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Rosalina

‘Marigold! The teapot!’ I cry, my hands full of falling cups, plates, and saucers.

Marigold gives a flying leap across the kitchen, floral apron flapping. She snags the teapot right before it shatters on the stone floor.

I have only a second to sigh and gently place the saved tableware in a drawer before the castle starts to shake again.

This isn’t the first time, but it’s certainly the worst.

‘I need a bucket!’ Astrid cries, running into Castletree’s kitchen. ‘A piece of the roof’s given out in the entrance hall, and the rain’s pouring in!’

A vein throbs in my head. ‘Where are the princes? They were supposed to be back today.’

It’s been six weeks since we left the Autumn Realm, and I almost think fighting ice zombies, nearly getting eaten by my mate, and discovering I’m actually a magical faerie was a lot easier than trying to manage Castletree.

Farron has been back and forth between Castletree and Autumn. He’s been helping his father assume the role of steward after the tragic death of his mother, Princess Niamh. With Perth Quellos’s betrayal – and the foreboding news that he escaped from prison – Kel was forced to return to Winter. I know he’s been avoiding any true leadership of his home realm since the curse over twenty-five years ago, but it didn’t seem like he was going back only out of necessity. No … There’s been a change in him, a determination instead of his usual apathy.

Although, the Sword of the Protector is still lying discarded under his bed. But returning to his realm is a good start.

Astrid snatches the bucket, and Marigold follows her into the entrance. I sigh, then take off after them. 

Gray light filters in through the windows – and rain pours through the broken ones. If it’s not pieces of the wall crumbling, it’s windows cracking, doors falling from their hinges, book stacks falling over in the library, or rocks shattering to dust in the hot springs. 

It’s only been me and the staff here in Castletree for the last couple weeks. Perhaps influenced by Farron and Kel, Dayton took the opportunity to return to his realm and check in with his little sister, the steward. 

And despite Ezryn’s worry about the lack of communication from Spring, he didn’t go back. Instead, he claimed we’d been away from Castletree for too long and the Briar would be out of control with goblins.

He was supposed to be checking on Castletree – on me – in the other princes’ absence, but I haven’t seen him once.

I can’t help but wonder if he’s avoiding going back to his home.

Or maybe he’s avoiding me. Maybe Dayton is, too.

After all, Farron and Kel have found their mates.

Found me.

Briars fill the entrance hall – a familiar torment from the Prince of Thorns. It’s his magic that’s sapping Castletree of its strength. But even Caspian’s briars seem brittle, frail. I choose to create more from my bracelets instead to help patch the holes. The thorns lace from floor to ceiling, trapping the crumbling pieces of bark and stone back into the wall frame. 

Angry briars fly from my wrists. ‘The princes were supposed to be back today!’ 

As soon as the words leave my mouth, something sparks inside my chest. A warmth like fire, a feeling that glows and shimmers all at once. The door to Castletree opens, and a crisp breeze blows through, bringing with it the scent of maple leaves and an apple orchard. 

And standing there is Farron, High Prince of Autumn. My mate.

His name leaves my mouth in a reverent breath, and I rush forward, only for a crack to sound. A fissure splits the stone beneath my feet and I stumble.

But Farron is there, catching me in his arms, spinning us both until I’m upright and wrapped in his arms. I take one moment to lose myself in the soft amber of his eyes, the way his face lights up as he looks at me, before grabbing him in to a kiss.

Our kiss is hungry, urgent. My fingernails scrape down the back of his neck as I try to get closer. The taste of him both comforts and electrifies me. For a second, I think I’d be okay if the entire castle crumbled around us, as long as I can stay in his arms.

But then he jerks up and shoots out a hand, a gale holding back a chunk of ceiling that tumbles toward us. He pulls me out of the way. ‘And here I was, thinking you’d be bored with us gone.’

‘Oh, you know, just been doing a little redecorating.’ I trace his jaw with my fingers, hoping my touch can convey the need for him my words will never be able to. ‘I really thought the castle would look nice with huge chunks torn out of it.’

With that, rain pours through the latest hole. ‘Astrid, we need more buckets,’ I call.

Farron runs a hand along the sharp point of my ear. It’s so sensitive, I can’t help but shiver. ‘I’m sorry I’ve been gone so long.’ He looks around. ‘Where’s Ezryn? I thought he was supposed to be keeping an eye on things here while the rest of us were away.’

The mirror beside the door shimmers with iridescent light, and another shiver laces through me. ‘You know Ez,’ I say as I turn to see who’s coming through the mirror. ‘Once he’s out in the Briar, he forgets about us entirely.’

Just then, the castle groans again. A large candelabrum attached to the wall breaks free from its sconce and plummets toward us. The iridescent shape emerging from the mirror leaps forward and tackles Farron and me to the ground, throwing us out of the way.

I take in a heavy breath, staring at Farron wide-eyed beside me. We both look up to see Dayton on top of us. His skin is golden, hair wavy and smelling of sea and salt. 

He grins down at us. ‘How could anyone forget about you two?’

My mouth is suddenly dry, eyes blinking and unblinking as if he may disappear from my sight. Gorgeous. That’s the only word my mind seems capable of right now. A single day hasn’t gone by when I haven’t thought about the afternoon the three of us spent together, on the eve of battle … 

A night we haven’t repeated since.

‘Bucket! I’ve got the bucket!’ Astrid cries and runs in, swinging the metal pail. 

Dayton pulls Farron and me to our feet and takes the bucket from Astrid, positioning it under the leak.

‘You haven’t arrived a moment too soon,’ Marigold says, crossing her arms. ‘The castle’s falling to bits and poor Rosalina’s been left to manage it all on her own!’

Astrid steps up beside Marigold and mimics her movement, arms crossed, and hip popped. ‘But she’s done just fine by herself, thank you very much.’ 

As much as I wanted the princes back at Castletree, I know how important it is for them to spend time in their own realms, helping their people. Especially Dayton. Unless he finds his mate, he’ll never break his curse and unlock the true potential of his magic. And that … that’s what’s most important.

‘I thought Ez was—’ Dayton begins, then jerks back. ‘We’re going to need a bigger bucket!’

Already, the rain pouring in from the ceiling has filled this one. I could shoot thorns from my bracelets to patch the roof, but the princes don’t know about my bargain with Caspian. They think these bracelets are nothing more than jewelry. 

