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She’s a human apothecary. He’s the fae warrior who once broke her heart... and now he needs her help.

As a skilled apothecary, Chloe desperately wants to stay in the mortal realm where she belongs. When Quintus—a fae from her past—shows up begging her to return to Faerie, she utterly refuses.

But then Chloe finds out an angry group of mortals have imprisoned an entire castle full of fae. Somehow, Chloe’s heroic older sister is among those trapped.

In effort to save the fae, she performs a ritual that gives her powerful magic...except it accidentally binds her to Quintus in the process. Unable to use magic without touching him, both Chloe’s heart and wits are tested.

Affections she’d thought long gone still linger. The fear she’s not strong enough to save anyone haunts her every action. Can a timid apothecary find the courage to face her feelings and save her sister, or will her doubts doom everyone she’s ever known and loved?
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FOR SOMEONE WHO HAD ONCE visited Faerie, Chloe found strange comfort in the simplicity of the mortal realm.

A crackling fire in one corner warmed her small sitting room. She sat in a plush chair with a leatherbound notebook perched open on her lap. The feather quill she used to take notes often left smudges of ink on her fingers. Today’s smudges were especially dark.

Across from her, a neighbor woman whose dark hair had turned mostly gray sniffled. She kept dabbing her eyes, but a few tears still escaped her embroidered handkerchief.

Chloe tapped her quill against a notebook page as she felt her mouth screw into a knot. “And did you say your husband developed a fever along with his rash?”

“Yes, but...” The woman’s lip quivered, slow at first until it shook as fast as a lone leaf clinging to a tree amidst an icy winter wind. She squeezed her handkerchief as if it might save her from pain. “It’s not a normal fever. I know it is not. Everyone says it’s winter sickness and that the rash will soon be gone, but I am certain it is something much worse.”

Before the woman could soak her handkerchief with a puddle of tears, Chloe reached across the space between them until her hand dropped over the woman’s. “Mrs. Nash, I agree with you. This does not sound like winter sickness.”

The lightest flicker of hope sparked in the woman’s red rimmed eyes.

With a nod, Chloe sat deeper into her plush velvet chair. No weaver in the mortal realm could craft such fine material as the rich maroon velvet of Chloe’s sitting room furniture. Luckily, everyone in town spent too much time whispering about the strange stories Chloe’s nieces and nephews told or about the inhuman color of her brother’s eyes to worry about her too-fine furniture.

Her gaze swept across her notebook, scanning the notes she had taken. “I’ll need to do a bit of research, but I am certain I can find a remedy for your husband.”

“Truly?” Mrs. Nash sat forward in her seat with eyes as wide as clocks.

Chloe snapped the notebook closed before standing up. “There is a reason I’ve gained the reputation as best apothecary in town. I am certain I can help.”

The woman clutched her handkerchief tight as she brought her hand over her heart. Tears welled in her eyes.

Reaching out a hand to help the woman up, Chloe donned a light smile. “You can return to your home now. I’ll do my research, then I’ll fix something up and bring it to your home later tonight.”

Tears slid down Mrs. Nash’s splotchy red cheeks as she got to her feet. “Thank you.”

She took a few steps but then turned back. Shadows from the fire danced across her face as she inhaled deeply. “I know you only moved here because your parents died and your older brother was the only family you had left, but—” She shook her head. “It’s awful about your parents, truly awful, but...”

Her chin trembled as she attempted to steady her breathing. “I don’t know what would happen to my husband without you. I’m so glad you’re here and not wherever you used to live.”

At least the woman had refrained from asking exactly where Chloe used to live. Chloe and her younger sister always evaded those questions as skillfully as possible. How else could they explain that they used to live not just in a different town but also in a different time?

Having a fae brother who masqueraded as a mortal certainly made life difficult to explain. By mortal standards, he wasn’t even her brother. They did share blood, though, which still made him family. And since Faerie had no time, he was able to bring Chloe and her sister back to the mortal realm to live with him after their parents’ deaths.

Even more important, her brother’s wife and their children knew about his true fae nature. Maybe her nieces and nephews’ stories sounded strange and outlandish to outsiders, but those in her house knew how true they really were.

A tight smile stretched across Chloe’s face as she waved goodbye to Mrs. Nash. The woman had been too deep in her grief to notice Chloe’s tension at the mention of her parents and her previous town. Chloe gripped her notebook a little too tight as she made her way down the hall leading to her workroom.

This entire wing of the house had been added when Chloe and her younger sister, Grace, moved in. Her fae brother had done it all in one night, which took almost no work at all since he could conjure clothing, gold, and even buildings with his fae magic.

