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Reed

Rain pattered over the rooftop while I tossed and turned, throwing in an occasional grumble. My twin slept soundly on the opposite side of our shared bedroom.

Ronin could sleep through a thunderstorm or a train wreck . . . or a train wreck in the middle of a thunderstorm.

So annoying.

If anyone ever tried to murder him in his sleep, he’d be lucky to have me nearby to freeze the last breath from their lungs before they ever got within an inch of his lazy ass. Not that assassins were interested in a couple of young halfling princes.

I rolled onto my back and stared through the murky darkness at the ceiling.

Restless. Always restless. I’d tried everything to curb my unrest: swordplay, jousting, archery, horseback riding, and sports in the mortal realm. Mom encouraged Ronin and me in our weapons and elemental magic training. Our birth father, Ryo, had convinced us to run marathons with him. My father Lyklor gave me a guitar, but I’d gotten fed up with how long it took to learn. I’d passed the guitar on to Ronin, who had way more patience than I did and had managed to get pretty far on the thing. Lyklor bought me a drum set next, which had been a better fit, though my interest had waned there too.

I needed to get laid. No. Been there, done that, and gotten bored.

I needed a girlfriend. Yep. Hard to believe I was ready for a relationship, but there it was. I was tired of dicking around and living at home. Tired of being treated like a child when I was in my twenty-first year.

I tossed my covers aside, got out of bed, and stretched my arms high above my head with a yawn.

With heavy steps, I tramped from the hall to the kitchen, where my dads sat at the table engaged in debate over a tournament Lark wanted to hold in Dahlquist. Steam rose from their coffee mugs.

“It’s too public,” Lyklor said. “He should stick to throwing balls at the castle.”

“Lark can look out for himself. Besides, the citizens have accepted him—unlike you.” Ryo smirked.

Lyklor grunted. He lifted his mug, took a sip, and winced. “Pit! I just burned my tongue.”

“Here. Let me help,” I said.

Lyklor’s eyes widened. “Reed. That’s okay. I can wait.”

In my hurry to assist, I intensified my efforts and accidently froze Lyklor’s coffee solid. The jolt of power left tingles on the tips of my fingers. Lyklor sighed and turned his mug over. The frozen beverage didn’t budge. Not so much as a drop fell onto the newspaper.

“Sorry ’bout that,” I said as Lyklor took his mug to the kitchen sink.

When I looked at Ryo, he quickly put his hand over his mug, as though that could stop my magic if I really wanted to use it.

“Mine’s fine,” he hastened to say.

“Cool.”

“Yep, perfect temp. No cooling needed.” His forced smile came out as a grimace.

“Well, I’ll just jump in the shower before Melody wakes up,” I muttered.

The door to the bathroom, however, was locked. Maybe Ronin had dragged his ass out of bed. I pounded on the wood.

“Dude,” I called out.

“Go away!” my twelve-year-old sister yelled back.

Oh, crap bag of pits. She was going to be in there for hours.

“I need to take a leak.”

“Use Mom’s bathroom.”

Like hell. Mom’s bathroom was in her bedroom, and she might be changing.

“You use Mom’s bathroom.”

“I’m already in my bathroom.”

“Our bathroom,” I countered.

“Can’t you just freeze your pee inside your bladder or something?”

“Seriously?” I slapped a hand to my forehead.

Melody huffed out a sigh of exasperation. “Fine. I’ll be out in like five.”

“Hours?”

“Ha ha. Go away, Elsa.”

I gritted my teeth. Melody was obsessed with all things Disney, including Frozen. Her closest friends were all humans. Her favorite phrase had become, “That’s not how they do things on Earth.”

Ronin was still dozing away when I returned to our bedroom. He slept on his side, facing the wall with the blankets tucked up to his chin.

I tugged open a dresser drawer and selected a pair of black jeans, donning them in place of my cotton sleep pants. Next, I pulled a hoodie over my head. Still having to pee, I slammed the drawer in frustration.

Ronin gave a slight jolt. He turned to face me and blinked. “What’s up?” he asked.

“Rain stopped,” I answered. “Puddles.”

“Puddles,” my twin repeated with a grin.

“Meet me outside,” I said. With Melody still occupying the bathroom, I’d be making my own puddle first thing.

Mom had joined my dads at the dining table. Her red hair was gathered into a messy bun pulled high atop her head, and she wore a long-sleeved flannel pajama top over black leggings. She smiled at me as I walked by. “Hey, bud. You hungry?”

“Not really.”

“All right. Peridot will be over to prepare breakfast soon if you change your mind.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

My dads pulled their coffee mugs toward them. Right. Like I’d make the same mistake twice.