Caspian. The Prince of Thorns. I was certain he’d show his traitorous, perfect-haired head around Castletree while the princes were away, especially once he discovered I took back the book he stole from Farron. But even he’s avoided me. And the briars he’s laced through every crevasse of Castletree look as sick as the castle does. 

I hope he’s all right.

The thought comes unbidden, and immediately I give my head a shake. It’s his briars that are causing this … 

But if that’s the case, why are they dying, too?

I stare up at the hole in the ceiling. Rain pelts my face and runs down the tip of my nose. I’ve been trying to summon my own briars: not using Caspian’s bracelets or even the briars he’s placed around the castle, but my very own, grown from nothing but my magic. It’s been to no avail. I’ve only been able to do it twice: first in the Below, then when I created golden briars that helped me rescue my princes and defeat the monster Lucas became.

The power that helped me realize what I truly am. Fae. 

A crackle of magic sings through the air, and suddenly the rain fuses together into a deadly rod of ice.

Out of the mirror steps Keldarion, blue eyes flashing as he takes in the state of the castle. His ice rod smacks to the ground, toppling the bucket.

‘Is that what you were going for, Kel?’ Dayton raises a brow. ‘Because if I wanted water all over the floor, I wouldn’t have put the bucket there.’

Kel only sneers in his direction before turning to me. My breath catches in my throat. That feeling in my heart when I saw Farron bursts to life again, but it’s different: not a fire, but the glow of the moon off a frozen lake, the twinkle of stars fighting against a storm-covered sky. The phantom of a feeling, now that I know the true depths of what I’m missing.

As always, I have to fight the urge to run to him, to ask him if he missed me as I missed him. But I do – I fight it. I offer him a tight smile and a nod, and his own expression turns stoic. 

‘What in the seven realms is going on here?’ he growls.

The seven realms flicker through my mind: Winter, Spring, Summer, Autumn, the Below, the Above, and of course, our home here in the Briar. 

Farron’s got his ear pressed to the stair banister, fingers knocking against the wood. ‘It’s been too long since we pooled our magic. Castletree can’t stand without us.’

Keldarion’s voice is a raspy growl. ‘Where is Ezryn?’

At that moment, the door flings open. Not to another realm, but the true world outside of Castletree: the Briar. Ezryn stands like a shadow, cape snapping in the harsh wind, metal armor shining with water. His mud-caked boots echo off the floor as he strides in.

He tilts his helm, taking in the castle and all of us the same way Keldarion did. Then his dark visor lands on me. It’s so strange – it’s been almost a year since the first time I met Ezryn, and now I can read the helmet as clearly as any expression.

Or more so, I can feel it. Apprehension. 

Guilt.

I’ve been fine on my own, I think, though I know he can’t hear me. 

And it’s true. 

But it doesn’t mean I didn’t think of him, out alone, in the Briar with only the goblins for company. Doesn’t mean I didn’t wonder what he was looking for out there when he could have stayed here in his home, with the staff who adore him, with me who would have … 

Who would have treasured that time to learn even one more thing about the High Prince of Spring.

My hands graze the smooth flesh of my wrist, a piece of me that used to bear a hideous scar. 

Ezryn tears away from my gaze and looks at each of the princes. ‘I felt a disturbance. I came as soon as—’

‘A disturbance?’ Dayton laughs. ‘Yeah, the bloody castle falling to pieces is a bit of a disturbance.’

Kel storms over to Ezryn. ‘You were supposed to be checking on the castle. On Rosalina.’

‘The Briar was festering. I knew Rosalina could handle herself,’ Ezryn responds in a low growl.

‘And I did,’ I say. ‘But now that you’re here, can we please do something?’

Kel turns away and storms up the stairs. ‘To the High Tower.’

The breath is heavy in my throat as I follow the four princes. I know they must channel their magic into Castletree. I know it drains them.

And I know I can help.

I did it before, the night I first learned of the Enchantress’s curse. But Kel had become so angry, I hadn’t dared try again when they were gone.

Instead, I’ve been using my thorn bracelets to reinforce the different areas of the castle. As we walk up the stairs, I bet the princes can’t even tell which thorns are mine and which are Caspian’s.

The thought unsettles me.

Farron pushes ahead into the High Tower. The roses bloom in the middle, Farron’s bursting with color, the other three wilted and drooping. Golden thorns grow around Farron’s rose, while the rest of the room is covered in dark purple ones. ‘We have to give as much as we can,’ Farron urges, sinking to his knees by the flowers. ‘Hold nothing back!’

The castle gives a great shudder as the others drop beside Farron. Dust and bits of stone shower to the ground. Unlike the last time I saw them do this, this time I can feel it. My fae blood sings through my veins, my body lighting up like dry grass caught to flame.

The princes’ bodies glow. The flowers perk a little, the stems fighting to straighten. More magic … They need more magic.

Slowly, I kneel and touch one of the golden roses. ‘Help them,’ I whisper to the rose, to myself. ‘Give them strength.’

I close my eyes, feeling that rush through my chest. But it’s more than magic. The castle may crumble, the briars may fall, but for now, for this moment, we’re together. All five of us. The thought gives my heart strength. And I pass it to them.

I don’t know if we stay like this for a minute or an hour, but when my eyes blink open, I see Kel, Ez, Day, and Fare leaning against the stone, bodies clearly exhausted.

But the castle’s stopped shaking, and the flowers stand at full attention.

How many more times will we be able to bring Castletree back to life?

I get to my feet and stumble forward, my own legs trembling and weak. Farron pulls me down to his side.

‘See?’ Dayton smiles, sweat dripping down his brow. ‘Nothing to worry about.’

Kel snorts. ‘Of course the Prince of Summer would say that.’

‘He’s right.’ I take a moment to look at each of them. ‘We fixed it. And we’re together now.’ My heart brightens at the thought. ‘We’re all back home.’

An awkward silence passes through the High Tower, and I realize everyone’s eyes are darting away.

‘What?’ I snap.

‘I’m sorry, Rosie,’ Farron mumbles, dropping his lips to my shoulder. ‘I only came back for a short visit. I have to return to Autumn to be with my father for a little while longer.’

Pain stabs into my ribs. I turn to Kel. His ice-fire eyes are staring at the ground. ‘Winter is still without a new steward. I must see that preparations are in place. Frostfang expects my return shortly.’

