to enter. The wraiths inside the forest would want memories from anyone who walked its paths. It was unlikely any of the Golden Shields would get a good night’s rest, but what choice did they have?

With her eyes straight ahead, Chloe prepared to speak loud enough for all the Golden Shields to hear. “Leave your dragons here and follow me. We will sleep inside the forest tonight.”

She didn’t dare look back to watch anyone’s reaction. Considering the eerie light and the spine-tingling chill the forest gave off, the Shields may have been even more afraid of the forest than the dragons were. But even that was better than how Quintus stood at her side.

His face held no expression. His arms hung loose and despondent. He said nothing. He probably felt nothing. The pain of the defeat they had just experienced had stricken his heart so hard that all feeling had probably vanished. Now his eyes looked dull and without sparkle. Without life. He only moved when Chloe directed him.

Her own heart twisted at his state, but she couldn’t think about that right now. She couldn’t think about Julian or what he had just gained by getting his magic back. She could only think of the forest.

Get inside. Get safe.

Forcing her feet forward, she moved into the damp, oppressive air of the forest. Layers of powdery dust covered every branch and rock, giving a stale, lifeless quality to the air. And yet, she moved on.

The Golden Shields trusted her to lead them. Maybe she didn’t have any hope to inspire them with, but she could at least be steady and sure with each step she took.

As they entered the forest, Mishti came to walk at Chloe’s side. Mishti’s midnight blue tunic had been ripped on the end near her left hip. One of the leather arm bracers she so carefully oiled every night had been sliced almost all the way through. The damage was probably too great to repair unless Quintus used his crafting magic to do it. Mishti’s thick dark hair was still braided, but nearly half the hair had come loose.

Holding tight to the sword hilt hanging at her hip, Mishti turned toward Chloe and spoke under her breath. “What are we doing here?”

A small movement in one of the branches caught Chloe’s eye. She consciously turned her gaze away from it, desperate to keep moving forward no matter what. “Remember how the wraiths wouldn’t tell us anything about the king? Remember how they seemed to hate him? I thought maybe the king hates them too.”

Mishti raised one eyebrow. “You think Julian will avoid the wraiths and that we’ll be safe here?”

It took effort to answer with any sort of assurance, but Chloe did her best. “I doubt this is the first place he’ll come looking for us. And if we go to any other court, we might put that court and those people in danger. I thought it would be better to stay in Crystalfall and go somewhere he would not think to look.”

Several moments passed while Mishti stared straight ahead, but eventually she nodded. “This is a good plan. Well, a good enough plan.”

Good enough. That summed it up perfectly. It wasn’t good. It certainly wasn’t great. But it would do well enough for now.

Chloe turned her gaze toward Quintus for half a breath, just enough to make her trip over a dusty tree root. The leather strap holding her wooden foot against her leg slid down, nearly pulling the foot off completely. She managed to take an awkward step and push her leg back into place without the foot falling off.

But she couldn’t get the look of Quintus’s eyes out of her mind, no matter how she had secured her foot. His eyes were dismal and dark and ready to give up. She swallowed, forcing herself to continue the conversation. “Besides, we might get information while we’re here too.”

Mishti folded her arms in front of her chest before she answered. “For a price.”

And both of them knew if the information came from their wraith friend, Chandril, then it would mean Mishti was the one who would have to pay that price.

Ludo caught up to them, rubbing at his left elbow with one hand while his voice stayed suspiciously silent. His blue-and-red eyes raked over the forest, a tiny shiver rocking through his shoulders. His lips trembled at the sight of the trees around them.

Only a moment later, one of the other Golden Shields, Batu, tripped over one of the skeletal branches of the forest. Ludo released the elbow he’d been rubbing and used his arm to catch the man before he could fall to the ground. Batu nodded in thanks, careful to not say thank you, since such words would make him magically indebted to Ludo. In return, Ludo placed a hand on Batu’s shoulder and offered the tiniest smile.

“Cheer up,” Ludo said in a voice barely above a whisper. “I have been to this forest before, and I survived. It might look frightening, but it can still be a shelter for us.”

The words immediately brought a grim frown across Mishti’s lips. She glanced through the side of her eye at Chloe before tilting her head back toward Ludo. “You know things are bad when Ludo stops complaining.” Though she whispered, Ludo’s fae hearing probably still heard every word. Mishti swallowed before she continued. “I don’t know if I’ve ever heard him offer words of comfort before.”

Chloe’s gut twisted at the thought. In previous fights against the Zeakriesh, Ludo had complained and suggested they give up even when death seemed inevitable. The fact that he didn’t now...

Her vision suddenly blurred as tears filled her eyes. Squeezing her eyelids shut, she flopped onto the ground and studied a pearlescent white pebble sitting in the black soil. It served no purpose except distraction, but maybe the others would let her pretend it meant something. After another moment of examining the pebble, she stood.

At least she had blinked the tears away. Tightness still ached inside her throat, but she could ignore that. “We will sleep here for the night.”

Miraculously, her voice didn’t falter as she spoke. It gave her just enough courage to continue. “Do not speak to any of the wraiths. They will claim to grant your wishes, but I promise, the cost of granting that wish will not be worth it. If any of them attempt to speak to you, direct them straight to me.”

No one said a single word after that. They simply nodded and dropped to the ground. Usually, they slept on sleeping mats with warm blankets Quintus had crafted for them, but all those mats and blankets were back at their camp in the hills of Crystalfall. No one said anything about that, though. They all must have known as well as Chloe did, they’d have nothing but the ground to sleep on tonight.

