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He never listens. But maybe a little betrayal can change that...

Chloe knows it’s a mistake to be in love with an immortal fae warrior who will never die of old age like she will. But she’d much rather be distracted by a war in a newly discovered Faerie court than think about that.

But war is complicated when it’s mortals against fae. When her powerful and protective fae warrior makes an unforgivable mistake, she pushes him away once and for all.

Chloe’s actions lead to unintended and dire consequences, and now she’s gravely injured and has nowhere else to go.

Even with a terrifying dragon on her side, Chloe might not have the strength necessary to save this new court. If she can’t find a way, both her life and her heart may be destroyed forever.
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WITH TREES MADE OF GOLD and fruit made of jewels, how did anyone eat? Chloe stared at the ruby red apple in her hand. Soft sun rays glinted off its sparkling surface. She could have attached a golden chain to it and worn it as a necklace.

In the mortal realm, it would have been immediately the envy of every courtier and lady. It was a jewel stunning enough to break hearts, to start wars. Even in the rest of Faerie, a gem so beautiful would have been admired. But here, in a landscape of golden trees with emerald leaves, it was just an apple.

Her fingernail tapped against the ruby surface. Maybe the jeweled part could turn into a real apple somehow. Or maybe a little magic could transform it into food. There had to be some way to eat in this new court. All the other Faerie courts had food.

As she cast a look backward, her tangled and knotted blonde hair shifted across her back. A waterfall of sparkling blue glimmered nearby. Though it clearly contained liquid, it also glittered as if filled with gems. Could the water be safe to drink if it contained gems?

With each step deeper into this court, the aroma of vanilla and lilacs intensified. For a moment, she even forgot to be worried about food.

“We are almost there.” Quintus followed a path of black soil and tiny pearlescent pebbles, seemingly unburdened by any of the concern plaguing Chloe’s mind. Ever since they had stepped through the black caves and into this new court, his gaze had stayed fixed on the golden castle with ruby red spires ahead of them. After marching for what felt like an entire day, they had finally almost reached it.

His wool cape covered his torso. She’d given it back to him after he’d used it to help dry her off. Though it had mostly dried now, it still hung limp and awkward over his frame.

Her own clothes had mostly dried too, but the sulfur waters she had fallen into in Mistmount must not have been ideal for clothing. Her once worn-but-comfortable red dress and cream underdress now looked like the scrappy bits of fabric that sat at the bottom of a mending basket.

Once they got to the golden castle and took a breath, she’d ask Quintus to make her some new clothes.

Glancing down at the sparkling ruby in her hand again, she increased her pace and caught up to Quintus’s side. She lifted the apple for him to see. “All the fruit here looks like this. Even the water seems to have gems in it.” Her head tilted to the side. “How do you think we’re supposed to eat in this court?”

His gaze shifted off the castle and toward her for only a flicker of a second. “Do you need to eat right now?”

“No.” She had to nearly jog to keep up with his hurried strides. “I’m just thinking hypothetically. Obviously, we can go back to Elora’s court to eat when we need to. But all the other courts have nuts and berries and animals and other naturally occurring foods. Yet everything here in this new court seems to be made of jewels. I just don’t understand how anyone is supposed to eat.”

Her head shook side to side as she took in the glistening waterfall again. She spoke more to herself now, since Quintus had stopped paying attention, fixating his attention on the castle instead. “This new court is breathtaking, but how is anyone supposed to live here?”

The word new snagged in her mind. She remembered a story her magical book had once shared with her. At some point in Faerie’s history, a mortal had gotten magic and destroyed an entire court with it. She’d always assumed one of the other six courts had been destroyed and rebuilt again, but what if it hadn’t been one of those courts? What if it had been this one? Perhaps this court wasn’t new at all. Perhaps it was so old everyone in Faerie had forgotten about it.  She considered dropping the ruby apple into her leather bag, but decided to just set it onto the black soil instead.

Right then, they reached the point where the black soil opened wide until it met the gleaming golden staircase leading to the castle’s entrance. They had arrived.

Quintus yanked on the large golden handles that should have opened the enormous front doors. But even with his fae strength, the doors didn’t budge. It wasn’t that they only moved a little. It wasn’t as though a lock of some sort held them mostly in place. No, these doors didn’t budge at all, almost like they weren’t actual doors but some sort of decoration instead. They appeared to be carved into the golden castle wall rather than having true hinges.

Quintus yanked on the handles again. They still didn’t budge. Not even a smidgeon.

Chloe narrowed her eyes at them before shrugging. “Maybe you have to use magic to open them.”

After a hurried nod, Quintus shot emerald-green magic from his fingertips. The magic flowed across the doors until its tendrils slithered into the edges of the doors. It took a moment before the transformation became apparent. Gradually, the doors morphed from looking as though they had been carved from a single slab of gold to having true hinges that connected them to the wall.

Once the magic had dissipated, Quintus yanked on the doors again. This time, they opened.

Nudging him with her elbow, Chloe smirked. “I told you you’re the leader of this court. Who else could have opened the doors of the castle so easily?”