‘Oh,’ I whisper. I look up at Ez, but he’s staring out a window. I don’t bother asking – like Kel always says, Ezryn hates to stay. 

‘Guess it’ll be up to us to keep Marigold out of trouble.’ Dayton flashes me a signature grin, but I can see the pain in his eyes.

I know he should return to Summer, too.

Because it doesn’t matter how much I try to fool myself into thinking we all belong together; it can never be this way. 

Like Castletree, my heart is shattering. Except there’s no magic in all the realms that can put it back together.




CHAPTER 2
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Rosalina

The library finally feels like home again now that Farron’s returned. I peer over at my mate as he goes over the notes I’ve made in his absence. Beneath the table, I rub his leg with my foot. From the little quirk in his lip, I can tell he’s trying hard to ignore me.

‘How was your trip to Autumn?’ I ask.

He peers up from the notes. ‘It was fine. My father’s really settling into his role as steward.’ Farron still bears a great pain from losing his mother in our fight to protect Autumn. He’s keeping busy. We both are. When we first returned to Castletree, before he was ready to return to his realm, we spent many long nights here in the library. At first, we allowed ourselves to rest, to read until midnight and get lost in stories without trying to decipher each word. We’d fall asleep in front of the fire with no worry of him transforming into a beast.

Then we transitioned to making a memory book in honor of his mother, something small and personal, writing down every little detail he could remember of his time with her. But with the continued decay of Castletree, Dayton and Ezryn’s curses remaining unbroken – and Kel refusing to break his – there’s an unspoken urgency for us to get back to work.

‘There’s hope in the people,’ Farron continues, snagging my ankle beneath the table. ‘Everyone at home is talking about you.’

‘About me?’

‘You saved the Autumn Realm, Rosalina.’ He draws my foot into his lap, tugging off my slipper to massage my foot. ‘Not me, not Kel, not Ez or Day. You saved us all.’

My eyes flutter closed, and the memory plays in my mind’s eye: the four princes overtaken by vile magic of green flame as I explode in a burst of golden roses and thorns.

‘My whole realm knows what you did,’ Farron says. ‘They call you The Golden Rose.’

‘The Golden Rose,’ I repeat, my hand instinctively going to my necklace.

‘How about you?’ Farron pulls my other leg into his lap. ‘How’s your research going?’

‘Remember that book I found? It’s no ordinary text. It has snippets of the Queen’s own writing.’ A pang of guilt washes over me. I left out the fact that this new book I found was actually the book Caspian stole from the Autumn Realm’s sacred alder tree … which I then stole from Caspian.

I will tell Farron. I just haven’t found the right moment yet.

‘The Queen was really fascinated with humans,’ I continue, trying not to get distracted by how amazing it feels to be this close to him again.

‘I was really fascinated with a certain human.’ Farron reaches forward and glides his finger over the tip of my pointed ear.

Because I’m not human. At least not fully.

‘How’s the magic practice going?’

‘Flame comes easily. I’ve only set two dresses on fire!’

Farron had explained that a mate bond amplifies what magic you have. I discovered in my battle with Lucas that I can summon white flames. And of course, there’s the strange case of me being able to manipulate the thorns, both Caspian’s and the ones from my bracelets. 

‘Glad it wasn’t this dress.’ Farron’s gaze drops noticeably to my chest.

‘Hey, we’re supposed to be researching.’ I knock him in the stomach with my foot.

He gives me a devious grin and slides a hand up my thigh. ‘Sure, Sweetheart. That’s why you’ve been giving me that look since we got in here.’

‘I don’t have the slightest idea what you’re talking about.’ I blink innocently at him.

But when his hand caresses my thigh, then higher, and his fingers brush my slick entrance covered by absolutely nothing, he knows the truth.

He gives a throaty chuckle that gets my stomach fluttering. Then he pounces with all the speed and strength of a fae prince and gathers me into his arms. I kiss him hard, devouring his mouth as I push my tongue between his lips. 

I’m allowed only a moment before he throws me on my back on the table. The Autumn Prince places a hand on either side of my head, leaning over me, a tousle of auburn hair across his brow, and the yellow glint of the predatory wolf behind his gaze. ‘If you wanted to be fucked so badly, you should have just asked.’

I practically melt from his words, writhing on the table, desperate to feel him between my legs. ‘Maybe this is just my wilde courtship taking over.’

Farron laughs, undoing his belt with one hand and reaching beneath my skirts with his other, beginning to massage my clit. ‘We’ve only found two references to that, and it’s scared me both times.’

The muscles in my core tighten. I’m so eager for him. Wilde courtship … During our research, we’ve found few mentions of this mating phenomenon: a brief seasonal state of uncontrollable desire. A frenzy that takes over mated pairs if they haven’t consummated their bond in some time. It might be a myth, because thankfully, it hasn’t seemed to affect anything between Kel and me. It’s possible that it’s only for couples who have accepted their mate bond. 

‘I think we’re managing to keep it at bay,’ I smirk, moving my hips up against the wonderful friction of his palm.

‘It’s only been six weeks of not turning into a monstrous wolf at night,’ Farron smirks, ‘and I am going to take full advantage of it.’

With him back and forth between his realm and Castletree, we’ve spent every moment he’s home together, sometimes in his room and sometimes mine. I can’t get enough of him.

And it seems he can’t get enough of me either.

My mate drops his pants, not even bothering to remove his shirt, and spreads my legs, slipping his long cock deep inside.

A wave of ecstasy crashes over me, and Farron pumps in and out with agonizing slowness. I descend into whimpering bliss. Papers fly around us with our movement, fluttering off the table.

‘Farron!’ I cry out my mate’s name, grasping for purchase on the wooden table as he thrusts into me. The Autumn Wing’s library spins above in a glorious twirl of orange and red leaves.

‘Stars, I missed you.’ Farron leans over and kisses me. I sigh into him, breathing in his delicious scent of wood smoke and apples. ‘I’ll never get enough of you.’

Running my fingers through his hair, I say, ‘I know what you mean. But I did really want to show you my notes.’

‘Later, Sweetheart.’ Farron grins, unlacing my corset and running his hands over my aching breasts, before straightening and thrusting again, filling me so deeply I cry out. ‘Gods, you feel so good.’

