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      As it turned out, Sil Astrad was indeed a city of stars.

      The stone walls of the capital rose into the cloudless sky, dwarfing everything within a hundred miles. Towers adorned with pointed flags—a shining eight-pointed silver star on a field of creamy white, edged with metallic gold—dotted along the structure and the same design flowed on either side of the approaching city gates.

      Our group of riders followed the main road towards the enormous gates at the western entrance and my heart fluttered.

      My grey horse flattened its ears at the commotion on the road and I had the same reaction. After spending weeks travelling, and another week in the mountain village of Un Alari, the hustle and bustle of a great city like the Fae capital threatened to send me running in the opposite direction. It had nothing to do with the fact that I would soon be standing before the Fae Queen, Niarisshia, as the Liash li Ashli—the goddess of death.

      Actually, it was ninety-five percent to do with that.

      I glanced at Rory, who rode beside me. He’d been here for a month and would know what to do, but we hadn’t had a chance to talk yet. Altrys, the Fae Shr’lei de Delei’an—Blade of the Queen—who rode on my other side, had told me a few things but none of them helped to curb my anxiety.

      I was the creature prophesied by the fanatic sect of Fae known as the Chimera to be the catalyst for their plan to remake the Fae world. My power would carry the unworthy into death, paving the way to their so-called ‘golden age’. Whatever label they chose to put on it, it was genocide, and I wouldn’t have any part of it, prophecy be damned.

      As we approached Sil Astrad, my nerves turned into mush at the sight of the famed City of Stars. The walls glittered with quartz, and beyond, I could see the tip of a shining building on top of a rise, sparkling like a jewel plucked right out of the night sky.

      “What’s that building?” I asked Altrys. “The one on the hill.”

      “That’s the palace,” the Shr’lei replied, holding his arm across his chest to steady his injured shoulder. “The queen’s residence.”

      “They call it Lor As’tuann,” Rory told me.

      I glanced at him, but he was looking past me at Altrys. He had a foul look on his face and I slapped his arm. The last thing I needed right now was a macho match between the two men. How I was going to tell Rory about Altrys and I was a problem I wanted to save for another day.

      Rory opened his mouth to complain and I shook my head. His jaw snapped shut, but not before shooting Altrys another convoluted glare.

      Elion, the Shr’lei de Delei’an who’d met Altrys and I on the road outside of Ad Valrah, was riding at the head of the group. As we approached the gate, he lifted his arm and gestured to the guards. The enormous steel doors opened and the column of soldiers moved through, sweeping us into the city.

      I shivered as I rode underneath the arch. This place reverberated with energy, as if the stones were drenched with magic. Perhaps the literal meaning of ‘City of Stars’ would make itself known come nighttime.

      We made quite the spectacle as we were escorted along a wide thoroughfare. Anyone who was on the road scurried to the side, allowing the soldiers to pass unhindered. Fae of all kinds gathered along the edges, watching the procession with mingled curiosity and awe.

      I wasn’t sure who they were staring at most. Me, who was the harbinger of death, Rory, the Druid from another world, or Ignis, the massive black and blue tiger made from foreign magic.

      Never one for being the centre of attention, I held my head high and took in the city instead.

      The stone buildings with the exposed wooden beams reminded me of Un Alari, but they were more polished. The roads were paved, the gardens were manicured, but the trees were left to grow unhindered, giving the streetscapes a forested feel. Birds played amongst the foliage and picked at moss dangling from gnarled branches

      Strings of crystal lights hung across openings leading to twisting alleyways, colourful signs swung outside shops, and I caught glimpses of markets hidden amongst the patchwork of buildings.

      The people were equally as vibrant as the city they inhabited. Shri’danann—Fae who were born with magic—mingled with the common De’ashlide, their coloured hair bright against the brown of their counterparts. Unlike Un Alari, the divide between the two was clearer in the capital.

      Magic came with wealth and status and it showed in the clothes they wore, the shops they entered, and the way they stared at our procession as we passed. The De’ashlide had only a passing curiousness about what was going on. Some lingered to watch when they saw the soldiers, but most scurried away down the twisting alleys soon after.

      We continued along the thoroughfare, approaching the silver gates of the palace. Guards dressed in fine armour rushed to open them, allowing us to pass unhindered. The perimeter vibrated as we rode through, and I glanced at the fence.