What did take work was trying to convince the people in town that the extra wing had been there all along. People had whispered about it for months. In the end, they all collectively agreed their memories had to be faulty, since it was clearly impossible for one man to build an entire wing in one night. Impossible for a mortal, maybe, but not for a fae.

A wave of earthy scents rushed into Chloe’s nose when she opened the door to her workroom. Dried lavender, rosemary, and a few other herbs hung from thin strings tied to the ceiling. Notebooks, loose papers, heavy books, and empty pots of ink littered a worktable at one end of the room. On the other worktable, herbs and crystals sat next to a stone mortar and pestle.

Ignoring both tables, she knelt down and unlatched the trunk in one corner. No matter how many times she opened the trunk, she still held her breath while lifting the lid. The air ignited with an unseen energy. Tingles spread over her skin as she reached into its depths. The tingles only multiplied when her fingers met the book sitting at the bottom.

She pulled the suede and leather book cover tight to her chest as she breathed in its mossy scent. She had stolen it from Faerie, which she didn’t feel guilty about in the least. Magic pulsed between the pages, but no matter how many times she tried, she could never capture or absorb any of that magic for herself. For good measure, she tugged it even closer and took one last deep breath. Still nothing.

Sighing, she stood and set the book onto her worktable. After getting comfortably situated, she thumbed through the pages. The book held information on Faerie, including the creatures there, the flora and fauna, a little history, and more. She had skimmed every page multiple times, but with her current occupation, she now usually just referred to the sections on illnesses, injuries, and remedies.

Mr. Nash’s sickness seemed eerily similar to scurpus. The sickness probably had a different name in the mortal realm, but the book from Faerie called it by its fae name.

While fae had healing abilities that could heal almost any sickness without help, they also had a host of remedies that sped up the healing process. Luckily, their remedies worked on mortals too.

Her finger tapped on the book once she found the page for scurpus. She set her notebook right next to it and compared the symptoms. A fever, rash, and excessive weakness were followed by a tinge of gray along the hairline and at the tips of the fingers. Mrs. Nash hadn’t mentioned anything about the gray tinge, but it probably wouldn’t be long before her husband exhibited that symptom too. A simple poultice could heal him, as long as Chloe administered it before the gray tinge in the fingertips spread far enough to reach the palm of his hand.

Wiping her hands on the homespun apron protecting her silk dress, Chloe began gathering herbs. After reading the first ingredient off the list, she found it and set it neatly next to the book. Then she moved onto the next ingredient, placing it right next to the first. A wisp of blonde hair fell into her face while she worked, but she just tucked it back into her messy bun. Soon she had nearly all the ingredients gathered.

Her finger trailed down the page until she found the last ingredient. The sight of it sent a wrench through her heart.

Salt from the Faerie Court of Swiftsea.

Chloe gulped. Swiftsea salt had magical properties that not even the other Faerie courts possessed. Her fingers instinctively reached for the hidden pouch under her homespun apron. Tight knots wound in her chest as she touched the drawstring opening. A tiny wave of nausea churned in her belly.

But just before she opened the pouch, the knots in her chest loosened. Shaking away her worry, she held her page with one finger and then flipped to the back of the book.

She had encountered this problem a few times before. Thanks to an intelligent mortal who was long since dead, an appendix had been added to the book, which gave mortal ingredient substitutions for all the ingredients specific to Faerie.

A breath of relief fell from her lips when she found that Swiftsea salt did indeed have substitute ingredients that existed in the mortal realm. Her relief only lasted a moment. She needed juniper, goldenrod, and fennel. She had a few bundles of juniper and a handful of goldenrod—but not the other herb.

She hadn’t bothered to collect and dry any fennel during the summer since she had never used it before. Without all three of the herbs, she couldn’t make a proper substitution for Swiftsea salt.

Her mouth went dry as she stared at the page. A part of her hoped staring would change the words in front of her. The book was magic, wasn’t it? It came from a magical realm at least.

The hope was fruitless. Of course the words never changed. If she wanted to save Mr. Nash, she knew what she had to do. Biting her lip, she reached under her apron and opened the small pouch. That same wave of nausea turned her stomach again, even stronger this time.

Only a handful of items sat at the bottom of the pouch. It contained a seashell that could make any liquid taste like honey, but even more important, the shell could also cleanse liquids of impurities or even poison. A light purple ribbon cut from a skirt that once belonged to her mother sat next to the shell. There were a few other trinkets, including a loose harp string she probably should have gotten rid of long ago. Last of all, there sat a small bag of Swiftsea salt.

Most of the Faerie items had come from Chloe’s older sister, Elora. A lump formed in her throat as she stared at the open pouch. Her sister lived in Faerie now. She occasionally came to the mortal realm to visit, but Chloe still missed her terribly.