Quintus sat down with his back against a gnarled tree trunk. His elbows rested against his knees as he stared ahead, looking at nothing in particular. He didn’t seem to notice how a large knot in the tree dug into one of his shoulder blades.

The first wraiths found them soon after. Unlike the first time Chloe had entered this forest, the wraiths did not approach them right away. Their translucent bodies blended in with the shadows. Their lithe, wispy frames made it difficult to see them sitting on tree branches and hiding behind bushes.

Each wraith had glowing eyes in a different color that stared at Chloe and her companions. But the wraiths did not approach. They did not offer to grant any wishes. Instead, they stayed back and watched.

Despite their silence, she could practically feel their questions in the air. Last time Chloe was here, she, Quintus, Mishti, and Ludo had been asking about the king. The wraiths told them nothing now, but they clearly still wanted to know what had happened. Even with no words spoken, she could see the questions in their glowing eyes.

Did you find the king? How much power does he have? Did you defeat him? Did you lose?

As much as the wraiths clearly wanted answers, they must have feared them even more since none of them approached. It wasn’t until Chloe started clearing away a spot on the soil to sleep that Chandril finally came.

His long fingers hung at his side, slightly longer than a mortal’s fingers. His blood-orange eyes glowed brighter than any other wraith around them. But he looked different. Even more different than the last time she had seen him.

He had always had dark skin, but it used to be so translucent, she could practically see right through him. But now it looked more substantial. It still had a see-through quality to it, but one that only came through at certain angles. And he was definitely taller because now he stood slightly taller than her. When they had first met him, he was at least a head shorter, just like all the other wraiths, but now he was nearly as tall as Quintus.

Perhaps getting memories from Mishti was turning him into something more than a wraith. Was it possible he was turning fae?

His voice still came out as chilling as she remembered. He stared straight at Mishti and asked, “Did you kill the king?”

“Kill him?” A cold laugh sputtered from Chloe’s lips. “If we had known who he was, we would have killed him.”

Guilt darkened Chandril’s blood-orange eyes. Faerie itself had prevented him from giving them the name of the king. He had only been able to tell them Julian knew where to find the king, not that Julian was the king.

Chandril’s eyes narrowed at Chloe. He reached for Mishti’s arm, tracing a finger over the slice in her leather arm bracer. “What happened then?”

The strangest look entered Mishti’s eyes then. Her face always looked stoic with only the tiniest hints of emotion shining through. But with Chandril standing close, stroking her arm, the hardened expression she always wore dropped away and true vulnerability shone in her eyes. She took a step closer to him with her gaze dropping to the ground. “He has the crown now.”

Chandril’s hand stopped moving at once while the rest of his body went rigid. When he spoke, his voice had tightened. “The crown? The crown of Crystalfall?”

When Mishti nodded in response, Chandril grabbed onto her arm and held tight, as if that might change her words. But of course, it didn’t. He gritted his teeth before asking a final question. “Does he have his magic too?”

“Yes.” This came from Ludo who shook his head and stared at the ground.

Dropping his arms to his sides, Chandril closed his glowing eyes. “We are doomed then. Doomed.”

“Don’t say that,” Chloe said with a snap. Of course she felt the same way. They all felt the same way. But nobody needed to say it out loud.

Chandril turned back to Mishti, taking her braid into his hands now. He touched the pieces of her hair that had come loose from the braid and tried to tuck them back into place. “How did he get the crown?”

“He tricked us,” Chloe said.

But it didn’t matter because Quintus chose that exact moment to speak his first words since they’d entered the forest. His voice was scratchy and heavy and thicker than ice. “We gave it to him.” He dragged both hands down his face and released a huff that felt like a knife to Chloe’s chest. So much pain in his words. In his face.

Quintus shook his head as dread crept in around them. “We gave him the crown.”

Anger flashed in Chandril’s eyes. He turned to Mishti. “You said you needed to find the king in order to save Crystalfall. I thought you were going to kill him.”

“We didn’t know Julian was the king.” Chloe stepped toward the wraith. “We thought the king would be able to stop Julian and save the court.”

At that moment, Chandril and every wraith surrounding them hissed. The chilling sound filled the air and caused Chloe’s stomach to flop over on itself.

Chandril narrowed his eyes and spoke in a voice more harrowing than any Chloe had ever heard. “Do not speak his name in our forest.”

The other wraiths jumped off their tree branches and out from behind the bushes they’d been hiding behind. Their translucent skin and spindly long fingers paired a little too well with the predatory stances they all took. Each of them suddenly looked like they wanted to rip the heart out of Chloe.

Quintus jumped to his feet and wrapped his arms around Chloe from behind until her back was pulled tight against his chest. He was probably staring down every wraith, attempting to meet their predatory eyes with a frightening gaze of his own.

As usual, Mishti seemed awakened by what should have scared her. She turned to Chandril, staring at him like she had never trusted anyone until that moment. “Why do you hate him so much?”

Chloe had been wondering the same thing, though she was in no position to ask.

The question startled the other wraiths enough that they all turned to look at Mishti. With her braid still in Chandril’s hands, she looked at him carefully. “Why do you fear him?”

Anger still flashed in the other wraiths’ eyes, but Mishti’s words wiped it clean from Chandril’s. He was instantly subdued.

After a deep breath, he said, “There is much to explain.” He glanced toward the edge of the forest. “But we should go deeper into the forest before I say any more.”

He beckoned their group forward and everyone followed without hesitation, even the other wraiths.