For the first time since he caught sight of the castle, Quintus’s gaze turned away from it. His shoulders slumped, and he stared down at his feet. “And I already told you, I cannot possibly be the leader of this court. Just because I was drawn to it after you healed Faerie, does not mean... it ...” He tensed, shaking his head in response. “Only High King Brannick can choose the leader for a court. Maybe this new court is my home, but that does not mean I am the leader of it.”

She rolled her eyes at him, but since he had already disappeared inside the castle, he missed the expression.

He was wrong. He had to be. Just as surely as she knew she needed a new dress, she was certain Quintus would someday lead this new mysterious court that, apparently, had no real food.

On her initial step inside the castle, her mind spun. A musty, old smell clung to the air. Aged and faded paintings hung on the walls of the golden hallway. Rugs with spots and holes stretched across the ground. She inhaled deeper, studying the smell. One eyebrow arched upward. It appeared she’d been right to think this court might be old instead of new.

As her hand brushed against the golden castle wall, she felt it humming under her touch. It radiated an energy just under its surface, one that did not exist in the paintings or the rugs. Unlike all the items inside it, the castle itself didn’t seem old or new. It seemed ... different.

She stopped abruptly and ran her fingers along the wall, trying to make sense of the strange phrase that had just crossed her mind. When that produced nothing useful, she shook her head and caught up to Quintus. “There’s something strange about this court. Everything inside this castle looks and smells old, but everything else about the court is...”

He turned to face her when she trailed off. Giving her a questioning look, he raised his eyebrows in anticipation.

She started again. “The court is gorgeous, obviously, but it’s not...”

“Alive,” he finished.

Uneasiness pooled in her gut when she tried to nod. Instead, she found herself tilting her head to the side. “It’s not alive, but it’s not dead either.” She shrugged. “It’s like the court is in hibernation.”

He gave a slight nod, and his feet moved a little slower down the hallway. The confidence and surety he had when they were on the way to the castle seemed to have disappeared now that they were inside. Now he seemed unsure of what to do next.

Lifting her skirts and her chin, Chloe pushed past him and marched ahead. “The first thing we need to find is the library.”

Even from behind her, she could hear Quintus scoff. “You want to read now?”

She glanced back at him, shaking her head. “When will you understand that books are the key to knowledge? And don’t we need knowledge right now? If this court is new, then why is everything inside of the castle old?”

His face looked as rigid as stone for a moment, but then he slowly nodded. “I suppose you are right.”

If their fae friend, Ludo, had been with them, he could have used his magic to find the library right away. But Chloe’s love of books basically gave her the same magic anyway. She scanned the hallway, eyeing the doors throughout it. None of them looked grand enough to lead to a library.

When the hallway ended at a fork, she went to the right. Quintus stayed a step behind her. Each time she glanced back at him, he stared at the walls with wonder. Or perhaps it was confusion. In fact, a bit of fear may have danced in his eyes too.

It came time to choose right or left again, and this time, Chloe went left. The hallway opened to a grand hall with a throne made of rubies, sapphires, and emeralds. Originally, gold didn’t seem like the most practical material for castle walls, considering it was a soft metal. But while every rug and painting had signs of age, the castle walls glinted as bright and shiny as if it they’d been created that very day.

“The throne room,” Quintus breathed. His mouth dropped at seeing the great hall ahead of them. He stared at the glittering throne and then he glanced down at her hand, to the ring he had just recently given her. The golden and emerald piece of jewelry had apparently once belonged to his mother. He never said much else about it though.

Grabbing him by the hand, she forced him past the throne room until they were moving down the hallway again. “That room will be no use to us. We need real information. The kind of information people try to hide. We’ll never find that in the throne room where everyone could see it. The best information is only going to be in one place, the library.”

As she turned down another hallway, it occurred to her that she could see clearly, even without candles lit. But when she glanced upward, the glowing green light of sprites that provided light to the rest of Faerie did not glow above them.

So how could she see?

Perhaps windows from other parts of the castle brought light into these hallways too. Or perhaps Faerie itself lit the way.

Her focus shifted away from that stream of thought when she spotted two grand doors with golden handles and an elaborate scroll design etched into the front. For someone who didn’t frequent libraries, the doors might have seemed to lead to any number of different rooms, but she knew better.

With a smile on her lips, she pushed through the doors and immediately inhaled deeply. The rest of the castle had a mildewy, old smell, but not here. In libraries, the smell of books only got better with age.

Bookshelves made of gold stretched high toward the ceiling. A glass domed window with gilded windowpanes covered the room. Each bookshelf had a colored gem embedded into its side, probably denoting a category or a section of some sort. She’d have to study the gems and the books later to decode the system.

Her feet nearly bounced as she walked. Excitement tingled all through her. After spending so much time in the forests of Faerie, she had nearly forgotten just how magical a library could feel, especially a library like this.

