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THE PROTECTIVE ENCHANTMENT HAD BEEN broken through by the enemy mortals. Chloe’s muscles seized, locking her shivering limbs tight until she was unable to move. Her mind still whirred, but the rest of her body had been taken over by dread. Stuck inside the stone vault that had once belonged to the king of Crystalfall, she, Quintus, Mishti, and Ludo had no chance of escape.

The room wouldn’t allow a Faerie door to be opened. Quintus still didn’t have his magic back. They had only just learned that Quintus’s father—the king of Crystalfall—was still alive, but they couldn’t do anything with that knowledge since the mortals who were breaking in had murder on their minds.

Did they have any chance of escape? Any at all?

With a heart beating as fast as a spinning top, Chloe had difficulty forcing words from her mouth. She managed to eke out a short sentence just as the vault door got pushed open a small fraction more. “Ludo, what do you think we should do?”

Mishti raised her eyebrow at the question. She glanced at Ludo, then at Chloe, probably wondering why she had asked him.

Quintus pinched his eyebrows together, dropping his mouth to a frown as he also glanced from her to Ludo. He wasn’t talking to her much anyway, so he had no reason to be offended she had asked for Ludo’s opinion instead of his. Just then, she noticed he still had the golden and emerald crown of Crystalfall in one hand.

Sucking in a sharp inhale, Chloe gestured toward his pocket. “Hide that.”

His expression froze as only his eyes moved, opening wider. In his next breath, the crown got stuffed into his pocket where the enemy mortals wouldn’t see it.

She turned to Ludo expectantly.

Mishti appeared confused and Quintus offended that Ludo had been asked for advice first, but Ludo just looked surprised. He opened his mouth slightly, turning his gaze to his hands, as if they might have the answer.

In truth, the Fairfrost fae didn’t usually come up with the best suggestions during a crisis, but he did have one talent she needed desperately right now. He had a knack for pinpointing the worst-case scenario. If she could identify that early on, then hopefully she could overcome it early on too.

“We should...” His voice faltered when the vault door opened just enough to fit the shoulder and hip of a mortal. The four of them collectively sucked in a breath at the sight.

That same mortal’s head would come through the vault door next. Ludo shook his head and then dropped it dramatically into one hand. “We should surrender. Quintus has no magic, and I cannot even open a door to rescue us.”

Chloe nodded. “Okay, so the mortals are going to kill us unless we can open a door. Good to know.”

The fear shimmering in Ludo’s blue-and-red eyes paused long enough for him to narrow his eyes. “I did not say that.”

She waved him off. “Yes, you did. You just did it in your grumpy Ludo way. Even more important, it gave me an idea.” She pulled the others close and whispered to them just as the enemy mortal forced his way through the vault door.

Soon, a golden-haired mortal stepped into the vault. Julian. One of the enemy mortals’ leaders had joined them, and another mortal scrambled in after him. Julian hurled a dagger, which spun toward them. It would have landed right in Quintus’s throat, except he snatched it by its hilt mid-air using nothing but his bare hand and his fae reflexes.

“That was foolish,” Quintus said pointedly. “Now I have a weapon.”

In a flash, the same dagger soared through the air, candlelight glinting off its surface, until it landed with a squelch deep in Julian’s chest. If it were any other mortal, Chloe would have written him off as dead. But since it was Julian, she had a feeling even that wouldn’t finish him off completely.

Judging by how his knees hit the stone floor and how he dropped in a weak slump, he probably had no strength for the rest of this fight, at least.

More mortals spilled into the room, but it didn’t matter, because now Chloe and her friends had a plan. With one last look between the four of them, they all sprinted off toward their different tasks.

Quintus zoomed toward a wall where a large piece of parchment depicting complex formulas and magical symbols covered the stone. He ripped the paper away and rolled it up so tight it nearly had the resilience of a spear.

As he worked, Mishti ran for the opposite end of the room, gathering glass jars and vials into her midnight blue tunic.

Ludo threw barrier enchantments and blasts of magic from his fingertips, hitting anyone who dared get close enough to him up against a wall. Slowly, Chloe and Ludo inched closer and closer to the door.

The opening still only barely fit two people at a time. That made it easier to fend off attacks when only two could enter at once.

But now, Quintus had finished preparing his spear made of parchment. He thrust open the vault door, allowing light and a soft breeze to enter the stone room. When a group of enemy mortals tried to charge into the vault, Quintus lifted his rolled-up parchment.

He swept the spear-like object across the mortals’ stomachs, throwing them to the ground. They dropped at once, as if they were nothing more than thin weeds being barreled over by a branch. Another wave of enemy mortals charged toward him. He easily threw them to the ground using the same technique.

Of course, this had been Chloe’s plan. She had suggested he do exactly what he did now, but seeing it happen caused her lips to twitch with a smile. Only Quintus would be capable of turning a piece of parchment into a formidable weapon.

By now, Mishti had finished gathering her jars and vials. She darted outside the vault and chucked the glass objects at enemies. Many of the glass objects were delicate enough that they shattered into tiny pieces as soon as they made contact with an enemy’s shoulder or stomach.

Hopefully, the attacks from Mishti would seem random to the mortals. In truth, Mishti cleared a very specific path.

Just as Chloe and Ludo reached the door to the vault, a strained grunt caught their attention.