      “Magic,” Altrys told me. “The entire wall is imbued with power.”

      “It’s an epic electric fence,” Rory added.

      I snorted. The wall had to be filled with the equivalent of a hundred thousand volts… at least. It was one hell of a security system.

      Two finely dressed Fae waited for us in the courtyard, the white and silver palace towering behind them. As we dismounted, I managed to size them up.

      Studying the gardens and mossy rocks was the least of my concerns. Un Alari was one thing, but this place…? I felt danger in the air, and it wasn’t the kind I could fight with my knife.

      I recognised Elmarrin, the Fae ambassador who’d come with me and Rory from Ireland. He looked dour and not pleased to see us at all. In the short time I’d spent with him, he’d proven to be arrogant and thoroughly annoying—an opinion shared by the Crescent Witches, the coven who guarded the Fae portal back on Earth.

      No, I hadn’t missed Elmarrin at all.

      The other Fae was a woman. She was petite and her long hair was a pastel orange colour. Her form fitting dress matched, the fine fabric glittering with threads of gold. It flared out from her waist slightly, but it looked more like feminine armour than a gown to me.

      Altrys waited, allowing Rory to escort me. I glanced at him and he nodded. He was supposed to be impartial, despite what had happened to us on the road.

      “Welcome to Sil Astrad and the Lor As’tuann, Elspeth Odhweine,” the woman said. “And welcome home, Altrys, Shr’lei de Delei’an.” Her smile returned to me, her eyes burning with an odd light. “I am La’luin, Li’deshri. Mistress to the queen.”

      I hesitated. “Mistress?”

      “Mistress means something else here,” Rory murmured and turned to the woman. “It’s nice to see you again, La’luin.”

      She smiled. “I saw you this morning, Raurich.”

      “And it’s always a pleasure.”

      I stifled a groan. Rory hadn’t been idle since I’d been away. He’d brought out his Scottish rogue persona to woo the womenfolk. Ignis leaned against my leg and I had the feeling the Druid had been using the tiger as his wingman.

      “Elion, Shr’lei de Delei’an,” La’luin said, turning to the older warrior, “Ilbryen awaits your arrival in the citadel. Altrys, the queen bids you to visit the healers at once. Your report will wait until after.” I tried to follow the commands, but she spoke them so quickly, it sounded like gibberish to me. “Elspeth, Raurich,” she looked down at Ignis and a strange look passed across her features, “and your tiger, please follow me.”

      I looked to Altrys, not expecting to be parted from him so soon.

      “All is well,” he told me. “When I have seen to these formalities, I will find you.”

      As I watched the men walk away, La’luin beckoned for us to follow her.

      Ignis happily trotted before our little group, relishing the looks the guards gave him as they opened the doors to the palace.

      “Nothing to say, Elmarrin?” I asked as we moved inside.

      He swallowed hard. “If I’d known you were the—” He coughed loudly. “You kept an important piece of information from me, Elspeth Odhweine.”

      “Ambassador Elmarrin,” La’luin called out, her voice echoing in the entryway, “I believe you have other duties to attend to.”

      The Fae narrowed his eyes and nodded. “Yes… I do.”

      We continued walking, leaving the pompous ambassador behind.

      “Thank you,” I said to La’luin.

      She smiled and lowered her head in a graceful nod. “This is the eastern wing of Lor As’tuann. You have been granted rooms on the third floor near your friend Raurich.”

      Grateful that I wouldn’t be too far from him, I looked around the palace as we were guided through the tangle of passageways.

      The walls were made of polished white stone that glittered with crystal shards, and each brick had been so expertly carved that the joins were barely visible. Tapestries and paintings hung along the length, each depicting a mystical scene full of Fae creatures, battles, and romantic interludes bordering on erotic. Thinking back to the Lor’andann in Un Alari and his penchant for ‘tributes’, I swallowed hard. The Fae sure were… fluid.

      The stairs were made of the same stone, though covered in a thick, earthen-coloured carpet. An elaborate glass dome filled the ceiling and a chandelier made of silver and raw crystal points hung in the centre. Sunlight refracted off the jagged shards, casting flecks of purple over the white walls.

      We climbed to the top, passing more cream and gold royal banners, and emerged into another hall like the one downstairs.

