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        Sister. Mate. Queen?

      

      

      Zara has waited millennia for her fated mate and is certain he will be the perfect match for her, but then they actually meet for the first time. She always knew fate wasn't to be trusted, but this was going entirely too far.

      

      Zivek is thrilled to finally meet his destined mate, a Fae surely created just for him, which is why he’s entirely taken aback when she finds his status as future king of the Fae to be a dealbreaker.

      

      Convincing his reluctant mate to accept her destiny as future Queen of the Fae will be a challenge indeed.
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      THE PLAN HAD always been for Zara to travel with her sister, Luna, to the mortal side of the Veil. She knew the journey had its risks, including the possibility of being trapped there, but Zara and Luna had agreed that the possibility of being reunited with their brother, Mitaru, was worth every risk.

      Luna was one of the smartest Fae Zara had ever met, so she knew if anyone could figure out how to reopen the Veils, it would be Luna.

      However, as it turned out, the Veils were not cooperative, no matter what Luna had attempted, and so, after six months of trying, she’d come up with an alternate plan.

      They would track a roaming Veil, she’d announced, and use its power instead.

      Zara had major concerns about this plan.

      Roaming Veils were unpredictable and it seemed the height of foolishness to use them for anything, let alone something so dangerous as traveling between realms.

      When Zara pointed this out, though, Luna simply insisted that their magic would keep them safe, and so they set off to find a roaming Veil, something that surprisingly hadn’t taken much time at all.

      They simply followed the rumors of sightings and eventually arrived in time to watch one roam away.

      This was enough for Luna’s brain to launch in a thousand different directions as she filled boards with calculations and formulas, assigning patterns where Zara saw none, working late into the night for weeks on end until she was certain she knew where the Veil would appear next.

      Thus began an entire year of tracking the same roaming Veil all over Faerie.

      Luna dragged Zara from location to location, furiously calculating and recalculating after every sighting. No matter how hard she tried, though, each time, week after week, month after month, Luna’s calculations were slightly off.

      They always arrived a few seconds too late or a few hundred yards from where the Veil actually appeared.

      Each time they failed, Luna adjusted her formulas and calculations and swore the next time, they would arrive at the right time and the right place.

      Despite all of Zara’s reservations, she never once left Luna’s side over those very long twelve months. Zara was afraid if she did, Luna would find a roaming Veil and attempt the impossible on her own.

      Impossible because roaming Veils were so notoriously unstable, there was no predicting where a Fae foolish enough to travel through one might end up.

      Unwilling to allow her sister to attempt such a dangerous crossing on her own, Zara had every intention of accompanying Luna through the roaming Veil when the time came.

      It had to be the vagaries of fate, therefore, that pulled Zara from Luna’s side mere days before her calculations finally resulted in success.

      Fate arrived in the form of a Royal summons.

      If there was one request no Fae could ignore, it was one that came from the Fae Queen herself.

      A healer was needed at the palace and Zara could not say no.

      She might have felt relieved to be escaping the possibility of traveling through a roaming Veil if it weren’t for the fact that it meant Luna would be attempting it alone.

      Zara had begged Luna to wait until the Veil’s next possible appearance, but Luna had been adamant they couldn’t lose the opportunity. “Besides,” she’d said, “if I’m not there to see when and where the roaming Veil appears, I’ll never be able to calculate its next appearance.”

      So, in a panic, Zara had taken a quick side trip to the Eastern Veil on her journey to the Palace. There, she had tracked down Tarek Evaria, a Fae she’d met in the aftermath of the Veils’ fall, and had begged him to go to her sister.

      She’d known that Tarek, of all the Fae she knew, would jump at the chance to travel to the mortal side of the Veils, for like Luna and Zara, he’d lost a Guardian brother to the other side.

      With his agreement, Zara had journeyed on to the Palace, taking comfort in the knowledge that if by some miracle, her sister’s calculations were correct this time, she wouldn’t be undertaking such a risky journey on her own.

      Upon arrival at the Palace, Zara’s concerns about her sister became the very least of her problems.

      It turned out she was needed to heal the Crown Prince, who had somehow, in a feat of extreme stupidity, managed to break his leg.

      This, of course, wasn’t what required Zara’s expertise—there were royal healers well-versed in the healing of broken bones, and thus, his leg was already good as new.

      Instead, it was the head wound that kept him unconscious despite those healers’ every effort that had the Royal family sending for every known healer in Faerie.

