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      For my daughter,

      You are the first story I ever wrote with my whole heart, and the one who taught me that even in shadow, we can be luminous.
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      They’re coming for us.

      The old king, my grandfather, lies dying. It’s only a matter of time now. I squeeze my eyes shut. The pounding of my heart sounds like thousands of hoofbeats in my ears. It is as if they are already here. I force myself to look around at my beloved forest, at my best friend, Charaide, in hopes of becoming centered and remaining in the present.

      Charaide moves before me, careful and stealthy, like the predators we’re pretending to be. His long blond hair catches the sunlight glinting through the canopy overhead. It’s difficult to keep our movements quiet with the early-autumn leaves crunching underfoot. Getting lost amongst the trees is usually comforting, but my mind is elsewhere today. It’s back at the castle, in my grandfather’s bedchamber with its suffocating tapestries of gold and red, symbols of his elemental firepower.

      We find a bush wide enough to cover us, and we crouch behind it, listening for the familiar sound of animals moving through the brush. But it’s quiet in the forest today. Too quiet. Where are all the animals? I sneak a glance at Charaide, and he meets my gaze with a shrug, the same question reflected in his blue eyes.

      “Perhaps we should move deeper into the trees.” He peers over the top of the bush as if checking for any sign of life.

      I shake my head. “I have already risked too much by coming out with you. If my family were to learn of our unsanctioned excursion, I would never hear the end of it.”

      His lips twist, and I frown. I know that look. Growing up with someone grants us a deeper understanding of their various mannerisms, though I suspect it doesn’t hurt that I also tend to study Charaide’s face when he’s not looking.

      “Don’t start,” I warn.

      He smirks, displaying a small dimple on his left cheek. “For someone who lacks the magic for telepathy, you sure seem to read my mind often enough.”

      My fingers immediately twist one of the bracelets on my right wrist. While the iron doesn’t hurt, it does suppress my magical abilities, not that I would know how to use my magic even if I had access to it. The bracelets were placed on my wrists when I was born, spelled to grow with me.

      “Maybe we should go back,” Charaide whispers when I don’t respond. “It’s not safe for you to be exposed like this.”

      “Uncle Brutach has taken great pains to ensure my grandfather’s illness remains a secret.” I wave toward the path we just traversed. “He’s even locked down the castle. There is no way the rebels already know.”

      “We got out,” Charaide mutters.

      I glare at him. “Because we’ve lived there all our lives and could find the secret passageways in our sleep.” I turn my attention back to the forest beyond, straining to see any movement. “The rebels don’t have our expertise.”

      Though I speak with confidence, a nagging sensation roils my stomach. Something doesn’t feel right. The forest is too quiet, as if all manner of living things has collectively held its breath. As if it senses a danger I cannot see.

      Dense fog snakes through the trees, adding to the ominous feel. The scent of burning wood catches me off guard, then I hear it. Not far from our hiding place, hushed voices carry on the wind.

      Instinctively, I lift my head, straining to hear the words. Charaide grabs my arm and pulls me down, the fear in his eyes surprising me.

      “Not long now,” a harsh voice says.

      “Pity. I did like the king. Well, at least until he tolerated his daughter’s awful choice in a mate.” The last words are stated with a sneer.

      I cringe. They speak of my parents. My heartbeat quickens once more. These rebels know more than they should.

      “We shall rectify that mistake soon enough,” the first voice says. “No halfling scum will ever sit on the throne.”

      “Nor their human-loving harlot of a mother,” the other agrees.

      Charaide tightens his grip on my arm. I glance at him, and his lips are pressed into a thin line, his body rigid with anger. I want to tell him that I am fine, that their words mean nothing, but doing so risks our discovery. Who knows what these men would do with me if they found me out here, unprotected and my magic bound?

      “Come on, you two,” a new voice calls. “We need to return to camp. The castle is on high alert, and they may send out patrols.”

      The two men grumble their assent. I hold my breath for what feels like hours as I listen to their footsteps crunch through the leaves, slowly fading into the distance. When the forest is silent again, I take a full breath of air into my lungs, but it does nothing to calm my nerves.

      “Astreilles,” Charaide whispers, “we must hurry.”

      I nod and stand on shaky legs. We abort our hunting trip and race over the forest floor. When we reach the edge of the trees, Charaide whips around and stops me.

      “Your cloak.” He points at the hood of my green cloak, and I quickly pull it over my head, though avoiding discovery seems a moot point. I don’t know how we will warn my family without admitting we were in the forest.

      Once we’re safely inside the castle, I leave Charaide in the garden and slowly make my way to my grandfather’s bedchamber. My family has taken turns keeping vigil for several days, but when I enter the room, they’re all there.

      The gold-and-red tapestries around his bed have been drawn back. As a child, I used to love tracing the intricate designs, my fingers sliding over the smooth silk and velvet. Now they seem thick and suffocating. I close my eyes, wishing I was in my beloved forest, where the air is crisp and clean. I grit my teeth as I move closer to the bed, where my family has gathered. Their faces are pale as if my grandfather has sucked all the life from the room.

      After the conversation I overheard, I fear all of our deaths may be imminent. I try to catch the eye of my brother, Laochard, but he stoically stares at my grandfather’s frail form, his dark hair hanging on either side of his face.

      I need to warn him about what I heard, though I have no idea what more he can do. He has already been preparing the royal army to fight against the rebels, but I doubt it will work. The rebels’ words reverberate in my soul. When they come for us, they intend to kill us all.

      An exhale comes from my grandfather and then silence. The silence in the room is broken only by my mother’s quiet sobs. My shoulders hunch forward, not with grief but with fear of what comes next.

