

[image: image]




[image: ]





Dedication

To Youval—somewhere between silent hikes in Scotland, midnight whiskey in Paris, and dipping our toes into several seas, you’ve been a revelation.





Epigraph

The queen kept her troops safe in solace, until a time came when she finally gave birth to a child. The troops believed that this was the start of a new era, but when the babe was born, her skin broke like glass.

—Iana Abernathy, The Last of Our Secrets





Prologue

The air in the theater grew thinner gradually. A few people squirmed. They looked around. Some rubbed their temples as headaches set in; others blinked and yawned. A few put a hand to chest or throat, as if they felt it sooner than the hundreds around them. He figured they were the ones with weaker lungs.

One of the performers collapsed, tumbling to the stage in a heap of feathered costume. The light that should’ve been on the dancer darted away, but not quickly enough. Some of the audience members, even as sluggish as they were becoming, started to panic.

Unfortunately, panic resulted in breathing faster. That only accelerated their death. So too did the attempts to stand and walk away. They had so little oxygen left, and they wasted it.

But, in truth, that’s what humanity was doing every day—turning their atmosphere to poison. He was simply demonstrating the effect of their actions in a shorter time, minutes rather than decades. Nacton was under no illusion that he was doing them a kindness, but it was a choice, and like most choices he made, this one was about getting what he wanted. He wanted war to continue; he wanted them to suffer. Mostly, he wanted the fae to remain separate from the monstrosity of humans. They were, by the very virtue of their births, guilty. If he didn’t kill them, they’d kill themselves slowly. They ate toxic food, inhaled filthy air, destroyed the very water and soil that the whole planet needed—that the fae needed.

Despite that, the rulers of the Hidden Lands wanted to declare peace. The Queen of Blood and Rage was so desperate for her half-human granddaughter’s acceptance that she was going to end the attacks on humans. For all of his reasons to dislike the woman, he’d supported her guerrilla war against humans. He’d even fathered one of her so-called Sleeper agents, the Black Diamonds.

At his side, his companion murmured, “Are we simply going to watch them die?”

Nacton drew more of the air out of the room. There wasn’t anything they could do if they wanted to escape. They sat in their finery and suffocated.

“No need to drag it out,” his companion said.

The dancers on stage were still, fallen flowers that were only beautiful for an instant. They, at least, told Nacton that humanity had some qualities worth saving. He felt a sliver of guilt, but at least they had died doing what they loved. It was the most he could give them, a parting gift.

“Burn it,” he said, and then he walked away. There were others who would die yet this week. And in each case, there would be no doubt that the fae were responsible.





one

EILIDH

Eilidh debated going to check on her niece, Lily, but Torquil had only been awake for a few days. She couldn’t yet stand to leave her betrothed for very long. He was healing, but not as quickly as she’d like. Being stabbed made for a slow recovery, and she was trying to stay at his side as best as she could.

She’d feel better once the crown princess and her cousin Zephyr moved to the Hidden Lands. For now, Eilidh was trying to not let her worries consume her. The growing strife in the Hidden Lands would only increase when her people began mingling with humanity.

So many things could go wrong. Some inevitably would, no matter how carefully Eilidh planned. She’d been working toward this for most of her life, but no amount of preparation would ensure that everything went perfectly. She stared out from her tower and purposefully set aside her plans for a moment. If all one did was plot and scheme, madness would surely come calling. So every day, Eilidh chose to take a quiet moment to breathe and take in beauty.

The glass tower where she stood reflected just enough moonlight onto the waves that they seemed to shimmer and wink at her. The sounds of sea and air were a constant soothing symphony in her home, and the sheer beauty of the water from her vantage point was often all she needed to find a moment of peace. There was something in her affinities that made her less and less separate from sea and soil over time. Maybe it was simply being the child of both courts. Maybe it was the way she’d shattered as a child.

When she’d been born, the touch of air against her skin had literally fractured, like a spiderweb crack through a pane of glass, like dry earth in a drought. Every bit of flesh and bone had tried to separate, but vine and soil enclosed her in their embrace, and the fire that lived deep in the core of the world had surged to her so that she was as a phoenix. Water rushed to quench fire as fast as it burned, and her infant body was reborn of the elements. Born of fae, of Seelie and Unseelie both, and born again of nature.