Julian coughed, sending a splatter of blood onto the chest of his cream tunic. A metallic scent filled the air while he caught his breath. He glared at her and Ludo and then glanced down at the dagger buried in his chest.

Chloe could see the thought in his mind. If he tore the dagger from his chest, he could use it against her. Ludo stood nearby, but even a fae like him didn’t have the reflexes Quintus had. If Julian used that weapon now, he’d probably succeed at injuring either one of them.

She hoped he would.

Not that she had a death wish. As much as she hoped he’d use his weapon, she also hoped she’d be fast enough to dodge it. But as an apothecary, she knew what she hoped Julian did not know. If he removed that weapon from his chest, he’d bleed out in only a few seconds. If he tried to use his weapon, it would kill him.

Unfortunately, he must have known the same thing because he turned away from the dagger and looked Chloe straight in the eye. “Where is it?” Blood dripped off his chin, staining more of his cream tunic.

Her limbs shook harder than ever. Breathing became impossible, which made speaking even worse. Still, she managed to let out a single word. “What?”

His eyes narrowed. “The piece that was hidden here. Did you find it?”

She swallowed hard as her stomach twisted into a spiky knot. They still weren’t sure how much Julian knew about the pieces and the crown of Crystalfall, but his question suggested he knew too much. Maybe he knew everything.

Amidst her silence, his gaze flitted down to her finger. The golden and emerald ring from Quintus had once belonged there, but it was gone now. Quintus had used it to re-create the crown of Crystalfall.

Seeing her finger bare, Julian scowled. “You found all the pieces then?” He coughed, sending another smattering of blood across his shirt. “Where are they?”

“Chloe, now!” Mishti’s shout rang out, piercing Chloe right in the chest.

She couldn’t afford to get distracted. Not now.

But how could she complete the rest of the plan when Julian knew far too much?

Ludo grabbed her by the shoulders and shoved her toward the vault door. “Get out of here. You can call your dragon to you, right?”

Her knees knocked together as she attempted to move forward. Each step faltered, making it difficult to follow the path Mishti had cleared for her.

Once she stepped into the sunlight, Mishti called out again. “You have to get those pieces out of here, Chloe. We’ll hold them back. You just go.”

Chloe tried to take normal steps. Well, at least somewhat normal steps. Her voice trembled as she called out weakly. “Shadow?”

She glanced up at the sky, still moving down the path Mishti had cleared for her. Chloe moved slowly, haphazardly. The skies remained clear, showing no sign of her dragon.

The enemy mortals watched her at first, but not for long. Soon, they closed in around her. It didn’t even take much effort. Her knees shook too much for her to run away properly. Even if she hadn’t been afraid, she’d never been that fast a runner.

Glancing over her shoulder, she noted how most of the mortals came toward her, but some of them continued to focus on Quintus, Mishti, and Ludo.

That changed when Julian crawled on his arms out of the vault and pointed a finger. “Get. Her.”

Every mortal immediately changed course until all of them focused on Chloe. Weapons rose and tilted toward her. She tried to keep running, but two enemy mortals jumped out in front of her blocking the path.

Blinking rapidly, she tried to step to the side and start down a new path. At the last moment, she remembered to glance back into the sky. Her eyes narrowed, as if searching. As before, the skies remained clear.

The first arms reached for her now. They grabbed her elbows, her forearms, her wrists. She’d given up on breathing, but even this caused her to gasp.

And all the enemy mortals around her looked so pleased with themselves. Somehow, they all thought they had won.

But it would have been truly foolish of her to hinge an entire operation on her being the one to get away. Everyone knew she got too scared and couldn’t run properly. She did, however, make the perfect bait.

And every single enemy mortal had fallen for the trick.

“Got it.”

Ludo’s voice rang out, loud enough for the mortals to hear. They would soon see he had stepped outside the vault, allowing him to open a door. They would know Chloe had tricked them all.

But she’d delay that moment as long as possible.

“Shadow, please.” Her voice quivered and whimpered, and she didn’t even have to fake it. With all those weapons and enemies surrounding her, terror truly gripped her heart. She hadn’t actually called to her dragon though. Through her bond, she could tell Shadow was happily hunting deep in the Court of Fairfrost.

Another mortal gripped her around the stomach, but his arm got ripped away almost as fast. Quintus had reached them. His jaw clenched tight as he used his spear-like parchment to sweep away the mortals surrounding Chloe. When anyone tried to touch her, he used his other hand to forcefully yank that person away.

Soon, he had her in his arms, and he charged toward the door Ludo had opened. The enemy mortals spent more time trying to figure out what had just happened than they did trying to stop him.

When she and Quintus were only a few steps away from the door, Julian produced another small dagger from a belt under his shirt. He threw it with precision and managed to slice through Chloe’s sleeve and make a gash in her arm. A long gash. A deep one.

At least the dagger hadn’t stuck in her arm.

The wound caused her to gasp, her whole body tensing when the metal sliced her skin. Quintus glanced down at her as he ran.

When he caught sight of the injury, his face twisted into rage. He whipped around, nostrils flaring as his gaze found Julian. His voice turned to a growl. “You will die for that.”

“Not now,” Ludo shouted at him.