      “God rest his soul,” my father whispers, bowing his head and crossing himself in the way he always does.

      He tells me it’s a symbol of faith. His God is not one of ours. I wonder if his God can even hear him in this realm.

      He stands, pushing his graying hair from his eyes, and goes to my mother before pulling her into his arms. We join them, all seven of us children, in the embrace. I can’t help thinking it would have been better for all of us if we were never born. But instead, the rebels will slaughter us like livestock, all because my human father dared to fall in love with a princess of the fae.

      “We must plan your coronation.” My uncle leans against the doorframe, his blue-gray eyes sorrowful and his broad frame taking up the entire doorway. “I’m doing my part to keep our father’s death a secret, but I fear word of his illness has already spread. Even now, my sources say the rebels are raising their armies and planning their attack. If we have any hope of containing this, we must move quickly. Those who are loyal to you will attend the ceremony. The show of support might be enough to delay their attack, if nothing else.”

      My mother gives a quick nod of assent as she wipes the tears from her eyes. She has no time for mourning her beloved father. It would be so much easier if she abdicated and passed the torch to Uncle Brutach. Then there would be no war, and we would have the time to grieve.

      Uncle Brutach has said as much, but she refuses. Is it pride? I wonder. Maybe, but if I were a betting lass, I would place my coin on her blind optimism, her belief in the good of the people. The rebels, she says, are a small, vocal minority. Were they raising only their voices and not their swords, I might agree with her.

      Sparing a glance at my grandfather, his white hair stark against the red pillow, I follow my mother and uncle. My father is shut out. A human cannot be involved in matters of state. He won’t even receive the title of king. Instead, he will be deemed queen’s consort, which has quickly become an expletive instead of a title among our enemies.

      As third in line to the throne, I must attend these meetings. I hate them. The target on my head is already too heavy to bear. The crown is as much a shackle to me as the bracelets that bind my magic. This is not the life I hoped to lead. Had my mother’s older brother lived or at the very least sired an heir, we would not find ourselves in this situation. Alas, wishing for a different future is childish fancy.

      The council chambers are much more open than my grandfather’s bedchamber, and I breathe deeply, sucking fresh air into my lungs. Windows overlook the gardens, and the pop of color from the autumn roses against the gray sky gives me the tiniest bit of hope.

      “We’ll limit the parade to within the castle grounds,” Uncle Brutach says once we’re all assembled. He takes a seat on one side of the circular wooden table and tightens the ribbon around his reddish-brown hair. Laochard sits beside him, but my mother remains standing.

      “No.” My mother is emphatic. “The people need to see me. They need to believe I’m not afraid.” She turns away from him and walks to the window. I wonder whether the roses give her a sense of hope as well.

      “But my lady, I cannot guarantee your safety outside of the castle.” Uncle Brutach crosses and stands beside her before taking her hand in his and bowing his head.

      “Then that is a risk we must take,” my mother retorts, yanking her hand away. “I will not give the rebels the satisfaction of hiding behind stone.”

      I stifle a sigh and stand. My uncle has had this argument with my mother before, and it always ends the same way. But perhaps the intelligence I gathered during my ill-fated hunting expedition will lead to a different outcome. It may be the only way to make my mother see reason.

      “There’s something you should know,” I say. Immediately, all eyes are on me, and I shift uncomfortably under the weight of so many stares. “Charaide and I were hunting in the forest, and⁠—”

      “You left the castle grounds?” Brutach shoves his chair back and rushes over to me before I can even draw breath.

      I stagger away from him. “Y-Yes, but you’ll be glad I disobeyed your orders when you hear what I’ve learned.”

      For a moment, I’m not sure my uncle will let me speak. His face is so red, it’s almost purple. I have never seen him this angry before.

      “Oh, let her speak, Brutach.” Laochard leans back in his chair as if unperturbed by either my confession or Brutach’s outburst. “She’s still just a child, after all.”

      Though I appreciate my brother intervening on my behalf, I bristle at his characterizing me as a child. My eighteenth birthday is only a few months away.

      Brutach glares at me but shifts to the side and waves his hand for me to proceed. I take a deep breath before focusing on my mother. I relay what the rebels said and how much better informed they were than I suspected.

      “They intend to kill all of the halfling ‘scum.’” I stumble over that last word and avoid looking at Laochard. At least none of our other siblings are here. This news would surely terrify them.

      Once I’ve finished my tale, I sink into my seat. The room is quiet. As the silence drags on, I risk a glance at my family. Laochard and Brutach stare at each other and appear to be having an intense discussion with their eyes. Then it dawns on me that they’re speaking telepathically. I frown, wishing for once my mind wasn’t so well shielded by my bracelets. They act as both punisher and protector, though sometimes it’s hard to tell which is which.

      My mother’s emerald eyes fill with tears. Her normally vibrant auburn hair, so much like mine, hangs limply around her shoulders. Her sadness breaks my heart, and I wish I had better news. But no one else in the room seems the least bit surprised by my revelation.

      Finally, Uncle Brutach focuses on Mother. “Well, my queen? Is this enough to convince you to scale things back? Or at the very least, add a military escort to your coronation?” She opens her mouth, a flash of defiance in her eyes, but Brutach doesn’t give her a chance to respond. “If you won’t protect yourself, surely you will not allow your own stubbornness to risk the well-being of your offspring.” He gestures to me, and a shiver runs down my spine.

      She rubs her temples and stares at the table. “I suppose I do not have a choice. It is unfortunate that news of the king’s illness leaked, but I suppose, given how long he has been bedridden, it shouldn’t be a surprise.”

