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Dedication


Thank you to each Fae-natic who has written to me to say they have gotten lost in the Veil. Your words are the stars that light up the night sky and guide me on my journey. Here’s to another adventure! Chaos be with us, and may we never stop dreaming, for the universe always has a way of answering. We just have to listen.
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Prologue






Oh, kiddos, it’s just getting good in the Veil. Betrayal, heartbreak, and death—who says entertainment is dead?


			I am thoroughly enjoying myself. These Fae are full of surprises. They think they are normal. Normal is a dryer setting. The Fae are far from normal. Let’s recap, shall we? So far, Queen Aur— I am sorry, it’s just Aurora now. Aurora gave up the crown when she played martyr and acted like she was going to murder her betrothed, the Dark Fae King Jarvok. This was all a ruse to keep him safe, because her own bishops planned to kill her and frame him. Juicy! Oh, and she also gave up their child, but Jarvok didn’t even know she was pregnant.


			That’s not even the best part. Aurora had her “friend” Lady Sekhmet perform a walk-in spell to transfer the unborn infant’s essence into a dying human baby’s body. She then swept the baby off to be raised by humans. Yeah, that won’t come back to bite anyone in the ass. Aurora wrote two notes to Jarvok to tell him where he could find their baby and gave them to Sekhmet. I smell a devil in disguise, and they aren’t doing a very good impersonation.


			The information Aurora received about the betrayal came from Awynn—the dead bishop—in her dreams. Suspicious. After Aurora staged the murder plot, it was revealed that—hold on to your hats, kiddos!—Awynn was a Shadow Kat, but no one knows who sent it after her. The Oracles and their Familiars exposed the creature, and its information about the bishops’ plot against Aurora was accurate. I always say, add a little truth to your lies. It makes them so much more convincing!


			However, the damage was done. Aurora was tired of fighting and succumbed to her broken heart. Okay, it was by execution, but you get the picture. Poor Aurora died never knowing which Fae betrayed her—that it was none other than her friend SEKHMET! Some say it’s not the stab in the back that kills you, it’s when you turn around and see who’s holding the knife. In Aurora’s case, it was a blade through the heart.


			I may have the unwarranted reputation as being the father of lies, but this was low even by my standards.


			So Aurora was executed, and now the Fae are on a new path.


			Couldn’t you just die!? Well Aurora certainly did. What? Too soon?


			With this execution, King Jarvok, in all his hurt, has done me a gigantic favor. Something I thought I had lost so very long ago has been found. Mother Luna was correct. Death is only the beginning.




Message from the Narrator




Are we still upset about Aurora biting the dust? Oh well, sometimes loose ends need to be tied up. Let’s move on. I will keep this one short and sweet, because I know you are dying to get back to the Veil. Get it? Oh stop it, she has been dead awhile.


			Anyhoo, this one is for all my comic book nerds. “They think they are normal. Normal is a dryer setting. The Fae are far from normal.” I put my little spin on it, but this is a quote from the lovable Harley Quinn. Oh, she is one of my absolute faves, narcissistic boyfriend, sociopathic tendencies, smart, cute, and now her toxic romance is the stuff of #relastionshipgoals, I mean really? That’s who you all admire for love? The Joker and Harley? Meh, makes my job easier. But I do love Margot Robbie, so all is forgiven.


			Next up, oh look, another Harley quote. “Some say it’s not the stab in the back that kills you. It’s when you turn around and see who’s holding it.” Translation: keep your friends close and your enemies closer. Live it, learn it, love it, ladies. I am addressing the ladies, because you are the ones usually holding the knives when it comes to this type of stuff. I mean really. Tell me the last time you did not partake in a gossip session or make a snide comment about the young twenty-something in the office? Oh, Gen Zers I am not leaving you out, I have seen the TikToks about how “aging is the worst thing to ever happen” and “why are the Xers letting it happen.” Guess what girlies? It’s coming for you too. No one outruns Father Time. So that’s my point. Be nice or don’t. Either way, I get paid.


			The last one should be easy. A movie that was an awakening for many LGBTQ individuals. Who could blame them? Brendan Fraser and Rachel Weisz from The Mummy. “Death is only the beginning.”


			That’s all for now, kiddos. I have done my civic celestial duty for the century. TTYL.
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One


Wings




Aurora was dead.


			The first Queen of the Court of Light, the only Sylph, Guardian of Wind, the Virtue Angel known once upon a time as Xi, had met her Oblivion at the hands of her friend, the Captain of the Royal Guard and founder of the Illuminasqua, Desdemona.