I shoved my feet into my high-top sneakers, not bothering to lace them on my way out the door. Fresh morning air filled my lungs when I stepped outside. Pinemist always had such a clean, invigorating atmosphere. It’s where I felt most at home.

After taking in another deep lungful, I made my way to the open field behind our cottage and relieved myself, then stared over the green expanse with its bluebells, primroses, and myriad of spring wildflowers blossoming from the sodden earth.

“Come on,” Ronin said.

I turned and smiled at my twin in his denim jacket. That was the good thing about Ronin. Once up, he was raring to go. Must be all that damned undisturbed sleep he got.

We headed away from the field toward the main roads. As I walked closer to Ronin, I wrinkled my nose. “Why do you smell like cherry blossoms and vanilla?”

Ronin groaned. “I went into the bathroom right after Melody. She must have emptied half a bottle of perfume in there. Dude, we need our own place.”

“That’s what I’ve been saying.”

“Well, you’re right.”

“Of course I’m right.”

Ronin slipped his hands into his pockets. He walked with a slouch opposite me up the lane. “What are we thinking? A cottage closer to town? A condo in California? A townhouse in Dahlquist? All three?”

I snorted. “Sure, why don’t you ask our parents to fund all that for us?”

Ronin shrugged.

I stopped in front of a deep puddle in the road and flexed my fingers. Ice spread across the surface. I concentrated downward, freezing the water to the ground, going deeper into the soil below. Once satisfied, I stepped onto the frozen surface. It held firm without so much as a crack when I walked across in my sneakers.

Ronin worked his magic on the next puddle. I ran ahead of him toward a huge pothole filled with water ahead. My arms stretched. I froze the liquid solid right in time to slide across with a loud “Whoop!”

Ronin glided across after me, laughing the whole time. “Hey, do you think we could freeze an entire lake?” he asked.

“Won’t know until we try,” I offered with a shrug.

We looked at one another and grinned. If Ronin’s face was any indication, I had a wicked grin lifting up my cheeks.

We set off at a jog for Sterling Pond.

The pond lay to the southwest of Pinemist, near our cousins’ cottage. As luck would have it, cousin Alok was there with our niece and nephew. Amelia threw rocks into the pond while little Titus sat on the ground making mud pies.

Alok skipped a stone across, grinning triumphantly after it skimmed the surface eight times before sinking.

“How did you do that, Papa?” Amelia demanded.

I didn’t find it particularly impressive, not compared to elemental magic or cousin Fraya’s skill with a bow and arrow. But Alok was an awesome father, especially considering he’d saved Fraya and Amelia from an elvish douche in Goldendale. We weren’t supposed to talk about that, but I found it admirable. My dingleberry of an older brother still thought Alok was Fae trash. Maybe if he left his golden palace once in a while, he’d see how tirelessly Alok worked to make his family happy.

Before Alok could answer, Amelia noticed me. Her eyes lit up as she screeched, “Uncle Wonin!”

I folded my arms. “Reed,” I corrected. We weren’t technically her uncles, but since Fraya didn’t have any siblings, we’d agreed to be surrogate uncles.

“Can you skip a stone more times than my daddy, Uncle Wonin?”

Hopefully, she didn’t take after her birth father. Apparently, he was a mega imbecile. I kept my thoughts to myself.

“I don’t know. Let’s see, shall we?” Ronin asked, strutting over to the edge of the lake. “Find me a real smooth one, will you?”

“Show us how it’s done, Wonin,” I said.

Ronin stuck his tongue out at me, causing Amelia to laugh. While she went around gathering stones, I stared long and hard at the pond. Wouldn’t that be a neat trick if I froze Ronin’s stone over the surface as it skipped?

Answer: Hella cool!

“Hey, what are you doing?” Amelia asked.

A male in a brown rain poncho and wide-brimmed hat stood at a post, staring at a glass tube filled with rainwater. Balls. Not just any male. Ren Norric, Zelie’s lame-ass boyfriend. His upper lip curled when he looked down at Amelia.

“Ren’s measuring the rainfall,” Alok said.

“Why?” Amelia wrinkled her nose.

I chuckled. “Good question.”

Ren glared at me before looking down at Amelia. He stuck out his chest. “Forecasting is based on a set of complex mathematical equations. Variables are determined through the amount of precipitation and intensity.”

Amelia continued staring at him.

Alok cleared his throat. “It’s pretty neat that Ren can predict what the weather is going to do, isn’t it, Amelia?”

“Is it going to rain again?” Amelia asked Ren.