      I purse my lips as I consider my mother’s words. Is it possible there is a spy among us? I push the thought away. It will not do to further burden Mother with errant speculation when I have no proof of my suspicion.

      “Thank you.” Brutach bows. “Laochard and I will speak with our top generals and make the changes at once.” He faces me, his eyebrows furrowing. “Astreilles, you are not to stray outside of the castle again.”

      “Yes, Uncle.” I lower my gaze to the floor. Part of me can’t wait until the coronation is over so life can return to normal. Well, a new normal, though I wonder if things will ever be normal again.

      “But in light of this, I wonder if we might alter our plans for Father’s funeral.” A new light shines in Mother’s eyes. How she maintains her optimism and hope despite the grave news, I may never know. It’s not a part of her I inherited.

      “I don’t believe that will be wise.” Uncle Brutach’s mouth sets in a grim line.

      “Why not? The rebels clearly knew he was dying. I doubt we can keep news of his death from the kingdom for long. What difference will it make now?”

      He shakes his head. “Whisperings in the woods by unseen fae do not mean the rebel armies are aware. It could be completely unrelated.”

      My stomach drops. Is it possible there is more than one group plotting our demise? I glance behind me, half expecting to find a cloaked assassin. Of course, no one is there. My wild fantasies do not come to fruition. Yet.

      “H-How many people want to see us dead?” I ask, unable to keep the tremor from my tone.

      Brutach looks at me, his eyes betraying the barest hint of sympathy. “I fear I do not know. But it should hardly be surprising, given the circumstances of your birth.”

      I wince. His words are like a knife to the gut, even though I’ve known this all along. It’s more hurtful, in some ways, coming from him. But I know he doesn’t mean it to sound so cold and heartless. He’s preparing me for the world I must face.

      “Brutach,” Mother scolds. She looks at me, her expression softening. “You shouldn’t be so cavalier with her. She is too young.”

      “She’s old enough to know what we’re up against,” he counters. “And the consequences of what she is.”

      Again, I cringe, not at who I am but what I am—a loathsome hybrid monster. Or at least, that’s what the rebels think. Were it something I could control, I would, but it wasn’t my choice to be born this way. Anger wells up inside me, but as quickly as it crescendos, it recedes. It won’t serve me to be angry at the rebels for their prejudices. Were I in their shoes, I’m not sure I would feel different.

      “I still think we should alter our plans and bury the king appropriately,” Mother says, bringing us back to the subject at hand. “The clandestine way we’re going about this doesn’t sit right with me. It’s like the rebels have already won as we live our lives in fear.”

      “Not in fear, my dear sister. With caution.” Brutach steps over to her and places his hand on her arm. “We’re trying to avoid causing the spark that will ignite the war.” He turns to me. “Besides, if it will protect your children from potential harm, I expect you’d welcome any precautions.”

      With a defeated nod, she agrees. “Fine. But promise me, once this is all over, we will give Father a proper farewell.”

      “His spirit will be long departed by then.”

      “Promise me,” she commands, her green eyes flashing.

      He closes his fist and presses it to his heart while bowing his head. “You have my word. When this is over, Father will receive a proper farewell befitting his station.”

      “Thank you,” my mother says.

      “Come now.” Uncle Brutach waves us out of the room. “There’s much to be done before the coronation, and we haven’t a moment to waste.”

      I follow without hesitation. After my earlier dalliance in the woods, it’s best that I keep my head down and play the part of the dutiful daughter, even if my heart isn’t in it. I’ll do everything in my power to protect my family from the rebels.
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      The day of my grandfather’s funeral is a somber though subdued affair. Few people have been invited to the proceedings, but my heavy heart lifts a little when I see Charaide amongst the gathered. We haven’t seen each other since our ill-fated trip to the forest, and I miss him.

      I follow my parents and Laochard, signaling the line of succession. Somehow, this seems a moronic idea, showcasing exactly who is next in line as if we’re literally telling the rebels how to pick us off one by one. But when I raised my concerns, they fell on deaf ears. This is how we’ve always done it, after all. Even though nothing else about this funeral mirrors those of the past.

      As I pass a row of onlookers, a figure in a dark cloak catches my eye. There’s something off about the person’s stature. Their body leans to the left side as if their legs were different heights, but I assume it’s either poor posture or uneven terrain. Their face is obscured by their hood and the way they’ve bowed their head. Unlike everyone else around them, they do not look up to see the procession.

      Are they overly pious or hiding something? My pulse quickens, and I swallow the lump of fear that forms. Surely the rebels wouldn’t show up here. After all, the king was a pure-blooded fae and well loved by his people. Still, after the whispers I overheard in the woods and the conversation with my uncle, I don’t know that I can put anything past our enemies.

      My calf tenses, reminding me of the blade I have hidden in my boot. It wouldn’t be much against an army, but as I stare around the room, I don’t see others who match this person in stance or appearance. Perhaps the individual is working alone. I bite back a snort. Not very wise. A flick of Laochard’s wrist would bring the royal guard down before he or she could so much as unsheathe their sword—assuming I didn’t get to them first.

      I take a deep breath. My imagination is running away with me again. I continue down the aisle, and the person in question doesn’t move. If they were going to attack, surely they would have done so by now. Shaking my head, I push such foolish notions from my mind. My brother and uncle vetted every guest here. It’s unlikely a rebel would have gotten past them.

      When we reach the front of the chapel, I avert my eyes from the open casket. Lifeless bodies fill me with unease. People never quite look the same in death, as if the whole of their person was made up of their soul and the empty body left behind is simply a vessel they inhabited for a time.