Eilidh didn’t remember, of course, but sea, soil, and fire were a part of her in ways that were more than fae. She was unable to go very long without giving herself over to the elements. The king and queen knew. They alone held her secret. Neither spoke of it, and so Eilidh knew that it was to be unspoken—even as it changed and grew within her.

She would sacrifice anyone or anything, including the truth of her nature, for the courts. It was why she’d been born: for them. It was not a decision greeted well by many of the fae. Her Seelie brothers were among those in protest. They and many of their kind saw only the maze of scars that covered her skin. They knew only that Eilidh lived in a tower built for the daughter the queen had truly wanted and loved—the child that had died—and that Eilidh was a replacement. They couldn’t understand that the tower was a prison that her father was afraid to enter and in which her mother saw only ghosts.

“Princess?”

The voice that lifted to her tower from the rocks wasn’t loud, but the glass walls had been enchanted to let her hear as if there were no barrier. She walked to the edge of the vast circular room where she’d been pacing and glanced to the sea.

She’d hoped that making it possible for LilyDark to become the new heir of the Hidden Throne would be enough to ease sentiment against her, but there were continued rumblings of discontent. Her Seelie brothers were embarrassed that they’d been bested by half-humans, and the younger fae who’d been born after the courts had withdrawn from contact with the human world were nervous at the idea of being among humans once again. The fae weren’t a people known for accepting change gracefully, and it seemed that suddenly everything had begun to change.

After Eilidh checked to see that her injured fiancé was still resting, she descended the steps and went to do as she must.





two

WILL

Will stared out at the sea while Roan got dressed. It wasn’t about modesty. When his boyfriend swam, he did so as a seal. That transition back to humanity was sometimes an adjustment for Roan. Will often carried a bag with Roan’s things, and tugging on wet clothes took a few moments so Will marveled at the sea within the Hidden Lands while Roan dressed.

They’d come together, falling into the sea and swimming through a gateway into the Hidden Lands. There was a kind of trust required to simply drop into the inky black water, but Will trusted Roan with his life.

That didn’t mean that he trusted the faery princess. He had whispered her name upon arrival and yet he was afraid. Anyone raised by the Queen of Blood and Rage was worthy of fear.

He wasn’t shocked when Roan had told him they had an errand. He wasn’t even alarmed when Roan revealed that they were going to the Hidden Lands. Not much surprised him at this point. He’d been to the Hidden Lands in secret a few times, but this time, it was the princess who had summoned him. Will had never met her, nor had Roan. Three of the others had.

Of the seven Black Diamonds only Alkamy hadn’t gone to the Hidden Lands at all.

“Will?” Roan’s voice made him turn away from the sea. It was then he saw the princess approaching.

She walked across the jagged rocks as if they were sand. They seemed to move out of her way or simply melt as she touched them. The waves, on the other hand, reached out for her. The sea rushed past their feet, climbing higher until it soaked them to their hips. They were, of course, already dripping from the trip across the water, but the urgency of the sea’s reach was disquieting.

Roan whispered, “She doesn’t even notice, does she?”

Will shook his head.

The wind had picked up, gusting toward them as if it too had to touch the fae who walked over an earth that moved to accommodate her. Sea, earth, and air were all attuned to the fractured princess.

She walked in the way of the Unseelie prince who was Zephyr’s father. Rhys had the same disconnectedness that Eilidh had. Perhaps it was a result of having lived their whole life with the Queen of Blood and Rage. Will was fairly sure having her as a mother would make every parent he’d known—except possibly Lily’s father—seem relaxed.

“You stare,” Eilidh said.

“You are the princess,” Roan replied.

“And we’ve never been summoned,” Will added, not mentioning the way the elements were buffeting them. “Your mother sent tasks but . . .”

Eilidh met his eyes. “You lie well.”

“The queen has never summoned us. Nor have you.” Will didn’t look away, didn’t change his posture. He felt Roan tense at his side, but that was to be expected. Wind and water were battering them, and he was lying to Eilidh.

She smiled before saying, “You’re very Seelie. No wonder my father likes you.”

“The king doesn’t know us,” Roan said carefully.

Will knew that his boyfriend was trying to draw the princess’ attention. He also knew that things were going to be tense when Eilidh pressed her lips together in a disapproving way. There were times for silence, and there were times for admissions. The princess knew the truth, and Will disliked keeping secrets from Roan anyhow.

“Roan?” he said. Will didn’t add more, but they didn’t typically need a lot of words between them. His confession was in his tone.

