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Chapter One



I am a changeling. My parents don’t know. As
for my predecessor? The human child who was abducted to make room
in this family for me? I don’t like to think about it much.

I’ve always known what I am. Even as a babe,
beholding my parents through eyes that saw colors a little too
bright, details a little too sharp. Eyes that were a little too
golden to be human. I love my parents, but my inherent Fae nature
kept me slightly apart, distanced from their outpouring of
unconditional love. Is that distance why it was so easy for me to
leave them behind? When the dead queen came calling for me,
summoning me back to a land I’d never seen, I turned my back on the
only home I’d ever known without a second thought. Maybe if I’d
just stayed home, things would have turned out differently…

****

Great horned owls aren’t uncommon in the
Midwest, but I’ve never had one seek me out before. When the
majestic hunter clatters onto my windowsill the night of my
sixteenth birthday, I open the window on instinct. It doesn’t come
in, but holds my gaze, golden eyes identical to my own, boring into
mine. Then I hear her voice, light and melodic, echoing inside my
head.

“It’s time to come home, Eve.”

“Mother?” The owl doesn’t answer. Rather,
she begins to fade, and after a moment, nothing is left of her at
all.

My mouth drops open. Seriously? Sixteen
years of silence, now this? But her words stir something in me
that I can’t ignore. Within minutes I’m writing a note to my
parents and climbing out that same third-story window.

The drop is nothing. I’ve made the same drop
many times, when the night calls to me and I just have to be out
there, losing myself in it, getting away from the lights and the
people and surrounding myself with the smell of sassafras and the
feel of a cool breeze against my skin. Built for something bigger
than a small-town existence, my body has never failed to respond
when I demand something unconventional from it. Like a third-story
drop. Or an hour-long swim in the freezing waters of the Ohio River
in February. Or a shimmy up the smooth bark of a beech tree,
chasing the raccoon that stole my house keys.

Deep in my brain lies the ancestral
knowledge of my race. I was born with it, though until tonight I’ve
never had occasion to use it. The Fae didn’t want me. That’s what
changelings are. The unwanted. The discarded. The deformed. But I
always knew how to get back there.

No moonlight filters down through the trees
as I trek through the still woods behind my house. Is it a
coincidence that the owl came to me tonight, the night of the new
moon? Moonlight reveals things for what they are. To protect the
secrets of the Realm, the gate can only be opened when there is no
moon in the sky. I shake my head. Not a coincidence. Neither the
night, nor the timing. I turned sixteen today. There has to be a
reason.

Over the years, I’ve put a lot of thought
into how I would do it. The path I take tonight is a familiar one,
down through the ravines I’ve played in since childhood, following
the creek I’ve waded in over the hot summer months, ending at a
lake that isn’t on our property, but belongs to a man who lives on
the other side of it. A man who drinks heavily, sometimes beats his
wife, and won’t stop himself from hitting a dog unlucky enough to
cross the road in front of his rusted pickup truck. No one would
miss him much. When I was only eleven, I chose him to be my
sacrifice. If it ever came to that.

Mr. Ashby is already passed out when I
arrive. A good thing, too, because that means his wife is upstairs,
breathing easily for the first time this evening and studiously
avoiding the living room. It also means, though, that I have to
heave all two-hundred-fifty pounds of his dead weight off of the
couch and haul him out the door. The unlocked door, because small
country towns are where people feel safe, and don’t expect to be
dragged out of their homes in the middle of the night.

His dogs watch me take him. Mangy, skinny
mutts, they only lift their heads and wag their tails when I invade
their territory. Animals don’t see me as a threat. And, if I have
need of their master, who are they to argue? Secretly, I hope their
life, like his wife’s, will get better without him in it.

Mr. Ashby begins to stir as I drag him
across the dew-slicked grass. “What are you doing? Martha?” His
eyelids flutter with the words, trying to reconcile falling asleep
on the couch with the dark sky now stretching above him. He comes
fully awake as I dump him into the shallow water at the lake’s
edge, flailing and sputtering.

“What the … who are you? What are you doing?
Where are you taking me?” Used to throwing his weight around, Mr.
Ashby lunges for me, slipping in the mud when his bound hands come
up short. As the water splashes into his face he freezes, taking in
his situation. I can see the wheels turning sluggishly in his head.
In his muddled state, he doesn’t realize he’s still in his own
backyard, mere yards from his own back door.

