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Blankets couldn’t solve all of life’s problems, but they could make them disappear for a while.

Sylvie burrowed deeper into the pile of velvet covers, blocking out the evening sunlight. The Blood Valley was beautiful at dusk, with fields of tall grass waving in the breeze and the ruined city casting eerie shadows. Most days, she watched the sunset from the roof of her and Taylan’s house.

Right now, the beauty was just another reminder of how badly she was failing.

Even the blankets couldn’t fully shut out her awareness of Faerie. She was the queen, bound to every creature and element in her realm. Which meant the realm never left her alone. Even in her house in the secluded Blood Valley, she could sense the animosity of the Maithe who roamed the land in armed bands looking to overturn her rule. She could feel discontent wafting from every corner of the Valley—disgruntled fae who had come to her demanding solutions to centuries-old problems. She wanted to help them, but after three months of endless meetings and diplomatic interventions while hiding from Maithe assassins, she just wanted to be alone for a few minutes.

Some ruler she was.

A loud snarl broke through her thoughts. Sylvie shoved the blankets away from her head, listening. It sounded again, distant and wild in the fading light. The barking of Faerie hounds.

The Wild Hunt had returned.

A smile spread across Sylvie’s face as she threw off the rest of the covers. Her bare feet hit the ground at a run, carrying her outside in the time it took to draw a breath. She spread her wings and took to the air, skimming over the ancient stone streets and weaving around ruined walls and columns until she reached the edge of the city.

A host of creatures streaked down from the forested hills. Enormous white hounds, long fur rippling with their movements and fangs bared in snarls. Sleek black wildcats, barely visible as they slipped from shadow to shadow with lithe movements.

Taylan rode at the front of the pack, his long auburn hair turned to flame by the sunset. Sylvie’s wings beat faster as she flew toward him. He caught sight of her, and his stern expression was shattered by a smile.

They collided as he dismounted from his horse. His strong arms pulled her close, and she stood on the tips of her toes to press her lips to his.

“I missed you, halayda.” Taylan stroked her hair as she nestled into his embrace.

“I missed you too.”

Even with dream-sharing to bind them, a week apart was too long. Taylan spent much of his time patrolling the lands surrounding the Blood Valley—usually for a few hours at a time, but sometimes his patrols took him away for days when he needed to range deeper into Faerie. This time his venture had taken him all the way to Ceyda Forest, far to the south, to root out the latest threat from the Maithe.

Taylan wrapped his arm around her waist as they walked toward the city. “At least we have dreams.”

Like all couples who exchanged halayda vows, Taylan and Sylvie could find each other in sleep and create a shared Dreamscape, no matter the distance between them. It was only a small comfort. Things were right when Taylan was physically present—or at least they were better. 

“It’s not the same. I don’t know how Zad and Diza dream-shared for so long without seeing each other in person. Besides...” Sylvie halted, turning to face him. “Sometimes I can’t find you. It’s easy to get lost in the Dreamscape.”

Taylan’s features pinched, and a shadow flickered in his emerald eyes. “We’re still learning to dream-share. It takes time to get used to it.” He brushed a stray black curl away from Sylvie’s face. “Come on. Let’s go home.”

He pulled away from her and broke into a run. Sylvie rose into the air and darted after him, wings humming and her laughter resonating through the ruins. She passed him, then looped back and flew around him in a circle as he dashed through the streets toward the small marble-block house that stood amid the broken walls and columns near the crest of the city hill.

Their house. Three months ago, any relationship with Taylan had been an impossible dream. She had been a half-fae alchemist looking after orphans in the slums of the mortal city of Sabellyn. He had been king of Faerie, so far out of reach that she barely let herself dream they could be together.

That was before the rogue star-fae Casimir set off an alchemical explosion that nearly destroyed the magic of Faerie and left Sylvie with dragonfly wings and strange magic. Before Sylvie left the mortal world and journeyed into fae lands. Before she chose to own her role as the Dragonfly, a protector of Faerie in times of trouble.

Before Taylan had died, giving her the core magic of Faerie with his last breath and binding her permanently to the realm.

Before he had been restored to life, thanks to an unsettling power neither of them fully understood.

The past few months had robbed Sylvie of any hope for an ordinary life, but it didn’t matter. Against all odds, she had Taylan, and when they were together she almost believed she could rise to the challenges of her strange new reality.

Sylvie burst through the door of the house, the rush of her wings stirring the green brocade curtains that hung over the windows. Taylan followed her through the small sitting room and into the bedchamber. He closed the door behind him and slid the bolt shut.

He kept promising to build her a palace someday. Sylvie let him have his dreams. But she didn’t need a palace to be a queen.

She landed on the velvet blankets and cushions in breathless laughter. Taylan collapsed beside her, his fingers tangling in her hair as they shared a lingering kiss.

“Not distracting you from your royal responsibilities, I hope.” he grinned.

“Forget royal responsibilities. I spent the last two days mediating between naiads and snow sylphs fighting over a river that might not exist.”

Taylan gave a short laugh. “That sounds about right. They’re probably hoping you’ll give them a favor in exchange for not fighting over their non-existent river. They tried that with me a few times.”

Sylvie groaned and buried her face in Taylan’s chest. “How did you put up with this for 1200 years?”

“Usually by threatening violence.”

“That’s not quite the strategy I was hoping for.”

“I know.” Taylan rubbed her back in gentle circles, massaging away the tension of the past few months.

Taylan had tried to lead the people of Faerie away from violent ends, but he had been raised as a warrior, and war was still his most natural recourse. Faerie took on the qualities of its monarch, so even Taylan’s good intentions couldn’t make up for the fact that he preferred to solve problems with a sword. When she had become queen, Sylvie had determined to be a different kind of ruler, one who would avoid bloodshed and rule through kindness.

It was a nice idea, in theory.

“I’m failing miserably.” Sylvie’s voice was muffled against the fabric of Taylan’s tunic. “I don’t know how to be a queen.”

“That doesn’t mean you can’t learn.” She could hear the smile in Taylan’s voice. “You never know—tomorrow might make all the difference.”

“Tomorrow?” A burst of raw fear filled her. “Oh, stars. Winter solstice. I almost forgot.”

If only everyone would forget. Before Sylvie had become queen, a solstice or equinox meant there would be a lavish festival on the fields outside of Sabellyn with the fae and mortal worlds mingling. There would be no such festival this time. It wasn’t safe for the fae to return to mortal lands with Casimir still on the loose. But it was the duty of the monarch of Faerie not only to celebrate the change of seasons, but to enable the change to happen. Her power flowed from the elemental magic of her realm, and tomorrow she would demonstrate her legitimacy as the new queen by turning fall to winter in a matter of moments.

“It’s going to be a disaster.”

“It couldn’t possibly be worse than the fall equinox, could it?”

“Don’t say that!” Sylvie smacked his shoulder. “The last thing we need to do is tempt fate. What if I can’t do what I need to?”

“You’ll do well.” Taylan reached out and gently traced the edge of her jaw. “I wouldn’t have passed my power to you if I didn’t think you could handle it. You care about people more than anyone I’ve ever met, and you want what’s best for Faerie. Your people will see that. Everything else—the magical skills and political savvy—can be learned.”

Sylvie stifled another groan. Settling disputes, making political decisions, being responsible for the well-being of thousands of people she’d never met... It was exhausting and overwhelming. Add to that powers she could barely control and elemental magic that seemed to slip through her fingers, and it was enough to make her hide under blankets for the next century. She sighed and pulled away from Taylan.