Seeing the items did the same thing it always did. It made her miss Faerie too. She let out a wistful sigh as she plopped onto the nearest chair. Chloe hadn’t spent long in Faerie, but her time had been filled with adventure. Even three years later, she still pined for it sometimes.

But Faerie was dangerous. It had all sorts of rules and consequences, many of which could be deadly for a mortal. She had never been the type who loved adventure anyway. Reading epic poems provided as much adventure as she ever wanted from life.

Still, the land had been enchanting. Beautiful. It had a whole host of magical books just begging to be read.

Her eyes slammed shut as she folded her arms over her chest. Not this again. She had already decided. She would never return to Faerie. She was mortal. She belonged in the mortal realm.

Letting out a heavy breath, she ran through all the reasons the mortal realm was better for her. Here she’d be able to find someone to fall in love with, someone to grow old with.

Not a fae.

If she had stayed in Faerie and fallen in love with a fae, there would be no growing old together. She knew this more intimately than anyone. Her immortal fae brother had been married for years without trouble, but now his mortal wife was starting to age...and he was not.

Trouble brewed whether they wanted to admit it or not. Pretty soon, her fae brother would have to start wearing a glamour that made him appear older to match his wife’s age. If anyone caught sight of his true face, he might have to leave the mortal realm. Then his wife would be forced to grow old all alone.

Gritting her teeth, Chloe snatched the bag of Swiftsea salt from her pouch. She would use it for Mr. Nash’s poultice, every last bit of it. Yes, it had valuable properties that would keep fae from enchanting her food, but what did that matter when she never intended to return to Faerie anyway?

Despite her surety, it still hurt to see the last sprinkles of her Swiftsea salt drop into the small wooden bowl she used for mixing. One of her last reminders of Faerie would be gone forever.

Her eyes stung as she crushed and cut the other herbs and dropped them into the bowl. The wisp of hair fell into her face again, but she was too busy wiping away a tear to bother with it.

The moment of weakness still ached in her throat, but she did her best to focus on her mixing bowl. It didn’t take long to finish after that.

With the dry ingredients for the poultice secured in a cloth binding inside a small basket, Chloe grabbed her fur-lined cloak and pulled it over her shoulders. Getting to the Nashes’ house would be easy since they lived just down the lane.

Chloe hardly noticed the ice crunching under her boots. Memories of Faerie flitted in her mind, no matter how she tried to shake them away. The moon shone bright in the sky, lighting the path ahead. When she arrived at the house next to the large ash tree at the end of the lane, she knocked hard on the front door.

Mrs. Nash answered it, her eyes now puffy and swollen. The woman ushered Chloe into a dark room lit only by the fire in the fireplace. “Here he is.” She whispered the words, as if speaking out loud might upset her ill husband.

The man’s eyes snapped open. His gaze darted around the room while fear seized his features. But once he caught sight of his wife, the tightness of his muscles vanished with a relieved exhale. “Mirielle.”

His fingers shook as he attempted to lift his hand from the bed he rested on. The weakness plaguing him prevented him from bringing his hand more than a palm’s length above the blankets. Just as Chloe had suspected, the lightest tinge of gray dappled his fingertips. After another moment, his hand dropped heavily back onto the bed.

Mrs. Nash rushed to his bedside and took his hand in both of hers. She squeezed it and then brushed the hair off his forehead. A tinge of gray stretched along his hairline. Her whisper came out even gentler than before. “Don’t you worry. Miss Chloe Rosenbel is here to make you feel better, just like I promised.”

She continued to speak soothing words to her husband while Chloe opened the poultice and added water to make a thick paste. Once ready, she spread the paste over the man’s chest.

With each movement, Mrs. Nash spoke gently to her husband and offered comfort.

Warmth spread in Chloe’s heart at the sight of it. Growing old with someone wouldn’t always be perfect. Maybe it would mean sickness and heartache and wrinkly skin, but moments like this would make it worth it.

Once finished, she offered a short nod to the Nashes and promised to return the next evening to check on Mr. Nash’s progress. By the time Chloe returned to the wintery air outside, her full heart warmed her against the chill.

It lasted three full steps before a tall figure just ahead forced her to jerk to a stop. She gulped as she glanced up, but then her entire body went rigid. She gasped.

The man before her stood taller than the average mortal, but that wasn’t too out of place. His pointed fae ears, on the other hand, would make anyone stare. Not to mention, he had gloriously perfect features that made him impossibly attractive, especially for a mortal.

“Quintus.” She spoke his name like a warning. If he weren’t so beautiful, she would have glared. He never should have entered the mortal realm without masking himself with a glamour that made him appear more like an imperfect mortal.

His eyes locked onto hers with a fervor she hadn’t known since leaving Faerie. His expression commanded the utmost attention. Surely, his voice would too.