“What do you want? I don’t have any
money.”

I don’t answer him. It won’t change
anything.

It should come as no surprise that the
gateway to the Realm is found in the wild. In their core, Fae are
connected to the natural places in this world. Ideally, there would
be no man-made structures anywhere in my vicinity, but I did as
much as I could with what I had. That’s why I chose the lake. With
the water, the creatures in the water, the rushes and cattails
growing on the bank, and the woods to one side, I have to hope it’s
wild enough.

Mr. Ashby is still splashing, trying to gain
traction and find his footing, when I wade down into the water
beside him. In one smooth motion borne from pure instinct, I plant
one knee between his shoulder blades, yank his head back by the
hair, and slit his throat.

I thought I was ready, but I am woefully
unprepared for the sounds Mr. Ashby makes as he dies. The gasping,
gurgling, sloshing sounds of his body thrashing in the water,
desperately trying to cling to his angry, miserable life. His
life-blood leeches into the water, coating my hands, soaking into
my pants, swirling away on the churning currents. The blood snaps
me back into myself. Reminds me why I’m here.

“Dear Elfhame, Elphyne, Change Lands, Realm
of the Fae. Your daughter, I beseech you, open unto me your gates.
Grant me safety within your borders, and comfort in home’s
embrace.”

Mr. Ashby and the lake vanish. Alone and
dry, I am suddenly surrounded by swirling, silvery mist. A form
lurks at the edge of it, hulking and menacing.

“Greetings, mortal. You wish to enter the
Realm of the Fae?” The voice floats to me on the breeze, low and
seductive.

“I do.”

“I turn around once, what is out will not
get in. I turn around again, what is in will not get out.” The mist
parts, and my questioner shows herself. Long dark hair, massive
velvet paws, graceful, furled wings. One wrong answer, and the
sphinx will devour me for being unworthy to cross into my own
ancestral lands. She belongs to neither the human world nor the
Realm, but acts as an intermediary between the two.

“I am no human to be beguiled by your
riddles, Sphinx. Let me pass.”

With a deep bow, the sphinx evaporates,
taking the mist, and my thundering heart, with her. It’s one thing
to know how a situation is supposed to turn out. It’s quite another
to experience it. With no knowledge of the ways of the Fae, a human
would attempt to answer the riddle, believing the correct answer
would save them. In truth, any answer at all would doom them.

When the world realigns, I’m no longer in
the human world. For the first time since my birth, I breathe
deeply of the rich, intoxicating air of the Realm. The gate opens
in a small glade just outside of Emain Ablach, our capital city.
The night here is not quite so dark, lit up by thousands of
luminescent flowers bedecking the trunks of the trees and giving
the air a silken quality.

The gatekeeper waits, his face an impassive
mask of professionalism. If he is surprised to see me it doesn’t
show.

“Welcome home, Your Majesty.”

“Where is the queen?”

“My deepest condolences, Your Majesty. Your
mother is dead.”


Chapter Two

 


The gatekeeper has hooves. And horns. Short,
skinny ones sticking out of the salt-and-pepper curls covering his
temples. Other than the obvious differences, the gatekeeper appears
to be a portly, middle-aged man with a second chin and a kind
smile. How old is he, really?

I’m sixteen. Truly, sixteen. But the Fae are
long-lived. Not immortal, or perpetually young, but it wouldn’t be
unheard of for a Fae to outlive several generations of humans.

Then he says those words. “Your mother is
dead.”

Dead? I knew. I didn’t want to
acknowledge it, but I knew. The second the owl began to fade I knew
what it meant.

Emulating him, I keep my face and voice
impassive. “Tonight?”

“Aye, Your Majesty. Just moments ago.” He
isn’t surprised at the strange coincidence. That I would arrive in
the Realm mere minutes after her passing, and be recognized, no
less? Already knowing that she was gone? In the human world, I
would probably already be arrested. But this isn’t the human world.
My instinctual knowledge got me here, and it tells me many things
about our history and the Realm itself, but the people? The
politics? The Fae are notoriously tricky, and until I have more
experience here, I can’t trust my own judgment.