“I know. You keep telling me I’ll learn. But I can’t help wondering...” She paused. If this was all a mistake. If you should have chosen someone else—someone who knows how to run a kingdom. If I wasn’t meant to be both a Dragonfly and a queen.

She shook the thoughts away, hoping Taylan hadn’t sensed them through their halayda bond. It wasn’t fair to him—or to Faerie. She hadn’t asked to be queen, but this was her chance to heal the realm she had always loved and lead the fae beyond their twisted, violent past. He believed in her, and she wouldn’t let him down or shirk her responsibility. Somehow, she’d find a way to become the queen Faerie deserved.

Even if it cost her own happiness, just as Casimir had predicted.

“You were wondering what?” Taylan asked.

“Why you’re still wearing this.” She fingered the smooth, black fabric of his tunic, reaching for the buttons on his high collar. She leaned in close, willing the feel of his skin and his scent of leather and wood smoke to chase away the endless questions.

“That particular problem, we can solve.” Taylan grinned, leaning in to kiss her as they fell back against the cushions.

Time and cares fell away until it was only the two of them, lost in each other. Taylan’s presence engulfed Sylvie even as she surrendered to sleep, her limbs entangled with his and her head resting on his chest. 

She closed her eyes and let the realm of dreams pull them in.

* * * * *
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Golden light surrounded them, chasing away the eternal fog of the Dreamscape. Sylvie stood beside Taylan, slowly turning in a circle, moving her hands as if painting. The light solidified, turning into trees and a gentle stream that wound through the soft grass in a shimmering ribbon. Bright flowers sprang up around their bare feet.

“Always the artist.” Taylan smiled, marveling as the scene took shape. Both of them could manipulate the shared dream environment however they wished, but Taylan usually chose to watch as she created.

The space above them turned as dark as a starless sky, then exploded with specks of colorful light that rained down around them like rose petals. Sylvie twirled through the ethereal storm, her feet falling into the steps of an old dance, light streaming around her like a gown of gossamer silk.

She spun up to Taylan, breaking her dance mid-step and looping her arms around his neck. “We’re getting better at this.”

He smiled down at her. “You mean you are.”

She rose up on her toes as he pulled her closer. “You try now. Make something. Anything.”

His smile wavered, and his emerald eyes lost their shine. “I’d rather watch you. Your imagination runs more toward beauty than mine does.”

“I don’t believe that for a second, Taylan Ashkalabek” She gave a coaxing smile. “What’s your real excuse?”

Taylan tensed under her touch, his bemused expression flattening into a blank look. His mouth moved in answer, but all that reached Sylvie’s ears were a few muffled strains.

“Taylan?” She reached up and brushed her hand down his face. 

He didn’t respond.

The scene flickered, and the lights in the sky blinked out. For a moment, the trees seemed to twist into sinister shapes. Her husband’s next words made no sound at all.

Sylvie gripped his shoulders. The feel of his flesh beneath hers grew fainter until she clutched empty air. One by one, the glints of stardust around them flickered out, giving way to unnatural night. His eyes widened as tendrils of shadow coiled around him, prying him out of her embrace and pulling him into the darkness.

“Where are you going?” Sylvie’s shout was dull and heavy in the fog. “Take me with you!”

For a moment, Taylan’s eyes fixed on her, and the terror in their depths pierced through her. Then he turned away as the darkness closed around him and carried him out of sight. 

“Taylan!”

There was no answer.

Sylvie’s heart pounded. She drew a deep breath, dredging up every logical explanation she could think of. This wasn’t the first time the Dreamscape had shifted without warning. She was still deciphering its mysteries. Perhaps she’d summoned this change without realizing it, the fears of her waking life closing in on the world of light she’d made.

But nothing should have been able to pull Taylan away from her like that.

The trees around her creaked and shuddered. Sylvie stared in horror as their smooth trunks shifted into a tangle of gnarled bark and bare, spindly branches. A distant glow on the horizon, like the last rays of the sun, cast the world in long shadows. The only other light came from Sylvie herself—from the ethereal gown she still wore, though its glow was now diminished to a faint moonbeam. Sylvie took a step, and as she did, the soft grass disappeared and tiny, sharp pebbles sent shooting pains into the soles of her feet.

“Hey! Come back.” She glared at the ground, willing the grass to reappear. Thin blades poked through the rocky earth, hesitantly at first, then growing until they formed a carpet under her feet once more. “Thank you.”

The grass rippled as if echoing her sigh.

She closed her eyes and reached for Taylan in the part of her mind that was always filled with his warm, steady presence. As she latched onto him, the Dreamscape’s energy hummed in her ears and flashed behind her eyelids. A frustrated cry flew from her throat as Taylan’s presence slipped away and faded to a distant ember.

His last, troubled look flashed in her memory, and her stomach knotted. Not every place in the dream realm was friendly. Taylan had told her that much.

A shiver ran over her, calling her back to her surroundings. The trees trembled against a ghost wind. Sylvie’s heartbeat surged, and she dug her fingernails into her bare skin, willing herself to wake. If she could get back to the waking world, she and Taylan would be in each other’s arms and none of this would matter.

The scene around her rippled like fabric in a breeze, then grew still again. Sylvie waved her hand, urging the scene to change, but it didn’t respond. 

Some insisted the dream-realm was simply a shadow created by the mind, but Sylvie wasn’t so sure. It felt alive, just as Faerie did, filled with a potent half-consciousness. Its energy sang around her with each step she took, as if it might spring to full life at any moment. Sylvie was never sure if the endless dream scenes were all borne from her or Taylan’s subconscious, or whether the dream sometimes offered up landscapes of its own.

It didn’t matter. There was only one thing she could do. Her shoulders slumped as she stepped in the direction Taylan had been carried. Darkness churned before her, mingling with roiling fog.

“Don’t follow the shadows.” Taylan’s warning echoed in her mind as she walked deeper into the trees. “They belong to the Deathrealm, and death is only a step away from dreams.”

“Why didn’t you follow your own advice?” she shouted into the fog. The only answer was the silent swaying of the branches.

She clenched her gossamer skirt in her hands. Taylan should have known better. Taylan was a Dulahna, a shadow-fae. He’d told her how the shadows called to him in dreams, how the Deathrealm could slip into his mind and pull at him. Why had he given in to the shadows without a fight? Unless he’d done it to protect her, somehow?

Sylvie reached out and touched the bare branches as she passed. Leaves sprouted along their knotty lengths and grew full and soft beneath her fingertips. She blinked, and the gnarled trunks straightened, parting to form a narrow path that led into the blackness.

“Did I tell you to do that, or are you leading me somewhere?” She started forward, her gaze scouring the shadows. “Do you know where Taylan went?”

A faint whisper rustled in the leaves. Sylvie looked back and saw nothing but a tangle of dark branches. She focused her mind on them, willing them to move aside. Instead of moving, they just shivered as if touched by a breeze. A voice teased on the air, murmuring sounds that were almost words.

“What are you?” She jumped at the sound of her own voice, which echoed far louder and farther than it should have.

“What are you? Do you know?” Musical tones resonated around her in response. It was a high voice, like a child’s, gentle and piercing at the same time. Was the Dreamscape speaking to her?

Sylvie straightened her shoulders. “I’m Sylvie Imanthiya, Queen of Faerie.”

“Oh,” the voice said heavily. “Is that all?”