“You have to return to Faerie.”
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A CLATTER SOUNDED FROM A nearby house, bringing Chloe to her senses. Her head shook as she gripped her basket tight. Just like the Faerie book, Quintus’s mere presence seemed to ignite the air with energy. Only after clenching her stomach tight could she counteract the effect his presence had on her.

Stepping to the side, she marched right past him. “I told you I would never return to Faerie.”

He fell into step beside her but did not immediately offer a rebuttal. It surprised her enough to glance his way.

He stared at her.

She hated it because her insides tumbled at the sight of his rich brown eyes. Her stomach flipped and burst with a frightening delight.

As town apothecary, Chloe had healed her fair share of handsome young men. The surrounding farms all employed strapping young men with work-hardened muscles and sun-tanned faces. She secretly loved it when one of them suffered a minor injury and required her services.

Maybe her hands always lingered a little longer than necessary on their arms or hands while working, but their gazes always lingered longer than necessary on her figure, so in her mind, they were even.

Still, after more than a year of blushing and batting her eyelashes at every handsome young man she healed, no one had ever affected her the way Quintus did—the way he was doing right now. Her cheeks flushed with heat, but they also tingled with an icy cold. The sensation snaked down her arms, giving her the strong desire to smack him upside the head just for daring to show his face again. She huffed loud enough for him to hear.

He only narrowed his eyes and stared a little harder. “Your hair is different than last time I saw you.”

It was a good thing the moon lit their path because the sun would have betrayed the even deeper surge of heat rising in her cheeks. She had to clear her throat before she could respond. “Yes, I’m older now. I just turned eighteen.”

The tiniest spark lit in his eyes. Was that a hint of a smile on his lips?

Her stomach devolved into flutters.

To hide her involuntary blush, she tipped her nose into the air. “I’m sure my hair—and my face even—look terrible compared to you fae with your perfect features and ageless skin.”

Whatever distraction her changed appearance had provided, it vanished now. His face grew serious once again. “Can you come now? Do you need to bring anything?”

Her basket nearly slipped from her hands. “Come now?” She scoffed. “I’m not coming at all. I have a life here.” She stood a little taller as she turned away from him. “People depend on me.”

Even with her face deliberately turned away from him, she could still see how his eyebrow raised. “I can bring you back to this exact moment when we return.”

She huffed again. “Yes, I remember how Faerie time works. Or rather, I remember how you don’t have time at all. Time is not the issue.”

They had reached her home now. Any mortal would have known to stop at the door and offer a farewell as she stepped inside. Apparently, Quintus had no desire to follow mortal customs. He walked in right behind her and followed like he had been invited. “You must come.”

After burning him with a glare, she stomped into her workroom. The mess she had left behind still had to be cleaned, after all.

At least the room kept him quiet for a few moments. He looked around with almost as much awe as she felt when she had been in Faerie. One of his hands reached toward the dried herbs hanging from the ceiling, but he did not touch them.

He scanned the room again. This time, the sight of something caused him to smirk. Pointing to the open book on her worktable, he raised one eyebrow. “Did you take that from Faerie?”

Snapping the book closed, she shoved it into the trunk in the corner of the room. “If Brannick wants it back, he can come get it himself.”

The slightest chuckle escaped Quintus’s lips. He mouthed the name Brannick, though no sound came out. 

With the trunk securely fastened, Chloe stood and shoved her hands onto her hips. “He is not royalty here in the mortal realm. There’s no reason I have to use his full title, nor Elora’s. I can call him just plain Brannick if I want to.”

“What is this?” He had stopped listening to her mid-sentence, which reminded her of one of the many things she found infuriating about him. Now, he trailed a finger along a pile of herbs atop a white cloth square at the edge of the table.

A frown tugged her lips down. “It’s a poultice.” She flopped onto the nearest chair. “My neighbor is ill. I used half of it on him earlier, and I hoped it would be enough.” She shook her head, which sent a few blonde strands into her face. “But he is worse than I thought. If he needs more than the rest of that poultice, I do not have the ingredients I need to make another.”

Taking the chair from the other worktable, Quintus sat across from her. His eyebrows danced upward as he reached into his pocket. “I saw the recipe. You need Swiftsea salt?”

She clenched her jaw. “The poultice can be made with mortal ingredients as well.”

He didn’t respond. Pulling his hand from his pocket, he revealed a woven ball of glowing blue energy. She didn’t even notice herself leaning forward or widening her eyes.

He caught her eye just long enough to raise an eyebrow. Then the glowing ball expanded until it hovered above his palm as large as a round loaf of bread. The energy inside it sizzled with crackling sparks.

Her mouth hung open as she leaned even closer than before. “What is that?”

“It is magic. Why worry about mortal illnesses when you can experience magic in Faerie?” He whispered the words, throwing the same energy into his tone that filled the air around him.