The gatekeeper is waiting for a response.
What is he expecting? Should I feign some kind of emotional
attachment to the queen? Express sorrow? Cry?

“Whatever you feel, is right, Your
Majesty.”

Did he just read my mind?

“No, Your Majesty. Your face betrays your
thoughts quite easily. If I may offer a word of advice, you should
work on being more inscrutable. The court will be watching you for
weakness. It is best not to show them any.”

The court. For the first time since I heard
the queen’s voice in my head, I wonder what exactly it is I’m doing
here. I wish I could say it was some kind of enchantment that
brought me here, but it wasn’t. I acted in a hasty, knee-jerk
reaction to a summons I never expected to receive, and spent little
time examining my motives for doing so. Now isn’t the time for such
introspection, though. “Good sir, would you kindly direct me to
Emain Ablach?”

A toothy grin spreads across his face, as if
he’s delighted I’ve decided to stay. “It is not far, Your Majesty.
The Realm will show you the way, wherever you wish to go.”

At a gesture from the gatekeeper, the trees
directly in front of me shift themselves around until a narrow path
is revealed. I take a step in that direction, then hesitate. “Are
there any dangers I should be aware of?”

“Not from the Realm, Your Majesty. Only from
those who dwell therein.”

That doesn’t really answer my
question.

As I leave the glade, it becomes difficult
to remember why I came here at all. The glowing flowers bend toward
me as I pass, beckoning me to touch them, and a soft breeze
whispers temptations in my ear. My heart yearns to break into a
run, to let go of all that constrains me and become one with the
beauty surrounding me. Despite the lack of moon, my surroundings
are perfectly visible. Shades of green I’ve only dreamed of climb
and wind around trunks of deepest mahogany and shimmering silver.
Crickets and frogs sing back and forth to each other, undeterred by
my passage. Overhead, bats and night birds chase each other through
the treetops, calling and shrieking the purest of joys to the
night. The forest around me nearly vibrates with the sheer
exultation of life. Life that exists in the human world, too, but
muted and colorless in comparison.

Before I’m ready, the last of the trees
shift and open up my view to the lands beyond the forest, and I get
my first glimpse of Emain Ablach. My breath catches, snatched away
on the breeze, and a single tear escapes my eye. Situated in a deep
valley, surrounded by a crystal lake, the city of my birth is the
most beautiful thing I’ve ever laid eyes on. Grown from the island
itself, its walls are silver quartzite, liberally streaked with
shots of red, pink, and even purple. “Walls” is a loose term.
“Frame” might be better, as the majority of the city boasts only a
skeleton with the interior open to the air. Brightly colored silks
flap loosely across doorways, affording a modicum of privacy.
Larger in size than many American cities, only a small percentage
of the island contains a definitive structure. The areas between
stone are filled with orchards and gardens, towering trees and tiny
plots of herbs, giving the whole island an overgrown-ancient-ruins
appearance.

The palace itself sits perched in the middle
of the island, open underneath and only accessible by a series of
winding staircases. Its first level and towers are fully enclosed,
drawing the eye, while the middle levels are screened with thick
vegetation growing right out of the stone. An inexplicable
waterfall flows down one side, collecting into a lily-pad strewn
pool before flowing out to join with the lake.

Home.

My heart sings the word, but my brain
immediately shuts it down. No. This isn’t home. This is
the place that didn’t want me. Home is far, far behind.

Still, my feet are anxious to cross the
distance, and move of their own accord into the lush grass
carpeting the downward slope. The grass is perfectly uniform. No
roads. No game trails. No sign at all of regular passage. Behind
me, the blades crushed by my steps spring back up, leaving no
evidence I passed. Nothing else moves in the night. The vibrant
life I observed in the shelter of the forest is cautious here in
the open. It’s just as well. No distractions to draw my gaze from
what I most want to be looking at.

Emain Ablach. Home to my family for the past
five hundred years, after the old capital was destroyed in the war
with the Fomorians. An ugly piece of Fae history that only exists
in a few brief facts in my memories. The members of the court have
residences here as well, though only those in the queen’s synod are
permitted to keep rooms in the palace itself.