			Captain Desdemona had fulfilled her orders and executed the disgraced queen for plotting to kill her betrothed, King Jarvok of the Court of Dark. She had used her notorious Harbinger swords, thrusting the blades through Aurora’s heart.


			In one last act of defiance, Aurora had manifested her energy wings in a brilliant display of power. For a split second, Desdemona had thought the fuchsia wings had turned into golden feathers in recognition of their old angelic lineage, though that seemed impossible, since Aurora was wearing a Black Onyx choker to block any magick. Desdemona couldn’t be sure about the feathers, but she wasn’t the only one to see the wings.


			Bishop Geddes gasped at the sight and covered his mouth to hide his shock.


			“She manifested wings! While she had the Onyx collar on!” Bishop Ward exclaimed.


			Geddes swiftly punched Ward in the gut. “Shut up, you fool. Let no one hear you! You saw nothing,” Geddes whispered as he pushed the shocked Ward toward Bishop Caer. “Get him together!”


			Desdemona was not surprised by Aurora’s demonstration. It was just like the former queen to defy convention. The captain pivoted to face Bishop Geddes, her swords hanging limply. “It is done.”


			Some of the crowd wept, others cheered. The mix of reactions nauseated her.


			Geddes looked down at the warrior Fae. “Captain, please demonstrate proof of your kill.” Death by a Harbinger sword meant the victim’s essence would be transformed into a tattoo for the wielder of the sword to wear as a reminder of their kill.


			Desdemona’s gray eyes never left Geddes as she unbuttoned her vest, ripping at the fasteners with trembling fingers, but she hid it well. The sounds of her breathing and the rustling fabric helped her to concentrate and not cry. She had felt the familiar tingle of magick, and she knew where the Harbinger blades’ trophy had made their home. She pulled the material of her vest aside, revealing the black tattoo she now bore over her heart. The marking read “Xi” in the old language of the Angels. It was Aurora’s original angelic name. Only those closest to the former queen knew it.


			For a moment, Bishop Geddes could not hide his surprise, but he soon covered it with a look of smug justification. His nostrils flared, and his goatee emphasized his smirk like a picture frame. “Thank you, Captain. Your job is done. Guards, take the remains for cremation.” He spun to leave, his white cape snapping with the strength of his turn. Ward and Caer followed, their faces emotionless, not an ounce of remorse dripping from their auras. Only Caer glanced back, but when he caught Desdemona’s eyes, he looked down and fell in line with the royal entourage. The new queen had already been ushered inside to protect her from this charged debate. The bishops knew the order for Aurora’s cremation would incite the former queen’s loyalists.


			“Wait!” Desdemona yelled as the Royal Guards approached the stage. She fixed her eyes on the balcony, holding the guards at bay with an outstretched hand. “She was our queen. She is to be buried in the Crystal Catacombs, as per her last wishes, not burned like a common—”


			Jarvok stepped forward to the balcony, his hands gripping the stone railing. “Like a common Power Angel, Captain? You would have once been relegated to the pyre.” He leered, taking great pleasure in reminding Desdemona where she had come from.


			Desdemona was not ready to speak with him. She was trying to keep her fury under control. It bubbled under her skin. The swords were back in her hands, her grip tightening as she pointed the blades skyward. He had requested she use the Harbinger swords on Aurora, and as he’d been Aurora’s intended victim, his request had been granted. Desdemona would relish impaling Jarvok on her blades, watching the light dim from his eyes until his heart pumped for the last time, the blood pooling around him and Lucifer’s demons coming to claim him.


			Hmm, nope, that won’t happen, she thought glumly. Not even Lucifer would want Jarvok. The devil has better taste.


			“This is not your place, Jarvok,” Desdemona called up to him. “You had your justice. Now leave us to handle this.”


			Up on the balcony, Asa touched her king’s arm. “It is none of our concern what they do with her remains, my liege,” she said softly.


			The Dark Fae king stared at Desdemona a moment longer. “She played her part,” he mumbled and pushed himself back from the railing.


			Desdemona gestured with a Harbinger blade toward the gates, trying her best not to dishonor Aurora. The desire to kill Jarvok was raging in her blood, and she was barely hanging on, her knuckles matched the pearlescent hilt of her sword. “Aurora wished to be laid to rest in the Crystal Catacombs. We must honor this.” She turned her attention to Bishop Geddes. “Please, Bishop Geddes. Do not burn her.”


			“No! Take the body to the pyre.” Geddes whipped his cape around again, grandstanding as he exited the veranda. It was the equivalent of tossing a fireball into a room and closing the door.