One hand lifted from her lap, mostly involuntarily. She went to touch the glowing magic, but before she could reach it, the door to her workroom burst open.

Two children with ruddy cheeks and fiery red hair stumbled into the room.

“Aunt Chloe, Mother wants everyone in the sitting room to hear a poem before bed.” Even though he was only ten, as the oldest of his parents’ children, Gideon always took it upon himself to relay all announcements.

His eight-year-old sister, Eliza, pouted. “I wanted to tell her.” Now she stuck out her tongue at him.

He just poked her in the shoulder, preparing to stick out his own tongue. At that precise moment, both he and his sister caught sight of the glowing ball of energy above Quintus’s palm.

“Magic,” they said in unison.

Quintus sat up straight with a sharp exhale. The glowing ball shrunk to the size of a thumbnail before he shoved it back into his pocket. He jerked his head toward Chloe, his eyes shimmering with a strange expression. Guilt, maybe?

“You two run along,” Chloe said, ushering the children out of the room. “I’ll be right there.”

They obeyed her, though Gideon looked over one shoulder as he darted down the hallway. “Bring the fae too. Father will want to talk to him.”

By the time Chloe turned back toward the room, Quintus had stood from his chair. He now towered over her, angling himself just enough to see into the hall. When he caught her staring, he raised an eyebrow. “Do those younglings know about magic already?”

Chloe laughed out loud as she cleared a few broken herb stems off her worktable and into the little garbage where she collected them. The dilemma with the poultice would have to wait until tomorrow. Hopefully Mr. Nash would be better by then and it wouldn’t even matter that she had no more Swiftsea salt.

“They’re Vesper’s children, of course they know about magic. Their mother, Cosette, tries to teach them how to keep quiet about fae and magic around others, but you know how Vesper is. Everything is a great adventure to him, including the possibility of mortals discovering his true fae nature. He keeps as quiet about Faerie as a baby does when he’s starving.”

Quintus tilted his head. “What do mortal babies do when they are starving? Do they just sit there?”

She rolled her eyes and unclasped her cloak, hanging it on the peg near the door. “They cry. Loudly. Just forget it.”

“Hello, Grace.”

Chloe’s younger sister stopped at the sound of Quintus’s voice. She had been walking nonchalantly down the hall, but now she turned toward the pair of them. Her red hair didn’t have as much vibrance as Cosette’s or any of the children, but it still had the same hue.

Her eyebrows tipped upward as she took in the fae. Her gaze immediately flicked over to Chloe’s. Several expressions danced across Grace’s face at once, most of which triggered a tingling sensation through Chloe’s suddenly sweaty palms.

With a smirk, Grace glanced pointedly at Chloe, then continued down the hall.

Quintus didn’t seem to notice how she failed to answer. Like before, he stood deep in thought, as if these mortal interactions barely deserved his attention.

“You recognized Grace?”

Now he turned toward Chloe with a question in his eyes. “Yes.” His eyes narrowed. “She looks the same as when I saw her before.”

“The same?” Chloe shook her head. “She’s fifteen now. She was twelve last time you saw her.”

He shrugged.

Chloe touched a hand to her forehead. “Grace went from looking like a child to looking like a young woman, but somehow, she still looks the same to you? But me, who looks virtually the same as I did at fifteen, I look different?”

“I do not think I will go into the sitting room after all.” Apparently, he had no interest in answering her questions. He took a step toward the nearest chair. “I will stay here until you return.”

Grabbing him by the elbow, she shoved him into the hallway. “Oh yes, you’re coming. If you have the nerve to show up here after I specifically told you I never wanted to see you again, then you absolutely have to deal with my fae brother. I warn you, Vesper probably won’t be so friendly with you now that he’s had three years of me complaining about how you’re the worst male that has ever entered my life.”

The words scorched her mouth, which gave her the fuel to shove Quintus even harder down the hall. He probably didn’t even try to stop her, but it still felt good to be forcing him to go somewhere he didn’t want to go. For once.

When they reached the sitting room, the three children inside it raced to get to him first.

“What’s it like to have pointy ears?” the third child, Danielle, asked. Her eyes sparkled with the fascination only a five-year-old could have.

Eliza stepped in front of her sister. “Do the points of your ear improve your hearing? Father hears much better than us mortals. He says that even though we have a fae father and a mortal mother, children are always born fully fae or fully mortal, so we don’t know anything about being fae since we’re all mortal.”

“Except we know what Father has told us,” mumbled Danielle from behind her sister.

“True.” Eliza nodded solemnly before glancing up at Quintus again.