      La’luin led us to the end and opened a set of double doors, revealing I’d been given the ultimate five-star Fae treatment.

      I gave Rory a look and he patted me on the back, following La’luin into the rooms. I had no choice but to join them, my heart fluttering and my head hammering with the word ‘agenda’. Were they trying to butter me up? It certainly felt like it.

      I ran my fingers over the back of a forest-green and gold brocade couch, staring at the tapestries and garlands of flowers littering every surface. A silver bowl full of alien fruit sat on an elegant table, and Ignis immediately went over to sniff at it.

      “Here are your living quarters,” La’luin told me. “Through the door to the left, you will find your sleeping quarters and washroom. To the right, are the dining quarters. These rooms have a lovely shaded balcony,” she gestured to the floor-to-ceiling windows before us and opened a glass door, “which have a splendid view of the palace grounds and the ocean beyond.”

      A breeze wafted in and I breathed deeply. It was filled with the tang of salt and the sweet perfume of flowers. Beyond, a thick creeper had twisted around the balustrade, the purple blooms reminding me of wisteria.

      La’luin was waiting patiently and I blinked. It took me a moment before I realised she was waiting for my verdict on the rooms.

      “They’re beautiful,” I told her. “Thank you.”

      “You will be called before the queen when she is ready to receive you,” she added. “For now, she bids you rest and recuperate. Food and drink will be brought to you shortly, as well as a selection of clothing. If there is anything else you may desire, all you need do is ask.”

      The moment La’luin left, Ignis shrank down to his tabby cat shape and circled the room, smelling every piece of furniture at length. He slunk underneath a side table, then leapt up onto an armchair, enjoying his new jungle gym.

      I unclipped the buckle on my cloak and threw the heavy fabric over the back of the fancy couch. Sinking down onto the soft cushions, I sighed. Blessed peace.

      “Do you want me to go?” Rory asked.

      “No,” I replied. “I haven’t seen you in… what, four or five weeks?” I thought for a moment. “If that’s how time is measured here. I’m still foggy on that.”

      “It’s an alternate Earth, so time is the same,” he told me with a grin. “Time flies here, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah.”

      He sat on the couch beside me and for the first time since we’d met, I didn’t know what to say to him. Were my feelings for Altrys messing with my relationship with the Druid? Or was it something else? I didn’t have the foggiest.

      “La’luin looks like an orange sherbet cone,” I declared.

      Rory snorted, covering a laugh. “You remind me of a kale smoothie.”

      My mouth fell open. “Hey.”

      “Too soon?”

      “You do realise what all the colours mean, right?”

      “Warm colours are Seelie,” he replied. “And cool colours—”

      “Like green, are Unseelie.”

      Rory rolled his eyes. “Light, dark, whatever. Maybe I don’t understand it, but evil isn’t about how someone was born. Evil isn’t in someone’s DNA. It’s about choices.”

      I didn’t want to get into a debate over it. My arse was still sore from three weeks on a saddle and I’d just arrived in another snake pit. Everyone probably had an agenda here and if the Chimera didn’t have an agent skulking in the shadows at the Fae court, then I’d drink that kale smoothie.

      “This world was nothing like I expected,” I said.

      “I know what you mean. I was hoping for giant mushroom houses and pointy-eared elves.”

      “It’s a layer cake,” I mused. “Or a fancy chocolate with an unknown filling.”

      “That’s either hazelnut praline or cherry liqueur.”

      “I’d rather the praline. No one likes the liqueur.”

      Rory frowned. “I have the feeling they’ve been selective about what they’ve shown me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There’s parts of the city they won’t speak of or allow me to go. I can’t leave the palace without an escort. In fact, I always seem to find myself in the company of La’luin, and it has nothing to do with my natural charm.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Natural charm?”

      “The queen sees value in the Druids, that’s for sure,” he went on, ignoring me. “There’s politics in play that we have no idea about. Skye was right when she told us that the Fae are tricksters.”

      “Yeah, I got that feeling.”

      “You were on your own for weeks,” he said. “What was it like?”

      “The real world?” I replied. “Well, there’s a definite line between Shri’danann and De’ashlide. And another between the Seelie and Unseelie Shri’danann. I wasn’t the flavour of the month, even less now since they know who I really am. But when I could disguise myself, the people were nice. The De’ashlide welcomed me in Un Alari.”