The queen’s in there. Right
now, her body is somewhere in that palace, being examined and
prepared for burial. Of course. That’s why I haven’t encountered
anyone else out here. Everyone’s in the city, mourning the death of
their queen. As I watch, the city changes. Those brightly colored
silks I admired just moments ago ripple into black, and every tree
in the city loses its leaves. Stark and naked, the city emanates a
chill that makes me turn my eyes away.

The queen of the Fae is dead. I feel
the news pass through the ground beneath my feet, an involuntary
shudder of the very Realm. Picking up my pace, I soon arrive at the
magnificent quartzite bridge that is the only way into the city by
foot. As I step onto it, the ground shudders again, but not in
grief this time. More like … anticipation?

You’re imagining things. Get it
together. The strangeness of the Realm is beginning to get to
me. Not to mention, it’s been a very long night, and I assume it’s
still going to be some time before I’m allowed to sleep.

There are no guards on the bridge. No one
notices my crossing, and I can’t help but feel like that’s how it’s
supposed to be. That my entry into Emain Ablach is a private
affair, an intimate moment between myself and the land. The breeze
picks up as I near the island, swirling around me in
ever-increasing gusts. The discarded leaves come with it, taking a
turn, then whirling away to share what they’ve learned with tiny
whispers that I can hear but can’t make out.

At last I come to the end of the bridge. It
melds seamlessly with the glossy stone path leading straight to the
palace. Such an easy transition, I’m crossing it before I notice
just how important it is. No sooner do both of my feet stand
planted than the ground beneath me shudders again. Not just
shudders. Ripples. Visibly. Like the whole world suddenly
realigning.

I was only guessing at the earth’s feelings
before. Now I hear them, clear as day, ringing in my head. The
queen lives!

 



Chapter Three

 


The earth isn’t the only one to notice my
entry into the city. At a commotion up ahead, my eyes snap up to
find a cluster of Fae headed my way. They’re obviously agitated,
but are doing a good job of containing themselves. I stop and wait
for their approach, straightening my spine and taking several deep
breaths to clear my head. The response from the earth has me
rattled, and I want to be composed when the cluster gets here.

As they approach, I take note of their
appearances and try to place them into Houses. Winter House is
easy. A man and a woman with snow-white skin and ash-gray hair, the
angles of their faces as severe as the ice shelf on which their
home resides. A robust, swarthy man I categorize as Summer House.
He’s bald, but his permanent tan and prominent laugh lines validate
my judgment. Two women who can only belong to Spring House flank
him. They could be twins, except for the flowers in their hair. No,
wait. Their hair is completely made up of flowers. One, yellow
daffodils, the other, redbud blossoms. Another man I vacillate on,
but finally decide on Autumn House. His fiery hair and beard could
belong to Summer, but his complexion isn’t quite right. His
expression is stern, and, as he’s in the lead, I arrange my face
into a firm, unyielding expression.

“Who are you?” he barks as the procession
halts a good ten feet in front of me. The members spread out,
looking me over, not trying to conceal their curiosity.

“My name is Eve.” Be wary. Don’t
give any more information than you have to.

He studies me. “Where have you come from,
Eve?”

“The human world. I’ve only just
arrived.”

“Is that so?” The question is muttered under
his breath, so I stay silent.

Daffodil-hair jumps in, stepping closer. Her
voice and expression soft, her eyes plead with me to trust her.
“Eve, please excuse my companion’s bad manners. My name is Ailie,
and I’ll admit to you that your arrival has caught us
unawares.”

They heard the earth. Do they feel it,
too?

“Would you please tell us why you are
here?”

The question is put so nonchalantly that
words are spilling out of my mouth before I realize I’m talking.
“The queen sent for me. I am her daughter, though she abandoned me
when I was born and left me in the human world to be raised by
human parents. She came to me tonight, and bade me come.” As
realization sets in my jaw snaps shut, but not before the damage is
done. Murmurs ripple through the growing crowd of Fae.

“The queen has no daughter.”

“She’s lying.”

“You felt it, same as me. The Realm can’t be
tricked.”

I’m still trying to figure out why I blabbed
so much when the swarthy Summer man steps up beside Ailie, and she
cedes the floor to him. “That is a serious claim, Eve. Are you
prepared to defend it?”

“Defend?” Do they want me to
fight?