Velvety chairs in rich jewel tones had been tucked into every available space. Large fireplaces stood near the chairs. Even though no fires burned today, she could still almost hear the crackling logs and feel the warmth of the flames. Best of all, each tall bookshelf had a rolling ladder attached, making it easy to reach even the highest shelves. The urge to pluck books off the shelves grew, sending a thrum through her fingertips.

She did her best to ignore the sensation as she headed to the back of the large room. Quintus eyed the library with some vague interest as he trailed through it, but he was still somewhere around the middle of the room. On the other hand, she had reached the very back of it. This time, she was certain Faerie itself guided her because she walked straight to an innocuous corner and lifted a very plain-looking vase from a crumbly wooden table.

The moment the vase left the surface of the table, a hidden door appeared in the wall ahead. When she walked through it, she found a small study with a dusty old desk, a bookshelf stuffed with books and scrolls, and a fireplace that still smelled of burnt wood. In only a few moments, she found another secret door. This one was painted to match the wall, but little ridges along the sides gave it away. Quintus still roamed the library, so he wouldn’t notice her disappearing into a secret room. She’d return soon anyway.

Upon opening the door, a cold breeze swept over her. Stale air filled the large space. A rotting four-poster bed with a curtain of cobwebs stood at the center of the room. At one time, it probably looked as grand as the throne or the castle itself. Now, it looked ready to fall apart with a single touch.

Her lips turned upward into a smile. Whoever had a bedroom with a secret study that connected to the library had to be someone of importance. She must be getting close to some answers.

Turning on her heel, she intended to return to the secret study. But then her gaze snagged on a pile of fabric tossed over a golden chair. Unlike everything else in the room, the fabric appeared to be fresh and new.

She lifted it off the chair and found not just cloth but clothing. The pants with leather stitching down the side looked similar to the pants Quintus had always worn, except these pants were black instead of brown. There was also a jade-colored shirt as soft as cotton with long sleeves and golden buttons down the front. Maybe she just imagined it, but the size appeared perfect for Quintus too. Next, she lifted a sturdy vest of emerald green off the chair. It had a short, standing collar with a deep V opening at the front. It had two golden buckles that would rest just below the chest. Golden rivets decorated the bottom corners of the garment. A leather belt with a golden buckle sat at the very bottom of the pile.

With the items in her arms, she rushed back into the library. “Quintus, look. You have to try these on.”

His eyes widened as he scanned the clothes. He tentatively touched the smooth fabric, taking extra care over the embellishments. His lips parted in awe as his gaze traveled from one item to the next, but he seemed unable to put to words what he felt.

Somehow, she managed to hold back her smirk. He couldn’t very well claim he wasn’t the ruler of this court anymore. Not if those clothes fit, anyway.

Pushing the outfit completely into his arms, she darted back to the study. Once inside, she carefully opened each drawer in the large desk. Not a single one produced anything of interest. She found empty bottles of ink and papers scribbled with numbers and short notes about locations she’d never heard of, but nothing that would explain what had happened to this mysterious court.

The final drawer had a few books on metalworking, but that remained the only somewhat interesting thing the desk had produced.

Scowling, she slumped onto the desk’s chair. In that short moment, a new sight caught her eye. Sucking in a short gasp, she leaned forward and opened the very first drawer again.

This time, she removed the entire contents of the drawer. And then she smiled. The outside of the drawer definitely looked deeper than the inside of it, which meant this drawer had a false bottom.

After a few moments of poking and prodding, she managed to loosen the false bottom until she removed that too. In an instant, she knew she had found exactly what they needed. A worn leather journal sat inside the drawer. It had thin leather strings holding it closed.

Carefully, she unwound the leather strings and pulled the leather cover open. She read the first sentence and grinned.

I have just been crowned king of Crystalfall.

King. Her finger then drifted over the final word of that sentence. Crystalfall. That must have been the name of this mysterious court. And this journal belonged to the court’s king. If anyone had answers about what happened to this court, the king had to be the first and best place to start.
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EXCITEMENT BUBBLED INSIDE CHLOE’S CHEST at her discovery. When a shadow appeared in the doorway, and she saw Quintus standing there, her excitement only grew. “The clothes fit you perfectly, do they? It almost seems like they were made just for you.”

She paused, tapping one finger against her chin. “But what magical force could have the power to create new clothes, tailored to your exact size, and in a place you just happened to stumble across? Would Faerie itself, by chance, have that sort of power?”

He pinched the bridge of his nose, letting out a long sigh. “It does not mean I am the ruler of this court.” He even huffed at the end of his sentence and probably didn’t appreciate that it made her chuckle.

“What is that book you are playing with?” He said the words as icily as he could, but it didn’t hide the spark of curiosity in his eyes.

“This place is old, just like I guessed. It has to be, because this journal once belonged to the king of this court. At least this journal can tell us what happened to it. No one else in Faerie seems to even be aware of this seventh court’s existence.”

The moment the words left her mouth, a memory ignited in her mind. In the span of one breath, her mouth unconsciously fell open and her fingers released the journal, which fell softly into her lap.

Quintus’s eyebrows lowered at her.