Mishti stood one pace away from the door, ready to step through it. When she saw how Quintus’s expression changed, she rolled her eyes and dropped her head in her hands. “We have no time, Quintus. We can deal with him later.”

Quintus bared his teeth, staring harder at Julian. With each moment, he pulled Chloe a little closer to his chest. “You two go.”

The longer he stared at Julian, the more time it gave for the enemy mortals to scramble closer to him. They only had another breath or two before the mortals would reach them.

Julian let out a wild chuckle, interrupted by flecks of blood shooting from his mouth. “You think you can kill me?”

A challenge lit in his eyes, turning them so wild, they almost looked red. She’d noticed it before, but once again, Chloe was struck with how old he appeared. All of Ansel’s mortals were mid-thirties at the most. She had long since given up guessing why they were so young, especially because it probably had to do with all the awful things Ansel had done to them.

But Julian was different. And yet, he also wasn’t. He appeared mid-thirties, but he had wrinkles on his forehead like an eighty-year-old man. His skin didn’t seem too old at first appearance, but sometimes it would sag like it had lived a century.

“Quintus!” Ludo shouted again, a little more frenzied than before. “Get over here now, or we are leaving without you.”

Quintus had begun stomping toward Julian, but at least those words made him falter. He paused for a moment then shrugged. “I can run to the castle. I do not need a door to get there.”

Only now did Chloe speak. She held her breath and glanced up at him. He couldn’t very well ignore her when he held her in his arms. Still, she spoke in little more than a whisper. “You can run there, but you can’t get inside. All the doors are sealed with magic, so you do need a door.”

His lip curled while her words sank in. Anger twisted his features, but only for a moment. Soon, grief overtook his face, turning her heart to a jumbled mess. Grief and also pain. Pain forced his shoulders into a deep slump. It stole the light from his eyes until they looked more like rocks than eyes. He breathed out hard enough to ruffle her hair.

It hurt to see it. It hurt worse to know she had caused it.

Quintus had no magic. It had been stolen from him when she locked him out of his court. And now, since the crown that should have saved him still belonged to his father, he might never get his magic back.

“Fine.” He said the word in a whisper, but not because he wanted to keep others from hearing it. He clearly lacked the energy to speak any louder. The fight had left him completely.

When he stepped toward Ludo’s door again, he hardly even noticed the enemy mortals had gotten close enough to attack.

But Chloe noticed. And she saw something even worse too. Their weapons were ready.
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QUINTUS COULD STOP FLYING ARROWS and spinning daggers with his bare hands, but only if he saw them coming. Chloe stopped breathing when the first arrow struck his shoulder. She squirmed, trying to get out of his arms and to the ground where hopefully she could shove him toward the Faerie door Ludo still had open.

The mortals were closing in around them, which would soon make it impossible to reach the door. When a second and third arrow struck Quintus in the stomach and leg, he grunted. “Stop moving, I might drop you.”

He spoke the words harshly, which would have bothered her if his intention to protect her hadn’t been implied. Since she wanted to get out of his arms, though, the protective instinct was more an annoyance.

Luckily, he moved toward the door, even faster than before. His fae strength and speed pushed past four mortals who stood trying to block his path. But even he couldn’t get past this many people. Not on his own.

Even worse, a mortal had reached the Faerie door, clearly intending to step through it. Strain etched into Chloe’s throat as she shouted. “Shut the door. A mortal is trying to come through.”

The door vanished in the next breath, leaving the mortal as stranded as she and Quintus were. It had seemed like a brilliant idea when it came to her, but now that Ludo and Mishti were gone, Chloe wondered if she’d made a mistake.

After the arrows, blades came next. Swords and scythes and axes fell down on Quintus, slicing through the emerald vest and jade green shirt that had been left for him by Faerie.

He could withstand great pain, but this had touched even him. Finally, he did drop Chloe. His arms released her just as his knees buckled, and he dropped to the black soil. His short hair that he must have cut after she locked him out of his court shook when he made contact with the ground. When another wave of weapons fell down on him, he finally had both his hands to fend off the attacks.

His spear-like weapon made of a simple piece of parchment swept through the air. Chloe ducked close to the ground to avoid the swings. Quintus threw mortals and weapons alike by simply sweeping and jabbing his parchment spear.

While he moved, Chloe only just barely noticed a strange movement on the skirt of her gown. Daring to sneak a peek, she caught sight of Julian rifling through her skirts, searching for a pocket. When he found no pocket, he used both hands and ripped a gaping hole in the cascading part of her skirt.

Her eyebrows flew to her forehead as she tried to back herself out of his grip. But when she moved, he just followed. His hands found the side seam of her skirt, which he promptly split apart. Cool air brushed across her leg now that the ripped seam left it bare. He’d only torn the seam up to her upper thigh, not all the way to her waist, but even that was more indecent than she’d ever been in her life.

The urge to grab him by the throat overtook her hands. But they couldn’t act because he had already started ripping even more of her skirts apart. “Where are they?” He spoke in a frenzied rush, the words spilling over themselves as his fingers searched and tore. “Where are they?”

“Stop it!” she screamed at him, which only served to remind him that a person was sitting inside the dress he currently tore to shreds.