“Isn’t that enough?” Sylvie sighed. Apparently even the Dreamscape thought she was a failure.

“Come and find out.”

“Where are you taking me?”

There was no answer. Only the rustling leaves and the darkness that seeped closer with every thud of Sylvie’s heart.

There was nowhere to go but forward. She took a deep breath and forced her feet to move. One step after another, each leading deeper into the inky well around her.

“Dragonfly.”

Sylvie jumped as the voice surged from the gloom. “What?”

“Dragonfly!” The voice faded in and out, as if the speaker was straining to reach her across a gulf. “You are more than you know. Find me. Find us. Tell Taylan—”

The voice broke off in a strangled cry. Light flickered on the horizon, like the glow of a distant fire. Voices began to pulse around her, murmuring incomprehensible words in a steady rhythm that sent a shiver of dread down Sylvie’s spine. Her steps slowed. Taylan had warned her about the darkness, about the fire and the lulling chant.

She raised her hands and moved them as if brandishing a paintbrush, willing the scene to change. The chanting voices gave a low laugh in response.

“Why did you lead me here?” she called to the Dreamscape, but the shadows swallowed her words. Had she even been speaking with the Dreamscape? What if this was a trick—some sinister force that was reeling her in?

Then she saw him, his sturdy form a distant silhouette against the dim firelight.

“Taylan?” She broke into a run, all thoughts of danger cast aside in an instant. “Taylan, I’m coming!”
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The shadows moved in the corner of Taylan’s vision. He whipped around, meeting only empty space. Whispers teased his ears, only to grow silent as soon as he sought their source.

His fingers twitched, but he stifled the urge to summon his swords. Not until there was a clear threat.

And when there was, he would shred it to pieces—destroy whatever force that had pulled him away from Sylvie and stranded him on this dismal path, surrounded by black fog and dank air.

How long had he been walking? Sylvie would be wandering alone through the Dreamscape, probably edging closer to the darkness that had swallowed him. He shouldn’t have left her. Maybe, if he’d tried harder to stay in the clearing, he could have—

No. He shook the thoughts away. Sylvie was more than capable in the Dreamscape, an ability that still surprised him. She knew not to tread too close to the shadows. She would be all right until he found her again, or until she awoke.

He wasn’t sure he could say the same about himself.

The darkness carried him on its current, far faster than his aimless steps. He kept his eyes open and his senses alert, taking in the dim surroundings. Hulking shapes took form around him—twisted stone formations, their edges glowing as if a fire burned behind them. Gray mist blanketed the ground, burying the path before and behind him.

He rounded a corner and halted in his tracks. Cold seeped into his skin as he gazed up at the stone that arched above him. It was a gateway, carved in grotesque twisting forms, the rock veined with red like blood.

A gateway to the Deathrealm.

A spike of fear shot through him. Not here. Anywhere but here. Taylan focused his mind on his surroundings and willed them to shift. Nothing happened. Taylan gritted his teeth. Again and again he tried to change the scene before him, but it remained the same.

There was no escaping this dream. Not until dawn chased it away, or until whatever had drawn him here released him.

“Let me go!” he shouted, his voice resonating off the stone and echoing through long-buried nightmares. How many times had he stood here as a child, staring up at the gate and pleading to be returned to the waking realm?

Whispers gusted from the shadows, many voices twining into one. “Why? Don’t you want a home and a family?”

“I have both already.” Taylan’s jaw tightened.

“In the living realm?” The voices rose, tingling with cold. “Why there? You know what you are.”

Taylan glanced down at his hands and saw tendrils of shadow streaming from his fingertips. He clenched them against his palms. This place had always brought out his shadow magic, nagging him to give in to the full extent of his power.

Power that could hurt everyone he cared about and trap him permanently in the Deathrealm, if he wasn’t careful how he used it. The curse of a Dulahna.

“Yes, I know exactly what I am,” he growled. “But I’m bound to the living realm. The Deathrealm has no hold on me.”

“You’re wrong.” The whispers rushed together, swelling into a cold laugh that sent a shudder through him.

The shadows shifted and twisted into a looming form. The speaker emerged, revealing his face. Or her face, perhaps. It was hard to tell when the person’s facial features were half eaten away. Taylan averted his gaze from the hollow eyes and the peeling, blood-streaked flesh. The specter’s only recognizable feature was its dark red hair, the mark of a shadow-fae even in death.

“Why do you look away, Taylan?” The specter moved closer, reaching a skeletal hand toward him. “You and death are good friends, after all.”

“By necessity, not by choice.” He lifted his gaze and glared into the speaker’s empty black eyes. “Why did you call me here? What do you want?”

“Save us.” Its voice was earnest, pleading.

Stars, surely the creature wasn’t serious.

“I can’t,” he said flatly. “You’re already dead.”

“Do you think that spares us?” The dead faerie’s voice rose to a wail, its face twisting with sorrow. “You left us unguarded. Save us before it’s too late!”

“I don’t hold the power of life and death!” Taylan shouted.

“You should.” The quiet tone carried a chill that seeped into Taylan’s skin, flooding his mind with memories of cold and darkness. 

Despair.

And power, welling up inside him and streaming through his veins.

Taylan shut his eyes against its pull, picturing Sylvie, her black hair tossed by a summer wind and her brown skin warm beneath his touch. The Blood Valley, their haven. Diza, his Dulahna cousin and second-in-command, with her characteristic smirk as she thought of new ways to provoke him. The Wild Hunt, the first truly loyal soldiers he’d commanded in centuries. His people, his home.

“You’re walking too narrow a line, Taylan.” The specter’s voice meshed with a hundred others, gusting around him like wind. The shadows moved and filled with whispers as the ghost spoke. Voices rushed out of the darkness, turning into pleading faces and gaunt bodies. They pressed around Taylan, their skeletal fingers snagging his robe and leaving chilling trails along his skin. “You toy with your shadow magic to protect your woman and your friends, yet you think you can deny what your power truly entails. You can have everything you crave: justice for the shadow-fae, order in the living realm, vengeance against those who harmed you and ones you love. Everything your bonds to the living realm keep you from attaining. And, like it or not, you will embrace it.” 

“Enough!” Taylan’s fist smashed into the jaw of one of the specters, sending it hurtling backward. He shoved through the circle, holding out his hands and bidding his swords to materialize. The blades were tinged with fire in the dim light.

Would a sword have any effect on people who were already dead?

Any weapon was better than none. He drew back the swords, ready to swing. 

“Wait!” Another voice broke through, clear and high, ringing with life.

“Sylvie?” Taylan whirled to face her, staring in horror as she moved into the circle of ghosts. Her wings were poised for flight, and faint light shimmered around her. What was she doing here? He had to get her away. If she set foot across the Deathrealm gate—

“Let him go.” Sylvie’s voice was gentle but firm. She drew closer until she stood inches away from the specters, sadness in her gaze as she looked each in the eye. “He doesn’t belong to you.”

The specters returned her stare, the expressions on their mutilated faces unreadable. Slowly, they stepped back, clearing the space between Sylvie and Taylan. She rushed forward, throwing her arms around him. He returned the embrace with one arm, letting one of his swords vanish but still holding the other.

Keeping his eyes on the specters.

They watched in silence for a long moment.

Then they lunged.

* * * * *
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“No!” Taylan jolted awake, his sword arm lashing toward the ghosts and the darkness.

His empty hands met sweat-dampened blankets. He pushed the cloth away, breathing deeply and willing his heart to stop hammering against his ribs.