Ren set the rain gauge back in its holder and sighed. “The temperatures are warming up and will continue to do so, with the clouds clearing around midday.”

“Nah,” I said. “I think it’s about to get cooler.”

“Yeah, I feel a cold front coming on,” Ronin added.

We grinned at one another before facing the pond. A chilly, invigorating breath filled my lungs. Beside me, Ronin’s breath fogged the air. From the shoreline, ice formed and spread slowly across the pond’s surface.

Amelia clapped her hands.

“You shouldn’t mess with the weather,” Ren scolded, which directly translated in my brain to: I should absolutely mess with the weather.

The still water of Sterling Pond took on a smooth, glossy sheen. Amelia shrieked in excitement and raced toward the lake.

“Amelia!” Alok screamed.

The cold energy flowing out of me rushed back inside of my lungs as my niece stepped onto the lake and broke through thin ice.














CHAPTER TWO







[image: Crown]

Zelie

Hanging branches and leaves descended from the ceiling of Daisywhirl Hall. Papier-mâché trees surrounded the room with lanterns ready to be lit up the night of the Enchanted Forest Ball. I twisted ivy around a rope swing while my helper, Aimer, held the ladder steady.

Sweetberries and cream!

It was all happening. The faculty at Meadowbrook Elementary had raised the funds necessary for a full-time arts and crafts teacher. Principal Lemonwick had all but promised the position to me. Who better to encourage children in their artistic endeavors than the head of my graduating class’s reunion ball? Don’t get me wrong, I enjoyed my fourth-year students, but if I could spend my days encouraging all the young elves at Meadowbrook to create art, it would be a dream come true.

As far as the cream on top, my boyfriend, Ren Norric, wanted to come over to my cottage at the end of the day to discuss a “matter of importance.”

Eeeeeee!

After two years together, he was finally going to ask me to become his forever mate. It was so like Ren to be obvious about it. He was a forecaster, after all. He felt that everyone, like him, wanted to know what was going to happen before it occurred.

All the females in our class had crushed on him at one point or another. He had the whole moody, mysterious vibe going, along with a sculpted mass of muscled perfection. Every inch of him was gorgeous. (Take it from me.) He could have dated around—a lot—but he’d been single-minded in his study of forecasting throughout our school years. Now he was the best weather prognosticator Pinemist had ever known, maybe the greatest in all the realm. And he was mine. Turned out being single while the rest of my classmates started families early on wasn’t the worst thing. By the time Ren was ready for a relationship, the competition had dwindled.

I stepped down a rung on the ladder and twisted another section of ivy around the rope, making it appear as a vine in a jungle.

Mrs. Zelie Norric, head of Meadowbrook Elementary’s new arts and crafts program, proud wife, and mother. Okay, maybe I was getting a little ahead of myself, but at twenty-eight, I was more than ready to have my own happy household like my friend Fraya and her Fae mate, Alok. Their home was always filled with love—and chaos. It made my own cottage feel like a tomb.

Would Ren arrive on my doorstep with flowers and bubbly wine, or would he be matter-of-fact about his proposal?

I was happy either way. I already had a bottle of sweetberry wine chilling to celebrate.

I descended carefully until I reached the ground, where I finished tucking ivy leaves around the rope in thick, overlapping layers. I had one more swing to go, but it could wait until tomorrow. I needed to get home early and change into my blue dress—the one Ren had once said had a “fetching” hue.

Fortunately, Daisywhirl Hall had no events for the next ten days, giving us plenty of time to go all out in our preparations.

Aimer shut the ladder and leaned it against the wall. “I love the swings,” he said.

I smiled at him, then looked over my handiwork. “Thanks.”

“See you tomorrow.” Aimer waved.

“See you then.” I’d have big news to share with our group of volunteers the next day. Oh my gosh, I was having trouble not talking about it now.

My friend Meara entered the hall, clutching a stack of notebooks against her white tunic. She taught first-years and had the patience of a priestess. She peered through thick brown bangs, her cheeks lifting when she spotted me. Rushing over, she looked at the swing and gasped. “Zelie, it looks amazing in here.”

Thessalia, a gorgeous blonde elf, huffed. “Enchanted forest—real original,” she said sarcastically before walking past us.

I glared at the back of her head, which was partially swept up into a princess style with long, loose curls spilling down her back. Thessalia had been one of the first females in my class to be snatched up by a male and provided with a life of comfort. Lanson, her mate, was always traveling the realm, selling his family’s exotic silks. Every return trip, he showered gifts on his mate. I’d heard their townhouse was like a fine museum of treasures, not that I’d ever come close to a tea invitation.