A tingling sensation glides over my skin and warmth blooms in my belly. I tilt my head and see Ezryn. Judging by his stance, leaning on the bookcase, legs crossed, I don’t think he’s just arrived. 

What is his perception of us, with me splayed on this table, skirts up, breasts out and bouncing, and Farron, half-naked, thrusting into me like a wild animal? But the thought doesn’t embarrass me. No, my whole body ignites with a desperate need, giddy at the idea of him watching us. Farron follows my gaze, and through our bond, I know he feels the same.

‘Isn’t she absolutely perfect, Ez?’ Farron gasps. ‘Just look at her.’

‘I am,’ Ezryn says. ‘Put her legs over your shoulders.’

‘What—’ I begin, but my voice cuts off as Ezryn moves toward us with swift, deliberate steps. 

‘You’ll be able to get even deeper,’ he growls. 

Farron takes my legs and lifts them over his shoulders, dragging me to the edge of the table. My cry turns into a moan as Farron’s cock sinks deep.

‘Rosie, yes,’ Farron groans, and I swear I hear a matching one from Ezryn. 

I desperately search for words through the euphoric sensation. ‘How do you know that, Tin Man? You’re always covered in metal.’

‘It’s my helm I can’t remove,’ he says flatly. ‘Not everything else.’

My eyes shoot open, and jealousy spikes through me at the thought of him with anyone else. Though of course I know he has been. I give an involuntary yelp as this new position slides me even closer to the edge of the table.

Ezryn grabs my shoulders, holding me steady, his gloved hands rough and so close to my exposed breasts.

I know he’s not mine, not the way Farron is, or even Kel. I can’t keep the Prince of Spring, but still I cry out, ‘Ezryn, touch me.’

His grip tightens, and he’s silent for a devastating moment.

‘Fuck,’ he swears under his breath. Then he rips off his gloves, and I see a flash of his large, tawny hands. One seizes my breast, clutching firmly, before tugging on my nipple with his forefinger and thumb. His other hand runs almost reverently up the side of my neck before grasping my hair.

‘Gods.’ Farron bites his lip, watching us. He keeps my legs tight to his chest. ‘Like this, Ez?’ 

Ezryn tilts his head up. ‘I’ve got her. You don’t have to hold back.’

‘You’ve been holding back?’ I gasp.

‘Only a little.’ He gives a rueful smile. ‘I don’t want to hurt you.’

‘She’s not a delicate human.’ Ezryn gives a sharp tug on my hair, as if to prove a point. ‘She’s a powerful fae. She’s shown us that much.’

‘What do you think, Rosie? Ready?’ Farron asks.

‘Yes. Yes, Farron.’

Farron pulls out of me completely before slamming deep. And his speed – I can barely comprehend it, almost a blur as it sends my body into a new high.

I scream, not caring if anyone hears, and grasp out behind me, my sweaty palms sliding down Ezryn’s armor.

‘Do you like that, Petal?’ Ezryn lets out a growl, pulling my back against his chest, so I’m a V between them. ‘Do you enjoy having your pussy ravaged?’

Tears of pleasure run down my cheeks, my core tightening, tightening, tightening.

‘Use your words,’ Farron says, the commanding voice of a High Prince. He pounds deeply into places I didn’t even know could be touched. I feel my inner walls clenching around his long cock.

‘Yes, yes, I do,’ I babble. ‘Farron, Ez, I’m—’

‘Come for us, Baby Girl.’ Ezryn lowers his head to my shoulder, and I feel the cool press of his helmet against my cheek.

My orgasm crashes through me, vibrating my entire body from my face to my toes. I sense Farron’s own hot release, emptying deep.

Ezryn holds my shaking form as I come down from the high. He lowers me gently to the table and brushes loose pieces of hair away from my brow.

‘Aren’t you glad you came to check on us?’ I ask dreamily.

‘Very,’ he says.

‘Why were you here, Ez?’ Farron says, pulling up his pants. ‘Not that I’m complaining.’

‘I’m leaving for Spring tomorrow,’ Ezryn says. He turns to Farron and ruffles his hair. ‘Meet me in the training grounds this afternoon. We’ve got time for one more lesson. Let’s see if you can be as quick a learner at magic as you are at pleasuring our girl.’




CHAPTER 3
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Keldarion

Now, this is the last place I expected to find you. I take a deep breath. The air in the Queen’s Sanctum is stale and musty. The small chapel lies at the very back of Castletree and has been entirely unused since the four of us took reign here. 

And yet, something took me down these forgotten halls during my search for Ezryn.

Sure enough, he kneels beneath the Shrine of the Queen, a stone statue of a faceless woman, one hand extended to the sky, the other to the earth. 

It used to be common practice to spend quiet moments of meditation in the Sanctum, to offer gratitude for the joys in one’s life or to shed one’s worries into the void. Though the Queen created the Vale, she also abandoned it five hundred years ago. My thanks and concerns are no better heard by the Queen than they are by that slab of stone carved in her memory.

It’s a simple room, the Sanctum, small and almost cramped compared to the other sprawling chambers of Castletree. The walls and floor are made of wood, the ceiling lush with branches filled with green leaves and hanging ivy. It would be considered beautiful if it weren’t for the briars and bits of rubble.

Four giant stained-glass windows let in a stream of multicolored light. The rain has finally passed.

I kneel beside Ezryn, bowing my head before the statue.

Ezryn quirks his helm toward me. ‘You don’t have to join me. I know how you feel about the Queen.’

‘I haven’t seen you in here in decades. Maybe you’ve remembered something I’ve forgotten.’

‘Unfortunately, no.’ Ezryn sits on his heels. The light from the stained glass paints his armor in red, blue, yellow, green, and purple. I find myself drawn to the swirling colors. It’s not often I get to see Ezryn bathed in light. ‘The Queen is as silent as ever,’ he continues.

‘And why is it now that you’ve come for her wisdom after all these years?’ I raise a brow.

Ezryn stands and turns away from me. ‘I am leaving for Spring tomorrow.’

I knew this decision was coming. Ezryn hasn’t had word from his father, Prince Thalionor, the steward, in months. Neither Thalionor nor Ezryn’s brother attended Princess Niamh’s funeral. 

Yet, still, I see how it weighs on him. I understand. 

For men like us, looking into the past is a far harder thing than running blindly into the future.

