
Table of Contents

Curse of the Crown (Symmetry of Light, #2)

~ Contents ~

~ One ~

~ Two ~

~ Three ~

~ Four ~

~ Five ~

~ Six ~

~ Seven ~

~ Eight ~

~ Nine ~

~ Ten ~

~ Eleven ~

~ Twelve ~

~ Thirteen ~

~ Fourteen~

~ Fifteen ~

~ Sixteen ~

~ Seventeen ~

~ Eighteen ~

~ Nineteen~

~ Twenty ~

~ Twenty-One ~

~ Twenty-Two ~

~ Twenty-Three ~

~ Twenty-Four ~

~ Twenty-Five ~

~ Twenty-Six ~

~ Twenty-Seven ~

~ Twenty-Eight ~

~ Twenty-Nine ~

~ Thirty ~

~ Thirty-One ~

~ Thirty-Two ~

~ Thirty-Three ~

~ Thirty-Four ~

~ Thirty-Five ~

~ Thirty-Six ~

~ thirty-Seven ~

~ Thirty-Eight ~

~ Thirty-Nine ~

~ Forty ~

~ Forty-One~

~ Forty-Two ~

~ Forty-Three ~

~ Forty-Four ~

~ Forty-Five ~

~ Epilogue ~

~ One ~

~ Two ~

~ Three ~

~ Four ~

~ Five ~

~ Six ~

~ Acknowledgements ~

~ More Books by Linda K. Froise ~

~ About ~


[image: A white cover with black text

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
Published by Linda K. Froise

Copyright 2025 by Linda K. Froise

Book Cover Design by 100 Covers

ISBN: 978-1-998605-05-7

Ebook Edition, License Notes

Thank you for downloading this ebook. This book remains the copyrighted property of the author and may not be redistributed to others for commercial or non-commercial purposes. If you enjoyed this book, please encourage your friends to download their own copy from their favorite authorized retailer. Thank you for your support.

This crown weighs heavy on my soul
sometimes I think it eats me whole.
I lose some more of me each day
I watch it as I slip away.
– Martha Gettle (The Crown)
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Caught. 

Captured. 

Seized. 

How many words, Ivy wondered, could she find to describe her predicament? 

Kidnapped. 

Snatched.

Taken hostage. 

She had woken to a pitchfork pressing into her back. Now, she was a prisoner, marched along by the man at her side leading her toward an uncertain fate. Short and stocky, with skin as green as the cabbages he farmed, Adrian’s brow seemed permanently furrowed, his dour expression forestalling any attempt at conversation, even if she’d been inclined to try.

By now Edlin, the Wild Lord of the earth realm, would have returned from the Between, and she could only imagine Jethro’s reaction at seeing him arrive without her. Shocked, frustrated, probably angry. Sending her to the Between had been the only way to save her life, but even he could not have anticipated that she would be sent right into the heart of enemy territory. Would he try to find her? He had protected her multiple times from the light queen’s assassins, but she doubted he would go chasing through the realms for someone who was mostly human. He was a dark prince, after all, with far more pressing matters than her. 

As for Adam, as soon as he realized that she was missing, he would be frantic with worry. The fact that she hadn’t been there for him when he was injured and taken to the hospital just made her more miserable. She blinked back the threatening tears.

The air was heavy and cloying. Sweat beaded on Ivy’s forehead and dripped into her eyes. Her wrists chafed against the rough rope binding them. They had been walking for most of the day, and exhaustion pressed down on her like a leaden cloak. It wasn’t the heat, or the pain in her wrists, or the ache in her feet that occupied her mind, however. Instead, it was the question of how she might escape her guard and find her way back home. She needed to get back to Adam. But more than that, the thought of being dragged before the same queen who had killed her mother and had tried repeatedly to kill her was terrifying. 

“I need to stop,” she said hoarsely. Her feet ached, her throat was parched, and she desperately needed to pee. 

“Ya can stop when we get there.” 

“Where is ‘there’ exactly?” 

“The queen’s outpost. They’ll know what to do with yer. Humans aren’t welcome ‘ere.” 

She yanked hard on the rope. “Well, this human needs to stop. If you don’t, you’ll be carrying me the rest of the way.” He stopped to glare at her. “I need to pee,” she explained irritably. “Go to the bathroom?” she added when he gave her a confused look. “Use the lavatory? Make water?” 

His expression cleared and he gave a curt nod but did not turn away. 

“A little privacy, perhaps? And maybe you could undo these.” She lifted her bound hands. 

He harrumphed, but loosened the knot, slipping the rope from one of her wrists. “Ya’d better not try anything,” he warned. 

The thought of fleeing had crossed her mind, but the likelihood of him recapturing her was high. When she made her escape attempt, she wanted to at least have a chance of success. 

He handed her a canteen once she was done, and she drank greedily until he snatched it away and rebound her wrists with a grumble.