His gaze flicked upward for a split second. Blood dripped from the dagger still buried in his chest. More blood dripped from his chin. His face had turned paler than a sheet. Yet, none of that stopped him from procuring a strange jagged knife-like weapon from under his tunic. He eyed her throat, then plunged the weapon toward it.

She had just enough time to gasp and slam her eyes shut. But when the weapon should have reached her, it didn’t. Swallowing hard, she dared to open one eyelid.

Quintus held Julian tight around the wrist, stopping the weapon less than an inch before it touched her skin. Quintus had his jaw clenched. His nostrils flared as he stared straight into Julian’s eyes. “Do not touch her.”

With a shrug, the look in Julian’s eyes turned from desperate to something far wilder. He pulled something else from his pocket but kept it hidden in his palm. The grin on Julian’s face kept twitching, nearly as chaotically as his eyes. “Excellent point. Why bother with her when I could kill you?”

He jabbed the strange knife toward Quintus, which he easily stopped by holding Julian’s wrist firmly. But then Julian used his free elbow to jab into Quintus’s side. He rammed so hard Quintus coughed just to catch his breath.

In that short moment of hesitation, Julian freed his hand and struck the jagged weapon into Quintus’s side. Something else happened too. Something Chloe didn’t have words to explain.

A strange shimmery light released from the wound. Julian was mortal, but this looked like magic. How could a mortal like him do any sort of magic?

Quintus’s cough cut off before it had even finished. His mouth dropped as all color drained from his eyes. His normally bright brown irises turned ashy, as if they were turning to dust. Golden glints usually sparkled inside the brown of his irises, but no glints could be seen now. Nothing but a dull ashy color filled his eyes.

His skin hadn’t lost color, but it changed too. It turned tougher, as if callused. Even the soft skin of his neck had turned thick and textured. He had difficulty breathing as he reached for his side.

Julian ripped the dagger away, releasing another burst of color from the wound. A distant memory flickered in Chloe’s mind, taking her all the way back to the first time she’d been to Faerie. Back then, Ansel had used gemstones to do magic. She only vaguely remembered how it looked, but this seemed similar. Was that what had just happened? Had Julian somehow saved a gemstone from Ansel and used it to do some sort of magic on Quintus?

She didn’t have time to speculate too much because Quintus grunted and pulled his hand away from the wound. Blood covered his entire palm. More of it pooled over the wound in his side.

His eyelashes fluttered as his body swayed to the side. He still had his knees on the ground, which made it a little easier for Chloe to grab him and steady him.

But then a drop of blood fell from his fingertips. Blood had soaked his clothing through, and even his hand, but this was the first drop of blood heavy enough to fall to the ground. When it did, an icy chill spread through her core.

The moment the blood touched the jade grass stems beneath them, a loud hiss erupted, and the jade cracked loudly. The jade that had been touched by blood disintegrated into dust that floated away on the wind. It left behind an ashy pile of soil that looked even deader than Quintus’s eyes.

All around them, everyone froze. The mortals immediately forgot to attack at such a frightening sight. Quintus twitched and shifted toward the pile of ash. The movement caused another drop of blood to fall from his wound. Just like the first, this blood fizzled and turned the ground ashy and lifeless. An acrid and foul stench drifted from the spot. It was so strong, many of the mortals coughed.

Chloe’s jaw clenched as she turned slowly to Julian. He stared at the ash, as transfixed as the others. No matter. She’d get his attention soon enough. “What did you do to him?”

The question captured Julian’s focus immediately. He glanced at her, the ghost of a grin on his tilted mouth.

She felt her lips curl as she glared. “What did you do to him?”

Julian’s mouth parted like he was preparing to chuckle. She could already hear the strange, spine-tingling laughter that would erupt. It wasn’t worse than the foul stench that still lingered, but it was at least as bad. She couldn’t take it. She wouldn’t.

Before a sound could leave his lips, she lunged forward and used both hands to grip the dagger still buried in his chest.

With her fingers around the hilt, she did her best to twist the blade and wrench it out of his chest at the same time.

Screaming, he jumped to his feet and stumbled backward.

Her strength had never been that impressive, so she had failed to remove the dagger completely. If she had succeeded, he might have bled out in those few seconds he took to stumble back. Sadly, she only got the dagger about halfway out of his chest.

Regardless, blood began pouring from the wound, almost as fast as the blood that poured from Quintus’s. With any luck, her failed attempt might still be enough to kill him.

But what were she and Quintus supposed to do now? Without magic, he couldn’t open a door. And with a devastating injury in his side, he probably couldn’t outrun the mortals either. Since she had just clearly attempted to murder their leader, the other mortals would probably soon remember they wanted Chloe and Quintus dead.

Her mind spun and whirled, trying to think of an escape, but she kept getting distracted by Quintus’s eyes. Warmth no longer existed anywhere inside them. They looked as lifeless as a mutilated carcass. That injury had done something to him. Something far worse than simply cutting through his skin.

At least he had pressed his hand against the wound. That prevented dripping blood from destroying the ground and creating more of that awful smell.

In the next moment, Julian lost his footing. He dropped to the ground in a pile of misplaced limbs. He managed to jab a pointer finger toward Chloe and Quintus. This was it. This was the moment the mortals would remember to attack.