“And you never told me?” Roan’s temper wasn’t as bad as Creed’s or Zephyr’s, but he was of the sea, and anyone who thought the sea was calm, had missed two thirds of the moods that water could have.

“We all have secrets,” Will pointed out gently.

It was no time for a petty argument. Things were changing. The fae were about to declare peace—and sometimes a declaration of peace was scarier than a continuation of conflict.

The princess made a noise in her throat, drawing their attention back to her.

“I have need of information,” she said when they were staring at her. “The coronation is coming soon.”

“When?” Will asked.

Eilidh ignored him. “There are troubles in Lily’s father’s business. I don’t know if they’ve reached her yet, but I know that fields are burning. There are officers watching her because of her father. I know, too, that someone of our blood is killing humans.”

“What are we to do?” Roan asked.

Will hoped that the task she was going to set for them was more in line with those set by the Seelie King. It was the queen who had made them killers. Gathering information was far easier than ending lives. What he knew of the princess so far wasn’t encouraging.

“Whatever necessary,” she said. “LilyDark must not be arrested. Make use of whomever you must to see to it. Find out if the troubles are connected. Keep LilyDark safe.”

The seriousness of that order made it worse. The queen’s orders created chaos and fear; she sent the Black Diamonds to kill or destroy things. The king sent Will to discover things or transmit information.

This was . . . different.

“We’re not investigators,” Will pointed out as calmly as he’d ever said anything, using the tone of voice he often had to employ when Violet was in a mood.

“No, but you know LilyDark and Erik. You have resources in your reach through your parents. You can walk where the fae cannot . . . and where your frequently photographed friends aren’t able to pass unnoticed.” The princess reached a hand out to the sea, as if it were an animal to pet.

The waves lifted toward her, seeming for a moment to take the same shape as hers. Arms, legs, and a torso formed. Rivulets of water streaked upward until the sea had a face as well. It smiled at her before dropping again to its rightful form.

The sight of it made Will uncomfortable. So, too, did Eilidh’s seemingly vacant eyes in that moment where the sea smiled at her. He would say she was asleep if she’d been anyone else, but she was the daughter of the two strongest living fae. Who knew what passed as commonplace for such a one?

Roan was staring at her. Perhaps being a water affinity made him hear or feel things Will couldn’t. All Will could understand just then was that Roan was afraid.

“We’ll go then,” Will said to the princess.

Eilidh nodded and turned away. She didn’t offer words of kindness or benediction. She simply walked back across the rocks as if she was a sleepwalker.

Once she was gone, Will and Roan exchanged a look. Will touched a finger to Roan’s lips. Here was not the place to speak. The princess might seem to have drifted into a fugue state, but every element here was attuned to her. There was no privacy.

Roan nodded and took his hand. For the first time in all of the years they’d know one another, first as friends and then as more, Roan looked at the sea with a sort of misgiving.

“There are other ways back,” Will said.

Instead of answering, Roan shifted forms and stared up at him. The site of his boyfriend as a seal didn’t seem odd after all this time. Will had seen it the first time it happened, and although none of the rest of the diamonds had another form, this was normal for Roan.

Will scooped up the clothes that Roan would need on the other side, and tucked them into the bag he wore on his back. That the sea felt sentient was enough to make him hesitate, but when Roan dove into the waves, Will followed. Together, he was sure they could handle whatever came, and if not, he’d rather be lost together than survive apart.
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LILYDARK

The sky was still dark when Lily’s phone rang twice and stopped. Then it rang once and stopped. When it rang again, she answered. That was the pattern last agreed upon with Daidí. They switched the code up periodically, but the use of a ring pattern was a constant.

“I’ve sent Hector to bring you home,” Daidí said when she answered his call.

“You know then,” she said.

Her father’s silence at the other end of the line wasn’t one of denial. For most of Lily’s life, they’d practiced the art of silent speaking—gaps while they both figured out the proper words to say what they must, yet those which could not be translatable to others who might be listening. Being the most notorious of crime lords meant that Nicolas Abernathy was often being recorded, spied upon, or otherwise scrutinized. Lily had learned the tools of dissembling and misdirection before she’d learned her letters.

“I know some things,” Daidí admitted.

“From?” Lily closed her eyes.

Creed sat up and pulled her to him, not speaking but offering her the silent comfort of his touch. She leaned back into Creed’s arms. It was a strange thing, how much safer she felt simply because his arms encircled her. He didn’t need to speak or do anything. His being was enough.