      My mother drops into a reverent bow in front of the casket, and I imitate her, grateful to have a reason to stare at the floor. We move to the side, though I keep my head lowered, hopeful I look like a grieving granddaughter or at least respectful and not like someone unsettled by the dead. If any rebel spies are among us, I cannot risk displaying weakness.

      Seats are set out for us behind the casket and facing the mourners. On the one hand, I prefer to keep an eye out for enemies. I would rather fight head-on than be stabbed in the back. But it’s uncomfortable to have so many eyes staring at me. I pick a spot on the stone wall at the back of the room where a torch is lit, watching the fire lick the air and the smoke billow to the tall ceiling.

      Uncle Brutach stands over the coffin. “Today, we lay to rest King Ríchíos, a kind and benevolent king.” He raises his eyes and looks over the congregation. “Our realm is the lesser for his loss. For the last century, we have had perfect peace in our kingdom, and it was achieved and maintained by his guiding hand.” Folding his arms on the podium, he gazes at my grandfather. “But I fear it dies with him.”

      Whispered voices fill the room as the meaning behind his words sinks in. I allow myself a glance at the gathered faeries to see their reaction. Most appear grim, with their lips pressed into thin lines. Others nod as if they were expecting this, while still others lean toward their neighbors, their eyes filled with fear and their iridescent wings trembling.

      My gaze wanders, seeking the stranger in the dark cloak. He or she is still standing with head bowed, the cloak obscuring their face. I can’t detect a reaction at this distance, though I’m starting to suspect they’ve fallen asleep. It’s the only explanation for how still and silent they appear.

      “There are those who would rather tear our kingdom apart than see a half-breed on the throne.” My uncle sighs, and his pain reverberates off his body. “As we bury my father, I beseech the rebels to bury their old grudges and prejudices with him.” He leans forward, giving more passion to his speech. “Consider how great our realm will be when we are able to let go of preconceived notions about what makes a ruler and embrace the future my sister, the queen, and her children will provide.”

      A small amount of grumbling follows, but no one objects outright. Clearly, my uncle has chosen his crowd of mourners wisely. There are no true dissenters here. Though initially, I wasn’t sure how I would feel about people accepting my family begrudgingly, I suppose this is better than having them actively wishing us dead.

      With a decisive nod, my uncle straightens as if he believes he has said his piece. He gestures to my brother. “And now, Prince Laochard will lead us in the prayer for the dead.”

      The rest of the funeral continues without incident. When it is time to process to the catacombs where my grandfather will be laid to rest, the tension in my shoulders dissipates. If the coronation also moves forward without incident, perhaps we can maintain my grandfather’s hard-won peace after all.

      As I pass the cloaked figure again, they move, faster than any creature I’ve ever seen, and lunge toward me. The silver knife they’ve pulled from beneath the folds of their cloak aims for my throat. I gasp, stumbling back into Laochard. His arms are around me in an instant, and he pulls me from harm’s way but not before the tip of the knife pricks my skin.

      A cry escapes my lips, and in the blink of an eye, two royal guards have my would-be assassin cornered, or so it seems. His hood slips just the slightest bit, and his teeth flash in a most grotesque smile. He lifts his hand, and a blinding spray of light erupts into the air, causing everyone in the hall to cover their faces against the sudden brightness. When it stops, the hooded figure is gone.

      “Search the castle!” Laochard orders the two guards. “There’s no way any of the rebels would be stupid enough to attack us alone.”

      My heart is in my throat as I struggle to process what just happened. One of the rebels was here. Laochard grabs my hand and tries to lead me out of the room, but I’m frozen to the spot. He wraps an arm around me and half carries me out of the chapel and into the catacombs, where the rest of our family is waiting.

      “Laochard, Astreilles, what took you so long?” Mother’s eyes are filled with concern.

      “It appears a rebel assassin has penetrated our defenses,” Laochard says, and I’m grateful that I’m not forced to speak.

      I can’t stop thinking about what would have happened if Laochard hadn’t been there. The strike had been so fast I almost doubted it happened. No one I’d ever seen could move like that. It was as if he had been made for it—made for killing. But for my brother’s quick actions, my body would be the next laid to rest in this tomb.

      “Astreilles was nicked with the knife but is otherwise unharmed.”

      His words remind me of the pinprick of the knife against my throat, and my hand rises of its own accord. When I pull it away, it is covered in blood.

      “Here.” My mother unwraps a shawl from her shoulders and presses it against my wound. “This will staunch the bleeding.”

      “Thank you,” I croak, shifting away from her, desperate to get some distance, as I’m on the verge of falling apart. But as I move, the world begins to spin before my eyes.

      “I’ve got her.” Father wraps his arms around me and gently sets me down on the cold stone floor, whispering to me in the strange language of his people. Though he’s tried to teach it to me in the past, nothing has ever stuck. But it’s comforting all the same, and I lean into his embrace.

      Laochard and Brutach have a brief exchange, but I don’t quite catch all that’s said. Now that the danger has passed, Brutach suggests we continue on with the funeral as planned. Father helps me to my feet, and he and Mother each take one of my hands.

      We pray over my grandfather as his coffin is settled into its final resting place. I try to concentrate on the prayer, but my mind keeps drifting back to the moment the assassin moved, to the quickness and surety of his attack, as if he knew the perfect moment to strike. As if he could tell the minute I let my guard down.

      No one speaks as we ascend the stairs into the castle. Part of me wonders if this will cause further restrictions on my mother’s coronation. It’s already been difficult for me, basically being under house arrest since the revelations I overheard in the woods. I can’t imagine being further confined. My heart longs to walk through the forest with Charaide again and enjoy the freedoms that I did while my grandfather was alive.