Chloe grabbed Quintus’s arm and urged him to get to his feet. He did, but she already knew it wouldn’t be enough. He couldn’t carry her when injured like this, so he couldn’t hold her while running away. And even if he ran away without her, which he would never do, he couldn’t possibly run fast enough while his side bled.

Dread carved a hole in her gut, but just before it could start on her heart next, a Faerie door opened right behind them. Chloe barely had enough time to glance over her shoulder when a firm hand grabbed her shoulder and pulled her backward. At her side, Quintus got pulled backward too.

Her feet stumbled as the grip forced her through the door. Soon, she and Quintus stood inside a golden castle room. It smelled dank and dusty, but the faintest scent of vanilla wove through the other smells. All sounds of battle faded to a serene quietude.

“I got them,” Mishti said from behind them. “Shut the door.”

The door vanished a moment later.

Just like that, the mortals and the danger and the attack had all disappeared. They stood in a small room with golden walls and faded threadbare rugs. Several high-backed, ornately carved golden chairs were in the room, along with a low sofa with maroon and silver upholstery.

If she’d been given another moment, Chloe might have collapsed onto the ground and started crying right then. But she couldn’t because Mishti stomped around until she stood directly in front of Chloe and Quintus.

Mishti folded her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes.

At nearly the same moment, Ludo joined them. He stood next to Mishti wearing an expression identical to hers. Dropping his hands onto his hips, he turned his gaze toward Quintus first. “That was stupid. You should have come right away like we planned.”

Mishti nodded, her face turning to a darker glare.

They probably expected to get full attention with such angry faces, but Chloe’s gaze flicked over to Quintus’s side. Blood continued to seep from the wound, spilling onto his hands.

Her gaze turned back when Ludo stepped forward.

The Fairfrost fae lifted one finger, wagging it right in Quintus’s face. “You need to stop losing your mind any time Chloe gets injured. If you had come like we planned, everything would have been fine.”

Mishti nodded again.

Quintus stared ahead, his eyes glazing over. They’d probably assume he wanted to disregard their words, but really, he was likely close to fainting.

When Chloe bent down to get a closer look at the wound, both Ludo and Mishti stood a little taller, as if trying to snatch her attention.

“And another thing,” Ludo said, his voice rising. “What if we had not been able to open a door close enough to help you escape?”

“What if you’d been killed?” Mishti added with another nod.

Ludo huffed. “You should still be mad at Chloe anyway. Why do you even care that she got injured?”

Mishti didn’t nod at this. In fact, she rolled her eyes a little. “You can’t stop him from being in love with her. But even in love, he should still be able to keep his head when she gets injured.”

By now, Chloe had bent at the waist and brought her face closer to Quintus than to the others.

Ludo threw his hands in the air, which she could see through the side of her eye. His face turned a darker shade of red. “Are you even listening?”

“No.” Chloe gave up all pretense of conversation and reached for Quintus’s shoulder. “Hush, both of you. Now isn’t the time for a lecture.”

Pressing against Quintus’s shoulder, she forced him to sit in one of the high-backed golden chairs. He blinked, only barely seeming to sense her or the others. When she tugged at his wrist, he released his hand from the wound without argument.

Blood immediately dripped from his clothing. But it couldn’t possibly affect the castle floor the same way it had affected the soil and grass. Right? She should have known better than to hope.

The moment Quintus’s blood hit the floor, it turned the gold into a pile of ash that released an acrid stench.

Ludo coughed and dramatically covered his nose. “What was that?”

Covering her own mouth, Mishti leaned forward just as another two drops of blood fell to the castle floor, also turning the gold to ash.

Chloe acted quickly, ripping a long piece of cloth from her skirt that Julian had already destroyed. She wrapped the fabric around Quintus’s waist, taking care to cover the entire injury. She would have preferred to clean it too, but stopping the blood mattered more right now.

And anyway, even without his magic, Quintus still had the incredible healing ability of the fae. The injury would heal itself soon enough. But if she let the blood drip everywhere, it might eat away the entire floor in that room.

The fabric soaked completely through only a few seconds after she wrapped it. She had to rip a longer cloth from her dress, applying it over the first. Knowing the blood would soon soak through that too, she got a third, fourth, and fifth strip from her skirt. Her hands moved deftly, carefully wrapping the wound and applying pressure to it.

“What happened?” Mishti whispered the words after swallowing hard.

Chloe huffed as she finished fastening the last strip of cloth. “Julian did something when he injured Quintus. He used a gemstone or magic or something. I’m not really sure what happened.”

The moment her fingers left the strip of cloth, Chloe whirled around. “Is it an enchanted injury? Is it like the enchanted injuries you and the other mortals have from Ansel?”

Mishti’s face and body twitched, but then she shook her head. “No, I’ve never seen an injury that makes blood...”

She trailed off and pointed to the stinking pile of ash on the castle floor. “Why would his blood do that? How did it do that?”

Ludo’s face contorted as he leaned in close to the destroyed spot in the golden floor. He poked at it with one finger, wrinkling his nose as he did. “Do you think it is because he is heir to Crystalfall? Rulers are connected to their courts in ways the other fae are not.”

“I am not ruler of Crystalfall.” Quintus finally spoke for the first time since getting injured. His voice scratched through his throat, and he clenched his jaw tight, but he still managed to get the words out.