I stand and place my hand on his shoulder. Blue light plays across my knuckles. ‘I understand. Wish your father well for me. I would travel with you if I did not need to return to Winter.’

Ezryn looks over his shoulder, catching me in the dark gaze of his visor. ‘How long will you be gone?’

‘We funneled a great amount of magic into Castletree. It should remain strong for several weeks, at least. That should be enough time—’ 

‘Keldarion,’ Ezryn growls, ‘how long will you be gone?’

I drop my hand. Damn this fae. My inner thoughts could very well be an unraveled scroll for him. I can’t meet his gaze, so I stare at the Queen’s stone face instead. ‘I’ve given Eirik Vargsaxa temporary leadership in the interim while I secure a permanent solution. After Perth’s betrayal, I know I must leave Frostfang’s rule in the hands of someone completely trustworthy.’

‘Perhaps a steward is no longer needed,’ Ezryn offers quietly. ‘If you were to break your curse—’

‘That is not an option.’ The mere thought of it sends the blood rushing through my veins. 

Since the moment that fated woman entered Castletree, the Enchantress’s magic has been more than a curse. It has been a torment, an endless suffering where my every breath is a battle between agony and the few weak moments where I give in to her.

Rosalina. 

The fae disguised within a human’s body. My vision of the stone statue blurs. I understand why our fates are so. But hers?

I had thought her mating with Farron would ease some of the guilt in my chest. But instead, it’s only worsened my suffering. How easy, how simple, it is for him to take her in his arms, to breathe in her scent, to promise her he will stay by her side. 

And how hard it is for me to fight back every instinct.

To complicate the matter, the princeling is now the mate of my mate. I’ve always held a deep affection for Farron, but now he is another heart I must protect at all costs.

The tangled web my bargain put me in will ensnare them, too.

Unless I do something.

‘So, you are returning to Frostfang, then?’ Ezryn asks.

‘No. I will be traveling across the Anelkrol Badlands—’

‘Kel—’

‘Until I arrive at the Great Chasm. I have business at Voidseal Bridge.’

Ezryn spins me around, forcing me to stare into his helm. ‘What business could you possibly have there? That place is a pit of despair.’

‘And the Deep Guard are the only ones holding that despair back from the rest of Winter,’ I growl. ‘It’s home to my last living blood relative.’

Ez snorts. ‘You haven’t seen Irahn in years. Quellos was more of an uncle to you than Irahn ever has been.’

‘Quellos was a traitor. He put his own ambitions above the law, above the good of the people. Irahn may be … eccentric, but he loved my mother, and he’s dedicated his life to the defense of the realm.’

‘So, that’s your plan. To make Irahn the new steward?’ Ezryn tilts his helm.

‘For now, at least.’

I can tell Ezryn’s evaluating my decision by the length of time it takes him to react. Not that it’s unusual. Ezryn hasn’t agreed with one of my decisions since we’ve met.

It’s a wonder he’s followed me for most of them.

Finally, he speaks, his voice low and reverberating. ‘It’s not a decision to take lightly, Kel. Your uncle’s kept the Great Chasm protected for the last two decades. That’s why you named Quellos steward in the first place. Besides, Irahn hasn’t been part of civilized society in years.’

I wave an idle hand. ‘Winter has been sick with Quellos’s politics for too long. Irahn could be the ruler Winter needs.’

‘You are the ruler Winter needs.’

I walk toward the door, stepping into a beam of red light. It drips over my hair, my skin, drenching me in glowing blood. ‘I am Winter’s bane.’

Ezryn exhales heavily. ‘If you name Irahn steward, then what of the Voidseal? You would leave the Deep Guard without a warden.’

‘No, I wouldn’t,’ I say lowly. My hands squeeze into fists. ‘If all goes as intended integrating Irahn as the new steward, I shall remain at the Voidseal as warden.’

A heavy silence fills the room. I want him to yell. Want him to attack me. 

But I knew this was the most likely outcome: the quiet. 

‘You can’t be saying what I think you’re saying, Kel,’ he whispers.

I take a breath, then, ‘I am. Irahn is my blood. If he accepts the role of steward and proves himself a worthy leader, I will pass the Blessing of Winter on to him and give up my rule as High Prince.’

A crack of lightning sounds outside, and the clouds roll in again. 

‘I can’t believe this,’ he says, his whisper turning to a snarl. ‘The Sword of the Protector belongs to you. Your father chose you, not Irahn, to inherit his Blessing. You are meant to bring peace to Winter!’

‘I am not meant for anything,’ I say. ‘At least in Irahn’s possession, the Blessing would not be hindered by this curse.’

‘A curse you need not bear!’ Ezryn storms toward me and shoves my chest. Ah, yes, here it is. That anger. This I can manage. 

But Ezryn doesn’t push me again. Instead, he grabs my face, his gloved hands rough against my jaw. ‘Let me help you, Kel. Let me bring Caspian to justice. I will see him to a quick end, and this bargain would be broken forever. I will go to the Below for you, and he would not feel pain. I can free you and Winter and Rosalina—’

I clasp Ezryn’s wrists and remove them from my face. ‘I can’t let you do that.’

‘Bah!’ He shoves past me, then slams a fist against the doorframe. ‘You know once you pass the Blessing on, it will be gone from you forever. It cannot be returned without great danger to your life.’

‘I understand.’

‘So, that’s it then. You’ll leave Castletree. Leave Rosalina. Leave us.’ Ezryn’s body collapses against the frame. ‘All to protect the traitor.’

I close my eyes, fighting back the emotion that threatens to consume me. It’s not anger. And for once, not even guilt.

There’s just a sadness that there is no other way to protect those I love.

So, I go to him. I clutch Ezryn around the shoulders and he falls back against me, his breath heavy and uneven. ‘This is what we do, Ez. For each other. For her. Let it be known, no matter how many times we stumble upon this treacherous path, our resolve shall forever remain unbroken. Each time we fall, we rise again. Do you hear me, brother?’

‘Yes,’ he whispers. ‘We will rise.’

I hold him tighter against me. ‘Now, go to Spring. Re-establish the true rule. Find your mate and break your curse. And claim the glorious destiny that awaits you.’