Maybe Julian had his magic and power back. Maybe Crystalfall and Faerie was in more danger than ever. But maybe, just maybe, they’d finally find a way to defeat him this time. Maybe with the right help and with the right information, they’d finally have a chance.
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CREAKING FROM THE GOLDEN BRANCHES filled the heavy air. Each step brought Chloe and the others deeper into the Forest of the Wraiths. Unease twisted in Chloe’s gut, tension growing thicker with each moment that passed.

Chandril’s lithe frame seemed to flicker for a moment as he turned back toward her. “Prepare yourself now. I do not have some secret way to defeat the king of Crystalfall. I am simply going to explain why he has already won.”

Her belly filled with dread, but she did her best to ignore it. They already knew they had little chance. They already knew the wraiths had given up. But she wasn’t going to give up. Not yet.

Mishti stomped forward a little more vigorously, perhaps trying to find some hope to hold onto like Chloe had. Ludo’s face looked glum, just like the other Golden Shields, but all of them kept walking forward. That had to mean something.

And Quintus... he kept rubbing his arm and wrinkling his nose. No hope at all lay in his eyes. His face still had no expression at all, as if even frowning would take too much out of him. At least he didn’t need Chloe dragging him forward to keep him walking anymore.

After only a bit farther, they had reached the heart of the forest. She assumed it was the center, anyway, considering they had just come upon a tree much larger, much thicker, and much more frightening than all the others. Something about it seemed as undead as the wraiths.

Shadows enveloped them as they stepped carefully toward the tree. The dark night sky turned nearly black above them.

By now, several other wraiths had joined them. Chloe didn’t notice the other wraiths until Chandril stopped, and she bent to remove her wooden foot.

The day had required much physical activity, and the end of her leg was sore. While she rubbed the aching muscles, she glanced around at the two dozen or so wraiths around them. Their translucent forms blended into the shadows so completely, she could only see them when they moved. That probably meant even more wraiths stood nearby that she hadn’t detected. The thought sent a shiver down her spine.

Chandril directed the Shields to sit, and they all found spots on golden tree roots or patches of green pearl grass strands. Just as Chloe got settled, Quintus sat close enough to her that their hips brushed against each other. His arm rested on the ground behind her back, creating a barrier between her and anything that might reach her from behind.

Once everyone got settled, Chandril nodded. “Now that we have reached Undulle Tree, I will tell you what I know.”

A wraith with short blonde hair and a silky skirt stepped toward Chandril with one eyebrow raised. “We should not help them unless they give us a memory.” She leaned closer to him and lowered her voice. “You know that is our way.”

Sitting taller, Chandril looked at her and then out at the other wraiths, making it clear he addressed all of them. “We will not take a memory for this. If they want to defeat our common enemy,” his nose twitched before he continued, “our greatest enemy, then we will help them without taking anything in return.”

Chloe had time to put her wooden foot and boot back on before the other wraiths finally started nodding in agreement. At least they eventually agreed. Clearly, they’d do anything to get rid of their king.

With that realization at the front of her mind, she turned straight to Chandril, ready to finally get some answers. “Why do you hate him so much? The king?”

It took an extra thought to stop herself from saying Julian, the name they so deeply despised, but she managed to fix it at the last moment.

Chandril’s entire face flinched. “He stole our magic. We use memory elixirs to take memories from people so we can live those memories in our minds. But we only take memories that are offered. We never take them without a bargain.”

Ludo pinched his eyebrows together. “So Juli—” He stopped in the midst of saying the king’s name as the wraiths surrounding him all started to hiss. But then he cleared his throat and continued. “So the king takes memories without a bargain?”

A tight energy continued to fill the air after the wraiths’ hissing, but Chandril answered. “He does worse than that. He takes memories and then he mutilates them until he can extract the energy from them, which he then uses for himself. He stole our knowledge and magic, and he perverted it for his own purposes. Memory magic belongs to wraiths. No one else should be able to wield it.”

By the time Chandril finished speaking, he was practically spitting the words from his mouth.

Each sentence tugged at Chloe’s mind until a memory of her own surfaced. She reached for the leather bag that had been on her shoulder only a few moments ago. “I remember reading about this.”

Plucking the king’s journal from the leather bag, she placed it onto her lap. She’d done the same thing dozens of times before. They’d gained valuable information from that journal. But as she reached now for the worn cover, disgust shook her hand.

Julian was the king. He was the one who had written every word in this journal. Though she had learned that truth already, it kept hitting her in all new ways. Her nose twitched as she began flipping through its pages, doing her best to touch it as little as possible.

It didn’t take long to find the passages she remembered. She read them with all-new eyes, knowing now Julian had been the one who wrote them.

It took three more memory elixirs and three more lost memories, but I finally re-created a memory elixir of my own.

For a while, I thought I might never figure it out, so I attempted to extract energy from other Faerie items. The balance shards that can turn mortals into fae had the most power, but their instability and destruction caused me to give up on them almost as soon as I started.

I also tried extracting energy from trophies, which are also called tokens, but mine were never powerful enough. I even tried getting energy from stories the way the Swiftsea fae do, but that failed miserably.

Memories are the only viable option. My experiments will continue this evening.

Tightness filled her throat as she scanned the words, the puzzle pieces still coming together in her mind.

Her eyes narrowed as she asked, “When you say he turned the memories into energy for himself...”

“The energy gives him life,” Chandril finished.

Mishti sucked in a sharp gasp at these words, almost like she’d been punched in the gut. Her arms tensed as a sickened look hardened in her eyes. “He took our memories.”

Squeezing her hands into fists, Mishti shook her head slow and then faster and faster. Her jaw clenched hard, forcing her to speak through her teeth. “That’s how he keeps himself alive. It’s been over a hundred years since Crystalfall was destroyed, but he’s still alive and looks only a few years older than the rest of us.”

