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      The carriage ride back to my large cottage-style home after the near-death experience that was my sister’s coronation was very quiet.

      Rowan sat across from me, looking as worse for wear as I felt. I was grateful that my usually meek and sweet sister had been able to single-handedly save the Dark realm. I was still very much recovering from the magic transference she had needed from all of us to do it.

      My father had insisted that all of us go back home and hunker down in case others were following Gabriel. Melisande was alive but unconscious, and she had somehow healed Ambrose after he had been stabbed in the chest with an iron sword. I couldn’t work out how she had healed a wound that had been fatal. Ambrose was also comatose, but the wound had closed, leaving only a scar.

      My great-grandmother was watching over the realm in the interim. My mother and great-aunt returned to the light realm, where they would ensure the guards there remained loyal.

      “Do you know how to test your guard’s loyalty?” Rowan’s softly asked question startled me out of my distracted train of thought.

      “Yes, they can’t lie, so I will just ask them three yes or no questions.”

      “I’m still in shock. The fact that we had no idea that was happening until it was too late.” Rowan sighed mournfully before continuing.

      “Imagine if Meli hadn’t done what she did. Gabriel was a master manipulator. The fact that she survived all that he did and learned from him.”

      I interrupted to remind him. “Yes, at great cost to her sanity, Rowan.”

      “She was braver than any warrior I have ever seen.” Rowan insisted.

      “I know she was. She will survive, and we will find all of the players involved.” I added, watching out the carriage window. It wasn’t that I didn’t think my sister’s actions were amazing. It was what it had cost her that I hated. I hated that both Meli and Cillian had been tormented by our Uncle.

      As we reached the cottage, I barely waited for the wheels to stop before I exited the carriage, needing to get clean and get some space. I couldn’t get the visions of Rowan being hit with the sword by the guard out of my head.

      “Will I see you for dinner?” Rowan’s voice came from behind me as I quickly walked through the hall.

      “Yes, I am going to get cleaned up and catch some sleep first,” I answered wearily. I couldn’t navigate my feelings with him too close.

      “I’ll see you then, rest well…” Rowan’s voice trailed away as I turned the corner to my quarters. I had a large bedroom and bathroom, a library, and a door out to the gardens. When I walked into the bedroom, I was greeted by the scurrying of my favorite pet. I had a knack for attracting odd wildlife, and Bertrand was an interesting blend of scorpion and lizard.

      My siblings had never appreciated the connection I had with all manner of living beings. My mother, however, had found it endearing and had encouraged it with the caveat that they couldn’t be poisonous or have the potential to eat anyone.

      Sitting down on the couch, I kicked my boots off and held out my arm for Bertrand to crawl up and perch on my shoulder.

      “I did break the rule with you, but since we don’t live at mother’s, I guess it doesn’t count. Besides, you wouldn’t sting me, would you?”

      I yawned and rested my head back against the tall-backed couch. “I failed pretty much everyone this time, Bertie. Rowan almost died…so did the rest of us. My magic wasn’t very useful except as fuel for my sister. She saved us all.”

      After a few more moments of peace, I stood and walked over to Bertrand’s special stand and allowed him to hop down while I fed him from the jar of insects I kept. He contentedly ate while I went into my bathroom. Unlike my siblings, I preferred a soak and a shower to just a shower. Setting the tub as warm as I could stand it, I finished undressing before stepping into the steaming water.

      I couldn’t get over the fact that both my siblings had been terrorized by our great-uncle, and I had, for the most part, not been bothered by him in any way until recently. I recognized that I should be glad I hadn’t gone through what they had, but a twisted part of me wanted to know why. In a way, I assumed it was because I have no dark magic, but maybe my magic just wasn’t something he felt was useful.

      “It certainly had no use recently,” I muttered to myself before pressing my forehead against the glass. To add insult to injury, my best friend was now assigned as my bodyguard.