“So,” she asked as they set off once more, “what’s your problem with humans?”

“Queen ‘ates humans,” he replied. 

“Why?” 

He shrugged. “Dunno. Closed all the portals to stop ‘em coming ‘ere.”

“Closed the portals?” she repeated faintly. 

“To the dark realms, too. No way in or out, ‘less ya go through the Between, and no one survives that.”

Not quite true, she thought grimly; she was living proof of that. But if the portals were closed, how was she going to get home? 

“Do you also hate humans?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Couldn’t care, ‘cept ya could’ve slept in someone else’s patch, so I didn’t have ta waste a day taking ya ta the outpost.” 

“You can just let me go,” she suggested. 

“Ya ain’t worth my life. 

“Your life?” Surely he was exaggerating.

“Anyone caught consorting with ‘umans is guilty of treason.”

“Well,” she said, glancing around, “there’s no one here to see.”

“There’s spies everywhere. Them pixies are bloody nuisances, that’s what they are! Prob’bly already sent word ta the Pale Ones about you. And me,” he added sourly. 

“Still, it’s not like they’d kill you, right?” 

He gave an unamused snort. “Sure they would. Ya think the queen cares whether I live or die? She and ‘er advisors care nought for us low folk.” 

Most of the light queen’s subjects were low folk, she remembered Jethro telling her, dependent on her to channel the light that gave them their power. Not that they had much, unlike the high fae whose power was both vast and innate. People like Jethro. 

High fae, low fae, and nymphs, who were in a class of their own, although she couldn’t remember why.

They fell silent as someone approached along the road. Adrian turned his face away, avoiding the curious gaze of the passerby as they looked Ivy up and down.

His skin darkened to a deeper green as the day wore on, and his hair—including that on his toes—stuck out in all directions like hay spilling from a trough. The smell of vegetation rose from his skin, reminding Ivy of the compost heap her mother used to have in the back corner of the garden. 

As the sun sank toward the horizon, he began to walk faster, tugging the rope so she struggled to keep up. She nearly tripped over a stone and she yanked the rope back sharply. 

“You need to slow down,” she snapped. “I can’t keep up with my hands tied.” 

“We can’t be out ‘ere after dark,” he said, glancing around nervously. 

“Why not?” 

He shuddered. “Best not ta talk ‘bout things that come out at night. But if they find ya, they’ll rip ya ta shreds afore ye can say Besinda’s be’ind!” Fear flickered in his eyes. “There won’t even be anything left ta find. Now, let’s go.” 

A chill crawled down her spine as they continued walking. Her head pounded, and when something warm dripped onto her lip, she wiped it away to find her fingers streaked red. Even in the light realm, her nosebleeds hadn’t stopped.

They rounded a bend and the hedgerows fell away to reveal rolling green hills fading into twilight. On a distant hill stood a long, low building. Adrian nodded toward it. “That’s it.” 

It looked unremarkable—like any building back in the human realm, with squat towers at each end, their windows glowing as lanterns were lit. What would she say when they questioned her? She had spent the last few hours trying to come up with a believable story—one that would convince whoever was asking the questions that they should release her and send her back home. The fact that the portals were closed complicated matters considerably, and given what Adrian had said about the Between, she was fairly certain they wouldn’t believe her if she told them that she came that way, either. 

There was one thing that tiptoed around her thoughts, however. The queen had sent assassins after her. If the portals were closed, how had they reached her? There must be another way in and out. All she needed was one. One way to explain her presence here. And one way to escape.
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Ivy and Adrian arrived at the outpost just as the final rays of sunlight slipped below the horizon, taking the last of the warmth with them. The main gates were tightly shut against all intruders. Adrian pounded on a warped wooden door to the side.

“Hey! Let us in!” 

It was a long wait before a peephole scraped open, revealing a pair of yellow eyes glowing in the dim light.

“What do you want?” a deep voice demanded. 

“I found this girl in my vegetable patch,” Adrian said with a gulp. 

The yellow eyes shifted to Ivy, studying her so intently that she felt her skin crawl. The peephole snapped shut and the door swung open. Ivy froze, her mouth falling open. Standing before her was a creature who was half-man, half-lizard. His scaled skin shimmered in the last of the light, and his forked tongue flickered between thin lips. Though his features were mostly humanoid, the slitted yellow eyes and scaly arms marked him as anything but. 

He studied Ivy and she felt terror slide down her spine before his eyes flicked to Adrian. “Give her to me,” he growled. “You can go.” 

“Ya want ta send me to me death?” Adrian protested, clutching his hat in trembling fingers. “I’ll sleep beside the gate if I have ta, but within the walls till sunup. Besides, I need ta explain how I found ‘er.”

The guard’s eyes narrowed. His tongue flicked out once more, tasting the air. Finally, he jerked his head. “Fine. Stay here. You,” he pointed at Ivy, “follow me.”