      Perhaps I’m being selfish. After all, the precautions are for my protection. But it doesn’t feel like much of a life to be cooped up behind these stone walls. My grandfather relished visiting with the villagers, always keeping a finger on the pulse of his kingdom. Will my mother ever be safe to do the same?

      When we reach the ground floor, Charaide is waiting for me. He rushes over, his blue eyes full of concern, and pulls me into his arms. Warmth spreads over my cheeks as I feel the weight of many stares witnessing our embrace. I stiffen, and Charaide releases me then steps back to check me over for wounds.

      “Are you hurt badly?” His hand brushes the wound on my neck.

      My heart flutters from the intimacy of his touch, and my response sounds more breathless than I intend. “It was just a scratch. The bleeding has stopped.”

      “Thank the goddesses for that.” He moves to embrace me again, but I retreat from him and hold up my hand.

      “Meet me in the library later,” I whisper before returning to my family.

      We head into the queen’s council chambers. A large oak table sits at the center of the room, ornately carved wooden chairs surrounding it. We each take a seat, and I prepare for whatever new requirements will be placed on us following this latest incident.

      “The situation is much more dire than I realized,” my uncle begins. He stands and paces the length of the room while we follow his movements with our eyes. “An attack during the king’s funeral.” He shakes his head, his gray-blue eyes flashing to black. “What an affront to our customs, our most cherished practices.” Suddenly, he stops abruptly and whips around. “We must scale back the coronation and move up the date.”

      “But we’ve already done so much work,” Father says, surprising me. Throughout this whole process, he’s kept silent. Although he’s lived here all his life, this is not his world, and these are not his traditions.

      Uncle Brutach glares at him, but Mother holds up a hand, likely stopping another argument. My father and uncle tolerate each other, at best, for my mother’s sake, if not to keep up appearances among our people.

      “Shortening the time frame will only increase the strain on us all. I agree to scale back some of the plans. However, the date has been set and is not up for discussion.” Mother fixes my uncle with a gaze that dares him to challenge her.

      His mouth opens as if he intends to do just that, then he snaps it shut and inclines his head. “Very well, my lady. We will move forward as planned.” His gaze alights on Laochard. “But we will need to increase security even more than we have already. And we need better intelligence. What happened today cannot be allowed to happen again during the coronation.”

      Laochard bows, his arm bent with his fist to his heart. “As you will it.”

      “We will lock down the castle until after the coronation,” Uncle Brutach continues. “No one is to get in… or out.”

      I don’t miss the sharp look he sends me. With a suppressed sigh, I nod. The coronation is only a few weeks away. I can last until then.

      Once we finish discussing the changes being made to prevent another incident like today’s, I slip out of the room and head to the library. Charaide is already waiting for me. We steal through the towering stacks of books on dusty old shelves to our favorite little nook in the back. I settle against the cushions I’ve stowed on a small stone bench built into the wall and breathe in the musty smell.

      “How are you, really?” Charaide settles into a chair and props his feet on a little table.

      “Shaken,” I reply, closing my eyes and resting my head against a pillow. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone move so fast. If Laochard hadn’t been there⁠—”

      “Don’t talk like that, Ast. I couldn’t bear it if something happened to you.”

      “It’s okay. I’m not so easily dispatched,” I say with a teasing grin. When he doesn’t return it, I take a deep breath. “Why don’t we talk of something else? How fares your family?”

      “Well,” he says, “we’re looking forward to the coronation. My mother is excited to have a queen again. It’s been so long since your grandmother left us.”

      Not long enough. There’s a bitter edge to my thoughts. While my grandfather had been willing to overlook the defect of my birth, my grandmother never forgave my mother for her so-called transgression of marrying a human. Grandmama clearly thought humans were the scum of the earth and that we, as halflings, were even worse. As if the intermingling of the species were an abomination, an affront to her perfect worldview. Needless to say, I hadn’t shed so much as a single tear when she died.

      “Of course, I expect your mother will make a much better queen,” he hurries on as if he could read my thoughts.

      Sometimes, I wonder if my feelings for him allow us to connect despite the bracelet suppressing my magic, but I suspect it’s just that he knows me so well.

      “Assuming she makes it to that title.” I rest my chin on my knee and stare out the window behind him. Darkness grows as we near sunset, and it fits my ominous mood.

      “She’ll make it.” Charaide sits up straighter. “I’ve, uh, joined your brother’s army.”

      I blink, refocusing on him. “You what?”

      “Don’t act so surprised,” he rebukes me, but the hand he runs through his hair is a little shaky. “I’m of age, and I want to defend the queen a-and her family against the rebels.”

      “But Charaide, it’s too dangerous.” I lay my hand over his, ignoring the spark that ignites within me. I’ve gotten used to hiding my true feelings around him.

      “Perhaps, but it’s the right thing to do.”

      “You’re my best friend.” When he doesn’t respond, I repeat his words back to him. “I couldn’t bear it if something happened to you.”

      His expression softens. “I’ll be okay, Ast. I’m stronger than I look.”

      Before I can respond, my father’s voice carries through the library, calling for me. I close my eyes again, willing him to go away, but Charaide releases my hand.

      “You should go. We can meet again later when you aren’t up to your pointed ears in coronation business.”

      With a sigh, I climb out of my nook, and we walk back through the library. I truly cannot wait until the coronation is over, even if it means bringing the war to our doorstep that much sooner. This between period is causing everyone to be on edge. In some ways, it feels like we are already ghosts haunting our former lives.

      “Have you written your speech?” Charaide asks as we reach the entrance to the library.

      I turn toward him with a frown. “What speech?”