Chloe knelt at his side, using the back of her hand to test the temperature of his forehead. “You may not be ruler, but you are still the heir. I think Ludo might be right. Crystalfall has never reacted like this to your blood before, but maybe it’s because it’s a magical wound and because you are connected to the court.”

Quintus scowled but said nothing in response.

Mishti raised an eyebrow. “Will it heal like usual then?”

Rather than answer, Chloe sat on the low sofa near one wall. It released a small cloud of dust when she dropped onto it, which she coughed and brushed a hand through. Still clearing her throat, she tore another strip of cloth from her gown. Then she dipped it in a jar of alcohol from her leather bag and used it to clean the blood from her hands.

Once clean, she retrieved her magical book and opened it on her lap. It would be much easier for them if the injury did heal like normal, but considering magic, she doubted it would be so simple.

Even with his fae healing abilities, the injury might need extra magic to cure it completely.

Gripping the book with both hands, Chloe stared hard at the blank pages before her. “Will Quintus’s injury heal like normal?”

Holding her breath, she turned the page. A single sentence filled the middle of the page in the same scrawling handwriting as contained in the rest of the book.

The ruler of Crystalfall can heal the injury.

She swallowed hard, ignoring how her stomach wound into knots. Snapping the book shut, she shrugged and attempted a carefree expression. “There you have it, then. We can heal the injury and save this court from the attacking mortals.”

Quintus tapped his fist against his thigh while his breathing hitched. “How?”

Pressing her lips together, she looked him straight in the eye. “We have to find the king of Crystalfall.”
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FINDING A PERSON DIDN’T SEEM like too difficult a task. Chloe tried to convince herself of that as she tucked her magical book back into the leather bag from her fae brother. They had Ludo, didn’t they? And Ludo’s greatest magic was in finding things. They also had Quintus, who had already seen his father twice before in his life, though his father may have been wearing a glamour in those instances.

Still, they had a chance.

But after Chloe declared they must find the king of Crystalfall, no one seemed overjoyed by the idea. In fact, Quintus looked sick. What was likely an attempt to distract himself, he suddenly grabbed the jar of alcohol Chloe had used to clean the blood off her hands. He splashed the alcohol liberally onto the other wounds he’d received during the fight. Already, the gashes in him made from the arrows and blades were starting to heal. But even under several strips of cloth, Chloe could tell the wound in his side from Julian continued to bleed as much as ever.

Mishti shifted from one foot to the other, twisting a string from her leather bracer around her fingers. Ludo stared off into space, saying nothing.

When silence continued to sour the space around them, Chloe beckoned the others toward the nearest door. “Come on. We need to go check on the mortals in the library. And we need to find out if the enemy mortals are still attacking this castle.”

“Why would they stop attacking?” Ludo scrambled toward Mishti, looking a little too eager to leave Chloe and Quintus behind him.

Mishti kept her gaze ahead as she continued toward the door. From behind, Chloe could see the young woman shrug. “They haven’t managed to hurt us yet. What else can they do that they haven’t tried yet? They’ll have to give up at some point.”

Ludo nodded and tapped his chin. He answered, but by now, the two of them had moved just far enough away that Chloe couldn’t make out the words.

Gripping his injured side, Quintus glanced toward Chloe.

Their eyes locked for only a split second, but even that lit electricity within Chloe’s limbs. Her heart skipped as she bit her bottom lip. His body seemed to react in a similar way. First, his breath quickened and then his pupils dilated. He didn’t move, but she could feel how his body seemed eager to lean toward her, to move a little closer.

The moment didn’t last long. Soon, anger burned through the desire in his eyes. He jerked his body away from her and began tramping after the others.

The action might have hurt her, except that wound in his side held her attention too completely. When he twisted his body to the side, it must have ripped open the injury just a bit more.

Soon, her torn red fabric that wrapped around him soaked through with blood. A drop of it fell to the ground, which immediately sizzled and ate through the golden floor like vinegar on a pile of baking soda.

He winced, which caused another drop of blood to follow the first.

Quintus kept walking. His head turned the slightest bit, like he intended to turn back and look at Chloe but then thought better of it.

No matter. She didn’t need him looking at her in order to help him.

With the leather bag snugly on her shoulder, she jumped to her feet. She ripped more swathes of fabric from her dress as she bounded forward. The skirt of her once-magnificent dress now had so many pieces ripped from it, it looked more like a patchwork of tattered banners from long-forgotten battles.

Air fluttered around her leg, reminding her that one side seam of her dress was ripped all the way up to her mid-thigh. If Quintus hadn’t been dripping blood that ate through the castle’s floor, she would have found a way to fix that side seam first.

But right now, she had to focus on Quintus.

Her long hair shifted around her shoulders when she caught up to him. She tried to wrap a cloth around his waist to cover the wound, but Quintus just glared and took a step away from her.

With his arms folded over his chest and his face turned markedly in the other direction, he spat out the words he had probably been eager to say ever since she brought up the idea of finding the king of Crystalfall.

“My father is vile.”

She didn’t attempt to look at him when she responded. Instead, her focus remained fixed on his wound and the now-bunched-up fabric in her hand. She pressed the swathes of red velvet against the wound, just barely catching a drop of blood before it fell to the ground.

He hissed at the contact. When he tried to move away, her feet followed, as if they were in a strange dance. “Yes, I know he’s vile, but...”