Adrian didn’t look at her. His gaze remained fixed on the ground as the lizard-man led her away. She followed, her eyes darting around. Beyond a crackling fire, shadows moved—hunched figures wrapped in cloaks, others with curling horns or gleaming insect eyes. Laughter and the scent of burning meat filled the air, mingled with sweat and old blood. Someone scraped out a tune on a narrow stringed instrument. 

The guard led her down a long passageway lined with flickering lanterns. They passed a wide room filled with wooden tables and benches, where soldiers sat hunched over meals and games of dice. None looked up as she passed.

At the end of the hall, the guard shoved open a door and gestured her inside. She spun around just in time to see the door slam shut behind her, the bolt sliding home with a finality that made her stomach turn.

“Hey!” she shouted, banging on the wood. “What are you doing?”

No answer. Only the fading echo of retreating footsteps.

She turned, pressing her back against the door. The room was bare save for a wooden bench beneath a barred window. Beyond the window rose a blank stone wall. She slumped onto the bench, her entire body aching from the day’s march. Closing her eyes, she let exhaustion pull her under into a fitful, restless sleep.

The crashing door jolted Ivy awake. She sat up quickly as a massive shadow filled the doorway. A creature ducked inside, stooping to avoid the lintel. His arms were as thick as tree trunks, dangling almost to his knees, and his feet were like small boats strapped in cracked leather boots. His face was broad, with a bulbous nose and tiny piggish eyes. When he grinned, yellow teeth gaped between cracked gray lips.

“Come,” he growled, beckoning with a thick finger tipped with a dirty talon. “We go.” 

She pressed back against the wall. “Go where?” The thought of leaving with this creature sent her heart thudding painfully in her chest.

“Come,” he repeated. When she didn’t move, his hand shot out with surprising speed, his dirty fingers snaking around her wrist to drag her from the wall. His skin was rough and warm, smelling faintly of earth and old sweat.

He pulled her out into the passageway and through the now empty courtyard, past the pile of ash where the fire had burned the previous night. Dawn was still some time away, and she shivered in the cool air. The troll didn’t pause as he hauled her into a small hut on the far side of the courtyard.

Inside was an office with a desk piled with papers, shelves lined with ledgers, and a large map pinned to one wall. Behind the desk sat a pale-skinned man scribbling notes with quick, elegant strokes. When he finished, he lifted his gaze to Ivy, and her breath caught.

His skin was so pale it looked powdered with chalk. Milky blue eyes studied her with detached interest. Despite their opacity, his face was undeniably beautiful—high cheekbones, straight nose, chiseled jawline. His long white hair was tied into a half ponytail, cascading like silk to his shoulders. His pale lips twisted into a thin line as he leaned back in his chair.

“Well, well. A human. How did you get here?”

“I, er—”

He waved dismissively, forestalling her attempt at an explanation. “It doesn’t matter. The queen will kill you either way, once she’s done with you.”

Panic rose in her chest, leaving her breathless. She forced herself to swallow, lifting her chin despite her trembling hands. “The queen?” Her heart was pounding loudly. “You don’t need to trouble the queen. I got lost, that’s all. Just send me back to the human realm.” 

The pale fae studied her for a moment then turned to the troll. “Take her away.”

“Away?” the troll repeated dumbly.

“To Ellsinore, you idiot. Hand her over to the queen’s guard.”

“On what charges?” Ivy burst out. “You have no right to take me prisoner!”

He snorted. “By what right are you here in the light realm? Humans have no rights here.” He flicked his fingers dismissively. “Take her. And find some others to accompany you. If she’s a spy, she probably has compatriots nearby planning an attack to free her.”

“I’m not a spy!” she shouted, but the troll’s massive hand clamped around her arm, silencing her protests as he dragged her back into the courtyard and pushed her against the rough stone wall. 

“Stay,” he ordered, shaking a talon in her face before pointing at a goblin with oversized, pointy ears. “Watch,” he barked. “Be back.”

“Just who do you think I am, troll?” the goblin snapped, but the troll ignored him, lumbering away.

The goblin spat on the ground, glaring at Ivy. “What you looking at, human? Think you’re better than me, too?”

She looked away, scanning the courtyard. This was her chance to flee, before the troll returned, but her heart sank when she saw that every gate was closely guarded. She returned her gaze to the goblin to see him watching her with a shrewd, malicious smile.

“You can’t escape,” he said. “Even if you get past me, the gate is warded. Only those with the queen’s mark can come and go.”

He held up his wrist to show a tattoo of interlacing triangles. “But go ahead and try,” he added with a grin. “I’ve always wanted to see what happens when someone without the mark crosses the wards. I hear it’s quite gruesome.”

A shiver rippled down her spine. Before she could respond, the troll returned with two others. One carried a sack slung over his shoulder.

“We go,” said the first troll, handing her rope to one of his companions.