      His eyes widen. “The third in line usually gives a speech or toast at the coronation dinner. It’s tradition.”

      “It would have been nice if someone had told me,” I grumble. On top of everything else, I’m supposed to write and give a speech? My stomach roils at the thought of speaking in front of all of those people. So many of them look at me with quiet disdain whenever I appear with my mother. As if they expect that my human side causes me to be more ignorant. What better way to prove them correct than to blubber my way through some nonsensical speech. I groan.

      This is one of the many reasons I wish my mother would abdicate. I can only hope Laochard will marry and bear many children to further the royal bloodline. The last thing I want is to be queen, something I imagine the rebels would be all too happy to hear.

      “I can help you write it if you want,” Charaide offers.

      “Will you give it for me too?” I quip then sigh. “Thank you. I appreciate your help.”

      “Meet me in the library tomorrow afternoon, and we can begin.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      Coronation day arrives. Thanks to Charaide’s help, I have written a halfway-decent speech. But I’m still dreading the actual delivery. Public speaking is not my strong suit. I may wear a crown and carry a title, but I’ve never felt comfortable under their weight.

      Adding to my anxiety is the gown my mother has chosen for me to wear for the event. It is a deep emerald, which she claims will bring out the green in my eyes and contrast well with my auburn hair. I stare at my reflection in the mirror and think I look like a sickly pine tree. Perhaps it would look better if I was taller or less pale or even a tad plumper. As it is, the gown hangs off my thin frame. All the tailoring in the world won’t make me beautiful, not that this is necessarily a goal.

      Then again, it wouldn’t hurt if Charaide found me at least marginally attractive. We’ve been friends since birth, but lately… I close my eyes, willing the thoughts away. I’ve got more important things to worry about than a silly crush. When I open my eyes, I focus on the silver frame of the mirror instead of my image. The room is draped with various fabrics, all destined to become gowns. After all, the coronation is only the beginning of my future hell.

      My mother comes out looking as radiant as ever. Her dress is white with gold embellishments. Her auburn hair cascades down her back in soft waves, and her iridescent blue wings flutter as she turns from side to side, examining her reflection. I try to ignore how dull and brown my wings look in comparison.

      “You have truly outdone yourself, Mauve,” my mother says.

      The royal seamstress bows then steps forward and makes some final adjustments.

      Her assistant, Feiste, does the same to my gown, but her irritation is palpable. Every time she tries to pin the dress to hug my nonexistent curves, it falls flat. I suppress a groan. How am I supposed to play the part of the regal faery princess when I can’t even get my clothing to behave?

      “Goodness, girl. You need to eat more!”

      I force a laugh, trying to hide my feelings of inadequacy. Eating more isn’t the problem—it’s the human side of me. It impacts each of my siblings differently. Laochard has the strength of the fae but not the cunning. Though he oversees the military, it is due to his reliance on brute force, not strategic maneuvering. That falls to one of my younger brothers, Cliste, who shares the same thin physique as me but is a certifiable genius. Together, they are a force to be reckoned with. Or they would be if they got along.

      After several more attempts to get the dress to fit properly, Feiste gives up. Instead, she alters it to flow down my thin frame in an elegant way, which is a vast improvement. Still, I cannot help casting a wistful glance at my jeans folded on a chair in the corner of the room. One of the few perks of being a halfling is the ability to easily travel between the worlds. My father has taken my siblings and me to the mortal realm several times, and I definitely prefer their modern clothing to the antiquated styles of the fae. Jeans are so much more comfortable.

      Once we are properly attired, Mother and I make our way through the castle to the stables. It seems somewhat ludicrous to ride out of the castle and into the village before parading back in for the coronation, but Mother has insisted we keep as many of the traditions as we can. However, even with Laochard’s precautions, I still feel anxious as I ride out to the edge of the village to line up with the rest of the procession.

      My mare seems to sense my anxiety as she paws the ground and flicks her white ears back and forth as if searching for danger. It seems she and I are alone in our fears, as the road through the village is lined with fae eager to see their new queen.

      Behind me, my mother and father climb into the carriage together, which was another point of contention between Mother and Uncle Brutach. He believed advertising their unorthodox relationship wouldn’t help win the hearts of the rebels. I hate to admit that I agree with him, but Mother’s stubbornness won in the end.

      A chilly breeze ruffles my hair, and a shiver runs down my spine. I glance behind me into my beloved forest, but today, it appears ominous, devoid of all its usual comfort. The trees whisper like they remember old terror, creatures that stir only when moonlight brushes the moss. I keep my cloak wrapped tight, knowing some shadows hunt not just body but spirit.

      “Laochard, mount up!” Uncle Brutach commands, breaking my reverie.

      It’s time to start the procession, and I shake my head, clearing my mind of my imaginings. My brother has split his faction into two. Some will ride ahead of the procession and others behind. I feel safer being surrounded by my brother’s men and glance over my shoulder to give him a grateful smile. He waves before flipping down the visor of his helmet and signaling to Brutach to begin.

      As we ride through the streets, I’m pleased to see so many happy, smiling faces among the faeries. No one sneers at me for being a half-breed or spits at the ground as I pass. Showers of flowers mix with the leaves on the wind as the faeries use their magic to brighten our procession. I wave, my bracelets catching the sunlight, and plaster a smile on my face even as I scan the horizon for danger. Despite Laochard’s reassurance, I can’t seem to calm my fears.

      The procession is mercifully short, and as we near the castle gates, the tension in my shoulders eases. Perhaps the rebels decided to let us have this day.