			The crowd stirred into a frenzy. Fae turned on Fae, pushing and shoving as they shouted their perspective on what to do with the remains. Many felt Aurora was a traitor, and as such, her wishes should not be honored. Some felt she was a hero for attempting to take Jarvok’s life. They argued that the unification of the two Courts was a bad idea. Others saw her as the downfall of the Court of Light, a leader who had sullied their name by not honoring her word. A few Fae threw rotting fruit toward the veranda. Desdemona watched in horror as her kin dissolved into pandemonium.


			Two new players entered the arena with an air of triumph and nobility about them. Malascola, leader of the Spelaions, sat on the back of the white stag Theadova, the leader of the Aubane faction. Theadova’s gold-dusted antlers glittered in the light. The rose blossoms that had been small buds not long ago had bloomed. The magnificent pink and red sweetheart roses complemented his stark-white fur. Malascola, with his iridescent green skin and beard, looked striking on the back of the oversized deer. The smaller Fae brandished a parchment.


			“Aurora’s final wishes were to be buried in the Crystal Catacombs that my kin made for her! I have her last words on this parchment. Honor them and turn her remains over to us,” the leader of the Spelaions said. But without the bishops or any royal representatives to hear his evidence, anarchy set in.


			Desdemona drew her other blade, knowing there was no one else to take control of the situation. Queen Sekhmet had been hurried along for the prophecy reading before Aurora’s blood had even ceased flowing. Bishop Geddes had run like the coward he was. She glanced at the burning blue torches. More Fae blood would stain the ground before this argument was resolved, of that she had no doubt.


			The time for diplomacy has passed. These Fae need to be taught manners.


			She was preparing to defend Aurora’s remains when pain rippled through her body, her chest seized, and her skin sizzled. While an uncontrollable mass of Fae tried to make their way to the platform, the pain dropped her to her knees. Clutching at her arm, she looked skyward in bewilderment.


			Desdemona called out for the one person she trusted. “Nightshade!” In a heartbeat, the other Illuminasqua appeared. Nightshade removed her black hood. Her long, silken midnight hair was tied back in a braid like her captain’s. If she’d had red-tipped bangs, she would have been Desdemona’s mirror image.


			“Captain, what can I do?” She knew better than to ask her captain if she was hurt.


			“Protect the body,” Desdemona ordered through gritted teeth.


			Nightshade drew her own Harbinger blades and rushed to Aurora’s body as her captain had commanded. The commander of the Illuminasqua watched her protégé stand ready to confront boldly any Fae dumb enough to try for Aurora’s remains.


			A jolt of pain hit Desdemona again. Her back arched. As it passed, she dragged herself to the corner of the platform. The throbbing increased in intensity with each subsequent breath. A blue streak snaked up her right arm, originating from her Elestial blade. The azure band infected her veins, and an explosion of colors overtook her arm. She unbuttoned her vest and ripped a strip of cloth from the bottom to act as a tourniquet, but it was too late. The streaks of color slammed into her heart. Her spine curved, and she threw her head back in pain. Her fists clenched, and her Elestial blade unsheathed on its own, glowing pink, a color she had never seen it emit. Her eyes unfocused, making the weapon appear to shimmer. Then the throbbing ceased, leaving her limp, sweating, and breathing heavily.


			The streaks receded from her heart, and Desdemona looked down at the remarkable change to her body. The black tattoo that had read “Xi” not more than a few seconds earlier now glowed fuchsia, the same color as Aurora’s energy wings, and in Fae lettering, it read “Queen Aurora.”


			Desdemona sucked in a quick breath and covered up the new marking with her vest. Taking inventory of her body, she realized she felt fine. Renewed, in fact. The how and why remained a mystery, but no one was laying a finger on or disturbing Aurora’s body.


			Desdemona checked her back pouch for the ring she had promised to give Hogal. She had slipped it off Aurora when she inspected the queen’s ropes before the execution. It was one of the first gifts he had made for Aurora as queen. It was a knuckle ring with a Citrine crystal representing the Sun and a pearlescent and delicate Moonstone representing the Moon. Desdemona confirmed it wasn’t damaged and put it away. She had given her word to Hogal that she would take care of him after Aurora’s passing, and she planned to keep it. This ring was a symbol of her pledge.