She gestured toward the bunched-up fabric, which already had blood soaking through it.

Quintus sneered. “My healing abilities can fix this.”

Hopefully he was right about that because she probably couldn’t heal the wound now that she had no magic. So far, she hadn’t even been successful in getting the blood to stop.

Still, he needed to accept that finding the king was necessary. Tipping an eyebrow up, she asked, “What about the enemy mortals? What if they manage to get a stronghold on this court, just like they did in Bitter Thorn? Wouldn’t we need the king and his power then? We don’t have to stay anywhere near him after that.”

The last sentence came out offhandedly, but once it left her lips, she wished she could erase it from existence. Quintus’s fists shook at his side as he turned away from her.

If he stayed far away from the king of Crystalfall, he might have to leave the court completely. The court that was his home.

He had spent so much of his life trying to find his home, and now his own father would take it away from him. Again.

“Are you sure we have to find him at all?” Mishti had slowed her pace enough that Quintus and Chloe had caught up to her and Ludo.

Using one hand to rip another piece of cloth from her dress, Chloe raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean by that?”

Mishti shrugged. “Don’t you think the king will show up on his own? It’s not a secret anymore that Crystalfall exists. If he’s the king, wouldn’t he come to claim his court?”

Ludo turned to her, a distant look in his eye as if trying to remember. “Maybe he does not remember.”

Quintus scowled again. “Maybe he does remember. Maybe he is even more horrid than we think.”

Chloe pressed the newly ripped cloth from her skirt against Quintus’s wound. Now that it had two bunched-up pieces of fabric against it, the blood finally stayed back. She’d just need one more fabric strip to tie around his waist and hold the other fabric in place.

Holding the crumpled velvet with one hand, she reached for her skirt with the other. While ripping the fabric, Chloe said, “I think Ludo might be right. Ludo has lost memories, and we know at least some of them are related to Crystalfall. And the pixies have lost memories too. They can’t remember anything from before Crystalfall got destroyed.”

In a flash, Chloe’s head tilted to the side. “I wonder if the wraiths remember anything from before. We should ask them.” Shaking that idea away, she continued with her earlier thought. “I’m guessing others from Crystalfall lost memories too. Maybe the king doesn’t even know who he is, and that’s why he hasn’t come to claim his court.”

Quintus gritted his teeth together and huffed. He also reached out and helped Chloe rip off the strip of fabric from her dress she’d been struggling with, but he seemed eager to do it so quickly everyone would forget he had been involved at all.

Now that she started wrapping the fabric strip around his waist, he lifted his chin high. “If the king of Crystalfall does not remember who he is, then why did he try to kill me? Why did he destroy my home in Bitter Thorn? Clearly, he remembers enough about himself to want me dead, so he cannot have forgotten too much.”

After she tied the fabric strip neatly around Quintus’s waist, the four of them continued walking toward the library. They’d soon find out if the friendly mortals remained in the castle where they’d been before the vault. A bit more inspection would let them know if the enemy mortals still attacked Crystalfall Castle as well.

They turned down a new hallway, bringing the great hall and its golden table into sight. Even without entering the room, it managed to steal her attention. Every room in the castle had a warm, golden radiance shimmering in the air, but the great hall showcased it twice as much. Sculptures in bronze and silver depicted fae, creatures such as pixies and brownies, and even mortals. Precious gems encrusted each sculpture, bringing attention to unique eye colors, sweeping robes, and glittering wings.

Wooden chests and cabinets dotted the room, though their splendor had not been preserved like the gold and gems. Each piece of wood had a spongy or warped surface, and it smelled dank and stale. Cobwebs adorned large gilded mirrors hanging throughout the room.

Like everything in the castle, the room had a mixture of gorgeous and perfectly preserved pieces sitting amongst decayed items that served as a reminder that this court had once been destroyed.

Just then, Mishti cleared her voice. “Didn’t you say Quintus was called to this court? By some magic or something? That same thing should be happening to the king, right? Even if he doesn’t know who he is.”

The intriguing nature of that statement got completely swallowed up when one of the fabric pieces on Quintus’s wound fell free of the strip holding it in place. Chloe tried to catch it from the air so she wouldn’t have to bend over to pick it up, which failed.

But once it touched the ground, she realized she should have been eager to catch it for a completely different reason.

The moment the bloodied fabric reached the golden floor of the hallway, sparks and fizzles hissed out from around it. A gray powdery residue spread through the gold at their feet until it ate a hole the size of a large bowl straight through the ground. Staring through it, she found a storage room full of collapsed barrels, dusty brooms, and rolls of faded cloth.

This was escalating. The blood hadn’t just left a pile of ash on the floor; now it corroded completely through it.

Gasping, she snatched the bloodied fabric off the ground and held it against her stomach. She never considered how the blood would stain her gown. She’d only been eager to get the blood off the golden floor before that hole grew any bigger. Her fingers clenched around the wet rag. She pressed it tighter against her stomach as if that might help.

Mishti and Ludo watched in horror and then turned to glance at each other. Mishti nodded at him like they had just decided something, even though neither of them had opened their mouths.

Now Mishti tilted her head toward the great hall. She gestured toward Chloe and Quintus. “You two get in there and figure out a way to contain that wound. If enough of that blood touches the castle, it could affect the integrity of the architecture.”