It took a moment before Chloe realized what Mishti was saying. Once she did realize, Chloe gulped hard. “You told me you have missing memories from when you lived with Ansel. That you and the other mortals would forget some of the things that happened to you.”

A hard puff of air escaped Mishti before she nodded. “All this time I thought I forgot things because they were too painful, but it never made sense all of us had lost memories we couldn’t account for. He probably took memories from Ansel too, making sure the fae never questioned why he had lived so long.”

Though melancholy had consumed Quintus since they escaped the castle, a new look entered his eyes now. He was thinking. Trying to figure this out with them. Chloe allowed herself to believe it meant he hadn’t given up completely.

Staring deep in thought at a white pebble on the ground before him, Quintus spoke in a subdued tone. “But he had no magic while in Ansel’s home. When my father destroyed Crystalfall, Faerie blocked his magic from him so he could not use it. That was why he needed the crown. To get his magic back. How could he have turned memories into energy without magic?”

Mishti shook her head, despair nearly swallowing her eyes. “He did have magic. It just wasn’t his own magic.”

Everyone near Undulle Tree turned to stare at Mishti. Even the wraiths didn’t seem to understand.

But Ludo just slapped himself on the forehead. “Of course! The king used Ansel’s gemstones. Ansel used blood magic to capture magic and store it in gemstones. The king must have used the gemstones to convert memories into energy.”

“I hate this.” Mishti glared at her hands as she clenched and unclenched them into fists. “I helped keep him alive. I lost memories without even knowing it, and all to keep a madman alive long enough for him to defeat the only true family I’ve ever known.”

When she finished speaking, she covered her face with her hands and groaned.

Everyone else seemed to be filled with that same energy. Resentment. Several other Golden Shields groaned. A few of them even laid down and curled themselves into balls. It must have hurt knowing they’d been violated just to keep their greatest enemy alive.

Mishti’s complaint caught Chloe in the heart, especially the very end of it. At nearly the same moment, she, Quintus, and Ludo all seemed to catch each other’s eyes. They must have noticed the same words Chloe had.

A moment later, Ludo raised a teasing eyebrow and smirked at Mishti. “Ah, so I am family to you now, am I?”

Her eyebrows flew upward, and she punched him in the arm. Considering how Ludo’s body shifted, she must have hit him hard.

He gave a short chuckle in response.

She folded her arms over her chest as she glared. “How do you know I was talking about you?”

Ludo lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Who else would you be talking about?”

“Perhaps me,” Chandril said through a hiss. He bared his sharp white teeth, which actually weren’t all that sharp anymore, and slinked his thin frame forward until he sat directly in between Mishti and Ludo.

Ludo rolled his eyes, which only made Chandril hiss again. Ludo waved his hand casually. “You have no need to be jealous, if that is what you worry about. I am sure she thinks of me as a brother, nothing more.”

Tilting his head to one side, a pronounced smirk lifted one corner of Ludo’s mouth. “Although,” he said in a long, drawn-out tone. “Now that I know you see me as a brother, I can finally rest easy knowing any threats you make against me are empty.”

Mishti scoffed at that. “I might have killed my real brother, so don’t assume you’re safe.”

A little too much hate filled her tone. In a gesture that seemed far too gentle for a wraith, Chandril put his arm around Mishti’s shoulders. She remained as stoic as ever, but the smallest hint of pain flickered in her eyes.

“Might have?” Ludo asked. His teasing tone had vanished, speaking only with concern now.

Chandril glared. “Do not ask her about it again.”

The exchange had started sweet with Mishti accidentally admitting she saw the rest of them as family. Then it turned amusing, but now it had reverted to what the rest of this day had been. Gloomy. Hopeless.

“Forget about that,” Batu said in a huff from behind them. “What are we supposed to do about the king? How can we possibly defeat him when he’s already taken so much away from us?” He shivered as he said those final words.

Most of the other Shields had lived in Ansel’s house just as Mishti had, and they must have lost memories to Julian too. No wonder hopelessness suffocated the air around them. But Chloe wouldn’t let it stay like that. When hope was nowhere to be found, they’d just have to make some of their own.

“Yes,” she said, sitting up straight. “So he’s been stealing memories and will continue to do so to keep himself alive. Just because he won’t die of old age doesn’t mean he’ll live forever.” Her statement held just enough intrigue to capture the attention of those around her. She waited until most of them glanced toward her before she continued. “We can still kill him, right? We just need to make a plan.”

Chandril released a laugh completely devoid of humor. “You already forgot what I told you earlier. The king has already won.”

Leaning closer to him, Mishti turned her eyes toward his face. “Why are you so certain about that? What do you know?”

Shaking his head, Chandril let out a heavy sigh. “There is a magic ritual so obscure that almost no one in Faerie knows of it. The ritual requires blood and sacrifice. If the king performs this ritual, he will become immortal in the same way as the high fae. He will not need memory magic to keep himself alive, though he can still be killed the way high fae can be. However, the ritual will also afford him even more power than he already has. He will be able to steal power and magic from any fae he stands near. He will be able to steal magic from Faerie itself.”

Quintus spoke again, his voice even more dejected than the last time he’d opened his mouth. “I have never heard of such a thing.”

Pity sent creases across Chandril’s forehead. “I assure you, it is real, and he intends to complete the ritual. Your life is in more danger than anyone.”

The tiniest fleck of gold sparked in Quintus’s brown eyes as he narrowed them. “Why?”

“He needs blood to perform the ritual,” Chandril answered. “He needs so much blood that a mortal like him—even with his magic—would not survive. But he does not have to use his own blood when he can use his son’s instead.”