      I stop my horse as I wait for my parents’ carriage to cross the drawbridge. A sigh of relief escapes my lips once they are safely through. As I kick my heels to urge my horse forward, she rears up, and I throw my arms around her neck to maintain my balance.

      Then I see what spooked her—a creature rising from the moat, a bow in its hand. As it moves closer, it nocks an arrow and points it at me. I scream, pulling the reins to the side.

      Suddenly, my brother appears. “Go, Astreilles. Ride into the castle. Now!”

      More creatures rise from the water, though at closer look, I can make out their wings and tattered clothing. The blue-black of their uniforms betrays their loyalties. The rebels are here.

      I yank the reins and steer my horse directly at them, kicking my heels and urging her forward. She rears again, nailing one of the rebels in the head with her hoof before she canters around them. The drawbridge shakes under us as we gain momentum while the sounds of battle rage behind me. Once I’m through the gate, I pull my horse around, and my mouth falls open. So many faeries have risen from the moat that they outnumber the half of the army faction bringing up the rear of our processional.

      I direct my horse to the stables, riding as fast as we can. When we reach them, I clamber off as quickly as my gown will allow and toss my reins to a stable boy before gathering my skirts and tearing across the courtyard. I must warn the others and call on every soldier to join the fray, or my brother and our castle will be overrun.

      My feet pound up the stone stairs to the room where my parents and uncle are waiting to start the coronation. They turn at the sound of my approach, and I can only guess at how wild I must look, my hair spilling out of the clasps that had been so painstakingly set this morning.

      “Rebels!” I cry, though I’m out of breath, and it’s not quite as forceful as I intended. “The rebels are attacking Laochard’s guards!”

      Uncle Brutach spins on his heel and shouts orders to the guards in the room while my parents cling to one another, their eyes searching behind me. I reach them, panting, and relay what I saw.

      “Is Laochard alive?” Mother demands even as her hands move over me and check for injuries.

      “Last I saw, yes.” I wave her off. “But they’re outnumbered.”

      “Dios Santo,” Father mutters, crossing himself in that awkward way he always does. He turns to Mother. “I’ll go and help as best I can.”

      “No, Sebastián.” She grabs his arm. “It’s too dangerous for a mortal. They’ll kill you on sight.”

      “I cannot let our son fight my battle,” he says. When she shakes her head, he catches her face in his hands. “Mi amor, trust in us, trust in our love. I will return to you, I promise.” Still holding her face in his palms, he looks at me. “Astreilles, fetch your bow and arrow and call on any archer you can find. We’ll need to defend the castle from within as well as without.”

      I nod, sparing one last glance at my parents before spinning on my heel and racing to my bedroom. As I reach the hall, I begin the painstaking task of untying my skirts. By the time I enter my room, I’ve left a trail of fine cloth. I’m in only my corset and bloomers, but there’s no time to change. My bow and quiver are right next to the door.

      As I’m about to grab them, a heavy arm catches me across the chest and hurls me into the wall. The breath leaves me, and pain shoots down my back. I stare through watery eyes, trying to make out my assailant. But they are wearing a cloak that obscures their face. I reach for my blade in my boot, but they are quicker, seizing my arm in one hand and my neck in the other before slamming me against the wall again. My head spins with pain, but I thrash against the hold, trying to break free.

      “Please,” I whisper, tears streaming down my cheeks as I try to make out the face of my attacker, but it’s covered by the hood of its cloak.

      Their grip tightens around my neck, cutting off my air. I claw at their hand with my nails, but their skin is rough, almost reptilian. As I fight to free myself, I catch glimpses of their hand, and my eyes bulge in horror at the strange patchwork of their skin. It’s like nothing I’ve seen before.

      “Why?” I choke out, using the last of my breath. My vision blurs, black spots filling it as I struggle to get air.

      “It must be done,” a harsh voice rasps.

      This is it, then. I close my eyes, preparing for death. Still, my nails claw at the hand around my throat, feebly attempting to break free. My efforts become more pathetic as my body shuts down.

      “Get your hands off her!”

      I open my eyes wide, struggling to see around the black spots that cloud my vision. But I would know that voice anywhere.

      My assailant is ripped from me with a growl, and I crumple to the floor, clutching my neck and coughing. I lift my head as I struggle to breathe, my throat aching and swelling. Charaide isn’t much of a warrior, but he is holding his own against this… creature. I can’t think what else to call it. It’s not faery or at least not entirely. But there’s something strangely familiar about the way it moves and the coloring of its cloak. I push to my feet, hoping to get another glimpse of its strange patchwork of skin.

      “Foolish boy,” the creature rasps. It lunges at Charaide, but he ducks, his feet nimble and quick.

      He turns to me. “Run, Astreilles. Get help!”

      Still coughing, I nod and scramble to my feet, pushing aside my strange fascination with the assailant. I race out of the room and down the corridor, sliding across the floor, my feet feeling as if I’m running across a bed of nails.

      “Help!” I cry, though my voice is raspy and hoarse from being strangled half to death. It chills my bones how much it sounds like the creature who attacked me. I rush into the great room, where my uncle and mother are in a heated argument. “Please, help!”

      “Astreilles?” Mother runs over to me and pulls me into her arms. “What happened to you?”

      “Attacked,” I wheeze. “In my room. Charaide… fighting…”

      Uncle Brutach signals to the guards, and they rush out. I turn to follow, but my mother grabs my arm, her eyes beseeching me to stay. I shake my head and pull away from her as I rush after the guards, hoping my friend has managed to outwit the brutal creature.

      When we arrive in the room, Charaide is bleeding but alive and alone with my bow and an arrow in his hands. I tear a strip of cloth from one of the many skirts I left haphazardly on the floor and rush to his side then press the cloth against his wound. He gives me a weak smile.