They led her out the gates and onto the darkened road. As they passed under the archway, she cast a final glance at the goblin. He smirked and waved mockingly. First lesson in the light realm, she thought grimly—never trust a goblin.

They walked for hours along rutted paths through silent fields. The air was heavy, with a sour, metallic taste. Massive sheep, the size of bulls, watched them pass with dull eyes, chewing lazily as their horns glinted in the sunlight. Once, they passed a pixie kneeling in the dirt, her wings trembling with exhaustion. She sang softly to the ground, and seedlings sprouted beneath her hands, growing into tall stems with pink buds. Before the flowers could open, however, they shriveled into brittle husks. The pixie buried her face in her hands and wept.

Ivy’s chest ached at the sight, but the trolls didn’t slow. Their long strides forced her to half-run to keep up. When she stumbled, the troll holding the rope—whom she silently named Scratch, after his frequent bottom-scratching—simply dragged her along the ground until she managed to scramble to her feet, gasping and scraped raw.

By midday, her throat burned with thirst and fatigue. Bossy, the leader who had brought her before the Pale One, handed her a canteen of lukewarm water, which she gulped gratefully, then tossed her a lump of hard, black bread that tasted like ashes. Even so, a few slivers restored enough energy for her to keep moving.

They stopped beneath a massive oak when the light began to fade. As Scratch and another troll—Stinky, named for obvious reasons—built a fire, Bossy disappeared into the woods, returning with two large rabbits. He skewered them over the flames, and when the meat was cooked, he tossed her a thick slice. She pulled it apart with shaking fingers while the trolls devoured the rest in mere moments, ripping flesh from bone with jagged teeth.

When darkness fell, they lay down to sleep. Ivy fingered Adam’s locket as she waited for them to fall asleep. Thinking of him gave her the courage she needed to attempt her escape. The trolls snores were rumbling across the camp when she rose, inching toward the line of hedges beyond the tree. She had barely gone a dozen steps when a massive hand closed around her arm.

“Where going?” 

“I ... I, um ... needed to pee.” 

“Here.” He pointed at the ground beside him.

“Here? I need some privacy!” 

“Here,” he repeated firmly.

Frustration burned in her chest, but she swallowed it down. “Never mind,” she muttered, stomping back to the tree. She lay down with her back pressed to the trunk, listening as Bossy settled beside her, his breath loud in the stillness. She turned away, staring into the dark, as the hopelessness of the situation settled heavily on her chest.

At dawn, they set off again, Bossy holding her rope with unwavering vigilance. The landscape changed slowly, from rolling fields to scattered woods. By midday, they crested a small knoll, and in the distance, Ivy saw a dark forest spreading across the horizon, its canopy dense and silent. Beyond it, a silver river glimmered in the sunlight, with a sprawling town perched on its far bank.

The trolls stopped. An urgent conversation erupted between them, their deep voices rising and falling in harsh syllables. Ivy’s ears pricked as she caught the words “tricksy” and “dangerous.”

“What’s wrong?” she asked, her voice trembling despite herself.

Scratch scratched his bottom vigorously. “Woods watch,” he muttered.

“Woods hate trolls,” Stinky agreed, glancing at the trees with fearful eyes.

Bossy snorted. “Yellowbelly,” he scoffed. “Trolls strong,” but his gaze lingered on the forest, unease flickering across his broad face. Finally, he scratched his chin and jerked his head forward.

“Go woods,” he decided.

Relief and dread warred in Ivy’s chest as they began walking again. If the woods hated trolls, perhaps they would help her. My enemy’s enemy is my friend, and all that. Whatever lay within those trees, she told herself fiercely, it was her chance. By evening, she would be free. The alternatives did not bear thinking about.
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It was early afternoon by the time they reached the edge of the forest. They had stopped for a brief rest beside a narrow stream. Stinky and Scratch tried once more to convince Bossy to change his plan, but he refused, though his eyes darted uneasily toward the trees as they approached the boundary between shadow and light.

Scratch gave his backside an especially vigorous scour before dragging Ivy forward by the rope. As soon as they stepped beneath the ancient boughs, Ivy felt it: a silent awareness that pressed against her skin like humid air. The trees were watching. Power hummed through the forest, prickling her neck. It reminded her of the Woods Beyond, beckoning her to come. 

The first loud creak of wood against wood set Ivy’s heart racing. Scratch spun, eyes wide, as another ominous creak echoed overhead. Catching her by the waist, he slung her over his shoulder as she let out a yelp. 

“Let me go,” she shouted, pounding his back with her fists, but instead he tightened his grip, his beefy arms clamped around her legs as he lurched forward, lumbering after the other trolls who were already crashing deeper into the woods. Each jarring bounce knocked the air from her lungs. A thick root hidden amongst the leaves caused him to trip. His arms shot out to break his fall and Ivy flew from his shoulder, landing at the base of a large tree with a thud that knocked the breath from her lungs. 