It was just a dream.

Nothing more.

Just a dream.

“What was that?” Sylvie sat up beside him, hugging her knees to her chest. Her voice quavered as she spoke. “Who were those people, and what did they want with... why did they call... were they dead? Was everything dead?”

“Yes.” The shadows of the Deathrealm still danced in his vision as he stared out the window at the dim horizon. Taylan grasped Sylvie’s hand, the softness of her fingers stilling his shaking limbs.

The bedchamber was quiet, filled with the chill of early dawn. A few crickets chirped, slow from the cold, and a hound’s bark sounded in the distance. Just as it should be. Everything was as it should be. There was no reason dreams should bleed over into the waking world.

“Taylan?” Sylvie asked faintly. “What just happened?”

“They can’t have me. I don’t belong to them.” His voice shook with the pounding of his heart.

“What do you mean?”

Taylan gripped her hand tighter. Sylvie didn’t need this burden. She needed to be safe, to sort out her own future...

One more glance into her wide eyes, and the words spilled out before he could stop them. She listened in open-mouthed silence as he recounted the ghost’s claims. 

“It isn’t enough that I died once. They want me to share the same fate as the rest of the Dulahna—slowly giving myself over to destruction and blood lust.”

“Shhh.” Sylvie pulled him into her arms until his head was resting on her chest. “People have always wanted you to be something you weren’t. That doesn’t mean you have to listen. You deserve better than that.”

Deserve? He was a shadow-fae, only good for dealing out death. He didn’t deserve anything—not the admiration of the Wild Hunt, nor the second chance at life he’d received, nor the gentle love of the woman who embraced him.

Yet, she was here. She’d found him in darkness and refused to leave, even after learning his true nature. Taylan felt the beating of Sylvie’s heart, the scent of roses that clung to her filling his senses and pushing away the past.

“Besides,” Sylvie continued, “maybe there are other ways to deal with the specters.”

“It was a dream. It’s over.” His fingers trailed over her skin, her body soft and inviting beneath his touch. He raised his head and leaned in to kiss her.

Sylvie pulled back, her dark eyes narrowing. “Do you really believe it was only a dream, or do you not want to face what it means if it’s real?”

Taylan froze, life draining out of his limbs. He broke Sylvie’s gaze.

Sylvie let out a sigh. “I know it hurts, but what good will it do to run from this?” 

“What good will it do to dwell on it when I can’t change anything?” He let go of her hand as he turned over, facing the wall and burying his head in his arms.

“Hey.” Sylvie’s arms were around him again in a heartbeat. “I didn’t find you by accident. When I was lost in the Dreamscape, someone spoke to me and led me right to you.” 

He looked up abruptly. “Who spoke to you?”

She shrugged. “There was no face or name. Maybe it was the Dreamscape itself.”

Or a trap. If the specters were capable of pulling him to the edge of the Deathrealm, perhaps they were able to summon his halayda there as well.

What had he done? Was he putting his wife in danger by dream-sharing with her?

“You can’t go back there,” he said sternly. “Who knows what the specters could have done? If you had passed through the Deathrealm gate you would have died within moments.”

Entering the Deathrealm was something no one could withstand, not even the faerie queen. No one except a cursed Dulahna.

“What was I supposed to do, leave you there alone?” Sylvie paused, studying him for a moment. “What are you really afraid of?”

He didn’t reply.

She sighed. “Taylan, I want to help. I know you don’t like talking about the Dulahna and the Deathrealm, but—” 

“I can’t save them! I don’t even know what they want.” The words welled up. “I’ve felt the pull of the Deathrealm in my dreams since I was a child. Every time it was the same cries for help, as if they expect me to be something I’m not. Something I don’t want to be.”

“As if they want you to take control of the underworld, like the Dulahna were supposed to?”

Taylan’s fingers curled into fists, gripping the bed sheets. Leave it to Sylvie to drudge that fact out of history. The Dulahna of old had been tyrants who had flooded the world with dark power, nearly overwhelming the living realm before the star-fae slaughtered them.

More memories filled his mind, hazy with the distance of childhood. He’d been six years old when the Dulahna had fallen, the war between life and death finally coming to a bitter end. He remembered the screams of specters in the night. His parents’ faces, more gaunt and death-like each time he saw them, their eyes dark and burning with uncontrolled magic. He remembered the battle that had taken them, leaving him an orphan in the hands of his Maithe captors. He knew exactly what happened when a Dulahna heeded the call of the underworld.

“The Deathrealm could take control of me. I saw it drive my parents to violent insanity. It overwhelms all Dulahna eventually.” Taylan’s breaths were ragged. He turned over again, clasping Sylvie in an embrace, holding her as tightly as he could without crushing her wings. “I avoided its call for centuries, but now that I’ve died once... I knew when you brought me back that things weren’t the same. I knew I was on borrowed time.”

“But our halayda bond anchors you in the living world, doesn’t it? At least, that’s how it works for Diza and Zad. Diza has died ten times, and she hasn’t been pulled into the Deathrealm.”

“Diza’s magic is connected with dimensions beyond Kyure, thanks to the Lyrium. Besides, her shadow magic is diluted because of Casimir’s experimentation. The rules don’t apply to her in the same way. I might technically be alive, but the Deathrealm is aware of me now, and I’m afraid I can’t stay out of its clutches for long.”

Sylvie was silent for a moment. “Are you sure this is a bad thing?”

“I’m being summoned by the underworld.” He gave a pained laugh. “What could possibly be good about that?”

“I don’t know.” Sylvie pressed closer to him, reaching up to run her fingers across his brow, her face inches from his. “I just know that everything seems to be leading you to the Deathrealm. You’re the last full-blooded Dulahna, and you promised Diza you’d explore the extent of your abilities. You died and came back, giving you a tie to both realms. And now your people need you. They said the Deathrealm was unguarded. Taylan—”

“They don’t need me. Even if what they said is true, I can’t help anyone by going back there. All I would do is become a threat myself.”

“So you’re just going to do nothing?”

“No. I’m going to fight off the darkness, just as I always have.”

“How well is that working?” Sylvie asked.

“It doesn’t matter. I don’t have another option.”

A pathetic excuse—one he’d hid behind for nineteen centuries. Doing things as he’d always done them because he couldn’t fathom change. Because he didn’t want his world to alter beyond known quantities, even when the status quo was a nightmare.

The light in Sylvie’s eyes urged him to do better. To stop running away, to let the world change.

“I don’t know how to do this.”

“You could start by being easier on yourself.” A gentle smile twitched Sylvie’s lips. “And by remembering you’re not alone.”

This time she didn’t pull away as he pressed his mouth to hers. Her presence consumed him, her kiss coaxing him away from the darkness and the dreams.
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What are you? Do you know?

Sylvie blinked in the afternoon sunlight as the voice from the Dreamscape echoed in her thoughts. What did you want me to say? I’m just Sylvie.

Sylvie, who was supposed to single-handedly lay autumn to rest and usher in winter tonight. Taylan had told her about this ceremony long ago, a fireside story on a chilly solstice night. She used to close her eyes and picture it as he spoke, trying to imagine magic powerful enough to transform leaves into icicles and grass into snow drifts. A power she now supposedly held.

All she felt was a dull simmer beneath her skin.