But now Gideon stepped in front of her. Eliza tried to push him away, but he just caught her by the wrist and yanked it down. He did all this while maintaining perfect eye contact with the fae in front of him. “Does our mortal food taste terrible to you? Or is it like mortal music, and it’s actually even better than fae food? Father says our food is delicious, but I think he’s lying.”

Jabbing her foot into the back of her brother’s knee, Eliza finally managed to step out from behind him. “Fae can’t lie, Gideon. Not even Father.”

His hand danced across the air as he tried to catch his sister’s wrist again. “I know, but he only ever says the food here tastes delicious. He won’t say it tastes better, so I think it’s just his way of avoiding the true answer.”

“Children.”

The sound of their father’s voice acted like an enchantment on them. Gideon, Eliza, and Danielle froze in place for a split second. Then they immediately dropped their hands and slinked over to the sofa where they usually sat.

Vesper and Cosette stepped into the room with matching stern expressions, though neither of them directed the look toward their children. A boy with chubby cheeks and a mop of brown hair held tight to Cosette’s hand. At three years old, Tucker never strayed far from his mother. Grace stood a step behind them, looking like she had just spilled a juicy secret.

Folding his arms over his chest, Vesper glared at Quintus. “You better have a good reason for being here.”

Quintus met the glare with one of his own. “A group of mortals is trying to take over Faerie.”

Over his blue and gray eyes, Vesper’s eyebrows raised. “What?”

Cosette pinched her mouth in a knot, clearly trying to smother a chuckle.

Only Chloe chose to say the words they were all thinking. “But they’re mortals. What can mortals do against fae?”

Whipping his head toward her, Quintus clenched his jaw. “They have iron.”

She kept her expression even. “How much iron?”

He stepped closer to her, moving straight into her personal space. If anyone else in town had seen, they’d probably assume he was moving in for a kiss. But he didn’t. He just clenched his jaw tighter. “Too much. They figured out how to weaponize the iron. They have trapped fae inside confined spaces. They’re trying to take over Crystal Thorn Castle.”

That declaration forced a gasp from the edge of the room. Grace clapped a hand over her mouth while the weight of those words settled.

Chloe’s older sister, Elora, lived in Crystal Thorn Castle. And Elora was now fae. She had once ended up on her own unwilling quest to restore Faerie, and it had changed her forever. If the mortals had learned how to weaponize iron, then she was in trouble.

Quintus’s expression softened once he saw that his words had sank in. He still didn’t move away though. “Only a mortal can save us now, a mortal who already knows about Faerie and who cares about someone living there.”

The words came out as dark and rich as Faerie velvet. He leaned down capturing Chloe’s gaze with an intense stare of his own. “We need you.”

Her mouth went dry. It heated and thickened her throat at the thought of her sister, but no one, especially not Quintus, would manipulate her into doing anything she didn’t want to do. “This town needs me. I’m not going anywhere until Mr. Nash feels better.”
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EARLY THE NEXT MORNING, CHLOE donned her cloak again. If she didn’t have any more Swiftsea salt, then she’d have to check the town market for some fennel. Maybe one of the market stalls would have it, though not many would be open if it had snowed overnight.

The outside of her cloak had a dark blue fabric with a weave tight enough to block almost all rain and snow from soaking through. White fur formed the underside of the cloak, providing incredible warmth. Since the fabric and the fur both came from Faerie, she knew the other townspeople didn’t have such effective winter protection.

She snatched up her basket anyway, hoping at least a few people would be brave enough to open their market stalls. Inside the basket, she stuffed the second half of the poultice she had made the day before. On a whim, she also threw in the magical book from Faerie. A red and gold fabric square went on top, hiding the contents from any curious eyes. If snow had fallen through the night, she’d just head straight to the Nashes’ house.

Luckily, when she stepped outside, only a light dusting of frost covered the cobblestone road. Her boots made a noise with each new footprint she pressed into the icy frost. Her thick petticoats behind her nearly erased them.

Swathes of red and orange blazed above as the sun climbed into the sky. Drops of golden sunlight dappled her cloak, though it did little to warm her on such a cold morning. Luckily, the fur in her cloak still kept the temperature bearable.

By the time she reached the market, the sun had risen completely over the horizon. Now the swathes of red and orange had turned to feathery wisps.

The brisk walk should have given her plenty of time to think about Faerie and the supposed danger it was in, but her mind kept spinning back to the Nashes instead. She only had half a poultice left. If Mr. Nash had improved since the night before, the second half would heal him completely after she administered it that morning.

But what if his illness hadn’t been scurpus? Or what if she had made some error while preparing the poultice? She had never made an error before, but that didn’t stop her from fearing this might be her very first time.

Her fingers tapped the handle of her basket as she scanned the different market stalls. One man did have a bit of goldenrod. Since she was low on that too, it might be worth a look.