She scrambled to her feet as Scratch sprang up with astonishing agility and kicked the root in fury. He lunged for her, but before his fingers reached her arm, a heavy branch swung sideways, knocking him flat to the ground with a loud crack. Ivy darted behind the tree trunk, heart pounding. She heard him grunting as he struggled to rise before another branch swung, thudding him back to the earth.

She turned and ran, weaving between the massive trees. The forest seemed to shift around her, urging her deeper. Behind her, Scratch’s roar echoed in fury, and she pushed herself harder as branches whipped against her arms. Ducking around a bush, she stumbled into a hollow beneath fallen leaves and crouched low as his pounding footsteps thundered past. She held her breath until silence fell.

When she finally peeked out, the forest lay still. Relief trembled through her as she rose to her feet, then paused in sudden fear when a woman stepped out from behind an oak.

“You’re human,” the woman exclaimed in surprise.

Thick, lavender curls fell to her waist, while pale yellow eyes, soft and warm like butter, watched her as she smiled. A flower wreath crowned her head, and a simple white dress fell in soft folds to her knees, leaving her bare feet adorned only with slender chains of tiny blooms. 

“You’re ... not,” Ivy said in surprise. 

The woman smiled. “I’m a nymph. Now you must come with me.” She touched the rope at Ivy’s wrists and the bindings fell away. 

Ivy took a cautious step back. “I’m not going anywhere with you. For all I know, you’ll hand me straight to the queen.”

“I just saved you from her minions, silly girl,” she said with a laugh. “I am no ally of hers. You have nothing to fear from me.”

“So said the spider to the fly,” Ivy muttered. 

Amusement flickered across the woman’s eyes, but she only tilted her head. 

“Why don’t you point me in the direction of the closest portal, and I’ll be on my way,” Ivy said.

“Portal? I can do that, but you’ll have to come with me.” Doubt clouded Ivy’s mind. Trusting this woman could be a terrible mistake. Distant shouts of the trolls broke through the trees. The woman extended her hand. “The trolls will be back shortly, but you can trust me.”

Before Ivy could protest further, the woman grabbed her wrist and yanked her toward a thick oak. The trunk rippled, opening like a door. They stepped inside, the bark sealing silently behind them. 

“What just happened?” Ivy gasped. She blinked, adjusting to the amber glow of hidden lamps illuminating a narrow stone stairway spiraling downwards.

“Come along,” the woman said. She descended lightly, curls bouncing with each step. At the base waited a tall woman in a pale blue robe clasped at her shoulders with bronze pins. Gray hair framed a lined face that was both serene and wise. 

“Well, Anona,” she said, “you found a human.” 

“I did, Cerridwen. In the company of trolls, poor thing.” 

“Trolls?” Cerridwen’s brows rose. “Interesting. The arldstré will want to see her. Leave her with me.”

“But what about the portal?” Ivy demanded as Anona turned to go. 

“All in good time,” Cerridwen said. “First, we must welcome you as our guest. You are perfectly safe here.” 

“That’s kind of you, but I really need to get home.” 

“Indeed, but first, the arldstré. It just so happens that they are already gathered.” 

The woman turned down a long corridor, and Ivy followed reluctantly. Power thrummed through the underground passages, making her skin prickle. They rounded a bend into a vast chamber lit with suspended globes of glowing amber. A long, low table stretched across the room, around which sat seven figures.

They reminded Ivy of the elves she had seen at Jethro’s camp, with their sharply pointed ears and strangely colored eyes, but their hair looked like it had been twisted with various vines, while their skin was various shades of color—baby blue, pastel green, light lavender, and a pale shade of brown. All fell silent as they studied her.

“A human?” said a woman nearest the door. Tiny, star-like flowers were sprinkled through her silver hair, which lay in curls over her soft blue skin. 

“She was with trolls, Anwen,” Cerridwen explained.

“Where did you come from, girl?” demanded the woman beside her, her green eyes flashing darkly. 

Ivy swallowed, her voice small in the echoing hall. “I ... got lost.”

“She’s lying,” said a man at the end of the room. Instead of hair, his head was covered in a mass of twigs that stood up in every direction, like a woody Einstein. 

The man beside him nodded his agreement. His face was twisted and half-melted on one side, with a milky eye that made the green of the other eye seem even more vivid. “But it matters not. She’s not the one we seek.”

“The woods were aware of her, Lorcan,” Cerridwen said. 

“So maybe she has a drop or two or nymph blood but look at her! She’s thoroughly human!”

A frail looking women at the end of the table was watching the proceedings intently. “Interesting,” she said, her magenta eyes glowing as she studied Ivy. Despite her small frame, the entire council seemed to turn toward her with deference.

“Moira?” Anwen asked. “You see something?”

Moira leaned forward. “There is something ... not quite human about her.”