At least she looked like a queen. A strange reflection gazed back at her from the full-length mirror: black hair styled into glossy curls that rested on her shoulders, makeup that accentuated her large, dark eyes and hid the tired circles beneath them, and lengths of diamonds and amethysts looped around her neck. The best part was the dress, a lake of royal purple satin edged with swirling motifs in teal and silver. Its train was so long it covered most of the floor in her tiny dressing room. 

“Are you sure you don’t want to wear something that’s easier to run in?” Zeren circled her as if stalking prey, glaring at each fold of Sylvie’s skirt as she put it in order.

Even in human form, faerie hounds made terrible ladies-in-waiting, but if Zeren wanted to help her get ready for the festival, Sylvie didn’t have the heart to turn her down. Besides, she could trust Zeren not to slip poison into her wine or stab her while lacing up her dress.

“This is a Court ceremony. Running isn’t supposed to be part of the festivities.” Sylvie adjusted the corset-like bodice, straightening the plunging neckline and making sure the back lacing was secure. Taylan would like this dress.

“What fun is that?” Zeren ran a hand through her long white hair, ruffling the tiny braids and beads scattered throughout it. She wore her best dress too, a floor-length gown of white buckskin laced together at the seams and trimmed with the silky bronze fur of some exotic beast. Sylvie had once made the mistake of asking her where she’d gotten it, and Zeren had regaled her with an enthusiastic tale of how she had hunted and skinned the animals. “I told you that you should have let the Hunters plan the party.”

Sylvie smiled, picturing Zeren and the other hounds and wildcats corralling the nobles and forcing them into mock combat in their finery.

“You can do whatever you want, as long as it doesn’t involve eating anyone. I get to figure out how to turn fall into winter while the entire Court watches.”

The thin curtains billowed, and the room dimmed as a cloud drifted over the sun, casting shadows over Sylvie’s elegant reflection. Who was she fooling? She wasn’t a queen. She wasn’t even completely fae—she was a half-blood whose true power was alchemy, not magic. A woman who had left the mortal realm only because destiny had put dragonfly wings on her back, marking her as a chosen savior.

“Savior of what?” She didn’t realize she’d murmured the words aloud until Zeren’s brow scrunched.

“Hm?”

“Sorry. It’s just... I still wonder why I have these.” Sylvie’s wings unfolded, shimmering even in the dim light. “They’re supposed to mean I can save Faerie from a great danger, which... I guess I already did that.”

“You guess?” Zeren laughed. “You sent Casimir running back to the mortal world and cleared out the poison he used against Faerie. You freed the Wild Hunt from him and helped us remember our real purpose. And you became queen without killing anyone. What more proof do you need?”

Sylvie swallowed. It still felt surreal. If Taylan and her friends hadn’t been around to remind her of how she’d faced down Casimir and won, she might have written the whole thing off as a dream brought on by mixing together the wrong alchemical potions.

“What does it mean, though?” she wondered aloud. “Sure, I did something extraordinary once. But now what? Am I still a destined protector of Faerie, or are the wings just a souvenir?”

“You’re a Dragonfly. I don’t think that changes.”

“Does it? It’s not like any of the other Dragonflies lived long enough to find out.” 

Sylvie closed her eyes, images of the other Dragonflies searing her mind. There had been nearly two dozen in Faerie’s long history, each given different abilities and sent to help the realm in a time of great need. Few had succeeded in their mission, and none had lived to enjoy it. She had watched each story play out in the Annals, the remote fortress that held the memory of Faerie, and she’d seen each Dragonfly fall by magic and steel.

That didn’t bode well for tonight’s festival. Maybe that was her fate—to save Faerie only to fall into the hands of the murderous Court before she could do the realm any lasting good.

“I’m Sylvie Imanthiya, Queen of Faerie.” Her own voice sounded from memory, small and uncertain.

“Is that all?”

“Isn’t that enough?”

It had to be enough.

“I’d like to do so much more for Faerie,” she said aloud. “To really help it, not just save it once. End all the backstabbing, help the unwanted children who are abandoned in the mortal world.”

“Isn’t that what you’re doing as queen?”

“I guess so. Taylan seems to think he gave his power to the right person.”

Shame welled in her chest, and her heart drooped along with her wings. Taylan had given her his power, believing she could be what Faerie needed. How could she want to run away from the most important mission of her life?

At least she had a chance to help people. Every monarch who had preceded her had ruled by violence, and that legacy had left deep scars on every aspect of fae society. Everything she was enduring would be worthwhile if she could undo some of that damage.

“I want to help people, and if I can do that as queen, then that’s what I’ll do.”

And she would do it. She’d promised Taylan. She’d promised Faerie. Sylvie drew herself up to her full height and looked her reflection in the eyes, trying to paint resolve and enthusiasm on her face.

Zeren ran her hands over Sylvie’s skirt one last time before stepping back to survey her handiwork. “Perfect! Just needs one last touch.”

She picked up a small clay pot off the top of the dresser and removed the lid, revealing a thick gold liquid. Body paint. Sylvie knew what was coming next: metallic swirls on her arms and face, motifs of honor in the glyphs of the Hunters.

She took a step backward. “I’d love to, Zeren, but not this time.”

“I thought you liked it.”

“I do, but...” she cringed and paused, the next words bitter on her tongue.

“But you can’t go to a festival full of nobles painted like a member of the Wild Hunt. I understand.” Zeren’s face fell as she replaced the lid and abandoned the pot on the dresser. She was silent as she fetched Sylvie’s shoes from the bottom of the wardrobe.

Sylvie blinked as angry tears welled in her eyes. Were her only choices to play along with the Court’s games or be assassinated? “It’s terrible, and I hate that it has to be this way, but... it does. For now.”

“You’re doing what you have to do,” Zeren said softly, setting the jeweled slippers down by Sylvie’s feet.

Sylvie reached out, laying her hand on Zeren’s shoulder. “That doesn’t mean I have to like it. Someday, I’ll make sure things are different.”

One challenge at a time. Tonight, she would face the Court and show them there was more to her than mortal blood and alchemist’s poison. That she could face people who were far older and more powerful than her and overcome their schemes with courage and kindness. That she wouldn’t fail her kingdom, no matter how difficult the task.

And maybe, in proving it to them, she’d prove it to herself. 

* * * * *
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Taylan channeled his fury into each stroke of his swords. The twin blades blurred, beating back every attack Diza offered. His auxor met each strike with gleaming eyes and a sharp laugh, maneuvering out of his sword’s reach with practiced ease. Block, parry, thrust, in equal measure. The whoosh and clang of metal echoed from the stark stone walls of the sparring room, a secluded chamber beneath one of the larger ruined villas in the Blood Valley. The familiar motions were all that made sense to him now, all that beat back the darkness.

Just a dream. Just a dream. Just—

“Hah!” Diza’s shout broke his mantra.

Taylan blinked and glanced down at her sword, a hair’s breadth from his throat. He muttered a curse as he lowered his weapons.

“Come on, you’re supposed to make this a challenge.” Diza grinned as she pulled her sword away. She lovingly trailed a finger along the blade, then ran the flat against her dark trousers to polish away a smudge.

It was the sword she had stolen from Taylan’s collection of war trophies shortly after they’d met. Just as well—it was a Solasa blade, and the magic forged into the metal meant that only someone with star-fae magic could handle it without being scalded. It glowed with pale light, hungry for blood. Leave it to the Solasa to forge weapons with bloodlust.

“Not right now,” Diza chided the blade. “You know we don’t hurt family.”

Taylan rolled his eyes. “Didn’t you try to behead me a few weeks ago?”