She felt like a plant with roots sinking deep into pure soil. Stronger. Safer. Nourished. There wasn’t a word she knew that was enough to explain that feeling. Love was the closest one, but it was small in comparison with the size and depth of the emotions she felt.

Daidí’s voice was more guarded as he said, “Your . . . aunt.”

“No one else, though? You didn’t need to ask Cerise for help with any other guests?” Lily used their old euphemism for handguns, thinking back to the number of times police officers had asked who Cerise was instead of what she was when they’d arrested Daidí. They might listen in on Daidí’s conversations, but they were still clueless.

“No, but from what I hear, your aunt is more of a peacekeeper than you these days. I heard about your arguments with other family members.”

Lily tensed at the words, not wanting to talk about crossing swords with her uncles, the sons of the Seelie King. They were technically her blood, but they had no love or kindness to show her. They’d captured and held her, and her escape had required a level of violence she’d not expected. Although she’d been raised willing to draw blood, it wasn’t ever an act without weight.

“You should’ve called me, Lily,” her father chastised.

Creed had started swaying slightly as he held her. He didn’t sing, but she felt him use the air to gently stroke her arms. It was his affinity, air. So she often had the unusual experience of being consoled, cajoled, or caressed by someone who could turn the air into the equivalent of innumerable hands. She liked it, but it was distracting.

Her eyes popped open, and she glared at her boyfriend before she could stop herself.

“Sorry,” he mouthed.

Lily shot Creed an apologetic smile before telling her father the big news. “I was going to tell you about it . . . and my plan to create more peace, when I saw you.”

“Your plan . . .” Her father paused, and in the next moment, his standard implacable tone failed. He sounded like the man he was in the privacy of their home as he asked, “Are you sure, Lilywhite? If you don’t want—”

“LilyDark,” she corrected gently, using the name she’d chosen as a way to announce that she was neither Seelie nor Unseelie, fae nor human. “I am the daughter of two worlds and two courts. I want peace, and my plan will bring it.”

He sighed. Her father actually sighed. This was a man who—more than once—had ordered a guard “permanently removed” with nary a blink of the eye. He’d presided over a criminal enterprise that laundered money, bought politicians, and—at least twice—been a part of the overthrow of a government. Nicolas Abernathy wasn’t a man to sigh. He was a man to speak and do.

“Daidí?”

“I need to see you, Lily.”

“I thought you were with Señor Gaviria?”

“There have been some complications with work, and several obvious fae attacks on humans that are getting a lot of attention.”

“I saw the news,” Lily said carefully, “I wish I knew who was doing it, but . . . I don’t.”

There was a long pause before her father asked, “Have you heard from your grandparents?”

“I don’t think so,” she said, answering the question he was really asking. “They’ve been busy with other things. You know how my grandmother gets when she’s focused.”

Lily closed her eyes and tried to keep her worry in check. How was the queen to declare peace between the fae and humanity in the midst of such blatant and horrible attacks? No one would believe in the peace she was offering.

Lily did, though. The queen might slit throats. She might destroy entire towns, but she wanted Lily’s willing cooperation. The queen knew that Lily’s price was peace.

If the Queen of Blood and Rage wasn’t ordering the attacks, who was?

When the silence went on too long, her father asked, “Will the rock star be joining us?”

Creed, who had heard the whole conversation, let out a brief laugh.

“Hello, Mr. Morrison,” Daidí added drolly as he overheard Creed. “Well, there’s that answer.”

Gently, Lily told her father, “Abernathy Commandment #17: Love is a risk, so if you embark upon it, do it with no reservations. Never halfway. Creed will be with me.”

At that, Creed’s arms tightened around her. She hadn’t ever outright said the words to him. Proclamations of love weren’t always necessary. Still, she felt her cheeks burn at the realization that she’d just implied to both her boyfriend and father that she loved Creed.

“So be it,” Daidí said. “Hector is already on the way to fetch you.”

“Yes, Daidí.”

When Lily disconnected, Creed tightened his arms around her, imprisoning her. She had to be careful of his still-injured hand. His leg cut had healed, but his wrist was still bandaged from his actions in the Hidden Lands. She was staring at the proof that he’d been hurt because of her, when he spoke.

“Lily?”