      I looked around my room and into the one next and wasn’t sure how to feel about the opulence, while there were people living on top of one another in pieced together houses. Earth had its own class struggles, but it was on full show here—to me, at least. I could only hope that their keeping it from Rory wasn’t a sign of anything more sinister.

      I sighed and leaned back against the pillows. “I’ve been here for five minutes and I already want to go back to the forest.”

      “Spoken like a true Druid,” Rory told me.

      “How has Ignis been?”

      “His usual self,” Rory replied. “He hasn’t wandered and when he has, La’luin has returned him.”

      I scowled. “He visits her?”

      “I guess.” Rory shrugged. “She’s not that bad really.”

      I made a face.

      “Fine,” he sighed, “she’s… uptight and formal.”

      He could say that again.

      “What’s with that Altrys guy? All the shr’lei I’ve seen have been Shri’danann, but he’s not.”

      “He’s half,” I told him. “Like me.”

      “I see.”

      “He helped me when I fell through the portal,” I went on. “He saved me from a group of thugs who hated Unseelie. And he took two arrows in the shoulder when the Chimera attacked us on the road.”

      Rory didn’t reply at first. Whether he was uncomfortable about Altrys or regretful he hadn’t been there, I didn’t know.

      “I want to hear all about your adventures,” he said after a moment. “Leave nothing out.”

      I grimaced. Maybe I’d leave a few things out, just for the sake of his heart… and mine.

      “And I want to hear all about what you and Ignis have been doing. All of it.” I played with my braid, studying the emerald strands. “The queen will summon me soon enough and I have a feeling I’m going to need all the help I can get.”

      Rory sighed. “Her reputation proceeds her.”

      My power stirred, letting me know it was still there. “That’s what I’m worried about.”
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      I slept well the first night in Sil Astrad, despite Rory’s story playing on my mind.

      It filled my dreams with vivid images from his arrival through the portal, to Elmarrin’s pompous flailing, to his arrival in the capital… which had caused a stir despite my absence.

      He’d told the queen everything, hoping transparency was the best option in asking for her help to rouse a search party. He’d fretted over angering me, but I would have done the same thing in his place. Truth was always the best policy. Well, some of the time, I supposed.

      Of course, it hadn’t taken long for things in Un Alari to reach a boiling point, so they’d found my location fairly quickly, and in the weeks it had taken me to travel, he’d forged a place for himself amongst the Fae.

      It was full steam ahead with his ambassadorial duties, learning how the Fae and the Druids could forge a fruitful alliance. He’d seemed to have made some headway, thanks to La’luin.

      And they were quite bewildered by Ignis and his ability to change forms and appear in the most unlikely places. The cat lapped up the attention, as I knew he would.

      So far, the queen had welcomed the Darkland Druids into her court and had extended all manner of courtesy. It was what we’d hoped for… but she hadn’t met me yet.

      I’d been awake for five minutes when a De’ashlide girl scurried in and set up breakfast in the dining room. She kept her gaze down, not daring to lock eyes with me, and said nothing at all before she bowed deeply before hurrying away again.

      Were they afraid of me? I couldn’t blame them, considering the stories that must be circulating, but it still hurt.

      Ignis was absent. He’d stayed with me and Rory until midnight, then slept with me all night, though it seemed his curiosity had gotten the better of him. Lor As’tuann was more exciting—and much larger—than the Warren. I missed that cat, but I couldn’t deny him some fun.

      I found a green blouse and some simple trousers in the mass of fabric in the closet, and then sat down to eat.

      A knock at the door startled me out of my reverie and before I could call out, La’luin strode in.

      “Good morning, Elspeth,” she said brightly. She was perfectly put together in a simple cream and orange gown, her hair twisted into braids so smooth, they shone.

      I felt like a tattered mouse in comparison. The pastry I was eating hovered halfway between the plate and my mouth, and I was sure there were crumbs all over my chin. My hair was a mess and my feet were bare.

      However, La’luin didn’t seem to notice.

      “Where is Ignis?” she asked, looking around the room. “He is such a delightful creature.”

      “He went out early this morning,” I said, putting the pastry down and wiping my chin. “Off exploring, most likely.”