“You were supposed to block that blow! I was simply helping you hone your skills so you stay alive next time you do something ridiculously sacrificial.” She swung the sword in a few flourishing strokes. “I thought you were better than this. Where’s the Taylan who spent twelve centuries fending off assassins?”

“Dead.” Fate had caught up with him in the end, no matter how skilled a fighter he was. His hand went to his heart, rubbing the gnarled ridges of skin that marked where Casimir’s swords had run him through. He had died, just as he was supposed to. What else did his destiny hold for him? Was fate pulling him toward the Deathrealm permanently?

Diza snorted. “You’re a bucket of sunshine today. What’s going on?”

Taylan sighed. There was no point in keeping secrets from his second-in-command, and she would pry them out of him if he tried to do so.

“I went to the Deathrealm last night.”

“Good!” Diza’s face lit up with a brilliant smile. She smacked Taylan’s shoulder. “How did you get in? Did you find one of the old gateways?”

Taylan scowled. “I was pulled there from the Dreamscape. And I didn’t go in. I still have that much control over my abilities.”

“Control?” Her words were accompanied by another strike of her blade against his. “You’re not controlling anything. You’re smothering it. You can’t avoid the whole ‘tied-to-the-Deathrealm’ aspect of our heritage forever.”

“Of course I can.” Taylan parried the blow, then slashed at Diza’s exposed side, nicking the heavy leather of her corset. Diza sidestepped and countered with a few quick strokes. “I’m fine with controlling shadows and turning things into rust and coming back from the dead. All perfectly useful skills that don’t require me to get involved in the underworld.”

“Sounds like your magic has other ideas, if you accidentally went to the Deathrealm through a dream.”

“Someone else’s magic was to blame. The voice that called me there was pretty adamant.”

Diza’s hand slipped on her sword hilt, color draining from her already pale face. She recovered before Taylan could take advantage of the moment. Her next blow carried enough force to sever a limb. “Whose voice did you hear?”

“A Dulahna ghost. It said the Deathrealm needed me.”

She drew a deep breath, relief softening her features into a trace of her usual confident smile. “Good. I mean... Stars. Sorry. I was expecting something worse.”

“Casimir?” Taylan’s blood chilled as he recalled the specter’s accusation that he had left the underworld unguarded.

“Yeah. I told you he’s been toying with the underworld. He’s been trying to unlock it for years. You know how many red-haired orphans disappeared into his secret laboratories.”

Diza claimed the number was several dozen, at least. She had been one of them, nearly three hundred years ago. But while the others had likely been cut to pieces in Casimir’s labs, Diza had met a different fate. She had been a special project, imbued with Solasa magic and shaped into Casimir’s favorite weapon—and lover, though Taylan wasn’t interested in those particular details.

But that was long in the past. Since then, Diza had escaped the planet itself and been adopted by the elusive Lyrium, nebulous beings who lived between dimensions and kept order in the multiverse. She had spent over a century traveling between worlds as their representative, the empress of the Pathminders, before returning to the world of Kyure only about half a year ago.

Taylan had met her in Sabellyn shortly after the equinox disaster, and she had claimed him as family and shoved her way into his life until he’d relented and made her his second-in-command. He was grateful. It was the first time he’d had a second he could count on. All the previous ones had tried to assassinate him.

Though Diza sometimes came close to accomplishing that too.

She caught his blade in a lightning stroke and sent him off-balance, scattering his thoughts. The razor edge of her sword slid along his neck again, the Solasa magic tingling his skin.

“So... your people just asked for help, and you’re not going to listen?”

Taylan’s blades flashed in a fury, forcing her backward. “What am I supposed to do?”

“If the Deathrealm is calling you, ignoring it will only make matters worse. Better to face it head-on.”

“I got away this time. I can do it again. I’ll have to.” As he spoke, streams of shadowy mist began to rise from his hands. He gripped the hilts of his swords tighter, willing the shadows to vanish. “I don’t have any other options.”

He could control this. He had to control this. He pushed down the magic, feeling its corrosive power burning into his bones.

“Oh, you have quite a few options. You just don’t like any of them.” Diza whirled in dancing steps, her sword strokes more for show than for damage this time. “You could look for the old gateways the Dulahna used to guard. Or, you could stop repressing your magic and open a portal to the Deathrealm yourself. You’d be more in control that way, and you could find out what’s going on there, on your own terms. The less you let them push you around, the less you give in, the less you’ll be overcome.”

“You’re insane.” Taylan countered her showy moves with a blunt blow, knocking her off balance for a second before she recovered.

“And you’re scared.”

“Damn it, Diza! Of course I’m scared. I saw what happened to my parents, how they went mad and brought the shadows back to the living realm. I’m the only full-blooded Dulahna left who could bridge the living realm and the underworld. Do you want me to do that, crazed by my own magic and craving power? Do you want me to become everything we’re supposed to be fighting against?”

Shadows poured from his skin as he spoke, streaming around him in a whirl. Taylan grasped at them, trying to absorb them back into his flesh, but they kept swirling, mocking him.

No. He couldn’t lose control. Not here. Not with his family so close and the rest of the living realm at stake.

The living realm, which has spurned you for your entire life? What do you owe them?

Taylan gritted his teeth against the voice that resonated in his thoughts. A new voice, lower than those of the specters, weighted with despair. More whispers from the underworld, or just his own mind going mad?

This is your fate now. Stop trying to deny it. 

Sylvie... Taylan grasped his memories of her—her gentle smile, her brilliant laugh, the feel of her skin against his. He should reach out to her through their halayda bond and let her be his lifeline, but he couldn’t do that to her. She didn’t deserve to be swept into darkness and death.

Well, you sealed that fate for her, didn’t you?

Red light flared around his fingers, shooting out and mingling with the thickening shadows. Heat rose inside of him. He glanced down and saw the skin of his hands turning gray, his fingernails lengthening into gnarled claws edged in blood.

“Taylan, stop!” Diza stepped forward, her hand raised. Light poured from her palm, the usual silver of her Lyrium magic threaded with crimson and black. It spread out between them in a smooth, glassy wall that reflected the maelstrom of magic like a mirror. The shadows pulled away and absorbed into the mirror, solidifying into the hulking form of a monster.

Of himself.

Taylan stared at his reflection, heart pounding and ice gripping his limbs. The image’s face was gaunt and gray with blood streaming from gaping wounds that revealed bone. Flames burned in its hollow eyes.

Taylan looked from the reflection to his own hands. Claws curved from his fingers and blood streaked his bare arms and chest. This was no kellish mirror. This was different magic, and its reflection was real.

Diza closed her hand. The illusion shattered into slivers of black glass and vanished, carrying the reflection with it.

Taylan’s knees gave way and he fell to the floor, his swords melting into mist as he released them.

Just a dream. Just a dream. Just a dream—

A firm hand closed on his arm. He spun toward his attacker, arm raised to strike.

Diza’s other hand caught his, an inch from her neck. “You need a drink.”

She didn’t wait for Taylan to agree. She knew where his stash of alcohol was—behind a hidden panel in the sparring room, next to a stockpile of weapons. She grabbed two bottles of the strongest ale he had, vaporized the corks with flashes of magic, then plunked a bottle down on the floor in front of him.

He grabbed it with a shaking hand and swallowed it in gulps, letting the warmth wash through him.

“Stars. I almost—” He pressed a hand to his forehead. His skull throbbed with remnants of burning magic. “I couldn’t—”

He couldn’t bring himself to say what would have happened if Diza hadn’t intervened. Who he might have killed. How he might have torn a hole in the fabric between dimensions and opened a gaping door to the underworld.