      I finished washing up and shut off the shower with an angry jerk of my wrist before stepping out and grabbing one of my large soft towels.

      I had only just dried off and wrapped the towel around myself when I heard a loud knocking on my bedroom door. I walked over to my door and called out.

      “Hello?” I leaned against the door and did not open it.

      “Ely…my lord…” Rowan’s voice sounded from the hallway.

      “What is it, Rowan? I’ve just had a shower.” I winced at the annoyance in my tone. I knew he didn’t deserve it.

      “I have dinner sent here. I was fairly certain you would not want to eat in the formal dining room.”

      A twinge of guilt had me opening the door. Rowan walked in and pulled the tray of covered dishes behind him. When he looked back at me, I realized I was still only in my towel.

      I turned abruptly and walked to my closet and dressing room. I took a deep breath and put on a matching silk lounge pants and shirt before walking back out. I couldn’t shake the feeling of being too exposed, and also, the nagging sense of guilt that would not release me.

      When I reentered the bedroom, Rowan was sitting at my small table with Bertrand asleep on his shoulder. Sitting down, I expelled a shaky breath at the sight of my favorite foods on a plate in front of me.

      “Thank you for having the food brought and asking them to make my favorites. I am sorry I was rude. Both earlier and now.”

      Rowan shook his head. “You weren’t and aren’t ever rude.” His voice alternately calmed me or vexed me, depending. Right now, it was the latter.

      “You’re as ever just being kind.” I shook my head and ate a bite of food before I could overanalyze my feelings.

      “Of the two of us, I do not believe that I’m the kind one usually.” Rowan smiled sardonically and before eating from his plate.

      I watched him take a bite of the mixed greens with meat and chew. My eyes slipped to his throat and watched him swallow.

      “I think, given the events of the last week, we are able to give ourselves some grace,” Rowan added once he’d finished his bite.

      “I don’t want grace. It’s never done me any good.” I grumbled before stuffing my mouth full again.

      “Ely.” Rowan’s voice was stern suddenly.

      I choked down the food and looked up at him. “Rowan?”

      “She’s going to be okay. Lord Sindri would not have sent everyone off if he didn’t think she would recover.”

      “You misunderstand me. I know she will be alright. If there is one thing I am completely certain of is that both my siblings have things under control at all times.” I balled my fist in my lap.

      “Then what is driving your current mood?” Rowan watched me far too closely.

      “I’m just in a sour mood. I wasn’t coming in here to brood. I was coming in here to spare anyone my less-than-glowing presence.” I reminded him before putting my fork down.

      Rowan was quiet for a moment. He reached over and poured wine into my empty glass without being asked, then refilled his own. It was such a small thing. The kind of small thing that made it very difficult to maintain a reasonable distance from him.

      “You are allowed to feel it, you know,” he said carefully, setting the bottle down. “Whatever it is you are feeling.”

      “That is a very broad statement.”

      “It was meant to be.” He leaned back in his chair, and Bertrand shifted on his shoulder but did not wake. “You don’t have to name it for it to be real.”

      I picked up the wine and took a slow sip. The warmth of it spread through my chest and did very little to loosen the knot that had lived there since the coronation. Since before the coronation, if I was being honest with myself, which I was not particularly inclined to be at the moment.

      “I watched you get hit,” I said finally. My voice came out quieter than I intended. “With the sword. I watched it happen, and I couldn’t do anything useful to stop it.”

      Rowan did not flinch. He held my gaze steadily. “I know.”

      “Don’t tell me it wasn’t my fault.”

      “I wasn’t going to.” He tilted his head slightly. “It wasn’t a matter of fault. It was a matter of circumstance. You were doing what you could.”

      “My magic fed my sister’s power, and that was the extent of my contribution.” I set the glass down harder than I meant to. “I should have been able to help. I was supposed to be…”

      “What?” Rowan asked. There was no challenge in it, only genuine curiosity. “What were you supposed to be?”