She shook her head. Implying things wasn’t the same as admitting them. She’d become the heir to the fae throne a few weeks ago. Any talk of the future, or of love, or even of possibilities was far beyond her reach. Loving her was dangerous. She shouldn’t forget that.

Carefully, she turned within the frame of his arms and reached up to pull him toward her in a kiss. It felt like a strange gift to be able to do so, to expect a world-famous singer, a rock star she’d followed in the tabloids, to kiss her. There had only ever been one sort-of-boyfriend before him, so receiving affection from Creed was surreal. She wanted to keep this, the oddly fragile love that she couldn’t stop, even as she wondered if the right thing to do was to find a way to run from him.

He kissed her, lips first touching softly and then demanding the proof she wouldn’t give him in words. There was something in the silence, the words not yet spoken and feelings not yet admitted. It made their kisses fiercer, rougher, as if the act could say the things she wouldn’t.

Lily’s fingertips trailed up the back of his neck to graze the slight stubble of his hair. He didn’t completely shave this week, but he kept his hair cut close enough that she’d taken to tracing the contours of his head. Admittedly, she’d let her hands wander over other parts of his body as well. Touching Creed was addictive, and she was a willing addict.

“Go pack a bag,” she told him when he pulled back.

“Done.” He stared at her a moment too long, as if he needed to burn her into his memory simply to be able to leave.

It was things like that that made Lily willing to fight more and more for him. She wasn’t concerned about him finding her beautiful in a prideful way. In truth, she was still in awe that he’d noticed her at all. When he looked at her, he was so focused, as if the world could end around them and he wouldn’t even notice. Lily knew he saw her, not the Abernathy scion or the heir to the Hidden Throne. Creed saw her.

And that was everything.
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ROAN

When he surfaced on the other side of the sea, the human side, Roan glanced to his right. Will was with him. He’d felt Will’s hand on his back. As long as they touched, Will could breathe under the waves too. It didn’t work with anyone else. Years ago, that had been one of the first clues that they both felt the attraction and affection between them. The ability to share breath wasn’t there with Violet or Zephyr or Creed or Alkamy.

Will was the one exception.

“Okay?” Will asked as he noticed Roan’s stare.

Roan transitioned back to his normal shape, shivering a little at the feeling of the water without a seal’s pelt for warmth.

“You lied,” he said quietly.

“I omitted,” Will whispered.

Even these few words felt weighty and loud as they floated in the harbor at Belfoure. They swam toward the pier where they could slip onto shore. Roan never minded the water, even when it was impure, but after the clean sea water in the Hidden Lands, the filth here felt wrong. He wasn’t ready to abandon this world, but for someone who had a second form, the appeal of living in the Hidden Lands was undeniable. There, the water was incredibly pure. It had to be. After all, the queen swam. There, he wouldn’t have to hide what he was. The only reason it hadn’t appealed up until now was that the queen often seemed a touch mad.

“You didn’t tell me when you were sent to the train station,” Will reminded him. It was a subject that had become an issue between them. Roan had taken Violet instead of Will. She was their best friend, and they’d never felt like she was between them. This time, though, Will did feel that way. Roan had turned to her, not to him.

“I apologized.” Roan stood there, naked and angry. “Will?”

“No more secrets,” Will said, unzipping his bag and pulling out sodden clothes. “I’m sorry. I can give excuses, but the truth is that the king is scary. Not the same way the princess is . . . but still . . .”

Grimacing, Roan pulled on his jeans. Wet denim was gross.

“I’m Seelie,” Will added. “If I ever doubted it, talking to the king would’ve clarified it.”

Roan paused in buttoning his jeans and looked at his boyfriend in surprise.

“I don’t know how I can say that for sure, but”—Will shrugged—“I knew. When I met him, when he ordered me, I knew.”

“I could be Seelie.” Roan held out his arm. He was darker than Will, but they were both lighter in complexion than Creed. When they were revealed to be half-human, Roan attributed his color to his human mother. It had been a conundrum over the years. He was Seelie dark, but he swam like the Unseelie Queen.

Will shook his head. “We both know you’re not.”

“So you were afraid I’d mind that you’re Seelie-born?” Roan’s temper rose. “Do I have a problem with Creed? With Vi?”

“You don’t.” Will reached out and caught his hand. “But you aren’t considering living with them—”

Roan cut him off by kissing him. When he released him, he said, “You can be an idiot. Still. After years. It amazes me.”