“Can you prove it?” the Autumn man pipes in,
somewhat disgruntled by losing control of the interrogation.

“Yes. I can.” I wasn’t planning to do this
in the open, in front of an entire crowd of Fae I don’t know where
anyone can see. But, my big mouth got me here, so I don’t have much
choice.

Around my neck hangs a delicate, golden
chain, nearly the same color as my skin, but lighter than my eyes.
My parents have never seen it. As a child, I used to try to take it
off. I couldn’t do it. The magic that lays on this chain is
something completely and utterly unbreakable. Dangling from the
chain is a small, gold medallion. One side of the medallion bears
the crest of the Fae royal family. The other side bears the
personal insignia of the queen.

As I expose the medallion, a collective gasp
echoes across the courtyard. Every Fae who sees it knows what it
means. Murmurs of “Your Majesty” float across the air, and one by
one the assembled Fae sink to one knee. Not my six questioners,
though. Their expressions range from incredulity to disbelief to
flashes of rage.

“It would seem,” the swarthy Summer man
says, breaking the heavy silence that’s fallen, “that there is much
we need to discuss, and we are standing in the wrong forum to do
so. Let us adjourn to the palace, where these matters can be
thoroughly investigated.”

Then I understand. These aren’t just any six
Fae. They are members of the queen’s synod, her closest confidantes
and high council. And, at the moment, the collective height of
power in the Realm. And if my claim should prove true, I will
instantly outrank them all.

As one, the synod begins moving, and I find
myself walking in the middle of a tight circle of bodies. Around
the synod, guards that I hadn’t even noticed take up their posts,
and together we part the crowd and make our way toward the palace.
The Fae around us, no longer kneeling but gazing at me with varying
degrees of reverence and betrayal, melt away to let us pass
unhindered. I try to memorize their faces, to remember who was
pleased at my arrival and who was disgruntled, but there are just
too many. They begin to blur and blend together, until I’m forced
to focus my eyes forward to avoid getting dizzy.

The view up ahead is worth it. The palace is
even more breathtaking up close. A gentle heat emanates from the
quartzite, and the colors pulse in tandem with me as I pass. From
the looks on the faces of the synod, that’s not normal. What
have I gotten myself into?

The air is heavily scented with
night-blooming flowers, a bevy of fragrances of which I can only
name a handful. As we mount one of the staircases leading us
upward, a slender vine edges up over the rail and catches me by the
wrist. A tiny white bud is sticking out of the end of it. The
Winter woman notices, scowls, and shoos the vine away. The rest of
the climb is uneventful, but when we reach the top our group begins
to dwindle. Guards peel away as our threat level decreases, and
synod members vanish down interior halls until only Ailie and the
Summer man remain.

We stop outside a solid oak door etched with
a delicate rose design. Inside is a plainly furnished room
apparently equal in function to a motel.

“Eve.” My name weighs heavily on his tongue
as he contemplates whether he should be calling me something else.
“Please forgive the sparse accommodations. Here you will find food
and drink with which to refresh yourself, and a place to sleep.
Morning is not far off, and you are in need of rest.”

“May I see the queen?”

“Not at this time. It is best that you stay
here until this tumultuous matter can be settled. If you have need
of anything, there will be two guards posted outside your door, and
you need only to ask. When the synod is ready, Ailie will come to
fetch you.” With that, the two of them leave, the door thudding
heavily shut behind them.

I think I’ve just been arrested.


Chapter Four

 


My room doesn’t have a window, so I have no
way to tell how much time passes in my decently comfortable prison
cell. I don’t want to sleep, but my body has other ideas, pulling
me under the moment I lie down on the bed to rest. At least the
pure exhaustion keeps the myriad of questions at bay. Until the
synod decides what to do with me, there’s no point dwelling on
hypotheticals. But. And it’s a big but. What if they accept me?
What if tomorrow I actually become queen of the Fae?

The idea is too much, too big for my mind to
process, so my brain shuts itself down instead. Lets my body take
over and force me to get some measure of sleep so I’m better
prepared to meet the challenges the morning will bring. And the
morning will definitely be challenging.

It feels like only seconds later Ailie is
shaking me awake. “Eve. Come. It is time for you to wake up.”