CHAPTER 4
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Rosalina

My hand is steady over the grip of the bow, but I can’t seem to stop the pounding of my heart. Breathing deep through my nose, I draw back the string, feeling the tension build. My focus narrows to the target, a stuffed straw goblin with a bullseye painted on its chest.

As I release the arrow, time slows, and for a moment, I think it might finally strike. Then the arrow veers off course, hitting Castletree’s wooden wall.

‘Dammit,’ I say, lowering the bow and wiping my forehead of sweat. Does everywhere in the Summer Wing need to be so hot? I look around to see if anyone witnessed my failure. 

The training hall is large. One side hugs tight to Castletree, showing the lovely wooden bark – and snaking thorns – and the other is open air, looking through the branches to the Briar and hills beyond. Beams of sunlight drift over the sandy floor.

Ezryn and Farron are sitting cross-legged in a corner, facing each other. Farron’s palms are skyward as Ezryn hovers his above them. He’s been teaching Farron the art of healing. While the Autumn Realm’s innate magic is fire, Spring’s is rejuvenation. Farron taught Ezryn fire in Autumn, and now Ezryn is passing along his knowledge.

As I stare at them, I understand for a moment why the Queen built this castle with a piece of each of the realms. Four rulers together with access to each of their homes. United, we are stronger.

There’s a clatter over by the weapons rack, and I whirl to Dayton, stumbling over them. The weapons lean against wooden planks, a collection of swords, lances, bows, and quivers brimming with feathered arrows.

Dayton has made sure I try them all, though I like the bow the best.

‘Why did no one tell me there’s a party in the Summer Wing?’

‘You’re late,’ I say dryly. ‘Astrid said she told you to be here half an hour ago.’ His words are slurred, movements uneven. How much did he need to drink to be this inebriated since arriving back at Castletree?

Dayton narrows his gaze and grins. ‘Hmm, the training grounds look good with a few more feathery decorations.’

I grimace, looking at the collection of arrows dotting the far wall. My first request upon returning to Castletree was to be taught how to defend myself. I’d expected Keldarion to put up a fuss, but he’d agreed it was a good idea. Though I left out my inspiration for this plan. Caspian’s words from the battlefield come roaring back to me: Those princes are ever foolish; they should have taught you to defend yourself.

But it’s not all because of the Prince of Thorns. I hated watching the princes go off to battle and feeling left behind and useless. So, I’ll practice my magic, my thorns, and I’ll use the tools of this world. I have no intention of leaving the Enchanted Vale. But this world isn’t like the human one. I must learn to survive, and that means being able to protect myself.

Dayton’s been at Castletree the most of all the princes. He’d been teaching me the fundamentals of each weapon before he left for a quick visit to check on his sister in the Summer Realm. Training is the only time we’ve spent together.

Farron told me not to worry about Dayton’s avoidance. He’s been living with the mood swings of the Summer Prince for years. I don’t understand how Dayton could make love to us like that, with such passion, and then be so distant.

Farron said Dayton will be falling into bed with us before we know it. But what if he’s wrong? What if Dayton was looking for his mate in the Summer Realm? It’s better that I don’t know.

I’m not sure I could bear it. I was so certain that night we spent in the Autumn Realm, the night we had almost made love … I thought the same magical light that had bloomed between Kel and me was happening between us.

Three mates, Rosalina? I chide myself. I can’t keep them all.

‘Okay, show me up close.’ Dayton waves an idle hand, drawing me from my thoughts. ‘Hit the target.’

With renewed determination, I retrieve another arrow and notch it in my bow. Pulling my arm back, I line up the bullseye in my sight, then let loose the arrow. It strikes the wooden wall behind the target.

‘Arg!’ I say, frustrated. ‘I don’t understand. I’m doing everything you do! Finger in the proper position, elbow raised, and—’

‘That’s the problem, Rosalina,’ Dayton says, stepping closer. ‘You’re very smart. We all know that. But you’re thinking of all these things separately.’

‘What—’

Then he’s behind me, and because he’s Dayton, he’s not wearing a shirt. I feel his muscular skin against the training garb Flavia fitted me in: a white dress with shorts underneath and a leather chest piece for protection. 

Though when Dayton had first seen me in the outfit, I wasn’t sure if he wanted to teach me or … 

‘Are you paying attention?’ He’s grabbed an arrow. With his hands over mine, he starts guiding my movements. ‘You know what to do. Trust your body. When you shoot a bow, it’s not all separate things, it’s an extension of you. It’s a feeling.’

‘I don’t think a feeling is going to help me hit a goblin,’ I sneer.

His face is close enough I can smell the sweet wine on his lips. ‘Feel for the heartbeat of the bow, the pulse of the string. Visualize where it will land.’

I try not to scoff at him, but let myself become fluid, his arms over mine as we pull the string back together.

‘Find your anchor, a calm in the storming waves around you.’

I inhale deeply, tasting salt on my tongue, feeling the sand beneath my feet and the heat of his touch like a blazing sun. 

‘That’s my girl,’ Dayton breathes, releasing his hold and stepping back.

Warmth blooms through me, and I narrow that focus to the goblin target and release.

The arrow whizzes, striking the target and exploding in a spray of water.

A spray of water?

‘W-what?’ Dayton calls.

I can’t even celebrate finally hitting the target because all I can do is stare at the wet sand beneath the utterly destroyed goblin target. There’s a hole through its belly, straw sticking out at strange angles.

Both Ezryn and Farron jump up. ‘Did you use water magic?’ Ezryn asks.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Not just any water,’ Farron says, leaning in front of the target. ‘Seawater.’

Shells and seaweed cover the sand. But there’s no arrow to be seen.

‘That wasn’t me,’ Dayton says.

‘Water magic is fairly common for fae in the Summer and Winter Realms but …’ Farron looks up. ‘You completely changed the arrow into water. Rosie, not even Kel and Day can do that.’

‘I … changed it?’ A knot of unease settles in my stomach. I shouldn’t be capable of doing that. Many fae can control the elements, but to change things completely … 

As far as I know, there’s only one fae who’s ever been able to do that.

‘Add that to your research notes,’ Ezryn says. ‘Thorns, flames, and now this.’

I stare down at my palms, unsure how I accomplished it.

‘At this point, we should realize nothing about our Rose is expected.’ My heart sings at the deep, gravelly voice, and I look up to see Keldarion leaning in the doorway.