“Thanks.” Will’s voice was light though, and he stayed close enough that there was no doubt that his worries had been answered.

“When we get married someday, I expect you to remember that I would throw away family, friends, anything for us to be happy.” Roan stared at him, not accusing but reminding. “I accept that you think you can’t because of the senator, and I’m still here. I would go to the Hidden Lands or wherever we needed to be together and happy.”

“It’s not that I think I can’t. My mother’s career . . .” Will started, but he didn’t finish this time. It was a subject that used to lead to fights. Roan had stopped fighting about it for now. They had an agreement to wait until they graduated at the end of the year to make decisions on how to deal with it.

“Right,” Roan said with a quick brush of lips. “We can discuss her political inconveniences later.”

Roan stepped back to finish dressing. He pulled on a shirt and slid his feet into sandals, before he looked at Will and asked, “So, how do we deal with the princess’ orders to watch over Lily?”

“We call Lily’s criminal friend,” Will said levelly.

“Whose number you already have?”

Will shrugged. “I have several. One of them will work.”
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EILIDH

To say that the Hidden Lands were in flux would be like calling the turbulent sea merely unsettled. The fae were growing no less fearful, no less angry, no less confused. They would with time, but those who live for centuries are slow to adapt. Ending a war and declaring a new heir . . . both were world-changing events.

Of course, Eilidh had her own changes to embrace. She’d never been other than the heir to the throne. She’d drawn her infant breaths under observation, taken her first steps knowing that all and each fae watched her for weaknesses. She’d learned at her mother’s side, felt blood from the queen’s wounds drip onto her skin. For many years, Eilidh had believed that the queen’s natural scent was salt and copper, but now she knew those to be simply tears and blood.

So it was not an easy thing to see her lands under worsening strife. Fae of both courts waited outside her door at all times hoping for an audience. Some were there to wish her well before they asked her to intercede. Most, however, had little time for pleasantry.

“She’s corrupted the king,” one of the bolder fae men said by way of greeting. “He’s drunk on her witchery.”

Eilidh affixed a placid look on her face and said, “Mother is no more witch than you are.”

“Threatened him then,” another fae, this one Unseelie-born, suggested.

Stone and mud slithered under Eilidh’s feet. She’d started wearing boots, as if the leather between her skin and the soil would mute the constant chatter of earthen things. She had no idea when it had become so cacophonous and constant, but there were days when the mere touch of earth made her head thunder in pain. She took to the sea more and more the past few weeks; barely a day passed without her diving from the cliffs into the depths. The water here was cold, and only those fae with water affinity could stand the sea’s embrace very long. They weren’t in it as often as Eilidh was, however. She couldn’t bear a day without the silence of water surrounding her.

“What if one of us threatened you?”

Eilidh laughed in unexpected joy. Every few days one of them would suggest such foolishness. With laughter still on her tongue, she pulled the earth toward her, burying the fae woman up to her chin. She sputtered, a face atop a termite mound, as Eilidh stood in bemused wonder.

“I am their daughter,” she said lightly. “Child of two courts. Brother to Rhys. Betrothed to Torquil. Aunt to the new heir . . .” She slid a short dagger out of her skirt. “Surely, you can’t have forgotten the blood that runs in these veins.”

With no further word, she traced one of the many scars on her arm, letting her blood flow to the ground. Soil reddened as if those few drops were a torrent. Fae soil had always been fed by blood offerings. The regents made offerings still, including Eilidh and all of the princes.

“My blood will nourish this soil as long as I live,” she reminded the assembled fae. Fire appeared in the air over her wound. It sunk into her body, burning deep into her bones. “And I will serve the future queen of the Hidden Lands. You will serve her.”

“Or?” a voice from the back of the crowds called.

“Or I will show you what the conjoined blood of our people can do,” Eilidh said, still looking on them with a smile.

“Nacton says—”

“Nacton. Is he of both courts?”

“No, but—”

“Do you forget that he violated your queen mother and king father’s wishes?” Eilidh felt like her voice was thicker and denser than it ought to be, like earth and stone fell from her lips as words. Her body sometimes felt as though it were merely a conduit for the earth and sea, uttering thoughts not wholly hers. These words, however, she held as true. “LilyDark, daughter of Iana and granddaughter of Endellion and Leith, will protect our home.”

Come, child. Come and be quiet. Come home to the waves, daughter.