      The Guardians who had delivered the summons and who had escorted Zara along the journey took her straight to the Royal Quarters where she found the Queen in despair.

      It turned out their detour to the Eastern Veil meant that Zara was the last healer to arrive and every other one before her had failed.

      The Queen sat on a bench in a sitting room, her head in her hands.

      A young Fae sat beside her, hand on her back, murmuring quietly in her ear.

      As Guardian Roderon explained to the Captain of the Queen’s Guard who Zara was, Zara focused on the Queen and her companion.

      “It feels as if we’re doomed. I’ve lost four of my children to the mortal side of the Veils and now Zivek has fallen.” The Queen’s anguished whisper made Zara’s breath catch in her throat and tears burn in her eyes.

      She hadn’t really thought about the fact that the Queen was suffering along with every other Fae in Faerie. Thousands had been traveling on the mortal side of the Veils when they fell and hundreds of Guardians had crossed over in the aftermath of their fall, including Zara’s brother, Mitaru, and every Guardian of his generation, to protect the Veils and ensure no mortal would cross into Faerie.

      Even before the Guardians had crossed, though, four of the Fae Queen’s six children had crossed to the mortal side to bear witness to the strengthening of the Veils.

      They had been there on the mortal side when the Veils fell and had not yet returned to Faerie when they reformed into solid barriers.

      The crossover passages used by the Fae for millennia were now inaccessible from either side of the Veil, meaning every Fae on the mortal side was now trapped there.

      For almost two years now, the Fae had had to live with the sorrow and grief that came with being cut off from thousands of their brethren.

      For Zara and Luna, there was true comfort in knowing their brother had survived the Ceremony of the Veils, for the many Guardians who had crossed over that day had expected to burn their life force to ash on the Veils of Faerie, to strengthen them and to ensure the safety of all the Fae.

      Instead, they had survived.

      Yes, they were cut off from Faerie, but they were alive in a turn of events none had expected.

      It was a truly comforting thought for Zara, for Luna, and for every other Fae who had expected to lose a family member or friend at the Ceremony of the Veils.

      Unfortunately, there was no such comfort for the families of the ones traveling on the mortal side or for the Queen who had not expected to lose four of her children that day.

      For those Fae left behind and cut off from their loved ones, there was only torture and sorrow.

      “We have to hold onto hope, Mother,” the young Fae at the Queen’s side murmured. “He has to waken because I refuse to become Crown Prince in his stead.”

      Queen Naira let out a watery chuckle. “Oh, Bene, don’t be ridiculous. You’re not even of age yet.”

      Zara winced as the young man, whom she now knew to be Prince Benediah, the youngest of the Royal siblings, scowled and muttered, “Three more months, Mother, just three⁠—”

      “It’s not about your age,” Queen Naira interrupted. “I just⁠—”

      “I know, Mother. I suppose any of the other four, even cut off from Faerie as they are, would still be a better choice than me.” He stood and stepped back, shoulders stiff, a muscle twitching along his jaw.

      “I just need him to come back to us,” Queen Naira whispered, so deep in her own anguish, she didn’t even seem to register her youngest son’s frustration. Indeed, she seemed to have already forgotten his presence.

      Zara remembered viscerally that feeling of invisibility, a feeling that had only grown stronger the closer to the age of majority she’d come.

      Fae were not considered adults until they reached a hundred years of age, and even then, were often sheltered and treated more like children than the adults they’d become.

      Her heart ached for the young prince and the disappointment she knew still awaited him.

      Though more than fifteen hundred years had passed since she’d hit that coveted age of one hundred, Zara still remembered the stunning disappointment she’d felt when that birthday had come and gone without any change in how she was treated.

      Still a child in the eyes of most of the Fae around her, it had taken her several hundred years more to gain that elusive acceptance as an adult.

      She’d never understood why, after their own struggles to break free of the chains of childhood, more Fae didn’t treat those coming of age with greater compassion and respect than they themselves had received.

      It was almost like a rite of passage that no Fae who had lived more than a thousand years was willing to exempt another Fae from enduring.

      “Queen Naira.” The Captain of the Queen’s Royal Guard stepped forward. “I apologize for interrupting, but one final healer has arrived.”

      Queen Naira shuddered, drew in a deep breath, then slowly straightened her spine to look at Zara. “So. Are you here to disappoint me as well?”

      “I hope not, my Queen. I can only promise to do my
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