He downed the rest of the ale, then hurled the bottle against the wall, shattering it to tiny pieces.

Diza flicked her hand toward the pile of broken glass. The shards disappeared in small flashes of silver light. She retrieved another bottle from the closet, then sat down against the wall, motioning for him to join her.

Taylan stood slowly, trying to regain a sense of his limbs. His hands were his own again, his skin back to its usual tan hue, and there was no blood in sight except for a small gash on one forearm where Diza’s sword had nicked him. He crossed the room and joined her, accepting the second bottle of ale without a word and leaning back against the rough stone wall.

“You’re welcome,” Diza said, patting his shoulder before taking a long sip from her bottle.

Taylan drew a deep breath and focused on the subtle energy that pulsed through the auxor bond he shared with Diza, letting it ground him. The familial bond allowed them to share power and information—though apparently there was plenty of information she was withholding. “What was that?”

“Your reflection. Mirrors usually have that effect.”

“No, I mean what you did.” He didn’t want to think about his reflection. Better to focus on something else, such as the impossible magic his auxor had just displayed.

Diza shrugged. “Just a simple trick I learned a long time ago. A way of absorbing excess magic, enabling me to dispel it. It’s one of the quirks of my Lyrium-enhanced magic... I think. To be honest, I don’t remember how I learned it.”

He gave her a sideways look. “It almost looked like Dulahna magic.”

“Remnants of whatever power I was born with, maybe. Lyrium magic is unpredictable in how it enhances or changes a person’s natural abilities. Between Casimir’s experiments and joining the Lyrium, my shadow magic never fully manifested, but recently...” Diza drummed her fingers against the glass bottle she was holding, her face suddenly tight with worry. “Anyway, it works.”

“What other ‘simple tricks’ are you hiding? Anything else useful?”

“A lot of things, but most of them aren’t relevant in this dimension. Magic works differently on each world.” She raised the bottle to her mouth again.

“Is there anything that could bind shadow magic permanently?”

“Not that I know of.” Diza gave a wry smile. “Besides, that would be cheating. And you’d be going back on your promise.”

Taylan took another gulp of ale. It was a rich, earthy batch—something Zad had found on the black market in the mortal realm and given to Taylan, along with an elaborate tale of how he’d acquired it.

“I promised to explore my shadow magic, not accidentally open the gates of the Deathrealm. It’s one thing to corrode things and travel through shadows. Those powers are useful tools. But this part of my heritage is best left untapped, promise or no. That’s why I’ve worked so hard to keep my power under control. You just saw how nothing good can come from provoking my shadow magic.”

“Way to defeat yourself before you even try.” Diza gave a soft snort. “We all have to own our true natures sooner or later, even if they’re something we don’t want to be. Denying that will just get people hurt.”

They drank in silence for a moment, sitting side by side with no need to finish their thoughts aloud. Taylan glanced at her—the empress who had willingly cut herself off from the Lyrium, the Dulahna who barely used her shadow magic, the changeling from Sabellyn who never spoke of her past.

“Have you owned yours?” he asked at last.

Diza grimaced. “I’ve never denied that I’m an escapee from Casimir’s labs, and his former... well, all of that. Then I ran beyond the boundaries of Kyure and landed between dimensions—”

“And found out you were a destined representative of the Lyrium?”

“Yes, in spite of everything. They gave me a purpose I didn’t deserve, but I embraced it. It wasn’t exactly risk-free.” She snapped her fingers, setting off a whirl of tiny, mirror-like discs around her hand. “I tore a few dimensional holes while I was learning to use my power. The good news is that those things can usually be fixed. Except the time I accidently released a host of sentient slime balls in the throne room of a fanatical dictator. That one was conveniently irreparable.”

“I’m sure it was.”

Diza smacked his arm. “Next time you turn into an evil death lord, just remember that I have an army of slime balls at my command.”

Taylan laughed in spite of himself. “At least you get good drinking stories.”

“If only my adventures were as much fun as they sounded. I mostly remember feeling lonely.”

“It probably had something to do with the fact that you could only see your husband in your head.”

Zad and Diza had been married for over a century. They had lived in the same world for less than a year. Diza had had to tell him the story several times before he began to make sense of it. Essentially, the combination of Zad’s shifter instincts and Diza’s enhanced magic, along with their mutual connection to the Lyrium, had enabled them to connect across dimensions and exchange halayda vows through their shared Dreamscape.

“Zad and I share a lot more than you think. We’ve had to.” Diza’s expression became distant. “More like... ever feel like you have a gaping chasm in your soul that doesn’t make any sense?”

Taylan’s eyebrows arched.

She stared past him for a moment. Then she shook her head, her turquoise eyes regaining some of their usual spark. “Never mind. It’s nothing I can’t handle.” Her voice held a note of resignation, but Taylan didn’t question it. If it was his business, Diza would share it when she was ready. “We were talking about you and your habit of insisting you have control and then exploding at all the wrong times. Like right before your wife’s solstice ceremony.”

“I was hoping everyone would just forget about the star-blasted ceremony.” Chaperoning a drunken festival wasn’t how Taylan wanted to spend the night, especially when he could still feel his magic simmering beneath his skin. The Court already wanted him dead—again—because of how much he was using his shadow magic. If he lost control at a festival, it would be a disaster in every way. He glanced at Diza. “You’re coming, right?”

“I have to. Zad won’t shut up about how much he wants to dance with me. Something about showing up the rest of the Court. Not that I’m complaining.” Her smile brightened for a second before wavering. “Are you sure you want to go? Zad and I can keep an eye on Sylvie if you want.”

“I’ll be fine. If there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s keeping myself under control in the presence of the Court.” The shadows in his mind laughed in response. Taylan drained the last of his ale, then vaporized the bottle in a flash of crimson light. He rose to his feet. “See you tonight.”
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The world was all wrong.

Maybe it was the pungent incense that burned Sylvie’s nose, or the off-kilter beat of the drums. Maybe it was the way every face in the crowd turned toward her, wearing shadowy snarls, as she emerged from the mountain pass onto the banks of the hidden lake.

She gripped Taylan’s arm and drew herself up to her full height as they moved forward with deliberate steps. He was tense beneath her grasp, and his free hand twitched as if eager for his sword. He looked down at her with a brief, reassuring glance before returning his gaze to the crowd.

“You’re leaving a trail of flowers again,” he whispered.

“Drat!” Sylvie looked behind them. Sure enough, thin leaves were springing up in her footsteps, unfurling into blue and yellow blossoms that were bright against the bare ground. She waved her hand toward them, willing them to sink back into the earth. They grew a few inches taller, and she sighed in defeat. “I’m a faerie queen who can’t control my own power. No wonder everyone here is glaring daggers at me.”

“You could always strangle them with vines.” Taylan gave a dark smile.

Sylvie wrinkled her nose. “Not funny. I’m trying to break the cycle of violence, remember?”

She resisted the urge to chide him further. Taylan had ruled this Court for twelve hundred years before passing his power to her, and he’d lived every day with the threat of assassination. He’d inherited the kingdom by killing the previous monarch, and even though he’d done so to end a tyrant’s reign, that legacy had followed him through the ages. Faerie took on the qualities of its ruler, as all the magic was ultimately connected to that person.