      “That’s a shame. I do like him. Druid magic is unlike anything we’ve ever seen,” she told me. “It’s beautiful and complex. His constructed body is a marvel.”

      “You seem awfully interested in him,” I said, eyeing her. “Why?”

      “Oh, studying magic is my interest, you see. The Shri’danann take it for granted without much thought as to where it comes from or how it works… only that it does.”

      I blinked, startled to find I was warming a little to Miss Orange Sherbet. La’luin was the Fae equivalent of a scientist.

      “My grandmother made his body,” I explained. “It’s her… interest.”

      “Perhaps you might grant me some time to ask you about it? Magic that houses a soul is… Well, it’s wonderful!”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Perhaps.”

      “The queen has summoned you,” she went on. “If you are ready, I will guide you.”

      My heart leapt and I smoothed my hands down over my blouse. “You should have led with that.”

      The Fae smiled and looked me over. “Oh, that won’t do at all.” She grabbed my hand and pulled me into the bedroom.

      Startled, I allowed her to rifle through the closet and hold up dresses against me. “I really don’t think—”

      “Hush,” she interrupted, holding up a simple, mint and cream gown.

      “I’m not—”

      “This one,” she declared. “The queen favours simplicity. She will approve, I am sure. The colour matches your hair.”

      “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” I argued. “It’s nice, isn’t it?”

      La’luin glowered at my blouse and trousers. “No.”

      “But—”

      “Impressions matter at court, Elspeth. It is my duty to assist you. You do want to make a good impression for the queen, don’t you?”

      I sighed. It was clear that no amount of arguing was going to deter La’luin and her desire to dress me up like a doll.

      “Yes,” I moaned, my shoulders sinking.
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      Twenty minutes later, we were walking through the palace on our way to see Queen Niarisshia. It wasn’t how I’d expected things to go. I thought I’d have some time to prepare, but it seemed she didn’t want the Liash li Ashli to wander around too long before addressing my presence.

      The dress La’luin forced me into wasn’t that bad. It laced up the back, had a high neckline, long sleeves, a simple waistline, and the skirt was only one layer of fabric. I didn’t know what they spun into the material, but it shimmered like it contained crystal dust, despite feeling like fine linen.

      At least I was able to swat away the frilly shoes she’d offered me and could wear my boots. No one would see them hidden under the dress. It was a compromise we could settle on without argument.

      La’luin led me through the palace, deep into the heart of the complex, regaling me with stories I barely registered. What was I going to say? Would the queen welcome me, or would she be angry? Would she be grateful for what I did in Un Alari? Maybe a dungeon awaited me at the end of this meeting, or a magical collar—that actually worked this time—to block my powers.

      Finally, we stepped through enormous glass doors that led to a vast walled garden. I was taken aback by the scale, and my fears seemed to calm in the presence of so much nature.

      La’luin gestured towards the greenery. “The queen awaits your arrival within.”

      “Here?” I asked.

      She nodded once. “Here.”

      “Okay. then.” I hesitated, then turned back. “A’ladrei.”

      The Fae smiled brightly. “You are most welcome.”

      Swallowing my nerves, I walked down the path, my boots tapping against the terracotta stones.

      There was a wild kind of organised chaos to the garden that sent shivers down my spine. Flowers bloomed in a rainbow of colour, trees stretched towards the blue sky, willows wept over a pond full of fish similar to koi, and the walls of the palace seemed to disappear the deeper I ventured.

      It was beautiful… like I’d stepped into another world. The illusion was perfect, but it was just that. An illusion.

      I turned a corner and spotted a woman sitting on a bench. Her figure was concealed by a creeping vine laden with the same purple flowers that covered the balcony in my rooms, but I knew who it was.

      My first glimpse of the Queen of the Fae wasn’t exactly what I was expecting. I’d imagined a fierce woman dressed in finery like I’d seen the Lor’andann and his wife wearing in Un Alari. Her clothes were pretty—a simple dress made out of silver and white fabric—but she wore no crown or insignia. There wasn’t even an inch of armour plating to be seen.

      Her hair was so white it seemed translucent and as she moved, it shone just like starlight. Pale blue eyes met my startled gaze and she smiled.