      I opened my mouth and then closed it again. Bertrand stirred on Rowan’s shoulder, blinked his amber eyes at me once, and then tucked his head back down. Even my own creature had more peace than I did.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “More useful than I was.”

      Rowan was quiet for a long moment. When he spoke again, his voice had dropped to something lower and more careful. “You kept us together. You kept your head when the rest of us were barely managing. That is not nothing, Ely.”

      I hated that my name in his mouth made it harder to argue with him.

      “You should eat,” I said instead, nodding toward his plate.

      The corner of his mouth lifted just slightly. He picked up his fork and ate. I did the same. We sat in a silence that was not entirely uncomfortable, which was its own kind of problem. I had grown too accustomed to his company, to the particular quality of quiet he brought into a room. It was not the silence of absence. It was the silence of someone who did not need to fill every space with noise, and I found it far more dangerous than any sword.

      When the plates were mostly cleared, I leaned back and looked at the ceiling. Bertrand had climbed down from Rowan’s shoulder at some point and was making slow, deliberate circles near the window.

      “Thank you,” I said. “For coming. For the food. For not letting me sit in here alone with my thoughts for too long.”

      “You would have emerged eventually,” Rowan said.

      “Perhaps. But I would have been considerably worse company by then.”

      He laughed softly. It was a rare enough sound that I turned to look at him. He was watching Bertrand with something almost like fondness, and I thought, not for the first time, that it was deeply unfair how easily he fit into the spaces of my life.

      “Get some sleep,” he said, standing and lifting the tray. “Tomorrow will ask things of us that tonight doesn’t need to.”

      I nodded and rose. At the door, he paused.

      “Ely.” He said my name once more, and I turned. “You were enough today. You were exactly enough.”

      He left before I could answer, which was probably for the best. I stood in the middle of my room for a long moment, Bertrand winding slowly around my ankles, and I let myself feel the full weight of the day before I finally let it go.
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      Back in the bedroom I used when I visited Ely, I tossed and turned. The wine had not dulled me enough to let sleep come, and my concern about him did not make surrendering to it any easier. When I’d told Ely he had been enough today, I’d meant it. The first thought in my mind when the iron sword had hit me had not been of fault or blame. Instead, I had felt intensely deep regret. The kind you feel when, at the potential last moment of your life, you realize you had not even scratched the surface of your feelings for someone else.  Ego, fear, pride, and stubbornness had all played a role in the current state of Ely and my friendship.

      All of this was made worse by the fact that when Ely had been locked in the dreamworld, I had wanted so badly to be honest for once. Any time I had attempted to, however, he had stopped me. The threat of our friendship ending if I pushed too hard had not been made, but it was an unspoken understanding. So I had swallowed my words and played along. When the attack happened, I regretted that as well.

      I lay on my back and stared at the ceiling. The room was dark and quiet, the kind of quiet that had no mercy in it. Outside, the wind moved through the garden, and I could hear it pressing against the glass. I had always been a light sleeper. It was an occupational hazard. Years of being the one responsible for other people’s safety had trained me to rest as lightly as possible, my hearing always on alert for the slightest of noises. Tonight, however, it was not a sound that kept me awake. It was the memory of Ely’s face when he had said he watched me get hit.

      I had known. Of course, I had known. Even half-conscious on the ground with iron burning through my shoulder, I had been aware of where he was in the room. I was always aware of where he was in the room. That was the part I could not seem to reason my way out of, no matter how many times I tried.

      I turned onto my side and pressed my forearm against my eyes.

      The problem with Ely was not that he was difficult. He was, in fact, one of the least difficult people I had ever known, which was its own kind of difficulty. He did not ask for things. He did not make demands. He removed himself from situations before they became a burden on anyone else. He was also a master at masking his emotions, which meant that by the time you noticed something was wrong, he had already been carrying it alone for far too long. I had learned this about him over the years of careful observation that I would never admit to out loud. He was my best friend, after all.