Before he could open his mouth, she shrugged off the strap of her leather bag and dug into it. With the journal still on her lap, she placed her favorite book in the realm right on top. Her magical book from Faerie opened easily. The pages started flipping on their own, even before she could touch them. Chloe’s chest filled with awe as tiny glowing sparkles rose from the flipping pages.

Nothing was better than books, and magical books were best of all.

When the pages stopped turning, the parchment in front of her had exactly the story she had been hoping to find. Faerie had shared this story with her before, but the words were slightly different now.

A mortal man once lived in Faerie. He walked its paths and made it his home.

He learned of the creation magic left behind when Nouvel, the first fae, formed Faerie. After searching long and hard, he discovered this creation magic. A single touch gave him abilities like he had never experienced before.

He immediately harnessed his new magic for evil, killing anyone who stood in his way and destroying the entire Court of Crystalfall.

The more she read, the faster her breathing became until only short and shallow breaths moved through her mouth. Her finger traced the final word, her second time seeing it now.

Crystalfall. The Court of Crystalfall.

Before she could tell Quintus to look, she glanced up and found his gaze already fixated on the page. His lips moved, forming the same word she had just traced. Crystalfall.

Her breathing turned steady and sure in that moment. There were still more questions they needed answered, but this already explained so much. Opening her mouth, she intended to say as much.

But Quintus spoke first. “No.” He shook his head and turned away. “This court cannot be called Crystalfall. The high court is already called Crystal Thorn. Faerie itself would never allow there to be a Crystalfall and a Crystal Thorn.”

Chloe raised an eyebrow, already guessing the next part of his argument.

“It is not our place to name this court,” Quintus said, exactly as she expected. “And it is certainly not our place to presume who the new leader might be. Only High King Brannick can choose the ruler for this court.”

Rolling her eyes, Chloe pulled the king’s journal out from under her magical book. “You have to admit the name fits though. The land is filled with gems and jewels. The fruits and berries and even the birds are made of crystals.”

Quintus stared down at his clothes, examining them carefully. He probably searched for evidence that the clothes had not been magically made just for him. To her immense satisfaction, he grimaced and turned away in defeat.

“Besides,” Chloe said, lifting her nose in the air. “The fall part is appropriate too, considering all the waterfalls filled with sparkling liquid that looks more like crystals than actual water.”

Her heart skipped as a new idea occurred to her. Since the entire court had once been destroyed by a power-hungry mortal, the fall in Crystalfall fit even better. It indicated the court’s destruction.

Huffing loudly, Quintus opened his mouth, clearly eager to keep arguing his position. But what could he say now that could possibly dispute the evidence she had already found? Letting him argue would only slow her down. She’d much rather start reading the king’s journal to see what she could glean from it about the history of this mysterious court.

Lifting her head sweetly, she batted her eyes at Quintus. “Have you noticed how faded and threadbare my clothes have turned ever since I fell into those sulfur waters in Mistmount?” She bit her bottom lip and turned her gaze downward. “I wondered if maybe you could make a new dress for me. Since I did just save Faerie from iron poisoning and all.”

His expression resisted her words at first, but that last part got him. He let out a long sigh and stomped toward the library exit. “Stay here. I want you safe while I go look for fabric.”

“Of course, of course.” She flicked her fingers toward the exit, urging him to leave. “I’ll be right here reading the whole time.”

The sound of his boots echoed through the library, but her focus had already turned so completely to the king’s journal, she hardly noticed it at all.

First, she wanted to know what happened to the power-hungry mortal after Crystalfall got destroyed. Did the mortal get destroyed too? Back when she bonded with Quintus and they both received their moon and stars tattoos, she learned Faerie could not take the magic away from the mortal man, but Faerie did find a way to set a block inside him so he could not access his magic anymore.

She had a similar block. Her bond with Quintus allowed her access to her magic... but only when their skin touched.

For the most complete and accurate information, she should go through the king’s entire journal from start to finish. She’d do that eventually, but for now, she’d skip ahead to the last entry. Then at least she’d know what was happening at the time the king stopped writing in his journal.

Just as she suspected, the journal did not fill all the pages of the book. Several pages had been left blank, proving the king had unexpectedly stopped writing. The last page gave more answers than she could have dreamed for.

They are after me. They want to kill me. I let them stay in my court, and now they want to rip away my crown. If they manage to kill me, all the power inside my crown will be given to whoever wears the crown next.

I won’t let that happen.

If I hide my crown, they will certainly stop trying to kill me. No one else can become ruler without my crown. And if there is no crown to steal, then there is no reason to kill me.

It’s a good thing I have studied metal-working so diligently. I have studied how the crown magic works, and I am certain that even if I break the crown apart, melt the gold, rearrange the jewels, and turn my crown into items that do not resemble a crown at all, the magic will be retained.

I will keep my power, but others will not be able to kill me and get that power for themselves unless they somehow manage to find all the pieces and put the crown back in its original form. My work begins tonight. In only a few days, I will no longer have a crown on my head, and my enemies will no longer have a way to steal my power.

If the journal had ended there, she might have assumed the king had been killed before he could do anything with his crown. But even though the journal didn’t have another entry, it did have a map on the next page.