“Don’t listen to her.” Meara frowned in Thessalia’s direction. “She’s just jealous.”

“She’s just mean,” I corrected. Thessalia had nothing to be jealous of, and she knew it. Sometimes a bitch was just a bitch.

Meara lowered her voice. “I heard Lanson will be out of town during the ball.”

A twinge of unease unspooled inside my belly. The reunion ball was sort of a big deal, and despite her thorns, Thessalia had been one of our most regular volunteers. Ugh. I didn’t want to feel sorry for Mrs. Stuck-Up. I’d envied her all through school. She’d always seemed to have everything served up to her like sweetberries on a silver platter. Ironic to imagine the beautiful blonde elf dressed up and attending the ball alone.

Probably mistaking my frown for irritation, Meara said, “Forget her. You’ve transformed this room into a magical wonderland. Maybe you’ll be nice and help my class with our reunion ball in two years.”

“For you, I’d consider it,” I said with a smile, my mood lifting back up thanks to Meara. Her sweetness had that effect on folks. Well, most folks. Probably not Thessalia, but the prickly blonde wouldn’t know what nice was if it kissed her on the mouth.

Meara set her stack of notebooks on a table.

“What’s all that?” I asked.

Meara lowered her lashes. “Uh, just some curriculum changes Principal Lemonwick wants me to review for next school year.”

“Getting you to do his job, is he?” I snorted.

I thought I’d get a chuckle out of my friend. Instead, she rubbed her nose and looked at her feet. “It’s not like I have much else going on in my life. I thought Nonie might want to take a trip together, maybe tour the sunflower fields of Goldendale, but she doesn’t like to leave Pinemist.” Meara darted a glance over at the spot where her sister Nonie stood setting out plaster mushrooms over construction paper. 

Although Nonie was my age, we’d never been close, as she liked to keep to herself. My heart went out to her, though. She’d lost her mate, Horith, prior to Winter Solstice. Her mate had been stomped on while battling ogres in Elkcan. Poor guy. My mother was the one who had recruited him in a continuing effort to keep the ogres from spreading their havoc into neighboring Bluespark and our own beloved town. She was always entreating elves with elemental magic to join the front. Unluckily for Horith, he’d had wind powers. In the end, his gusty abilities hadn’t saved him from being flattened into an elven pancake. I grimaced.

Nonie set a red paint can on the table, followed by a black one and brushes.

“I’d better help her,” Meara said. She hurried over, saying, “You need to stir the paint first. Here, let me help.”

The two sisters looked sweet together bent over the mushrooms.

I headed out, finding my heart beating with excitement as I zipped down the roads toward my cottage. At home, I changed into my blue dress and brushed out my thick shoulder-length brown hair. Ren didn’t like makeup, so I only applied a touch of pink gloss to my mouth, smacking my lips in front of my bathroom mirror while turning my head from side to side for a look at both angles.

Dressed and ready for Ren’s proposal, I tidied up my cottage. I’d left light gray, turquoise, and navy cotton yarn out on my couch with an oak dowel for the wall hanging I was weaving. I gingerly picked it up and set it in a fabric tote beside the credenza I’d painted with various shades across the front drawers. There were ceramic feathers painted green and dipped in gold set in little wood stands atop the credenza, and art—mostly my own—covering nearly every available wall space.

It didn’t occur to me until that moment to question where Ren and I would live. I loved my cottage, but he preferred his pristine, minimalistic townhome. Hmm. Relationships were about compromise. We’d figure something out.

A knock at the door had my heart thundering up my throat. I rushed over to let Ren inside. He stood at the threshold, glowering, which had my mind spinning in confusion. He held no flowers or bubbly wine, but at least he’d dressed the part in tailored slacks and his tweed jacket.

Ren stomped into my cottage. “Those foolhardy Elmray twins nearly got their niece killed this afternoon.”

My jaw hit the floor before I’d finished closing the door. “Is Amelia okay?” I asked in alarm.

“Fine, thanks to her father. Reed and Ronin attempted to freeze Sterling Pond. The little girl stepped onto the ice and fell through.”

I gasped in horror.

“Good thing she was by the shore.” Ren shook his head. “One of these days, those two are going to get someone killed.”

I pushed the door closed rougher than I’d intended. “Reed and Ronin would never purposely harm someone, especially not Amelia or Titus.” The twins were scamps, but they had big hearts. I knew how much my friend Fraya loved having Reed and Ronin over to spend time with her family.

Ren lifted his chin. “Their intentions matter little. It is their actions I object to.”