			The Captain of the Illuminasqua drew her swords and charged forward. She would not let the Fae fall into anarchy. She would honor her oath and be loyal to her kin.
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Two


Hide and Seek—or Just Hide




E watched Indiga fly into the palace. He had agreed to play hide and seek, but now he was regretting it. Still, E chased after her through the small side door leading into the kitchen. He could hear Indiga giggling on her way up the winding steps. Nimbly, he avoided the large wooden island and vegetable baskets, and dipped his head low, trying to go unnoticed by the Fae tending to the bread ovens. Once he was well past the kitchen and into the palace, he heard a sudden bang from outside. He jumped at the sound. “What was that?” He glanced around at the polished crystal walls and archways. E had never been inside the formal wing. Indiga knew the palace, though. She lived here. He slowed to a creeping walk.


			“Indiga?” he whispered. “Come on, this isn’t funny.” E knew he was going to get in trouble. He listened for her, but she didn’t respond. “Okay, I’m leaving.” He huffed and turned back the way he had come.


			When he got to the end of the hallway, he couldn’t recall if he had come from the right or left. Was that statue there? He rubbed his head. “Indiga?” E called her name a little louder, but she didn’t answer. Then he heard voices coming from inside a room. The door opened, and E hurried behind the statue as two tall, slim Fae walked out of the room.


			“The Oracles,” he said under his breath. Their beauty and power were unparalleled. They walked side by side, two strangely ethereal carbon copies. They wiped their eyes, and E watched them glide down the corridor until they disappeared around the corner. They’re crying? Oh no, Queen Aurora! I have to get back to my mom!


			E had carefully stepped out from behind the statue when he heard the clinking of spears on the quartz. “Royal Guards!” he exclaimed before slapping his hand over his mouth. E ran into the open room the Oracles had just come from. He shut the door and waited for the guards to walk past, but instead, they discussed taking watch at the door. E looked around frantically.


			The Oracles will come back and find me here. Maybe the windows? He threw them open to find a balcony. Great! I’ll just climb down. He stepped out onto the terrace just as a huge shadow eclipsed the Sun. The little Fae looked up to see a dragon circling the balcony. The creature was yellow with blue and green feathers decorating its head. Its large black tail faded into the striking yellow. It was a younger Acid-Breather. E froze and stood trembling until the dragon flew out of sight, then he ran back into the room and squeezed himself into the space between a chair and a triangular bookcase. It was a tight fit, but E was small enough to jam himself in without being seen. He tried to control his breathing and the tears beginning to sting his eyes. He wanted to go home.


			The door opened, and the two Oracles walked back into the room.


			E was trapped.
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THREE


Observers




Rowan and Holly walked into the Contemplation Room, now called the Reading Room, and after a few moments, heard a commotion outside the doors.


			“What is going on?” Holly asked the Oracles. She gestured for Rowan to investigate as the muffled voices became louder.


			Rowan peered out. There was a heated exchange going on between two Hathor guards and the Royal Guards Rowan had seen when he and Holly walked in just a little while ago. The Hathor guards insisted the Royal Guards were needed elsewhere. The Royal Guards were leaving, as instructed, but they were making their unhappiness clear.


			Once the Royal Guards turned the corner, and the Hathor guards were alone outside the Reading Room, the atmosphere changed. The Hathor guards wore gold breastplates and gauntlets with inlaid sequoia trees decorated their wrists. They were much more ostentatious than Aurora’s Royal Guard. Several weapons hung from their hips. These guards were not here for show. They may have worn brazen uniforms, which some Fae felt made them look like clowns, but no Fae questioned their skill.


			Rowan shut the door quietly.


			The Royal Guards were well trained by Desdemona, whose philosophy was to master one weapon and demonstrate complete dominance with it. The House of Hathor guards, under Orion and Ora, trained with multiple weapons. Their philosophy was that their enemies would never know which was their most deadly weapon, and they were skilled in weapons that suited any environment.


			“Well?” Holly asked.


			Rowan beckoned the others toward the center of the room. “Queen Sekhmet has put her House of Hathor guards at the door. Seems the Royal Guards didn’t want to switch and were a bit confused by their new orders,” he reported. “This is just my guess, but the bishops must have relieved Desdemona of her command. It would seem the House of Hathor guards are the new security in the palace. Queen Sekhmet isn’t wasting time erasing the old regime.”


			Holly’s nose twitched. “Perhaps I am wrong, but do you not find it odd your new queen did not ask her Oracle to be present for her coronation, Lady Sybella?” Holly inquired as the two Oracles stared out toward the windows.


			“I would like to think Queen Sekhmet was trying to be respectful of the time I need to prepare for the eclipse,” Lady Sybella said.


			Rowan gave Holly a pointed look. He was not willing to give the new queen the benefit of the doubt.


			Screams poured through the open balcony doors, and everyone ran to see what was going on.