‘Keldarion,’ Ezryn says, inclining his head.

‘I’ll be departing for Winter now. My wolf will make good time overnight.’ His eyes only briefly pass over mine before he turns. ‘The staff will have dinner prepared for you.’

Before, I would have run after him. I would have followed that ache in my heart.

But I stay put.

If Keldarion can ignore our mate bond, then so can I.

No matter how much it hurts.

Besides, I have other important things to worry about. I look back down at my hands. Fire, water, thorns … What else is locked inside of me?




CHAPTER 5
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Ezryn

One step.

The Spring Realm is one step away. That’s all I have to take in order to be back in the place of my birth.

My birthplace, but not my home, I think curiously. When did my mind shift so that the crumbling walls of Castletree and the dark, twisting vines of the Briar were more home than my own realm?

I stand in the entrance hall before the enchanted mirror, its surface glistening like nectar. All I need to do is step through it and think of Florendel, the capital of Spring, and there I shall arrive. 

I’ve thought about going through this mirror every day since I arrived home from the Autumn Realm, thought about it every time no tidings came from Spring. But I told myself I was needed here. When the other princes took leave to visit their realms, I had offered to stay behind to watch over the castle. To watch over Rosalina. Spring has waited a long time for my return; a few weeks would be nothing in the span of my absence until now. 

But I have been as poor a protector of Castletree as I have been a High Ruler.

Though Farron and Keldarion have been gone much of the six weeks – with Farron returning for short stints to visit Rosalina – Dayton has only been gone for the last two. Something has shifted in our dynamic, a sort of solidarity between Dayton and me. Though Keldarion may still remain cursed, at least he knows his path to freedom. But Dayton and I … 

How does one hold on to hope when it has waned to but a sliver of moonlight?

I exhale roughly, the sound echoing in my ears. The stone beneath my feet should be worn into trenches by how long I’ve paced before this mirror. One step. Why can’t I take it?

Perhaps it’s for the same reason I couldn’t stay in Castletree with Rosalina when the other princes left. Castles and keeps cannot contain what I’ve become. 

Rosalina deserves a man of honor.

Not the Black Beast of the Briar.

That’s what they scream, the goblins. The last name on their lips as my wolf’s jaws tear out their throats, as their skulls crush beneath my paws. I tell everyone I patrol the Briar for their safety. But that’s not the only reason.

The rage inside of me needs to come out. Better the goblins than someone I love.

I square my shoulders and face the mirror. One step. One step—

‘Another silent getaway, I see.’

Her voice drifts into the entrance hall, and I turn, my armor clattering with the movement.

She’s leaning against a pillar, arms crossed, one eyebrow raised. 

‘Rosalina,’ I breathe.

‘Not running off to the Briar this time. Home to the Spring Realm, then?’ 

There’s a sharpness to her tone. She’s … angry with me.

In the heat of the moment in the library, it was easy to pretend everything was fine, that I hadn’t left her alone, or that I wasn’t leaving again. But with me on the edge of another realm, there’s no hiding from the truth. 

‘Yes. That’s the plan anyway,’ I say.

She raises her chin in the air, eyes averted. ‘Well, you’ve been staring at that mirror for half an hour. You’re usually so eager to leave.’

No wonder she’s Keldarion’s mate. In this moment, she could rival him in iciness. Who am I to blame her? 

I owe her an apology for leaving her with Castletree in this state. For leaving her at all.

What do I say? That I never feel fear around the goblins or during the long, lonely nights, but she frightens me beyond measure? That each smile or touch she offers me is like a lightning strike, rending me to my core? And more than all of these things, I know it is only a matter of time before my determination breaks, and I will be hopelessly lost to her?

‘Rosalina,’ I manage, ‘I’m sorry.’

She sighs and walks over to me. Her every movement, from the sway of her hips to the exasperated pout, sends my heart pounding. ‘It’s okay. I know the goblins are wonderful company. Next time, I’m going to paint myself green and sharpen my teeth, so you’ll want to hang out with me.’ She makes a ridiculous attempt at a scary face and holds her hands up like claws.

A low laugh escapes me and I reach forward, tucking a strand of hair behind her pointed ear. ‘They certainly don’t have your sense of humor.’

She sighs and rolls her eyes, pushing herself closer to me. ‘I just missed you.’

Despite my better judgment, I place my hands on either side of her face, lightly stroking her cheeks with my thumbs. ‘It’s easier this way.’

‘Tell my heart that.’ 

The honesty of her words tears through me. What would she say if I offered every piece of myself to her? Would she have me? Would she break me?

One step to the Spring Realm. One question asked of Rosalina. I have the strength to do neither.

Bright pink floods Rosalina’s cheeks, and she gives an awkward laugh. ‘I shouldn’t keep you.’

Reluctantly, I drop my hands from her face and turn back to the mirror. ‘You’re not. I’m the one delaying. It seems I cannot get my feet to work.’

‘You’re nervous?’ she asks. 

‘Terrified,’ I admit softly. 

She reaches out and laces her fingers through mine. ‘Are you afraid to see your people?’

‘No. I’m sure I will be welcomed warmly, despite my extended absence. There’s even a member of Keep Hammergarden’s staff I’m looking forward to reuniting with. It’s—’ 

‘Your father.’

‘How did you know?’

She blinks up at me. ‘You mentioned he was sick. It’s hard to see our loved ones like that.’

Especially when I know it was my actions that made him so. A numbness tingles through my chest as I fight away the memory. ‘My father, Thalionor, is serving as steward over Spring. I call him sick, but it’s not exactly that. Physically, he’s still sound. After my mother died, he fell into a daze. It was as if he was the same person on the outside, but on the inside, he was … empty.’

Rosalina squeezes my hand. ‘Your mother’s passing was hard on everyone in your family.’

A small crack emerges amidst the numbness in my chest, words trapped within waiting to get out. ‘My father, my brother Kairyn, and I … We were all so hard all the time. That’s the way it is in Spring, in the royal family. You must be the foundation for your people to grow upon. But our mother was this filament of softness that held us together. Like the moss that grows over the rock. She was beloved as a High Princess, the fated mate of my father. She taught me everything I know of honor, of duty to our realm. For Kairyn, she was the only person he ever truly felt at home with.’ 

‘I’m so sorry, Ezryn,’ Rosalina whispers, leaning her head against my shoulder.