A knot formed in Chloe’s chest, sending a sharp pang through it. “The king can use Quintus’s blood for this ritual?”

Chandril’s blood-orange eyes glowed as he nodded. “And killing his own son will count as the sacrifice the ritual requires.”

Ludo huffed grumpily. “I have never heard of this ritual either. Maybe it truly exists, but if we do not know of it, why should we assume the king knows of it?”

Unfortunately, Chandril had an answer. “A scale from a dragon is needed for the ritual too, and the dragon must belong to the ruler of a court. Of course, only one such dragon exists in all of Faerie, and that is King Severin of Fairfrost’s dragon.”

Chloe’s heart jolted. Without thinking, she clenched her fingers so fast it partially tore a page from the king’s journal. While unclenching her fist, she turned to glance at Quintus. He was already staring back at her.

They had seen King Severin’s dragon in Crystalfall. They had wondered why King Severin would be there.

Now they knew.

Chandril nodded at the two of them knowingly. “I doubt King Severin knows what the Crystalfall king plans for his dragon. It is more likely the king of Crystalfall lured King Severin here under false pretenses. But whatever he said to get King Severin here, one thing is clear. The Crystalfall king knows about the ritual, and he plans to perform it. He will kill his son and gain unimaginable power all at once.”

Chloe clutched her chest. That knot inside it throbbed and burned.

It hurt. It hurt knowing what Julian planned and how it might affect her beloved. Where could she possibly find hope in all this?

But even as an oppressive gloom sank into her pores, she found a tiny bright spark she could hold onto. All this time they’d been fighting, and they’d never even known who their true enemy was. But now they had something they’d never had before.

They had Julian’s plan. For once, they had a chance to get one step ahead of him instead of always being behind. And with that information, they just might be able to stop him.

Once and for all.
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CHLOE TOOK A DEEP BREATH, and asked the wraiths, “What else do you know about the ritual? What other ingredients are needed? What else can we do to stop the king from performing it?”

Every wraith around them turned away from her when she asked. So, of course, she turned to look Chandril directly in the eye.

He shrugged, and then he too looked away. “You know enough.”

She tipped one of her eyebrows upward. “What if I give a memory?”

“No.” Both Quintus and Mishti said the same word at the same time.

But Chloe wasn’t about to back down just because her beloved and her best friend were overprotective. “If this is the only way to defeat the king, I think it’s worth a memory, don’t you?”

Mishti scowled, which probably meant she agreed but didn’t want to admit it. Quintus just slumped his shoulders even more and let out a heavy sigh. His face went back to having no expression while his eyes looked duller than ever.

But... none of the wraiths offered to take Chloe’s memory. A few of them even took a step backward. When she looked one wraith in the eye, about to offer a memory again, the wraith shook his head and took a step back.

Chloe’s mind whirled, trying to understand their behavior. Was it possible they didn’t know anything more than Chandril had already told them?

Finally, a wraith with glowing purple eyes spoke in a whisper from the shadows. “What knowledge you need, Faerie itself will provide.”

Oh, wonderful, just what she needed. And extremely cryptic response that didn’t help or reveal anything. Unfortunately, such a response meant the wraiths probably had already told them everything they knew. If Chloe and the other Golden Shields were going to learn anything else about the ritual, it was clear they would have to figure it out on their own.

That might have seemed doable, except the wraiths refusal to give more information had turned the mood grim.

Quintus glowered. The small golden glints that had been in his eyes earlier had completely vanished now. “Chandril is right. My father has already won. We should leave this court and find some place to hide. He will likely find us eventually, but if we are clever in our hiding, we may be able to prolong that.”

“No.” Chloe checked her boot to make sure her wooden foot was securely in place. And then she stood. “We are not leaving this court. Crystalfall is a court for misfits, for anyone who needs freedom and safety. For anyone who needs a home.”

Sofia stared bitterly at the ground in front of her. “That’s what we promised when we became Golden Shields.” She then reached for the golden chain mail piece attached to her dress. “But if we cannot fulfill that promise, then Crystalfall is no longer a court for all.”

Silence hung as thick as the shadows of the forest. Chloe knew the right words would have the power to change the tone surrounding her and the others, but what could she say to inspire everyone? What would be enough to peel away the dread that had so thoroughly encased her fellow Golden Shields?

“Yes, it is.” Chloe stood taller, looking purposefully into each Shield’s eyes before turning to the next. “Crystalfall has always been a court of misfits, even before the king ever got here. It has always called to those who needed somewhere new to live.”

A few faces in the crowd turned a little less bleak. Mishti sat forward, hanging onto Chloe’s words more than any of the others. Fire burned in her eyes, as warm as the hope rising in Chloe’s chest.

Infusing her tone with as much conviction as she could muster, Chloe continued. “We don’t promise safety and freedom to all who enter Crystalfall simply because we think it sounds nice. We do it because Faerie needs us. Faerie itself needs warriors like us who can make this court what it was meant to be.”

That ember inside her chest grew until it filled her every limb. All around Undulle Tree, several Shields gained peace in their expressions. If she wasn’t mistaken, a few of the wraiths even looked calmer. They wanted this court she talked about. They wanted Crystalfall to be a haven for all, including themselves.

She lifted her wrist, showing off the pieces of golden chain mail wrapped around it to form a bracelet. “We are the Order of the Golden Shields. Should we give up just because the king beat us in a single battle? Just because he has a plan? He may have power, ingenuity, and ambition propelling him, but we have something stronger than that. We have a purpose, a purpose more important than anything he has ever done. Are we going to run and hide and leave Crystalfall or are we going to defend and protect it like we promised?”