			“Bloody hell!” The fox shook his head, his white fur sparkling in the sunlight. “These Fae make Nero appear rational. All this is over what to do with Aurora’s remains from what the guards were saying while we were roaming the halls. Why aren’t the new guards dealing with this discord instead of guarding us?”


			Lady Zarya had compassion in her eyes. “Yes, Aurora has become a polarizing figure even in death.” She put her arm around the shoulders of the other Oracle, who wiped tears from her eyes.


			“Still regal even in death,” Lady Sybella whispered. Her former queen’s remains held court in the center of the melee. “How does Aurora look tragically beautiful tied to a post? Her face is majestic. It is like the sadness there is not for her own passing, but rather because she knows the violence is unnecessary. As is she is blaming herself when she is supposed to be resting.” Sybella covered her face and cried.


			Holly and Rowan could not help but be swept up in the image of the two Oracles comforting each other in this time of need. Even though they were from kingdoms with a contentious history, their shared grief unified them.


			“The Oracles need us,” Holly said, straightening. “We cannot allow this to affect them negatively. The eclipse is almost upon us. They must be focused.”


			“Aurora deserved better.” Rowan’s mood was somber.


			Holly crossed her arms, unable to conceal the frustration in her soulful black eyes. She softened quickly. Rowan always had a big heart for his charges and wards. It was why the two Familiars worked so well together. Holly was logical, while he was passionate.


			“Rowan, we have been over this,” she said. “I understand you liked Aurora, and so did I, but what’s done is done. We must move forward. Bigger energies are at play. Get your head right, fox.” The mink grabbed at his vest and climbed up the front of his body, using his clothing like a ladder. “Do you hear me? I need you. I need my partner in crime.” She cupped his cheeks between her paws, not letting him look away. “You were my first protégé, do you remember? My first light. You were the first charge I ever gave my light and essence to, and you know what is coming. How many stupid humans have we dealt with who thought the end was near? How many witches who thought a fox’s tail would bring them second sight? Or hunters who wanted to turn me into a coat? We survived it all. Don’t go and get all soft on me now!”


			Rowan swallowed. “I love you too, Holly.” He hugged her with one paw.


			“That is not what I said.” She playfully swatted him away as he set her down, but Rowan knew it was exactly what she’d said.


			Rowan sniffed the air. The breeze brought a scent that he didn’t recognize, and the smell led him in the direction of the bookcase. He crouched down, head low, ears pinned back, stalking closer as the scent became stronger. Rowan let out a low growl. He had found something—or someone.


			“Rowan.” Lady Sybella’s call had the pull of magick in it. Rowan turned to face the Oracle but glanced back over his shoulder at the bookcase with narrowed eyes.


			“Problem, my fox?” Lady Sybella asked.


			“Not necessarily. I believe we may—”


			As he spoke, the sounds of a heated battle drifted up from the courtyard and interrupted him. Someone had thrown a barrel, and its metal hoop rolled across the platform. Rowan lost his train of thought.


			“Where the hell are the bishops?” he asked, scanning the royal veranda.


			“They slithered back under their rocks. That’s what snakes do,” Holly said.


			Lady Zarya stroked Holly, who had climbed up around her neck for a better view. “I do not see King Jarvok or Lieutenant Zion.”


			“Perhaps they are on their way here,” Holly said hopefully.


			Lady Sybella let her fingers run down Rowan’s back, more to soothe herself than him. She glanced skyward and closed her eyes. “It is almost time, Zarya. We have no choice but to proceed. I will share my prophecy stone if you will share yours.”


			Lady Zarya gave Holly a quick look. “There has always been a representative of each Court present for the prophecy readings. Our Familiars can act as the witnesses.” She seemed relieved with the notion, but her Familiar gently dashed her plan.


			“I am afraid we cannot, my lady. Rowan and I represent the Shadow Realm. It is our lineage. We cannot act as witnesses.” The mink folded her small paws in a gesture of prayer as she spoke. “If there is no one to represent the Courts, then Lady Sybella’s solution to share each other’s prophecy stone would be the best answer. I do sense some hesitation to the arrangement. May I inquire as to why?” Holly was trying to be gentle, and Rowan gave a nod of encouragement to his friend.


			Zarya shook her head. “There is no hesitation. I will share my stone if it is required and feasible, as long as I accompany it. I do not feel comfortable leaving the stone. I am not accustomed to the new monarchy. That is all.”


			Sybella jumped on board. “We will each accompany our stones to read the prophecies at our respective Courts. The stones will stay in our care. I will accompany you to Blood Haven, and you will stay with me here in the Court of Light. Is that to your liking, Lady Zarya?”
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