“As I said, a drop or two,” Lorcan said. 

“It’s more than that,” Moira said. “It’s not like anything I’ve felt before.” She leaned back and studied Ivy for a long moment, then shook her head. “It’s buried deep, but I sense a lot of power. We need Marigwen.”

The atmosphere in the cave immediately shifted. “No,” barked Lorcan. “That’s madness. You all saw how unhinged she was the last time she was here.” 

“Are you willing to risk being wrong?” Moira asked, her eyes piercing his.

“We send word first,” Cerridwen interjected firmly. “If she agrees, then Lorcan will take the girl.”

“Me?” Lorcan spluttered.

“You’re the only one who knows the way.”

Ivy’s head was spinning as she looked around the group. “Stop,” she said, “this wasn’t our agreement. All I want is for you to show me the portal.” 

Lorcan laughed mirthlessly. “If you’re hoping for a portal back to the human realm, you’re out of luck.”

“But—Anona said—”

“She meant the portal to our realm,” Lorcan said. “Not yours.”

“Enough, Lorcan,” Cerridwen said sharply. She turned to Ivy. “He’s right, our portal will not take you home. We will not hold you here against your will, but we do ask that you cooperate with us. We’ve been searching for a particular ... human ... and while the odds that it is you are slim, we dare not waste the chance of checking for certain.” 

Lorcan glared at them as he crossed his arms. “There is no human,” he snarled. “I’ve told you this before.” 

“That you know of,” Cerridwen said patiently. “But even you cannot know for sure.” 

He gave her a sullen glare as Ivy shook her head. “Whoever you’re searching for, it’s not me.” 

“You’re probably right, but if there’s even the smallest chance that you are, we must take it and send you to Marigwen.”

“Who is Marigwen?” 

“The mother of our absent king.” 

Ivy felt her chest tighten. “The dark king?” 

Cerridwen shook her head. ‘No, child, the king of the nymph realm.”

“Why would I agree to help you?” she managed to ask. 

“We’ll help you get back to the human world after you’ve seen Marigwen.” 

“And if I don’t?” 

“Anona will take you back to where she found you.” 

Ivy thinned her lips in annoyance. Things were never straightforward with the fae. “It doesn’t seem like I have much choice.” 

Moira cocked her head. “There’s always a choice.” 

“There’s a reason you’re here, my dear,” said Anwen. “You didn’t arrive at our doorstep by accident. Something brought you right here.” 

“Yeah, a bunch of trolls,” Ivy muttered. 

“Humans don’t just land in the light realm. Your presence here at all is too great a coincidence to overlook.”

Ivy looked around the room, her gaze stopping with Cerridwen. “Who exactly are you looking for?” 

“The lost heir. Marigwen will know.” 

She frowned. “The lost heir to what?” 

“The nymph throne.” 

They must all be crazy. There was no way she was the heir to a throne. “And if I’m not who you’re looking for?” 

Cerridwen smiled sadly. “Then you will simply be lost.” 
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Cerridwen led Ivy into a windowless room carved from smooth rock, the walls draped with gauzy curtains that shifted in a breeze Ivy couldn’t feel. Energy thrummed in the air, prickling her skin.

Anona leapt from a nearby chair. “You’re still here!”

“As if I had a choice,” Ivy muttered.

“I have a message to send,” Cerridwen said. “Take her to the table.”

“The table?” Anona clapped her hands, beaming. “Yes, of course! Come on!” She hurried Ivy out into the passageway. “You’ll be our first human visitor.”

“You’re taking me through your portal?” Ivy asked, pointedly adding, “The portal I thought led back to the human world.”

Anona only grinned. “You didn’t say which portal you wanted. But you won’t be disappointed.” They turned a corner to see faint light glowing ahead.

Ivy eyed it warily. “Is this like fluting?”

“It’s like swimming through honey,” Anona said brightly.

“Sounds horrible.”

The light brightened with each step, but Ivy saw no source. They halted before a seamless wall of stone.

“Almost there,” Anona said. She pressed her palm against the rock, and Ivy watched it sink through as if it were mist. Soon, Anona’s entire body vanished.

“Just follow me,” her voice drifted back, muffled like underwater echoes.

“Right. Straight through solid rock,” Ivy muttered. She pressed her palm forward, but it thudded against stone. Anona’s laugh rippled through the barrier.

“You won’t get through that way. Step through with your mind.”

“How exactly—”

Anona’s face suddenly emerged from the rock, making Ivy yelp.

“It’s not real stone,” Anona said, eyes twinkling. “Clear your mind of the illusion.”

“Easy for you to say,” Ivy grumbled, but she closed her eyes. Not rock, she told herself. Water. Air. Nothing at all.