Her gaze trailed over to that detailed drawing. A castle had been drawn at the center of it. She recognized the waterfall she and Quintus had passed on their way to the castle, but she didn’t recognize any of the other land features. It might take some traveling to find the different pieces of the crown, but at least she knew what the first item was.

In the top right corner, someone—presumably the king—had drawn a detailed dagger. In the other three corners, decorative question marks had been drawn. That made it clear then, the first item they had to find was a dagger. And apparently, there would be three more items to find as well.

As she studied the map further, her excitement wore off. The map had no clues or paths or anything specifying where the dagger had been hidden. It only portrayed the landscape of Crystalfall. A few areas of the map had more detail than others, but there were too many spots like that to go searching through all of them. In frustration, she huffed.

That was all it took. One huff, and everything in front of her changed when her breath reacted with the parchment. A blue faded line appeared on the map, drawing a course to a cluster of trees with tiny, winged creatures flying around them. The blue line ended in a blue X.

Anticipation rose within her as the faint blue line slowly disappeared from the page of the journal. Holding her breath, she leaned closer and exhaled with a wide, warm breath.

The line appeared again, an even clearer and darker blue than before. Even more astonishing, blue words appeared just under the X.

The dagger is hidden under a rock that is not a rock.

Nothing could stop her from grinning now. She had found her first clue to obtaining the crown of Crystalfall.

As if on signal, Quintus came trailing into the library holding a bundle of red-and-gold fabric. Even from far away, he must have seen scheming on her face. After catching sight of her, his expression hardened. “Let me guess. You just read some passage that somehow proves I am the true ruler of this court.”

“No.” She raised her eyebrows. “But I did find us a quest. We must find four items, including a dagger, and then put them all together to make the crown of Crystalfall. Then High King Brannick can crown someone—probably you, but maybe someone else—as leader of this court.”

Quintus rolled his eyes. “A quest. Have you forgotten there are mortals who want to destroy and take over Faerie? We need to stop them before we go on some pointless quest.”

The words cut at her insides. He was right. As much as she wanted to find the dagger, her first priority had to be keeping Faerie safe. And how had she forgotten about her younger sister, Grace?

Now that Faerie was healed of iron poisoning, she could return home and the scurpus that had infected her younger sister should hopefully be gone completely. But her magic had only healed six courts, since she had only known of those courts at the time. This seventh court needed to be healed too, or at least protected so the mortals couldn’t destroy it with iron like they had done with the other courts.

“You’re right.” Her voice caught on the words. “Since I know how to heal the land now, I believe I can do it in this court too, even without the ingredients I needed before. Come on. Let’s go outside. I’ll heal this court so the mortals can’t destroy it.”

His shoulders shifted along with his eyes. He glanced down at the fabric in his hands while the smallest hint of blush reddened his cheeks. He cleared his throat. “There is something else we should do first.”
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CHLOE STARED DOWN AT HER new red-and-gold dress, unable to tear her eyes away. Quintus had gallantly stayed in the library with his back turned while she changed into the new outfit inside the dead king’s study. Quintus had crafted her a dress before, but this new one had magic she could scarcely explain.

She twirled around in the stunning dress, the dark red bodice adorned with intricate golden embroidery that glinted in the light. The waistline of the dress was accented by a graceful split in the skirt, revealing a layer that draped elegantly to the ground and a cascading layer on top. Form-fitting sleeves covered her upper arms. At the elbow, the sleeves flared out dramatically, creating a split that allowed her to move her lower arms with ease.

The fabric was sturdy and thick, giving her definition in all the right places. Somehow, it also managed to be lightweight and smooth as silk.

“Chloe.” Quintus stayed completely still with his body still turned away. His voice came out gravelly though. Gravelly and hungry and so deep it made her insides tingle.

Heat rushed through her veins, and she stopped herself from twirling another time. “I’m done. You can turn around.”

Almost involuntarily, the twirling began again. She didn’t spin in a complete circle, but she did twist back and forth a few times so the skirt flared out.

A half smile crept onto his face, which only deepened the heat in Chloe’s cheeks.

They were doing it. They were staring at each other with the same ridiculous expressions Chloe had once rolled her eyes at when it had been her parents staring at each other. And then she had seen Elora and Brannick do the ridiculous staring too.

Somewhere during her teenage years, Chloe had stopped rolling her eyes at the looks and started longing for someone who might stare at her that way instead. Back then, her chest would fill with warmth and her heart would beat, and she could almost taste how wonderful it would be to have someone look at her in that way.

Experiencing it now felt so much different than she could have imagined. So much better.

Her chest still filled with warmth, and her heart still thudded against her rib cage. But flutters filled her stomach too, and her head swam, imagining all the different ways she could kiss him.

“It’s perfect. I have never seen such a magnificent dress.” Darting forward, she intended to simply wrap her arms around Quintus and maybe stare into his eyes a little.