The moment she stepped toward his stall, his gaze immediately fell to the bundle of herbs in his hands. When she leaned over his table, he muttered under his breath. “A woman apothecary. I’ve never heard such a thing.”

“I can hear you.” She pinned him with a stare that would hopefully crumble his insides.

He responded with a deeper scowl than before, which meant her stare had not done its job.

No matter. She didn’t need any goldenrod at the moment anyway, just fennel, of which he had none. Tipping her nose into the air, she continued down the frozen cobblestone path. The man usually only sold to the male cooks in town. She should have known better than to approach him.

As she scanned another row of stalls, her gaze fixed on a young man purchasing a brown cloak from a nearby stall. Her lips curved upward at the sight of him. Dunstan Bennett. Dunstan’s father owned the largest farm in the town.

Usually that would mean he’d grow up stuffy and being served to his whole life, but his father wisely forced all his sons into manual labor with the rest of the servants. Now he had the same work-hardened muscles as the other young men in town, but he also had money.

He must have felt her gaze because he looked up just then. Biting her bottom lip, she offered a tiny wave. She decided to forgo the batting eyelashes this time.

His light-colored eyes gleamed at the sight of her. Dunstan turned to the man in the stall in front of him and reached into his pouch, probably to end the deal as quickly as possible so he could have a word with Chloe. Or maybe she just hoped those were his intentions.

“Miss Chloe.”

Turning on her heel, Chloe faced the child who had just called her name. Little Maisie from the Fletcher family stood before her. Her brown hair had been braided into two tight plaits that hung over her shoulders. Yellow ribbons tied each one off. “Could you come check on my grandfather? He isn’t feeling well.”

“Of course.” Chloe reached into her pocket and fished out a wooden top. “I have to check on Mr. Nash first, but you can play with this while you’re waiting for me. I’ll pick it back up later today when I come to check on your grandfather.”

Maisie did a little jump at the sight of the toy. If she heard any words Chloe spoke after revealing it, her face did nothing to show it. Now her thick-mittened hands reached for the top. She darted away without another word.

Chloe stood up straight again, intending to inconspicuously trail closer to Dunstan, but a solid figure stood directly in her path. A sigh puffed out of her lips strong enough to ruffle the loose strands of hair that had escaped her messy bun. “Hello again, Quintus.”

At least he wore a glamour this time. His fae magic now made his pointed fae ears look like round, mortal ones. He still appeared a little too handsome and a little too tall for a mortal, but he had clearly tried.

“Faerie needs you.”

She waved a flippant hand through the air. “Yes, I know, but my town needs me too. I told you I’m not going anywhere until Mr. Nash is doing better.”

He opened his mouth, which sent fire into her belly strong enough to make it tingle. She clenched her jaw and gestured toward the man at the stall who had been so rude to her earlier. “Go see if that man has any fennel.”

Instead of complaining, Quintus merely tilted his head. “What is fennel?”

“Does it matter?” She shoved him away. “Just ask him if he has any. The man knows what it is.”

She found it highly unlikely that the man would have an herb hidden somewhere, instead of on his table for buyers to see. But at least this way, she could get rid of Quintus for a few minutes.

He stalked off just in time for her to reach the edge of the cobblestone path. As she hoped, Dunstan stepped toward her without question.

“Miss Chloe Rosenbel.” He pulled a brown cap off his head and bunched it up in his hands. Despite the cap, his light brown hair was combed with precision over his head. He cleared his throat. “I wondered if I might stop by your home this evening.”

“Are you feeling unwell?” She paired the question with her most charming smile.

Of course she knew full well what he meant to imply with his question, but hearing him say it out loud would be five times as good as the question itself.

A gentle smile graced his lips. “You always forget yourself completely when someone is in need.” The smile stretched wider. “You have such selflessness, which is the most admirable quality a woman can have.”

The words twisted in Chloe’s gut. She did like helping people, but knowing it was the only thing that made her worthy of attention never sat well with her either. Luckily, Dunstan didn’t seem to notice the slight wrinkle of her nose.

His gaze dropped to the cap in his hands while a bright pink colored the tops of his ears. “But no, I am not unwell. I thought perhaps—”

“Who is this?” Judging by how fast Quintus had appeared, he had most likely used fae speed to get there. A vein in his jaw pulsed when he clenched it tighter. Even worse, he stared at her and not Dunstan. Etiquette in their town clearly dictated that a man should always be addressed before a woman.

After letting out a huff that flared her nostrils, she relaxed her face and turned forward again. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Bennett. You must excuse my...”

The words trailed off incomplete. What should she call Quintus? A relation? That felt wrong. Friend? He definitely wasn’t a friend.