Eilidh frowned, trying to push the sea’s summons back. The people needed assurances. Her tongue was heavy though as waves and soil vied for mastery over her.

Words grew less present by the moment. Still, she knew actions. In a blink, she had drawn and was raising her sword in her free hand. The broken princess held it as if she were as capable as her mother. In moments such as these, Eilidh suspected she was.

“If you see fit to create quarrels, I will let the earth drink.” She drew the tip of the sword through the dirt prison holding the fae woman steady. She let the fae-wrought steel cut flesh.

Fresh blood stained the soil, fed the land.

“These are my lands to protect, heir or no, and I will not allow you to disrupt the peace we are entering.” Eilidh repeated the same words she’d said in one way or the other most days. “Let it be known.”

Then she turned her back and walked to the edge of the stone cliffs alongside her towering glass home. With no other word, she extended first her dagger and then her sword. Stone and soil wrapped around them as if the very hands of the Hidden Lands were accepting her blades. Though she was grateful, Eilidh was also confused by it.

Come, child. Come and be quiet. Come to us, daughter.

With no weapons left in her hands, Eilidh stretched her arms skyward and then leaped. For the space of a few breaths, she was as if suspended. Air held her there, even though it was not her affinity. Then fire seemed to coat her entire body, burned over every nerve, searing her skin until she thought pain was imminent.

Air released her, and sea accepted her. And there was peace. There was silence. Everything that was wrong was carried away by the sea.

When Eilidh resurfaced, her father stood at the edge of his part of the Hidden Lands. For all of the years that the king and queen had been wed, they still didn’t share a home. The king would visit the queen as often as he thought she would allow it, and then a few times more. It was more combat than companionship with the regents. Eilidh couldn’t even attempt to understand them. She’d given up trying.

“Daughter,” he greeted as she stepped out of the frigid waters. He had a thick blanket to drape over her shoulders like a cloak. The queen would likely have shrugged or at best tossed a skin of some sort toward her. The king was civilized in ways the queen thought foolish.

As if intent on proving that very thing, he’d had a fine table brought to the sandy beach. White linen edged with golden lace covered the dark wood. Silver tea service and delicate cups with hand-painted flowers rested in the center of the table. Beside it was a multi-tiered silver serving dish with tiny sandwiches and treats.

“I expect you’ve not broken fast,” the king said, pulling out her chair.

“I needed the sea.”

He nodded. “The children quarrel still?”

Eilidh sighed. He knew as well as her mother that the fae were struggling with the announcement of LilyDark as their future regent. It was the right choice, and they had to act as if they were unaware of the distress it caused. If they drew blood or pressed the matter, there were many who would rebel. That left the task to the fae themselves.

Rhys was seen as the queen’s hand, and the Seelie princes were unlikely to do much other than fan the discontent. That left Eilidh and those who would speak rationally to their kin and kind. It was not an easy task.

Mutely, Eilidh poured their tea. Her hand didn’t even shake when her father noted, “I’ve not seen Calder of late.”

“He keeps his own counsel,” she said mildly. Calder and Nacton, her Seelie brothers, hated her. They weren’t pleased that she had survived her infancy, and they certainly weren’t fond of the queen. To them, the courts would be better served separately. Then they could rule as they wished, once their father was dead.

It wasn’t the least popular theory in the Hidden Lands. There were those who thought the Queen of Blood and Rage had carried on her vengeful war too long. Of course, there were plenty of others who thought the declaration of peace was a mistake. The problem with the fae, in Eilidh’s opinion, was that so few of them thought about the fae not born of their own court, and hardly anyone thought about the fae-bloods trapped in the humans’ lands. Worse still, many of them failed to think about the first reason the courts had withdrawn from living with humanity so long ago: the earth was thick with toxins. Humans had done that. They were still doing it.

Of course, there were laws, attempts to stop the destruction of the environment, but as long as the fae hid and waged war, the humans would not understand the effect of their recklessness and nothing would change. Change required massive action. It required courage and a willingness to put everything on the table. It required sacrifice.

While Seelie- and Unseelie-born alike had the Hidden Lands to nourish them, the lands outside their small corner were growing sicker by the year. In time, that poison would infiltrate their home too. Sometimes Eilidh tasted it in the waters. Eventually, they would have even less space than they had now. It was unhealthy to expect eternity in the little land they’d claimed as their own. Something needed to be done.