      “Where is the rebel?” one guard demands while the other two search the room.

      “H-He flew out the window.” Charaide struggles to sit up, but I press him back to the floor.

      “Did you see his face?” I ask. “Can you tell us what he looks like so we can find him?”

      “I’m not sure I believe what I saw,” he says with a harsh laugh before grimacing with pain.

      “You need to see the healer.” I signal to a guard to fetch her.

      “No, I want to help the fight,” he protests and attempts to stand again. This leads to a coughing fit, and I hold him down.

      “You have helped.” I lean forward, pressing my lips lightly to his forehead. “You saved my life.”

      His deep-blue eyes meet mine, and he opens his mouth as if to speak, but the healer arrives and pushes me aside.

      “I need room to work,” she says.

      I stand, my eyes never leaving Charaide’s face. “I must go to the allure with the other archers, but I will come back to check on you.” I take my bow from him and grab my quiver of arrows before heading to the stairs that lead to the top of the castle wall.

      When I reach the top, it’s pandemonium everywhere I look. Archers are firing on the rebels. They appear to be contained at the gate, and only my strange assailant has breached our defenses. That’s small comfort considering how close it came to killing me, but I push the thoughts from my mind. I need to focus.

      I search the battle below for my brother and father. Laochard is defending the drawbridge as more and more faeries rise from the depths of the moat. It’s a wonder how they stayed hidden for so long. No doubt they were assisted by the Merrow and Selkies. These battle lines were drawn the day my parents wed.

      My father is harder to locate. I’m not even sure how our archers know where to aim. The fighting makes it difficult to discern friend from foe, although my suspicions about the Selkies and Merrow are proven correct. The moat is filled with seals and fish tails as the creatures that live below the surface rise to attack our soldiers. That’s where I decide to aim my bow.

      A beautiful mermaid jumps out of the sea beside the drawbridge before grabbing a soldier and making to pull him under. She’s quick, but I’m faster, acting on instinct alone as I pull back the arrow and let it fly, hitting her cleanly in the back. She screams, and her arms frantically flail as she tries to dislodge the arrow before she falls into the murky depths.

      I stare at the spot where she fell, struggling to reconcile the fact that I just shot and likely killed one of my own people. I have killed before—rabbits, deer, the occasional fox. But this is no hunt.

      If I hadn’t done it, she would have killed that soldier. I had to… to save his life. But even that justification isn’t enough to quell the growing nausea in my stomach.

      Off in the distance, an eerie sound wails over the land. I turn wide eyes to the archer beside me.

      “It’s the wail of the banshee,” he says, his eyes solemn.

      In our world, the banshee screams like that only when someone is about to die. As I return my gaze to the battle waging below, I would wager there are multiple someones for whom the banshee cries. A chill slithers down my spine.

      Then I finally locate my father. He’s surrounded by three faeries and is fighting for his life. My mouth drops open as one of the faeries lifts their sword to deliver the final blow. Again, my hunter’s instinct takes over as I grab an arrow with an iron point, take aim, and fire. The faery falls while its companions raise their eyes to me. Wicked smiles gleam on their faces as they grab my father and shove him to the ground. One faery climbs onto his back as the other wraps her arms around his head.

      With my heart pounding in my ears, I yank another iron arrow from my quiver, and when the faery looks up to taunt me before snapping my father’s neck, I let it fly. The faery dodges my arrow but releases my father in the process. I stare, willing Father to move, and take a breath only when he does.

      The third faery doesn’t hesitate. She grabs my father and throws him over her shoulder like he is a mere sack of flour. I climb onto the allure, using the notches in the battlements to follow the trajectory of the faery’s path. Rage fills me, and I try to quell the desire to leap down after the faery and rip her to pieces, but by the time I reached my father, it would be too late. I keep an eye out for Laochard in hopes he might be able to reach our father sooner, but for now, my best option is to fire an iron arrow into that blackened faery heart.

      My father must be unconscious, as he makes no move to fight his way off the faery’s back. Not that he could. His human strength is no match for those powerful arms. I pause at a break in the battlement, trying to discern where the faery is going and when I’ll have a clean shot. But she seems to know I’m onto her, as she weaves through the battle on nimble feet, ducking and flying in equal measure.

      I take off running again, dodging archers and keeping one eye on my target. As I reach the corner wall, a commotion sounds behind me, and I turn. The rebels have breached the gate. My heart leaps in my throat as I scan the soldiers for Laochard. He’s still alive and has joined forces with my uncle and a new faction of soldiers. I hope this is enough to hold the rebels back.

      When I return to my pursuit, the faery and my father are gone. I whip my head around, searching for any sign of them. I run down the next length of the allure, frantically scanning below. They can’t have gone far. Perhaps the faery doubled back when she saw I was distracted. I retrace my steps, keeping my eyes on the ground.

      As I reach the edge of the moat where I first fired on the mermaid, I catch a glimpse of the faery’s fiery hair and orange wings. I remove an arrow from my quiver, put it in my bow, and take aim. But I hesitate. Where is my father?

      The faery turns as if sensing me. A cruel smile tugs at her lips as she lifts an object high in her hands. My mouth falls open in horror, and it’s all I can do not to drop the bow. Blank brown eyes stare back at me from my father’s severed head. My father’s human face, once mocked as weakness, now mocked in death. The rebels would call us monsters, but who is the monster now?

      My stomach roils, but I swallow the bile rising in my throat. With a cry of rage, I pull back my bow and release the arrow, right into the faery’s heart. I watch helplessly as she and my father’s head fall into the moat and sink below the murky surface.
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