“Hmm?” It takes a moment for my sleep-fogged
brain to remember where I am and why a strange woman with flowers
in her hair is hovering over me. “The synod?”

“Not yet. I have brought you water to wash
with, and clean clothing. If you desire, there is time to make a
brief visit to the queen before you are due in the synod’s
chambers.”

I desire. The water in the basin is warm and
smells of lavender and aloe, and feels heavenly against my skin.
The clothing Ailie brought is … interesting.

“How do I put it on?” My own clothes, jeans
and a sweater, lie discarded across the foot of the bed. The thing
Ailie is holding out to me is one long strip of continuous fabric,
with no obvious head or arm holes.

“It is a ceremonial wrap, worn by the queen
in times of particularly weighty matters. I thought it appropriate
attire for the message you wish to convey today. If I may?”

What message do I wish to convey
today? That I want to be queen? Do I want to be queen?
Obviously Ailie thinks I do. And she’s trying to help me? Or will
appearing in the queen’s ceremonial clothes be the height of
arrogance and offense? Is this really just a trick to make me look
bad before the synod? After a moment’s indecision, I tell her to go
ahead. I have to take a stand somewhere, and I’m choosing to start
with looking like I belong here.

The wrap is magic. Or Ailie is, for making
it look amazing. It somehow encases both my legs, moves up my body
forming a corset-type thing, sweeps over both my shoulders, then
hangs down in strips, making the entire thing swish around my body
like a grass skirt. It feels like wearing a leotard under a
bathrobe. And she couldn’t have picked a better color. The deep
blue of the wrap complements my golden skin and looks like a
twilight sky under my long platinum hair.

When I meet Ailie’s eyes, hers are brimming
with tears. “You look just like her.” With deft fingers, she sweeps
my hair back at the sides and pins it with two purple filigreed
combs. “Are you ready?”

“Yes,” I answer, though the word sticks in
my throat. Am I ready to see my biological mother’s dead
body?

Ailie leads the way into the hall, and my
door guards fall into place behind us as we pass. Their faces are
furry, but I don’t dare stare long enough to figure out what
animals they resemble. The halls are silent as we wind our way
through, eventually locating a staircase leading up. “Most
staircases only climb one level at a time, to slow passage through
the palace. There are only two that stretch from the ground to the
roof.”

I only half-listen to Ailie’s chatter. As
the next level opens before us, I can’t keep my mind focused on her
words. There’s just too much to look at. Without the confining
stone walls, the palace explodes into activity and noise. Fae rush
to and fro, vegetation runs wild, and exotic birds soar
overhead.

“What do you think of the Realm?” Ailie asks
as we navigate the commotion.

Words tumble out again. “I think it’s
incredible. I had dreams, sometimes, as a child, of a mystical land
too fantastical to be real. I thought I made it up. I didn’t know I
was dreaming of the Realm.”

“And the queen? You had no contact with her
at all?”

This time I feel the nudge, and instantly
know why Ailie was sent to be my keeper. Give her something, so
she doesn’t know you know. “Not until she came to me
last night. I thought she didn’t want me.” The admission stings to
say aloud, but it’s nothing I’m not going to tell the synod soon
anyway.

If Ailie has more questions for me, she’s
halted by our next staircase. This one is narrower, forcing us to
go one at a time. The next level is still and quiet, filled with
mourners waiting to view the queen’s body. Neither of us speaks.
One more level, and we come to the queen’s personal chambers.

Ailie enters without hesitation, but I pause
on the threshold. This isn’t like me. This indecision. I pride
myself on making a decision and seeing it through. I made the
decision to come up here and see the queen. So why is it so hard to
walk through the door?

“Eve?” Ailie’s voice is tender and full of
concern. “If you aren’t up for this…”

With a burst of will, I step through the
door. The room on the other side is some kind of antechamber. A
formal parlor for receiving guests. My eyes rake over the room,
gaining as many impressions as I can before I turn my attention to
the table in the middle. The furnishings are sumptuous, but still
plump and fluffy as if they haven’t been used very often. The color
scheme is done in pastels. Not what I would have chosen. The hedges
that make up the outer wall are covered with some kind of deep
purple berry I can’t name. Three seconds, four maybe. Then my eyes
come to rest on the table and I can’t look away.