      “Elspeth Odhweine,” the queen said, opening her arms in greeting. “I am Niarisshia, Queen of the United Fae. Welcome to Sil Astrad.” She patted the bench beside her with long, elegant fingers. “Please, join me.”

      I sat, folding my hands awkwardly in my lap. She skin reminded me of the inside of a seashell.

      “Do you like my garden?” she asked.

      “It’s beautiful,” I replied. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “I understand the Druids are creatures tied to nature, much like the Fae.”

      I nodded. “They are.”

      Niarisshia said nothing, content to just… be.

      I squirmed, uncomfortable with the long silence. Power radiated off her like she was the sun, heating my arm as if I was sitting beside a space heater. My Colours vibrated, picking up on her link to the earth around us. The entire garden basked in her glow, feeding off the light she had cast. What was she?

      “The tidings from Un Alari were grave indeed,” the queen murmured. “I am grateful to you and Altrys, Shr’lei de Delei’an. Fate was somewhat cruel to take you from our portal and leave you in the Silver Mountains.”

      “In hindsight, I’m glad it did.”

      Her lips thinned and she regarded me with her ethereal eyes. Did she disapprove?

      “I have heard Altrys’s report,” she told me. “A Chimera plot led by the wife of the Lor’andann. Larel.”

      “I only wanted to help,” I said.

      “In order to earn my favour.”

      My cheeks heated and I looked away.

      “I know of the Chimera’s meddling on Earth,” she continued. “The Druid Raurich has told me much of their troubles and regaled me with tales of your assistance in the matter.”

      “Then you—”

      “Know me, Elspeth, Liash li Ashli.” She rose, her voice cooling as she locked gazes with me. “I am descended from the oldest race of Fae to ever walk our lands, the Tuatha de Danann. I am descended from their union with the beings known as the Celestines—creatures of starlight-made flesh. The spirit of nature flows through my veins, but also the spirit of war. I have a vision for this realm, as my mother before me, and her mother before her. I am Queen.”

      And not to be trifled with. Her warning was clear. Niarisshia was not my friend. She was not my equal. And she would do anything to protect her people from the likes of me.

      Her expression softened. “To fight for us, you must know who you pledge yourself to.”

      I rose to her challenge. “And who is that?”

      “I am one of the last of my kind, Elspeth, just as you are the only of your kind. A hybrid.”

      I blinked. “The…Tuatha de Danann and the Celestines are no more?”

      “Their demise is a sad story. I am a last remnant of that time. A failed union between our people in hopes of brokering peace.”

      “They were at war?” I asked.

      Niarisshia nodded. “The Tuatha were much like the Chimera in their beliefs. They were extreme and desired power. They travelled through the fabric of space and time, searching for new worlds to claim. Soon they settled on a world much like this one, but with little magic.”

      “The Earth I came from?” I wondered aloud.

      She shook her head. “A different Earth, much the same as yours, but different, nonetheless. Our hand in the fate of your Earth came much later.”

      The unpredictable nature of her being drove me to silence and I waited for her to continue.

      “The human population had no chance against the Tuatha,” she went on. “At first, they fought back, despite the odds. However, it did not take long for them to realise they would lose terribly. They had no magic of their own to face the Fae. Submission was the best course of action to save their children from certain death.”

      “But submitting—”

      “Led to slavery.” Niarisshia turned to the garden. “The Celestines stepped in when they could take the suffering of the Earth no more. Until then, they had remained in the shadows, unwilling to stand against the Tuatha.” They were pacifists, like the Druids. “The Tuatha had scarred what was sacred to them, and it was enough to compel the peaceful race to war… and it drove them to ruin.”

      I followed her gaze, watching the white tulips sway back and forth. “So they decided to try to make peace?”

      “Yes. They both faced extinction, so an alliance was proposed. But one Celestine betrayed them all. Aoife. We do not utter her name and I will not speak it again.”

      I didn’t dare ask what the Celestine had done. I waited, hoping Niarisshia would reveal the end of the story.

      “There was one child,” she added, “spirited away in secret, and it is from him that the royal line is descended. This world was rebuilt from the ashes and a new age of prosperity dawned. The Celestines and the Tuatha live on through me, and I can only hope to keep the peace my ancestors were unable to.”

      And who was Niarisshia now? It was unclear who was good and who was evil in her tale. Perhaps she was like me
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