I frowned. “Well, I’m sure they’ll think twice before they freeze something after today.” This proposal wasn’t getting off to the best start. Clearing my throat, I started toward my cute little kitchen just off the living area. “Can I get you a glass of sweetberry wine?”

“No. I won’t be staying.”

Dread seeped into my heart at Ren’s curt tone. His lips pursed when he looked at me. Even his eyes seemed to sneer. I didn’t have to be a forecaster to see my proposal wasn’t coming.

“Zelie, I’ve come here to inform you that I no longer wish to see you romantically.”

My heart lurched with such force, I nearly tripped over my own feet. I gaped at him, unsure I’d heard correctly. Despite his abrupt arrival, I hadn’t been expecting this. “What?” I whispered.

Ren’s entire body leaned away from me like I was contagious with some mystery disease he didn’t want to catch. “I bumped into Nonie at the Rose Parlor Tea Shoppe a couple days ago and inquired after her well-being since Horith’s death. We ended up taking tea together and talking for nearly three hours straight. Yesterday, I realized I would like to court Nonie. We have a connection that I’ve never felt with you. Obviously, I need to end my relationship with you before I can proceed.”

I stared at Ren and kept staring, sure I had to have misheard. His words must be rearranging themselves inside my head. But no. Ren was truly breaking up with me.

I blinked several times. What the pit? We’d spent two years together, but one cup of tea later, we were finished? “Just last week you talked about going on holiday together,” I accused.

It was supposed to be an end-of-the-school-year mini break with only the two of us. I’d already started a mental packing list of the clothes and accessories I planned to bring along for our romantic getaway.

Ren nodded solemnly. “Unfortunately, I no longer wish to spend time with you. That is why I am here telling you now.”

Gee, how considerate. Nice of Ren to rip my heart out of my chest before pursuing another female.

“After spending the afternoon with Nonie, I realized I’ve been bored with our relationship for some months now,” Ren continued. “There’s no more excitement or passion.”

No passion? Whose fault was that? I wanted to scream into his perfectly symmetrical face. I was always the one wanting to cuddle and try new things in the bedroom. Ren was the one either preoccupied with what was happening outside the windows or too tired to engage in foreplay or any of the fun stuff that followed.

Before I could formulate my thoughts into words, Ren swept past me on his way to the front door. “It was nice while it lasted, Zelie. Take care.”

That was it? Seriously?

Bastard! my mind screamed as the door closed behind him. Pit head. Butt munch. Slime worm. Tree fungus. Asshole!

Ren’s measured words collided with my brain. The jerk had delivered his breakup speech as though it were a damn weather report. What an absolute dick! Had he dressed up to call on Nonie immediately after dumping me? No. He wouldn’t. Would he? He might.

A scream burst through my lips and spewed like molten lava. The tears came next, a hot, angry flood that kept on flowing. My entire body felt as though it was erupting all over my living room.

Two years I’d given that ass. Twenty-four months of my undivided attention, love, and support. I’d taken an interest in weather forecasting for his sake while he’d given nothing back toward my artistic endeavors. I felt like such a fool. One bitter, angry idiot who’d wasted two more years of her life in a dead-end relationship. Ren was the final arrow. I was done dreaming that mated life might be mine one day. I was done with males, period.

To commemorate the occasion, I grabbed the sweetberry wine out of the fridge and drank it straight from the bottle until every drop had slipped down my throat.
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Zelie

The following morning, I awoke on my couch in a puddle of my own drool, still wearing my blue dress. I dragged myself into an upright seated position and belched a sweetberry-flavored burp. A giggle escaped my lips.

“Look what you gave up, Ren. Real fine female you’re missing out on, you melon head.” I burst into laughter. My neck heated a second later as the anger returned.

Did this mean Ren was going to ask Nonie to the reunion ball? Of all the dick moves! He knew our old classmates thought we were going together. He was well aware of how much work I’d put into the theme. Pit head! The thought of going alone while he escorted Nonie was too humiliating to bear. I could already see Thessalia’s face lighting up in pure delight.

With a groan, I dragged myself off the couch and to the kitchen, where I made coffee and toast with sweetberry jam. I ate and drank standing at the counter, licking jam off my fingers. My head and stomach felt slightly better with sustenance.

Once showered and dressed in leggings and an embroidered tunic, I made my way to my parents’ cottage on the outskirts of Brightwhisk Forest. I desperately needed cheering up. A hug wouldn’t hurt either.

But when I arrived, they had company. My parents’ front door was left open, propped by a rock, as they often did in the spring and summer. Voices made me pause
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