Mishti stood with a start, nearly dropping the sword that had been on her lap. “I will not run and hide,” she said while sheathing her sword. Then she reached up for the three golden earrings she wore, each one made from the same golden chain mail Chloe’s bracelet had been made from. With her fingers on the earrings, Mishti continued. “I will keep defending this court until the king is gone and Crystalfall is safe again.”

She stood and eyed the faces surrounding her. “Who else? Who else will keep their promise to protect this court?”

Ludo’s blue-and-red eyes pulsed with color as he got to his feet. “I will. I will fight to defend Crystalfall, not as a fae, but as a Golden Shield. Because that is what Crystalfall is. Not a place for just fae or just mortals but a place for all.”

A few others stood then, Sofia and Batu among the first. Even Chandril stood, quickly closing the distance between himself and Misthi.

But not Quintus. He sat as slumped as ever, his gaze pinned to the ground. He wouldn’t look at Chloe. He wouldn’t look at anyone. When he finally spoke, his voice broke over the words.

“I do not know if I can fight.” His head dropped more until his chin fell to his chest. “I may make things worse, not better.”

Chloe had been waiting for this. She’d known it would be coming from the moment they left the castle, from the moment they realized Julian was the king. Raising an eyebrow, she put her hands on her hips. “Why, because you failed to kill the king when we had him captured?”

Surprise lifted Quintus’s gaze, causing him to nod before he had even realized he had moved. “Yes.”

She shook her head, lowering her hands back to her sides. “None of us knew who he was. He tricked all of us. That wasn’t your fault.”

Quintus scowled. “But he is my father. I should have recognized him.”

“How were you supposed to recognize him when he wore a glamour the only two times you saw him knowing he was your father?”

A crease appeared between Quintus’s eyebrows. “Well, then I should have felt his blood or a connection to him or something.”

Chloe tilted her head to the side. “That’s not a thing fae can do, is it?”

“It could be,” Quintus said, lifting his chin high. “Maybe.”

“Not unless it is their greatest magic,” Ludo said from behind Chloe. “But Quintus’s greatest magic is in crafting, so no, that is not something he could do.”

Nodding, Chloe continued. “You couldn’t have known who he was. None of us could have known. He made sure of that.”

“Chloe’s right.” Mishti spoke in a ruthless tone that had a strangely steadying effect in this conversation.

“But...” Quintus looked from one edge of the forest to the other, clearly trying to reach for more imaginary reasons he wasn’t good enough. With a huff, he crossed his arms over his chest. “My father has beaten us many times. You said we should not give up just because he beat us in one battle, but he has beaten us in many battles.”

Chloe glanced down to catch his gaze. “And yet, we’re all still here, as ready as ever to fight back.”

“He has more power now,” Quintus said, though he had loosened the arms around his chest.

She shrugged. “And we have more resolve.”

“And we have dragons,” Sofia said with a surprisingly cheerful smirk.

Batu nodded, courage growing in his expression. “We were able to capture the king and take the castle because of our dragons.”

One of the Shields who had been sitting, now stood. Hilda took a deep breath and reached for the golden circlets she wore. “We only had to flee the king because he took us off guard. Now that we know his plan, we can be more prepared and won’t be surprised like that again. We do have a chance.”

“Exactly.” Chloe turned back to Quintus and reached a hand out to him. “We needed you in every battle we’ve fought so far, and if we have any chance at all of beating the king, we’ll continue to need you each step of the way. The last thing you’ll do is make things worse. I’m certain you’ll lead us to victory instead, as long as you are still with us.”

The final sentence did it. A hint of a smile curved his lips upward. Suddenly, he was staring at Chloe with the same fire in his eyes as she felt burning in her chest. He grabbed her hand and got to his feet. When he stood, he stood tall. “I am always with you, Chloe. Always.”

With her hand still held tightly in his, he lifted his other hand into the air and shouted, “We fight for freedom. We are Golden Shields!”

Many others repeated his final words, shouting them as they punched the air. Every Shield that had been sitting now stood, determination blazing in their eyes. It had taken a few moments, but their little group was ready to fight again. All of them.

Remarkably, four wraiths came out of the shadows and stood with them too. The wraiths enviously eyed the small golden circles each of the Shields had. Perhaps they wondered whether they might be allowed to join the order. If so, the answer would be a clear yes. No such questions were asked though. Instead, their presence must have meant they agreed with the order’s purpose.

When Quintus had first brought Chloe to Faerie, this fight had been about mortals versus fae. But now, the fight had become something so much more important. Now one side fought for power strong enough to destroy all those who would oppose, and the other side, their side, fought for a place they and others could call home.

A wraith with a full skirt, glowing red eyes, and sharp black teeth stepped out of the shadows and into the clearing with the rest of them. She glanced around with narrowed eyes until her gaze landed on Chloe.

“I cannot tell if you are fearless or if you are foolish to believe you have a chance against the king. Perhaps you are unaware, but he is the one who destroyed this entire court. He left us wraiths in limbo while we continued to exist, even when the court around us did not. You do not have as much power as him, no matter how many fight with you.”

Chloe’s stomach curled in on itself at the imagery those words created. It had never occurred to her what Crystalfall was like for the wraiths while it didn’t exist. It must have been very strange indeed for these creatures who were neither dead nor alive, and as such, could not be killed.

After a hard swallow, Chloe finally managed to respond. “Maybe we don’t have as much power as him, but there is something we have.”