One more reason why she couldn’t let nerves get the better of her, especially on a festival night. Already the glamour pulsed around her, charged with emotion from the gathered crowd. Every stone in the glade, every overhanging tree limb, every faerie who watched her movements would be a mirror of herself.

A breath of wind sent icy prickles across her skin. She clutched the velvet folds of her cloak and pulled it over her low-cut dress. Taylan looked slightly more comfortable, shrouded in layered black robes. Always black these days.

His gaze was fixed on something beyond the waiting crowd. His posture went rigid.

“Is something wrong?” Sylvie whispered.

He was silent for a moment. “No. It’s nothing.”

Sylvie followed his gaze, but there was nothing but a line of somber evergreen trees.

A group of Maithe nobles twined in a circular dance on the edge of the lake, their steps heavy with the solemnity of the night. It was a dance, not of merrymaking, but of ceremony, to bid farewell to the autumn. Each wore garments like layered leaves in the icy hues of winter, and their long golden hair was bound in intricate braids. They swayed to the beat of the drums, lost in the rhythm of their dance... except for their eyes, which fixed on Sylvie in challenge.

A flash of red caught her attention. Zad and Diza spun along the outskirts of the dance, Diza’s fiery hair flying loose behind her. Zad’s eyes were filled with deep admiration and affection as he watched his wife. Diza let out a laugh as they whirled, though there was a hollowness to the sound. Zad leaned down and whispered something in her ear, and the couple slipped away from the dance and strolled around the edge of the crowd, hands poised above the weapons hidden in their fine clothing.

On the other side of the dance, General Sidika stood on the bank of the lake, her arms folded and her watchful gaze on the festival-goers. Sidika never danced.

Sylvie shivered as she turned back to Taylan. 

“What’s wrong?” Taylan asked, leaning down and brushing his cheek against hers.

“Everything. Except us.” She lifted her chin, meeting his lips. His kiss sent fire through her, and she clutched his arms, fingers digging into his silk robes as if he might slip from her grasp. “Come on, let’s get this over with.”

“It’s about time you two showed up for your own party.” Zad strode up to them. His short black hair was in its familiar tousled mess, but he’d exchanged his usual fighting garb for a freshly pressed silver tunic and black pants. His dark eyes cast vigilant glances over their surroundings. 

“Don’t tell me you were getting bored without a Dragonfly to guard.” Sylvie grinned. Then her brow furrowed. “Where did Diza go?”

“She’s watching the perimeter to make sure there are no assassins waiting to ambush you.” Zad returned her smile, though it carried a sharp alertness. “She has her job, I have mine.”

“I appreciate it, but make sure you and Diza get a little time together. Maybe a few more dances after the ceremony is over.”

“We are spending time together. For over a century, all we wanted was to fight our battles side by side.” He paused, and his eyes sparkled with mischief. “Not that Diza and I will ever say no to a dance.”

Sylvie reached out and squeezed his arm. He fell into step behind her as they started toward the crowd.

Sylvie was given no say in the festival location. She’d wanted to invite the nobles to the Blood Valley, where deep-seated magic kept the winter at bay. But the point of the festival was to revel in the season at hand, and there was no better place to do so than the highest glacial lake in the Star Mountains.

The place hummed with magic. The lake was ringed with ancient evergreens and scrubby mountain birches, growing far too high in the mountains to be ordinary trees. The silvery water was calm, barely rippled by the frigid winds that whispered across its surface.

Lanterns had been strung between the trees on either side of the lake, casting a dull orange glow on the water. Musicians pounded drums and plucked strings from a platform by the shore, and nearby tables were overflowing with roast meats and sparkling delicacies. The courtiers stood on the shore of the lake, all in gossamer gowns despite the frigid air. They watched Sylvie’s every move as she emerged from the pass, the glint in their eyes both a hope and a warning.

“What do I do now?” she whispered to Taylan. She already knew the answer. They’d gone over the plan a dozen times in the past few days. But maybe if he said it again, her heart wouldn’t pound so hard and her palms wouldn’t be so slick.

Taylan rolled his eyes, but the hint of a smile on his face sent warmth through her. He wrapped his arm around her waist and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Let them know you’re here. Remind them you’re in control. It doesn’t matter if they don’t like it.”

Doesn’t it? Sylvie gazed at the nobles. The heads of each clan were here—Maithe clad in gowns of leaves and snowy flowers, naiads in the icy gray of winter streams, even a few shifters in fur and feathers. Her people, the ones she’d sworn to serve and protect, whether or not they accepted her.

All that mattered was that she was strong enough to love them.

She forced a smile to her face, willing that thought to chase away the nausea coiling in her stomach. Taylan hung back a pace, reluctantly releasing her hand. She needed to face her people on her own.

“Autumn is past.” Her voice rang out high and clear over the lake. The voices of the crowd dwindled to a murmur, and the dancers halted. “Autumn, a time of death and endings.” Never mind that winter was a time of more death. A cringe cracked her cheery smile. Maybe if she moved on quickly enough, no one would think too hard about the logic. “But change comes to all worlds, and we move forward into the future. Let our hearts be cheered and our love awakened by warm winter fires, and may we embrace the cold not as a curse, but as rest and a promise for the future.”

She paused, waiting for a response, but all that followed were whispers and stares.

The loud thud of drums shattered the quiet, and the dancers fell back into their pattern.

They were ignoring her. Sylvie let out a long sigh.

The dancers yelped and floundered to a halt as a sharp wind tore through their ranks. The current encircled Sylvie, then stopped in front of her, materializing into the form of a woman. Sidika. The banshee’s sapphire blue velvet gown shone bright against her umber skin, and her long hair, unbound from its usual braids, floated around her in a shadowy cloud. She stepped forward, her deep red eyes holding Sylvie in a long gaze before she curtseyed to the ground.

Relief coursed through Sylvie. She glanced around and saw the forms of gray-clad warriors emerging from the wind, weapons flashing from the folds of their clothing. At least some of the banshees were on her side.

Sidika held her curtsey longer than necessary—a show, Sylvie knew, a message to the rest of the nobles. If the ancient banshee general bowed to the new queen, they had no excuse not to do so.

“Thank you,” Sylvie whispered. She shuffled her feet as Sidika rose. It didn’t feel right to have this woman bowing before her—a warrior as old as the earth who had ended the lives of many powerful lords and ladies.

Sidika seemed to sense Sylvie’s unease, and she gave her a faint smile. The expression still looked foreign on her frigid face, but less so now than when Sylvie had met her a few months earlier. Sidika only shared her past in bits and pieces, but Sylvie knew she hadn’t had much to smile about in a long time. That the banshee smiled at her—believed in her, for some unfathomable reason—was one more reason Sylvie had to do her job well as queen.

Wary gazes followed the general as she took her place at Sylvie’s side, opposite Taylan and Zad. Sylvie straightened her shoulders as she looked at the crowd, willing them to follow Sidika’s lead.

Finally, a cluster of naiads stepped forward, whispering to each other as they approached Sylvie. They bowed, then scurried aside. The rest of the fae began to follow in groups of two or three, their bows never quite low enough and always a little too short. A few looked Sylvie in the eyes with open glares, contempt emanating from them in sickly waves. Most never met her gaze at all.

The Maithe approached her last, with scalding glances for both her and Taylan. The earth elementals had been Taylan’s most powerful warriors and influential courtiers when he was king, but their loyalty only lasted as long as it benefited them. At least a score of them had tried to assassinate Taylan in the past. A few had come after Sylvie as well.
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