On that, the King of Fire and Truth was her greatest ally. While the queen had thought much of blood and revenge, the king had planned for the future. The Queen of Blood and Rage had ordered fae males to impregnate human volunteers—women either desperate for a child, sympathetic to her cause, or willing to accept a payment—so that she could create half-fae, half-human soldiers.

The king had looked at the same Sleepers the queen had used for her warfare, and he’d sent them different orders—ones that moved his plans for legal and criminal acts that furthered the protection of the earth. He’d been working toward a society where the fae and fae-bloods could come out of hiding and affect change. In ways that no one realized, the King of Fire and Truth was fighting for their people and humanity.

“We destroyed another company,” the king said in a cheerful voice. “Water polluters this time.”

Leith had used the very tools that the queen had crafted for killing to do it, employing the Black Diamonds even though the queen had forbidden it.

“Mother will figure out that you’re using her toys again,” Eilidh told her father, as she always did.

He grinned cheerfully. “I do count on it. She does enjoy threatening me, and my borrowing her soldiers always makes her surly.” He took a big drink of his tea. He might love the trappings of civility, but at heart, the king was no more civilized than any of the fae. “Your mother never quite mastered the idea of sharing, you know?”

Eilidh politely kept her mouth shut and studied the trays of treats on the table. She was genuinely hungry. The king might be a glutton for conflict with his wife, but he did attempt to be a kind parent.

“Do you suppose you have fewer scars these past few months or am I simply no longer as bothered by them?” Leith asked after selecting a biscuit for himself.

“I have no idea, Father.” Eilidh bit the scone she’d pulled from the middle tier. A mouth full of tasty food was her best answer just then. The alternative was pointing out her father’s rudeness.

He was a beautiful man, tall and handsome. It was no wonder that the queen glared so at the Seelie-born women who stood too near him. For all of her posturing at not caring, the queen was just as smitten as the king. She was terror, where he was loveliness. Eilidh, despite being born to be the best of both courts, was neither gorgeous nor terrifying.

She sat on the shore and ate in silence with her father. Tomorrow, she’d visit the queen. Being the child of two courts was not an easy burden.





six

LILYDARK

As Creed left Lily’s room, she was still smiling. Kissing didn’t fix everything; neither did his embrace. Yet, sometimes they made her feel invulnerable. It was an illusion, maybe because they were both fae-blood, maybe because they meshed so well. She didn’t know. All she could say for certain was that it was a feeling she’d fight to keep now that she’d experienced it.

First though, she had to talk to her father about her new status. The Queen of Blood and Rage and the King of Fire and Truth hadn’t yet announced her to the human world as their heir, but they would be doing so in the coming weeks. She had to prepare—and part of preparing was having a plan. So many humans had died during the war. Lily couldn’t expect things to go smoothly for her, at least not if she were realistic. Her father was a wise man, one capable of ruling his own empire as a king of sorts, so seeking his counsel was something she should’ve already done.

The summons from him wasn’t unexpected. Daidí might not have reached the point of embedding a tracking device in her body, but Lily was fairly sure he’d at least considered it. She’d thought him overprotective at the best of times, but now and again that veered into paranoia. After meeting her maternal grandparents, she thought she understood why.

They were intimidating even at their kindest, and Lily’s mother was their missing daughter. The news was a surprise to her, but Daidí had always known. Even with a massive criminal network at his fingertips, he wouldn’t have been able to withstand them if they’d come for her. No human could stand against a fae regent. Likely, very few fae could stand against her grandparents either. He had to have known that for her whole life.

Lily was sometimes grateful she hadn’t known. Being the heir to the fae queen wasn’t an enviable position. Although Lily had already been the heir to a criminal enterprise, this was . . . more deadly. She would be queen of the monsters, sole keeper of the Hidden Throne. Even if she took a spouse one day—which was inevitable—she’d be the one ruling. She’d be their queen. It wasn’t a future she’d even imagined. Becoming a princess . . . it felt nothing like in the fairy tales that still existed in her world. In those make-believe stories, being a princess was a lovely thing. The stories about the fae, however, were altogether different sorts of tales, recounting a vengeful queen in blood-red armor, a faery mother whose loss of her daughter started a war against the world.

Lily’s own story would also be a fae story, one filled with violence and lies, not with midnight dances and charming princes.

Carefully, she let her fingertips rest on the necklace that she’d been unwilling
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