The pearlescent colors of the mirror swim before my eyes. ‘My father was a brilliant man before her passing. Though my mother was High Princess, Father often went abroad, directly serving the villages away from our capital. The people adored him. Still do, despite his condition. He was a great warrior, valiant and bold. Honor to the realm is everything to him.’

‘How was – is – he as a father?’ Rosalina asks tentatively.

I sigh. ‘Strict. He demanded a lot of Kairyn and me. He wanted us to be great.’ I shake my head. ‘It was easier for me to follow his example. But Kairyn was never good at following instructions or trusting in the process of something. It created tension between him and Father.’

‘Is that why you’re afraid to see your father?’ she asks. ‘Because he was so stern?’

‘No,’ I say slowly. ‘I was never afraid of him.’ My mind reels trying to find the truth, trying to put this pain into words. ‘When I visit my father now, I see everything I’m missing. Not only who he used to be. But he’s the last remaining tie to my mother. I wish more than anything I could be the ruler she was.’ I close my eyes, voice hoarse. ‘My father was her mate. Watching who he was vanish before my eyes … It feels like watching her die all over again.’

Rosalina wraps her arms around my waist and hugs me so fiercely, my armor jingles. ‘Tell me something about her,’ she whispers.

I sigh and hold her tight. ‘She wore a starlight silver helm. I never saw her face, but in my mind, she was beautiful.’

‘Of course she was,’ Rose says. She blinks up at me. ‘And no matter what, she’s always with you, Ez. There’s a piece of her inside of you that will never leave.’

‘I suppose that’s why I must go to Spring and make sure the realm she left me is in good order,’ I say.

‘Wait. Before you go—’ 

My heart lurches. Ask me to stay. 

But instead, she scrunches up her face and says: ‘Anon caria mirel baelorin. Yavanthy caeotin. Darisfeli em onore. Ezryn.’

The words are choppy, labored. But I’d know them anywhere.

‘That is a language of Spring,’ I tell her.

She places her palm flat on my chest plate and stares at her spread fingers. ‘I know. You said that to me down in Cryptgarden.’

‘You remembered?’

She reaches up to caress my helm. Her brown eyes shine as she holds my gaze. ‘The mountains told me your name. The forest sang your song. My heart has been searching for you since the first dawn.’

Of course, the first thing Rosalina would do upon hearing a new language is find a way to translate it. I can picture her in the library, poring over a dictionary. My chest tenses. Those were words I meant to keep secret … 

‘My heart searches for you, too, Ez,’ she whispers. ‘Let me find you.’

As much as I wish I could sweep her into my arms and tell her again and again and again that I’m right here, the mirror beckons me forward. ‘I’ll be back soon.’

‘I’ll be waiting for you,’ Rose says and lets me go. ‘I promise.’

With her promise giving me the strength I need, I take one step forward and enter Spring. 




CHAPTER 6
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Caspian

My palm smacks against the back of the wooden armoire, and an annoyed growl sounds in my throat. Not here either. I’ve covered the floor with Rosalina’s dresses, emptied every desk drawer. And the fae woman is still sleeping peacefully in her bed. She must be a deep sleeper.

Or my presence soothes her. The thought disturbs me. 

I limp to her bedside table, ignoring the biting pain shooting up my leg. You don’t lose the Autumn Realm without a little retribution. The drawer is brimming with paper, pens, and a half-eaten cookie. But not my book.

‘Where exactly did you hide it, Flower?’ Her dark hair is loose, pieces curling around her face, with full lips slightly parted. She’s kicked her blankets low, and it’s so easy to make out the delectable curves of her body through the thin fabric.

Clutching my hands into fists to resist touching her, I proceed to the other side of the room. Of course, she could have hidden it anywhere in Castletree, but there’s this peculiar feeling that it’s here somewhere.

I sense the exact moment she wakes up, like a shock through my chest. But I don’t turn, busying myself in a drawer I’ve already checked. I pretend not to hear her stupidly loud breath or feel her taking control of my thorns and snaking them around my ankles. The floor creaks. Stars be damned, does she actually think she’s being sneaky?

The thorns yank me off my feet, and I slam to the ground. Rosalina straddles me, pinning me and pressing an elongated thorn to my neck.

‘What are you doing here, Caspian?’ she snarls, her face poised in an adorable grimace.

‘I could ask you the same question.’ I smirk. ‘If I’d thought this was what you were after, I’d have bargained for a lot more than a kiss.’ My eyes snap to the thin thorn bracelet around my wrist, and the two matching ones around hers.

Her expression changes into a silent O, and she eases up from the position her little assault has put us in. Her thighs are spread on either side of my waist, one palm flat on my chest, and of course, the thorns are around my ankles. Those I take control of now, untangling myself and coaxing them to slide up her legs.

She gives a sharp hiss of pain, and I can feel her pushing to take command of them again, but I don’t allow it.

‘You let me surprise you,’ she says.

‘How else was I to get what I want?’ I glide a hand up her milky-white thigh. ‘And I always get what I want.’

She presses the thorn a little harder against my neck, but she doesn’t realize nothing she can do at this point can hurt me. Not after what’s already been done. My fingers graze beneath her nightdress, and her scent fully consumes me. ‘Do you have an aversion to panties, Flower?’

Her cheeks flush and she jerks back, but the thorns around her legs prevent her from getting far. I pierce her with my gaze, and it takes everything in me not to lift her up and bring her down on my face. I can’t survive for long in the world up here, but I bet I could survive on her.

‘You’re the one who came into my room in the middle of the night.’

I tilt my head, changing my thorns so the brambles fall away and they’re nothing but delicate vines that snake higher and higher up her thighs. ‘And your mate is away in the Autumn Realm, the other in the cold and ice. So, who exactly were you dreaming of creeping into your bed and feeling this exposed pussy? The Summer Prince with a dawn awakening? Hmm, what is his name again?’

‘Shut up,’ she hisses.

‘Or,’ I release my hold on the vines, let her consciousness ease in, as we both coax them higher and higher, ‘was it me you were thinking of?’

I expect her to spit at me, or curse, or call me disgusting. I don’t expect the flush on her cheeks. Her long sigh as the vines slide to brush the edges of her center. Through them, I can feel how slick she is. Her desire is a palpable weight in the room, and for a moment, I feel I
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