He clearly had other ideas. Taking her in a strong embrace, he held her body flush against him. All those different ways she had imagined kissing had suddenly become a reality. He pressed his lips on hers and the warmth in her chest grew tenfold. She lifted herself onto her tiptoes, but he immediately dropped his head lower, making it easier to reach him.

Kissing him didn’t just feel right. It felt needed. As needed as air.

His hand trailed up her back and slipped into her hair. He tried to stroke through it, but the knots and tangles stopped him. After one last extra embrace and kiss, he pulled away.

“I have a brush for your hair. I intended to help you fix it before I did anything else, but...” His hand lifted to her cheek, stroking it softly. “Sometimes you are too beautiful for me to think clearly.”

Her insides jumped at that statement. They spun and fluttered, making her feel like she could fly. She would have kissed him more, except he had moved a step too far away. He reached into his magical pocket and pulled out a gorgeous brush made of black crystals and green emeralds. After gently turning her around, he began brushing through her knotted hair.

The soothing rhythm of the strokes reminded her of her favorite harp song. As a professional harpist, Chloe’s mother had diligently taught the harp to all of her three daughters. Chloe had always enjoyed it, unlike her older sister, Elora. Even though neither of them possessed the natural talent of their youngest sister, Grace, Chloe had still always loved the harp.

The steady gentle strokes gliding through her hair now reminded her that it had been ages since she’d brought her fingers to the strings of a harp. Without a thought, she started humming as Quintus worked.

Losing herself in the moment, the soft sound filled the space around them with a peaceful and romantic melody. The delicate touch of Quintus’s hands and the soft hum of her voice seemed to intertwine, deepening the bond between them. Just then, the tattoo of stars on her face started tingling.

No longer did the deepening bond seem purely metaphorical. She could feel it truly deepening now. The magic between them grew stronger. More intimate.

As he worked, she closed her eyes. She could feel how he expertly smoothed the tangles from her hair. The weight of her hair lifted as he tended to her tresses. A sigh of contentment fell from her lips.

He must have finished then because he dropped the brush back into his pocket and, from behind, reached his arms around her stomach. He buried his face in her hair and whispered against her neck, “Now, where were we?”

Shivers ran over her skin. She leaned into him basking in the moment. But just before he could turn her around and start kissing her again, she caught sight of the king’s journal, which she had left on top of her magical book from Faerie.

Reluctantly, she turned to him, her brow lightly furrowed. “We should probably get outside and heal the court of iron poisoning before the mortals get here.”

She felt his nod against her hair, but he didn’t stop there. Pulling her closer, he left a soft kiss right below her ear. Only then did he release her.

At least he took her hand before attempting to leave the library. If she’d had to walk on her own, she probably would have melted into a puddle. Even as it was, they kept stealing glances at each other as she gathered her magical book and the king’s journal into her leather bag.

Down the castle hallways, she counted at least three times she lost her balance. It would have been believable to blame it on her wooden foot, since even without pain, it still felt much different than the real foot she’d once had. Though truthfully, she knew the stumbles happened because she kept staring at him instead of watching where she was going.

Once outside and down the steps to reach the path, even the sight of golden trees and sparkling jewels couldn’t hold her attention longer than him. It was only by thinking of the threat of mortals invading and poisoning the land that she managed to drop to her knees and focus on the task at hand.

Since her magic only worked while touching Quintus, he obligingly knelt at her side and held out one hand toward her.

As she closed her eyes and placed one hand in Quintus’s, her other hand reached for the strands of tiny jade gems that made up the grass beneath them. When she healed the rest of Faerie, it had been deeply infected with iron. This process might be different since no iron infected this new court, but hopefully it would work anyway.

To start, she imagined pouring the special liquids onto the jade grass and black soil of Crystalfall. Black thorns steeped in vinegar went first, then fermented wheat cider from Noble Rose, and finally the sulfur waters from Mistmount.

When she had performed this magic before, magic had tingled at her fingertips, and she could almost feel the land beneath her hands responding. Now, she felt nothing. The land didn’t react. Even her fingertips felt as ordinary as usual.

That wouldn’t stop her from finishing her attempt, though. She visualized sprinkling Dustdune sand and Swiftsea salt on top of the liquids. After that, she pictured tiny speckles of dark orange appearing everywhere the sand touched. Finally, she imagined the sharp tangy scent of rust that the salt should have brought.

During those final steps, her fingertips felt even more empty of magic than before. She dared to peek out of one eyelid and glanced at the ground. It appeared no different from how it looked when she started.

Stopping herself from sighing, she completed the final step. In her mind, she cut open a Fairfrost acid fruit and then squeezed the liquid onto the salt and sand. She pictured the mixture fizzling and popping, creating white bubbles that turned into foamy mounds. Orange threads of rust stretched over the ground afterward.

But as soon as she opened her eyes, she was met with the same black soil and tiny jade gems as before. Just as she feared, the process hadn’t worked.

Quintus frowned, knowing the truth even without her saying it.

“Don’t worry,” she said with fake confidence. “I have one other idea.”