When she pressed forward again, something thick closed around her, squeezing the breath from her lungs. Her heart began to beat faster as panic flooded her veins

“Keep going,” Anona urged. A hand clasped Ivy’s and yanked her through. She stumbled, gasping, as Anona steadied her. “You made it!” Anona chirped. “I wasn’t sure you would.”

“What do you mean? What if I hadn’t?”

Anona tilted her head, curls bouncing. “You’d have gotten stuck. Probably died. But you didn’t, so all’s fine.”

“Stuck?” Ivy spun to glare at the now-vanished rock wall, only to see empty air. “And you still told me to do it?”

“Stop pouting, you’re fine.” Anona gestured grandly. “Wasn’t it worth it?”

Ivy turned away with a scowl, then froze.

They stood atop a grassy rise above a long lake dotted with lilies. In the center lay a small island where figures lounged on rocks or basked in the sun. A woman with hair the color of cornflowers dove into the water, her body slicing cleanly beneath the surface.

Beyond the lake, figures danced beneath the leaves of golden-hued trees, while in the distance, a purple mountain loomed against the horizon.

“What is this place?” Ivy whispered.

“Carrundearfrindáger,” Anona said softly. “The domain of the nymphs.”

“I didn’t know that the nymphs had a domain.” 

“Few do. We like to keep it a secret.” 

A pair of laughing figures danced up to Ivy, crowning her head with flowers before skipping away. Ivy reached up to touch the delicate petals, stunned.

“The people I met before—the ... arldstré?” she said. Anona nodded. “They aren’t like this. Everyone here seems so young and carefree.”

“The light realm is diseased,” Anona said, a shadow crossing her bright face. “Here, within our wards, we’re safe, at least for now. But spend too long outside, and the light steals your youth and beauty.” She tilted her head, curls brushing her waist. “Makes them grumpy, as well, I suppose.”

“What do you mean, safe for now?” 

Her smile vanished. “The light will eventually destroy us. See those plants over there?” She pointed to a cluster of shrubs whose leaves were turning brown. “Plants in the nymph realm never die like that, but they’ve been infected by the light. Our realm is slowly shrinking as it presses against us. That’s why we need the king.” 

“What would the king do?” 

“The king is sustained by all living things, which gives him immense power. He can stop the light from drawing closer. But he’s gone and we lose ground every year.” Anona was silent for a moment, then gave herself a shake and grinned. “Come. The table awaits.”

She waved her hand, and a feast appeared beside the lake.

“May our table always be full and your belly never empty,” she said.

Ivy sat on the grass, holding a large leaf piled high with vibrant fruit and honeyed bread. The sun was warm and she lifted her face to the rays as laughter drifted over the water like chimes on a breeze. 

“Does anyone do any work here?” she asked as a nymph swam by.

“Other than the grumpy arldstré?” Anona laughed. “Water nymphs tickle the fishes’ bellies, and the tree nymphs talk to the plants.” 

Ivy shot her a look. “Seriously?” 

“They also keep everything healthy and balanced.” 

“And you? What kind of nymph are you?” 

“Meadow.” She grinned. “I coax grass to grow for the lambs and sing the flowers into bloom. I tell them when it is time to slumber for the winter and awake for spring.” 

“I thought that’s what the light fae did.”

Anona’s smile turned sly. “The light fae need their queen to channel their small magics. Ours is our own—and stronger.”

“Stronger, like the dark fae?”

Anona’s gaze sharpened. “What do you know of them?”

“Nothing,” Ivy said quickly, looking away.

Silence stretched, broken only by bird calls. When she glanced back, Anona was frowning. “What?”

“The grass,” Anona said softly. Ivy followed her gaze and saw thick blades curling up her calves. Tiny flowers clustered around her ankles.

“Who are you really?” Anona whispered.

“I’m no one special,” Ivy muttered. “Even Lorcan knows that.”

Anona tossed her curls and laughed. “Of course. And what do the arldstré want with a no one like you?”

“They’re sending me to the Queen Mother,” Ivy said.

Anona’s gaze shot to her. “They’re taking you to Marigwen?” 

“Should I be worried?” 

“Marigwen is ... wild. She used to lead the arldstré, but when her son, well, it changed her.” 

“What happened?”

“He fell in love with the wrong woman.” 

“What was wrong with her?” 

“Nothing, except that her sister was cruel and tore them apart.” She shook her head. “It’s a long story.” 

“Makes me glad I’m an only child,” Ivy said with a crooked smile. Her smile faded as Cerridwen approached. 

“Time to go,” she said. 

“You received a response already?” 

Cerridwen nodded. “Marigwen is waiting.” 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

~ Five ~
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Lorcan was waiting beneath a massive spreading tree, his scowl deepening as Ivy and Cerridwen approached. Ivy squirmed under his green and milky gaze and quickly glanced away so as not to appear that she was staring at his deformed side. In truth, it made her uncomfortable.

“You’d better keep up,” he grunted, slinging a bag over his shoulder. “I’m not carrying you.”