The vein in Quintus’s jaw pulsed again. He turned even farther away from the young man and even closer to Chloe. Now she could nudge him with her shoulder without even having to move her feet. Not that she would. She had no desire at all to touch him, though that didn’t explain why her clothes suddenly felt itchy.

Quintus tilted his head toward the road leading to the Nash’s house. “We have more important things to do than bother with him.” His lip curled as he finished the sentence.

He reached for her arm, but she jerked it away just in time. “We?” Now she narrowed her eyes, staring directly into his. “You have no claim on my time. And on that note, you’re standing too close to me. It’s inappropriate for a young man to stand so close to a young woman unless they are betrothed.”

When that didn’t garner the reaction she expected—from either of the men—she tacked on an even deeper explanation. “Or married.”

Wearing the same scowl as before, Quintus continued to tilt his head toward the path. He continued to stare at her though, and she could practically feel him wanting to roll his eyes.

Dunstan Bennett, on the other hand, suddenly blinked several times. He seemed to realize it might be his duty, by rules of etiquette, to defend Chloe’s honor in this situation.

He puffed his chest out, curling his hands into fists. “Is he bothering you, Miss Chloe? I could...”

His gaze strayed from her just long enough to glance toward Quintus. He looked up first, probably just now realizing Quintus stood a few inches taller than any other man in town. Then his gaze strayed to Quintus’s arms. Even though Dunstan had spent years laboring on a farm, the fae still had larger muscles. Dunstan’s puffed out chest immediately caved in. He swallowed, and didn’t step back, but he did lean away a bit. “You better leave her alone.”

Rolling his eyes, Quintus turned away from the young man completely. Again, he addressed only Chloe. “Are you not anxious to see if your neighbor needs another poultice or not?”

Her insides leapt at the question. Mr. Nash. She was anxious to see how he was doing. “Fine.”

She got a few steps down the frosty cobblestone path before she remembered Dunstan. That couldn’t be a good sign. Swallowing, she turned back to him with an attempt at a charming smile. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Bennett. I think tomorrow might be better.”

He nodded, but he took a step back as he did it.

She didn’t have time to worry about how Quintus’s inopportune presence might have ruined her prospects with the most eligible young man in town. Now she could only worry about Mr. Nash.

But by the time she got to their house, she found she should have been worried about something else entirely. Mrs. Nash answered the door with her back hunched over. A bright red rash covered her hands and face. Sweat beaded at her hairline, indicating a fever.

Even if Mr. Nash was doing better, his wife clearly had gotten worse.
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TWO PEOPLE IN TOWN HAD the same illness, and Chloe didn’t have the ingredients to heal it. Her heart stuttered as she stepped into the Nashes’ home. At least she had half a poultice. That is, if the poultice had even helped.

Mrs. Nash didn’t seem to notice when Quintus slipped into the house behind Chloe. In fact, she hardly even seemed to notice Chloe. Her feet moved, but that almost looked like a reflex more than anything.

When Chloe ushered the woman into her bed, she moved without argument.

“I told her I would get the door.” Mr. Nash sat up in the bed right next to his wife. He shook his head. “I still have trouble getting to my feet, but I’m not as weak as yesterday. I’m slow, but I would have done it if she had let me.”

His rash remained in small splotches on his cheeks, but it did look much lighter and smaller than last evening. Pulling his damp gray hair off his forehead, Chloe found his hairline no longer had any gray tinge at all.

The poultice had helped.

“Mirielle.” Mr. Nash turned to his wife now. He attempted to help her into a more comfortable position on the bed, but his arms shook with the effort of it.

In the end, Mrs. Nash just slumped down where she was, despite how her arm jutted out awkwardly to one side. The sweat across her forehead beaded thick enough to now slide down into the sheets. The gray tinge at her hairline spread down to the middle of her forehead, proving she was in even worse condition than her husband had been the night before.

Chloe dropped her basket onto the nearest table and threw the red and gold fabric square off it. Her fingers wrapped around the cloth holding the other half of the poultice. If she used it on Mr. Nash now, he would likely heal completely in another day or so.

But what would happen if she used it on Mrs. Nash instead? Would they both heal completely? Or would they both get worse since neither of them got a full dose?

Her fingers trembled as she attempted to untie the string securing the poultice. Being an apothecary meant she had ample opportunities to research and solve difficult problems. It also meant she could help others in their greatest time of need. Both of those things made her job more than rewarding. They did nothing for situations like this though.

Heat surged in her eyelids as tears welled. She stared at the poultice, blinking the tears back before any of them could fall. This was no time for crying. She could be sad, or delighted, later—when she knew whether her decision had been the right one. For now, she had to decide.

“Mirielle, please.” Mr. Nash’s voice broke over the words. The sound of that ache tugged at Chloe’s heart even more than seeing him despondent the day before had. “Won’t you try to drink a little water?”
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