When Chloe stared at her blankly, Mishti clarified. “The whole castle could collapse if the blood eats away at it like that. Take care of the wound.”

She shoved them both into the great hall, then she and Ludo disappeared down a corner in less than two breaths.

Chloe didn’t mind the forced time with Quintus, but she had a guess he wouldn’t feel the same way.

Turning toward him, she prepared herself for the scowl he’d be wearing. When she met his eyes, though, no scowl adorned his features. Instead, a gentle concern tweaked at his brow. He stared at the gash down her arm, given to her by Julian’s delightful blade.

She had nearly forgotten about that injury until now. With Quintus staring at it, she suddenly couldn’t think of anything else. Her flesh stung and tingled with needle-like pain. Throbbing pulsed through it, aching more each time. It took considerable concentration to turn her attention away from it.

Waving one hand at the ground, she stared at Quintus pointedly. “Sit down. Actually, it would be better if you could lay on your side, the uninjured side.”

Now came the scowl she’d been expecting. “What about your wound? You should deal with that first and let me deal with my injury on my own.”

If she’d been less sleep deprived, she probably could have stopped herself from rolling her eyes. Instead, Quintus saw the motion, which only deepened his scowl.

She dropped her hands onto his shoulders. The moment she made contact with him, something in his eyes changed. A few glints of gold appeared in his dull eyes, giving them a life they hadn’t had since she locked him out of his court. His body reacted too. It didn’t only seem as if he wanted to move closer to her. He actually moved closer. His head dropped and his gaze found her lips.

It only lasted a moment before he scowled his hardest yet. After pushing her hands off him, he took several steps back. “The wound in your arm needs treatment.”

She pressed her lips together and shoved her hands onto her hips. “Forget that. Your wound is worse.”

His nostrils flared. “And my healing abilities will fix it.”

Ignoring him, she bent to rip a few more strips of fabric off her ragged gown. Normally, his attention toward her and his desire to have her healed was endearing. Now though, it seemed more like a thinly veiled ruse to prevent her from touching him. To prevent her from being near him and helping him.

He clearly felt as warmly toward her as he did toward his own father.

That thought sent a small shiver down her spine.

When she moved toward him, he took a step back. “Becoming selfless again, are you? And what happens when your wound becomes infected and you die because you neglected it? Will it be worth it to you then that you focused on my wound instead of your own?”

He had taken two more steps back while speaking, which might have annoyed her, except now he was about to back into the wall. At least then she’d be able to reach him, and he’d have nowhere to go.

She hated to admit it, but the wound in her arm did burn a little worse than expected. It hadn’t come in contact with any contaminants, except for the air, though, so it had little chance of being infected. As long as she looked at it immediately after taking care of his wound, it would be fine.

With one more step, Quintus finally backed into the wall. Terror flashed in his eyes when he realized he no longer had a way of getting away from her.

It probably wouldn’t help the situation if she released the smug smile that wanted to curl up her lips. Instead, she took the final steps toward him and reached for his wound. “I know you’re just trying to push me away. You don’t care about my injury, and you don’t care if it gets infected. Now, be quiet and let me work on your wound.”

She started by arranging bundles of fabric directly under his wound to hopefully catch all the blood and prevent it from touching the ground. Then, she carefully peeled back layer after layer of fabric. Soon, she’d get a look at the wound itself, though she still had several layers to go until then.

It had only been a moment since she started touching Quintus. Only a moment of being in his space, but already, his entire body had gone rigid. He bent down just enough to whisper in her ear.

Her skin tingled at the familiar sensation of his breath in her hair, but her heart squeezed at the words.

“Stop this now. I do not need you destroying my life any more than you already have.”

Her fingers stopped as the words bludgeoned her chest. Destroyed. Did he really think she had destroyed his life? Because she had taken away his magic, and now, since the crown of Crystalfall belonged to another, he might never get that magic back?

Maybe his own father had destroyed Quintus’s home, but he clearly believed she had done something much worse. Her throat tightened and ached. Tears pricked in her eyes. She desperately tried to swallow and blink them away.

With Quintus filled with such anger, he was sure to only be angrier at the sight of her tears. They would not worry him. They would not soften him. They would only ignite his rage.

Her hand hovered over his wound. She still had bloodied fabric pieces tight in her grip.

He stared at her with eyes filled with loathing as he ripped the fabric away from her. Pressing the pieces against his wound, he pushed her away and stalked across the great hall.

“I am going to find—”

His words cut off at the same moment his steps stopped. Still blinking away a tear before it slipped from her eyes, she managed to glance over her shoulder.

In a flash, she could see what had stopped him.

A wraith stood in the doorway of the great hall. This was the very wraith who had taken a memory away from Mishti. His name was Chandril.

Now that he stood here, Chloe could ask him if he remembered the king of Crystalfall. Since wraiths traded magic for memories, maybe they had kept theirs. And if Chandril remembered the king of Crystalfall, that could bring them one step closer to finding him.

As long as the wraith didn’t ask for too much in return.
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STILLNESS FILLED THE AIR AS Chloe dared to take a single step forward. Even Quintus had stopped moving, which was saying something, considering his rage. But no matter how angry he’d been, this wraith before them had turned them both to stone.
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