Her gaze jumped to Quintus, hoping he might have an encouraging look for her. Luckily, he delivered a wide smirk that gave her all the courage she needed to finish.

Turning back to the wraith, Chloe said, “We have the audacity to try.”

The wraith’s eyebrows rose, and a slight smile emerged on her face for a moment, as if she could not stop it before it appeared. With a shrug, she turned and addressed their entire group. “We wraiths do not believe you will succeed, though we will not stop you from trying. You may hide from the king in our forest for tonight, but you must leave after that.”

Her red eyes glowed as she turned back to Chloe and nodded. And then she and the other wraiths disappeared into the shadows of the forest.

Mishti raked her gaze over the ground. “I guess we should choose our sleeping spots now.”

“Um.” Chloe cleared her throat and had to take two deep breaths before she continued. “There is one last thing we should do before sleeping.”

Questioning eyes stared back at her. Even Quintus didn’t seem to know where this was going. Her belly twisted and her heart squeezed, but she couldn’t say nothing. It would be hard, but this needed to be said.

She let herself swallow once more and then she forced the words from her lips. “I think we should take a few moments to remember Jansher.” Her gaze dropped to the forest floor as the weight of it sank in. “He was willing to guard our greatest enemy for us, and he died because of it. I know we cannot change what happened, but I think we should at least allow ourselves to honor him.”

Many Shields nodded, some had already started crying. It hurt to remember how Julian had not just tricked them, but he had also killed one of their strongest members in order to get the crown and his magic back.

Once Chloe’s invitation was out, the others immediately took her up on it. Soon, memories were shared of how Jansher had loved wrestling and how he was distractable and how he was a good friend. They laughed. They cried. It hurt, but it was needed. They needed to remember him and how empty it felt without him.

After they had talked and talked and had nothing left to say, they finally chose spots on the ground and settled down for the night. Despite the pain, it was good to be reminded everything was more bearable when they were together. They said nothing more to each other as sleep overtook them, but they didn’t have to. Yes, they had just experienced great defeat at the hands of a powerful enemy, but at least they still had each other. And with each other, one thing was abundantly clear.

Julian hadn’t won yet.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​​​​​​​FOUR


[image: ]




⁕ Ͻ ⁕

––––––––

[image: ]


WHEN DAY DAWNED, CHLOE STRETCHED and scanned the area around her. The Golden Shields had made it through the night by hiding in the Forest of the Wraiths. They had survived. And now they needed a plan. Everyone woke up slowly and got ready even slower. A few more tears were shed for Jansher. Ludo conjured food for them, but he reminded Chloe his supplies would soon run out. After all her inspiring talk about not leaving the court, it seemed they might have to leave Crystalfall in order to get food.

Quintus used his crafting magic to fix clothing and bracers and boots of the Shields that had been damaged in the fight the day before. He even crafted himself a new coat and pants that were a rich dark green. Soon, it was time to go.

But as their group trudged through the shadowed forest to leave it, Chandril fell into step at Chloe’s side. He glanced in every direction before finally speaking to her in a low whisper. “Golden tables can be summoned.”

She jerked her head toward him, which caused several wraiths from the shadows to look in her direction. Based on how Chandril had carefully glanced around and lowered his voice, he probably didn’t want the other wraiths knowing he gave this knowledge freely, without a memory.

Brushing her fingers through her hair, she tried to play off the head jerk as if she had gotten her fingers stuck and moved her head quickly to force a knot from her hair. Once the other wraiths turned away, she kept her eyes straight ahead, as if she didn’t even notice Chandril walked beside her.

But then she whispered back. “How?”

Chandril sighed throwing a longing glance toward Mishti. “It has been so long, even we wraiths do not remember. We only eat dust, not food, so we have no reason to hoard that knowledge.”

Possibilities filled Chloe with this new revelation. If a table could be summoned, they could hide anywhere in Crystalfall. They would not have to return to their old camp, where Julian would certainly have spies or soldiers or both.

They could still leave the court, but only if they needed help. They wouldn’t have to leave for basic necessities like food.

But how could a table be summoned? She knew of only two tables. One stood where the mortals had first camped in Crystalfall and one stood in the castle. What did those two places have in common?

Her heart sank once that question filled her mind because an answer came soon after. Julian. Julian had lived in both those places. He had ruled in Crystalfall Castle back before the court got destroyed. And he had lived in the mortals’ camp when the court had first been re-opened. Had he summoned both tables? As king, was he the only one who could?

Scrunching her mouth into a knot, she turned to Chandril. “What if the king is the only one who can summon a table?”

“No.” A gleam appeared in Chandril’s orange eyes, which appeared more alive than she had ever seen them. “That is one thing I remember for certain. The tables were here before the king ever stepped foot in Crystalfall. You do not need him to get a table. You just need magic.”

As they had nearly reached the edge of the forest, she set those words at the back of her mind to consider later. For now, they needed to focus on making a plan to defeat Julian.

Narrowing her eyes, she stared at the gnarled trees at the edge of the Forest of the Wraiths. She’d been walking with Chandril, but now they had reached the edge, he stepped away from her and moved closer to Mishti. Quiet words moved between them, but they spoke too low for Chloe to hear. Eventually, Chandril turned around to walk back into the forest.

By the time the rest of the group had caught up and prepared to exit the forest, Mishti’s eyes had turned watery. No tears had fallen yet, but she kept having to blink to keep them from falling.

Clearing her throat slightly, she steeled her expression. “Chandril is going to stay here to try and get the other wraiths to help in the fight. He believes it will be better if he tries to convince them while the rest of us are not here.”

Ludo playfully elbowed her as he walked by. “It seems our hardened soldier has feelings after all.”