      I had brought food to his room tonight because I could not stand the thought of him sitting alone in there, drowning himself in guilt and silence. I had not intended to say what I said at the door. I had not planned it. It had simply come out, the way things did when I was too tired to maintain the careful distance I usually kept between what I felt and what I allowed myself to say.

      You were enough today. You were exactly enough.

      I had left before he could respond because I did not trust what I might say next.

      I sat up and pushed my hair back from my face. Sleep was not coming. I had accepted that now. The wine sat half-finished on the nightstand, and I considered it briefly before deciding against it. A clear head was the only thing of use to me at this hour.

      What I needed was to know he was alright.

      Not in the way I had confirmed it at dinner, watching him eat and speak and deflect with that quiet, careful precision of his. That was Ely performing the function of being fine. I had seen it enough times to know the difference. What I wanted was to see him without the performance. Without the walls that he built so neatly and so fast that most people never even noticed they were there.

      I had one way of doing that.

      It was not a small thing to ask. Entering a shared dreamscape required consent on both sides, and I had never attempted it without being invited. The dreamworld was intimate in a way that most forms of magic were not. You could not mask yourself there the way you could in waking life. Emotions bled through the edges of things. The landscape shifted in response to feelings the dreamer had not consciously acknowledged. I had heard of it happening with others, and the thought of seeing it with Ely, of standing in the middle of whatever his mind built when it was left vulnerable, was enough to make me pause.

      And yet.

      I stood and crossed to the window. The garden below was silver in the moonlight, the low hedges casting long shadows across the stone path. Bertrand was probably still in Ely’s room. He had a habit of following warmth, and Ely’s rooms were always warmer than the rest of the house. I had noticed that too, once, and had not examined why it stayed with me.

      While shared dreaming was not without its risks, it was fairly common among the fae. My mother had taught me the basic rudiments of it when I was young, more as theory than practice. It was not something I had ever used carelessly. The few times I had entered a shared dream, it had been with the other person's full knowledge and agreement. Also, it had only ever been with Ely.

      I told myself he would not mind. He may very well appreciate the distraction if I can bring him any kind of peace in his sleep.

      Ely was struggling. He would not say so. He would not ask for help. He had sent me away tonight with a thank you and a tight, small smile, and I had walked back to my room, trying to convince myself he was okay. Meanwhile, the entire fiber of my being screamed that he was not. I had spent years convincing myself to accept what he could offer, and I was beginning to find the exercise exhausting to my soul. Not only for myself, but I also suspected it was for him as well. The carefully exhibited pretense involved in Ely’s day-to-day life was extraordinary. The care he took to not upset anyone, to always be of help, and to never lean on anyone was a magic all in itself. A magic with some particularly poisonous side effects.

      I went back to the bed and sat on the edge of it. The dreamscape required stillness. It required a particular kind of focused intention, a willingness to let your own consciousness become a door rather than a destination. My mother had described it as making yourself an open room. I had always found the metaphor uncomfortable, but it was accurate.

      I closed my eyes and steadied my breathing.

      I would not enter without his awareness. That was not something I was willing to do. But I could reach the threshold of it. I could make myself present at the edge of his dream and wait. If he felt me there and turned away, I would leave without question. If he did not, if he acknowledged me and held the door open, even slightly, then I would take that as the invitation it was.

      I was fully aware it was a very fine line.

      I lay back against the pillow and let the room go quiet around me. The wind had settled. The cottage was still. I turned my attention inward, past the noise of the day, past the iron-edged memory of the sword and the coronation and the look on Ely’s face when he had finally said the thing he had been holding in since we left the ceremony.

      I let myself go still in the way that mattered, the deep kind, the kind that had nothing to do with the body.  Then, carefully, the way you might push open a door you were not certain you had the right to open, I reached toward the place where his dreaming was.
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