“Where are we going?” Ivy asked warily.

“Up there.” He jerked his chin toward the distant mountain peak. “Hope you’re a good climber.”

“Can’t we just magic ourselves there?”

He barked out a laugh. “If only. There’s only one way, and it’s on foot.”

He turned away without another word.

“Keep your eyes on the road, your feet on the path, and ignore all strange noises —especially singing,” Cerridwen advised. “I’ll see you on your return, if you survive.” 

“Great,” Ivy muttered, watching as Cerridwen headed toward a group of nymphs before hurrying to catch up with Lorcan’s long strides.

They walked in silence along the riverbank, crossed a narrow wooden bridge, and entered the trees. Ivy trotted to keep pace with him.

“So, are you really a nymph? What kind are you?” she asked.

He didn’t slow, but his shoulders tensed slightly. Ivy smirked, studying him as they walked. He wasn’t much taller than her, with a lean build and long, deft fingers that tapped absently against his thigh, as if playing some silent instrument. His blue tunic was belted at the waist, while his dark hair gleamed with faint blue undertones when the sun hit it. The unscarred side of his face was strikingly handsome, she realized. She wondered if his bitterness matched his scars, or if the scars came after the bitterness.

By early evening, Lorcan halted beneath a broad tree, dropping his bag with a thud. “We stop here,” he said curtly.

She caught the fabric roll he tossed her, frowning at the unfamiliar bundle. Lorcan untied his then tossed it into the air; it unfurled mid-air and landed as a neat little tent complete with mattress and blankets. Ivy grinned and copied him. When she peeked inside, it looked like a soft nest of comfort.

“Cool,” she said, earning only a grunt.

He handed her a leaf-wrapped square. Inside was something that looked like a brownie.

“I hope this tastes better than troll food,” she said, thinking of the lump still sitting in her pocket.

“This is nymph fare,” he snapped with quiet pride.

She took a bite, her eyes widening as lemon, mint, blueberry, and toasted nuts melded in a dense, honey-kissed bite. She caught him watching and shrugged. “Not bad.”

He turned away to eat his own square in silence. She crawled into her tent and stretched out on the mattress. For the first time since her arrival in this strange realm, Ivy felt almost safe. Outside, Lorcan sat against a tree, his knees pulled to his chest as he kept watch over their small camp. Within minutes, she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

She woke to sunlight in her eyes and the smell of woodsmoke. She popped her head out of the tent to see Lorcan was stirring something in a small pot over the fire.

“It’s about time,” he grumbled without looking up. “We should be on the road.”

“Good morning to you too,” she yawned, crawling out.

He handed her a bowl of thick, creamy porridge that smelled of warm orchards and summer spice. She ate greedily, scraping the last sweet mouthful from the sides. As she set the bowl down, it vanished into thin air.

“Pack your tent,” Lorcan said.

“How do I do that?”

He sighed, placed a hand on her tent, and it collapsed into a tiny roll, which he tucked into his bag.

Ivy looked up at the looming mountain. The path zigzagged sharply across the grassy slope, vanishing among boulders near the top.

“Whatever you do,” Lorcan warned, his tone unusually grave, “do not stray from the path. No matter who calls you.”

“Who would call me?”

“Anyone. Anything.” He slung his bag onto his back and began to climb. “There have been plenty of young nymphs who have laughed at the dangers of this mountain, only to disappear and never return.”

She shuddered. “Why exactly are we going up?” 

He ignored her.

The wind picked up as they climbed, tugging at their clothes and hair. Mist rolled over the path, thickening until Ivy could barely see the next step. Lorcan’s shape blurred ahead.

“Lorcan, slow down!” she called.

His muffled voice drifted back through the fog, unintelligible. Panic twisted her chest. A soft tinkling, like a tiny bell, sounded up ahead and relief washed through her. She kept her eyes down, following the sound.

Suddenly, laughter rang through the mist. Ivy glanced up and froze. A young girl danced just off the path, arms outstretched.

“Look at me!” the girl cried. “I’m a bird!”

A woman appeared beside her, laughing. Ivy’s heart clenched. It was her mother, or at least, someone who looked like her mother.

Do not stray from the path. Lorcan’s words echoed through her mind. 

“Come, my daughter, dance with us,” her mother called, voice gentle and sweet.

Ivy’s feet twitched toward them. Then she saw another figure: her father, as young and strong as she remembered when she was a child. Tears burned her eyes.

This isn’t real, she told herself, clinging to the path with desperate focus. Stay on the path.

She forced her gaze back to the stones beneath her feet. When she finally risked a glance to the side, the figures were gone. Her chest heaved with ragged relief. Ahead, Lorcan waited, arms crossed.

“I need to stop,” she said hoarsely. “Do you have water?” 

He gestured her to a flat rock. “You saw them, didn’t you?” he said.

“My family.” Her voice cracked. “Didn
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