She threw him a glare even sharper than any of her many weapons. But once he laughed and walked past, a light smile played on her lips. She leaned in close to Chloe and said, “My real brother never cared about me enough to tease me like that.”

Chloe responded with a smile of her own. Even she, who had grown up with a good family, could appreciate just how much it meant to have friends so close she considered them family.

On sighting the Shields, the dragons that had been resting outside the forest flapped their heavy wings in greeting. Chloe rushed over to Shadow, rubbing her golden scales with swift strokes and inhaling her metallic scent. It had only been one night, but she had missed her dragon greatly. Shadow’s blue wings flapped in response to her touch, causing sparkles as the light caught the gem-like sapphire blue of her wings.

Quintus moved in front of the dragon, throwing small bits of bread for the creature to catch in her mouth. He must have saved the bread in his magical pocket for just this occasion. Each of his throws got sharper and more angled, but Shadow still managed to catch every one.

After releasing a small chuckle, Chloe climbed onto Shadow’s back. Once atop the dragon, she spoke loudly enough for all the Shields to hear. “We are heading to Rubyrise Mountains next.”

Now that his chunk of bread was gone, Quintus scurried up Shadow’s back to sit at Chloe’s side. “When did you decide that?”

“This morning. I asked my magical book where we should go, and it simply showed me a map of Crystalfall. But Rubyrise Mountains looked a little more sparkly than everything else, and they’re far away from the castle, so I thought maybe it was a sign.” She tilted her head toward Quintus, doing nothing to hide the hesitation that probably filled her face. “It should be easier to hide in the mountains too, right? There will probably be more places to hide than the hills where we were before.”

Quintus ran a hand over Shadow’s golden scales as he considered. If he had answered too quickly, it would prove he would have agreed to anything she said whether it was a good idea or not. So, she appreciated he thought before answering. Eventually, he nodded. “I agree that mountains will be easier to hide in than hills. And my father will probably not think of looking for us there since we have never been there before. He may still find us, but it should keep us safe for a while.”

With that, Chloe urged Shadow to fly up and into the sky. With her leading the other dragons, they flew to Rubyrise Mountains.

Instead of taking a straight route over the celestine meadow and the castle, Chloe directed her dragon to fly over the many rivers at the edge of Crystalfall. Then, once they had nearly reached the black caves full of golden sparkles, they flew over Pixie Grove and finally to Rubyrise Mountains.

A sparkling mist surrounded the towering peaks of the mountains. Their slopes were adorned in black soil mixed with red rubies that sparkled in the sunlight. Golden and emerald trees and jeweled bushes and wildflowers dotted the lower parts of the mountain, but Shadow flew directly toward the top where only the soil and rubies were. The jagged ruby rocks were bathed in the fiery glow of the sun, casting breathtaking red and gold hues onto one another.

The air was infused with a sweet scent of lemon and vanilla. The dragons began to descend swiftly and found their way through the peaks. They landed on a wide mountain ledge more than large enough for all of them to set up a camp. The edge of the ledge ended in a steep cliff.

Just as the dragons were landing, Chloe distinctly heard Mishti call out to her stormy blue dragon with its clawed and scarred wings.

“Wonderful flying, Temper.” Mishti leaned in, resting her cheek against the chipped and bent scales of its neck. “Wonderful.”

Since Mishti’s dragon sparked with electricity every time it moved, it didn’t seem very smart to rest one’s cheek against its scales. Then again, choosing the most dangerous, most angry and scarred-looking dragon hadn’t seemed very smart either, and it had worked out fine.

When electricity did zing through the scales next to Mishti’s cheek, she simply chuckled and slid down off her now-landed dragon’s back.

Once Chloe slid off her own dragon, she used her chin to point toward Mishti’s stormy blue dragon. “You named her Temper?”

With a smile, Mishti reached back and touched a hand to the enormous creature’s belly. “I named him. And yes, Temper seemed appropriate.”

Chloe nodded in response. Shadow’s name had come to Chloe easily, and in a moment, she had known it was right. The same thing must have happened to Mishti with her dragon. How many of the other mortals had already named their dragons too?

Chloe dropped to the ground and reached for her wooden foot. Her leg had ached more than usual during the ride, but a little rub would help with that. It didn’t happen very much anymore, but as she sat and kneaded her muscles, she wondered what life would be like if Portia hadn’t chopped off her foot.

She had gone nearly all her life without having to remove a wooden foot before going to sleep and without having to find it as soon as she woke each morning. And now, those little things had become so ingrained into her routine it almost seemed strange to imagine a life without them.

Then again, she couldn’t deny wearing a wooden foot instead of a real one did make life more complicated. And occasionally more painful. At least Quintus had that piece of wood from his home in Bitter Thorn. At least he was a master craftsman and could carve her a new foot to wear.

“Are you okay?” Quintus dropped one knee to the ground at her side, staring fervently at her foot and the end of her leg.

“I’m fine. My leg just needed a little massage.” She slipped her leg back into the leather strap, reattaching it easily.

Because of the bond she shared with him, he must have known at least some of the pain she felt. His gaze turned to her face while worry wrinkled his forehead. “You have been doing that more often lately. More than you used to.”

It had severely traumatized him when she’d needed to chop the end of her leg a second time in order to re-heal the improper healing she had done when Portia had first chopped off her foot. He must have been afraid she might have to do something similar again.

With her foot securely in place, she stood and attempted her most reassuring expression. “That’s only because we have been busier lately. Once we defeat Julian, I’ll be able to give my feet the rest they need. Or maybe I’ll just get stronger with all this extra walking.”
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