She dug into her bag and found a small item at the very bottom of it that she had been avoiding since she arrived in Faerie. Her finger and thumb clasped an iron needle that had accidentally been swept up with the ingredients she used to make poultices.

At the very bottom of her bag, the tiny iron needle had done no harm to Faerie, so she hadn’t thought much about it. But it could be useful to her now.

Slipping the little needle into her fist, she then brought it close to the ground.

Quintus leaned forward, his head cocking to the side. “What is that you have in your hand?”

“Oh, it’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.” She opened her fist the smallest amount, just enough to point the needle toward the soil.

Unfortunately, that was all Quintus’s keen eye needed. “Is that iron? Are you trying to stick iron into the ground?” His voice rose in volume with each word.

She let out a long sigh. “That’s just the way infections work. I can’t heal an infection if there is no infection.”

“So, you somehow believe the best option is to infect this untainted court with iron?”

She had to purse her lips together to keep from rolling her eyes. “Would you rather have the mortals infect the land with cauldrons full of molten iron? That didn’t turn out very well last time they did it.”

He grimaced, but he didn’t answer.

Her hand lifted to show off the tiny needle in between her fingers. “Yes, I’m hoping that this amount of iron will be enough to infect the land in this court. But it’s obviously only going to infect it a tiny bit. Look how small it is. Then I can heal the infection, and the land in this court will know how to heal itself of iron poisoning in case it ever gets infected again.”

The snarl on his face did not look promising.

“Do you need me to explain it again?”

Her patronizing tone did the trick. He waved his hand through the air. “No, I understand. I just...”

“I know. You don’t want to hurt the land after seeing all the destruction the other iron poisoning caused. I understand that. But this is just a teeny tiny bit of iron. It will infect the land just enough to create an actual infection for me to heal. Then the magic should work, and the land should be able to heal itself after that.”

His face remained stoic as he said nothing.

“Don’t you want this court to be safe from the mortals?” She opened her eyes wide and tried to make them as sweet as possible.

He had to look away before he could answer. “Fine. Just do it quickly. I want the infection healed as fast as possible.”

“No problem.” With the needle between her fingers, she went to stab it into the black soil between two blades of jade grass.

But just before the needle could reach the soil, her hand bounced backward, as if she had hit an invisible shield. Narrowing her eyes, she attempted to stick the needle into the soil again. Just as before, her hand bounced backward just before the needle could touch the soil.

“Interesting,” she said, but she meant frustrating. How was she supposed to infect the land now?

Quintus’s own eyes narrowed at the jade grass strands. His gaze jumped from the needle to the ground where she had tried to stick it. Still staring, he spoke in a hushed voice. “What was that word you used before? Hibernation?”

Her eyebrows jumped upward as she nodded. “Yes, hibernation. It seems like this court is asleep. Waiting. Like it’s not really alive yet.”

His eyes went alight at that explanation. “This court is still sleeping, yes. It cannot be infected with iron while it is in this state.”

She wanted to sarcastically thank him for choosing to share that information after she attempted to stick iron in the ground instead of before. Instead, she just asked, “How do you know that?”

Pulling his gaze away from the ground, he stared directly into her eyes. Even with the direct look, he stared blankly. He said nothing. After several breaths, he finally shrugged. “I did not know. But when you tried to stick iron in the ground...”

He held one hand out like he was trying to grasp the right words with his fingers. Even that didn’t seem to produce the result he wanted. At last, he sighed. “I just know. I cannot explain it beyond that.”

Instead of being discouraged, Chloe tucked the iron needle back to its spot at the very bottom of her leather bag. “That’s great. That means the mortals can’t infect the land either.”

“For now.” He must have seen the scheming in her eyes because he lowered his eyebrows and pinched his mouth into a knot. “The court will be in danger again once it comes out of hibernation.”

Donning an innocent smile, she raised her eyebrow. “But since the court is safe for now, can we go looking for that dagger? The one that used to be the Crystalfall crown?”

His expression soured as he got to his feet. He tugged his hand out of her grasp without ceremony and waved it in a circle. A swirling Faerie door opened before them. “We should return to Crystal Thorn Castle. Your sister will be wondering where you are.”

He was right. She and Quintus had disappeared after the battle with the mortals, not bothering to explain to anyone where they were going. But now that they had explored some of the new and mysterious court of Crystalfall, it was probably a good time to return to the high court.

“Fine.” Chloe got to her feet and stepped forward. Maybe she’d go with Quintus now, but that wouldn’t stop her from trying to get him to search for the lost dagger. Deep down in her bones, she knew that’s what they needed to do next.
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BLACK SPIRES STRETCHED INTO THE air, high above Chloe’s head. The castle’s crystalline surface glinted in the darkening light. Night was starting to fall.

This same castle had lay in ruins day after day while the iron poisoning plagued Faerie. Elora and Brannick had done their very best to rebuild it, but their efforts seemed to get worse with each attempt.

But now that Faerie had been healed, they had clearly rebuilt the entire castle with ease. No one stood outside it now.

Quintus tilted his head toward the front doors. “They must be inside.”

Chloe nodded and followed him into a hallway filled with lush vines and a gentle breeze. The air smelled like crisp rain and wet moss. After a few turns, they entered a large room with twelve trees growing straight out of the stone castle floor. A long table stood in front of the trees. Elora and her beloved, Brannick, stood near the trees with their backs turned away. They might have been whispering, but they probably used their nearly-silent fae whispers, which were far too soft for Chloe to hear.

Mishti, the mortal young woman who had helped them fight against the other mortals, sat at the long wooden table. She stared at a dagger in her hands like she didn’t know what to do with it. Ludo, the Fairfrost fae who had helped them find different items throughout Faerie, also sat at the table. His eyes were closed as he conjured plates of food.

Each plate held a slab of seasoned pork, a chunk of crusty bread that had a nutty scent, and a juicy ripe plum.

Mishti noticed Chloe and Quintus first. She started to smile and stand, but then didn’t seem to know what to do with herself. A frown overtook her face as she sat back down.

The movement caught Ludo’s eye, which then led his gaze to Chloe and Quintus. He immediately grumbled and looked down at the food he had just finished conjuring. Four plates, just enough for the four people in the room.

Rolling his eyes, he let out a huff. “I suppose you want me to conjure more food now that I have just finished and gotten comfortable?” He huffed again. “You will have to allow me to at least get a drink first.”

With a wave of his hand, he conjured a wooden goblet filled with a dark purple liquid that looked delicious.

At the sound of his voice, Elora and Brannick turned and moved toward the table. Elora’s eyes lit up after noticing her younger sister, but of course, her older sister instincts took over and worry etched across her face. She glanced between Chloe and Quintus as she sat down at the table. “Where have you been?”

Chloe took her own seat right across from Mishti. “Oh, just discovering a new court.”

Dark purple liquid spewed from Ludo’s mouth as he involuntarily spat what he had tried to swallow. He used his hand to mop off his dripping chin. “Discovering what?”

Everyone had food now, except for Chloe and Quintus, yet none of them ate. All of them just stared at Chloe with eyes open wide.

She had to hold back her grin as she shrugged. “Actually, it’s not new. It’s old, but it got destroyed by a mortal who touched the creation magic and then immediately used his powers for evil.”

All trace of his earlier grumbling left Ludo’s face entirely. His blue-and-red eyes glowed as bright as the expression of awe now filling his face. “I forgot an entire court. This...this explains everything. Once I see it, once I start gathering things...” He shook his head. “I can only imagine the memories that court holds.”

He let out a chuckle of pure glee and started conjuring two more plates of food. Not a single complaint left his lips this time.

Chloe sat a little higher in her chair. “The new court is more beautiful than you can imagine. The trees are made of gold and the leaves are made of emeralds. It smells like vanilla and lilacs. Even the birds are made of gems. It’s called Crystalfall, by the way.”

Ludo passed the newly-conjured plates across the table to Chloe and Quintus. Quintus had the same food as the others. Chloe’s plate was mostly the same. It still had seasoned pork, crusty bread with a nutty scent, and even a plum. But her plum had been cooked. Ludo must have been in a giddy mood if he remembered that her fruits and vegetables had to be cooked first before she could eat them.

At the head of the table, Brannick sat on a throne made of trees. His long black hair shifted across his shoulders as he leaned forward and repeated the name Chloe had just said. “Crystalfall?”

Quintus scoffed and turned toward the high king. “Tell her how ridiculous that name is. The new court cannot be named Crystalfall when this court we currently sit in is already named Crystal Thorn.”

Elora swept a portion of her brown hair over one shoulder as she turned to her beloved. She raised one eyebrow and showed off a half smile. “We were just saying how we miss the name of Bitter Thorn and felt it fit this court better.”

“Bitter...” Quintus shook his head faster only stopping when he slapped himself on the forehead. “Are you serious? This court was named Bitter Thorn as an insult. It was a curse to High King Brannick after his mother brought mortals and their emotions into Faerie.”

That seemed like the perfect moment to start eating. Chloe decided to try the cooked plum first. The juices filled her mouth, delighting every tastebud. She had expected a cooked plum, but she hadn’t expected the extra flavoring of balsamic vinegar. The acidity of it perfectly balanced the sweetness of the plum. It brought out the sweet flavor even more and made it just savory enough for an evening meal. She devoured another bite without even thinking. Somehow, the second bite tasted even more delicious than the first.

Brannick sat taller in his throne. He took on that high king look that he only used when he intended to say something grand and important. She had to think for a moment to remember who he was responding to.

Once he sat tall and heroic looking, Brannick finally spoke. “A curse is only a curse if you let it be. And sweet is not sweet without bitter. Perhaps we need to embrace our crystalline bitter thorns even more. We should not run from the word bitter. This court should be named Bitter Thorn once again.”

Since Chloe was currently biting into a magnificently delicious plum flavored with tart balsamic vinegar, she had to agree with him. Bitterness did an excellent job of complementing sweetness. She had never gotten used to calling this court Crystal Thorn anyway. Bitter Thorn had always seemed more natural.
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