Ailie drops a few steps back, giving me a
measure of privacy as I approach the table. The queen is laid out
on top. Someone took great care to arrange and prepare her body.
Her silver hair is neatly combed and gathered over one shoulder,
only a few shades darker than mine. Her skin glistens with almond
and peppermint oil. She’s wearing a wrap identical to the one Ailie
dressed me in, a deep gray that complements her hair.

“She looks just like me.” I don’t mean the
words to come out, but Ailie is instantly at my side, her hand warm
on my shoulder.

“The royal line has an appearance unlike any
other. No matter how it is diluted, the gold and silver coloring
will always win out.”

“How did she die?”

Ailie hesitates, and I can feel the moment
she decides to tell me the truth. “We don’t know. She bears no
wounds. She had no illness to speak of. She was alone, and no one
was seen coming or going from her chambers.”

“Poison?”

“Not that we can tell. It is as if she
simply … stopped living.”

“Not that you can tell? What does that even
mean?” The snark in my voice surprises both of us, borne on a flash
of anger I wasn’t expecting to feel. Up until now, I’ve carefully
avoided examining my emotions over the queen’s death. But standing
in her rooms, staring down at her body, emotions are definitely
stirring.

The look on Ailie’s face is both
understanding and offended. “I assure you, Eve, our healers are as
qualified as any human doctor, though our methods may differ. If
you’d like, I can introduce you—”

“You live in the palace, right? You were
here. You were all right here.” Irritation and disappointment color
my tone. This is their fault. She was their queen.
They all let this happen. “No one saved her.”

“You are right. We failed her. Your mother’s
death is a tragedy—”

“She’s not my mother. I may be her daughter,
but she was never my mother.”

Ailie’s lying. Everybody’s lying. Someone in
this city knows something. Fae don’t just drop dead for no reason.
Someone killed the queen, and if no one else is going to do
something about it, I will.

With the same burst of will that propelled
me through the door, I wrench myself away from the table. “I’m
ready to see the synod.”


Chapter Five

 


The synod meets in one of the interior,
stoned rooms on the third level, where most official business takes
place. Acting as a council of sorts, they deal with day-to-day
matters pertaining to the ruling of the Realm that don’t merit the
queen’s attention. They also counsel and advise the queen on
demand, and petition her for specific matters regarding their
individual Houses. Each House holds two seats in the synod, to be
filled at their own discretion.

The short walk is enough time for me to
compose my features and cool myself down after my visit with the
queen. Clearly, I’ve been repressing some things, but now isn’t the
time to delve into my psyche. I need to be focused on making a good
impression on the synod. If I’m going to assert my claim to the
throne and root out the murderous corruption in the queen’s court,
I’m going to need them on my side.

“May I offer a word of advice, Eve?”

“Of course.” Staying on Ailie’s good side is
my first move. She accepted my apology graciously, but I’m not fool
enough to believe I’ve been forgiven. Fae pride runs deep.

“Guard your words. That you are the queen’s
blood is beyond dispute. What will be decided today is who will
become your allies, and who will become your enemies. Choose
wisely.”

I don’t have time to mull her words before
the guards are opening the doors of the chamber. As we pass, a
dark-skinned guard with budding horns on his forehead snags me by
the wrist, much like my little vine last night. He leans in close,
and I catch a scent that instantly transports me back home, to a
summer night under a twinkling sky. There are hotdogs on sticks
propped against a bonfire, and my swimsuit is drip-drying on the
rail of the back deck. “Be on your guard. Fae can’t lie, but
neither do they tell the truth. Every Fae in that room will
sacrifice you to serve their own agenda.”

The encounter leaves me shaken, but there
are so many guards milling about I can’t spot the one who grabbed
me. Ailie doesn’t seem to have noticed. The guards stay outside,
leaving only the members of the synod in the room with me.

The room isn’t what I expected. I was
expecting something more formal, like a courtroom or an auditorium.
Instead, their chamber looks … comfy. There’s a large, circular
central table, but the chairs surrounding it are thick and plush.
Real grass is growing from the floor, and clusters of trees
dominate the corners. The room is well lit, with no discernible
light source. A sidebar holds dishes of every fruit imaginable,
reminding me that I’ve eaten nothing since I got here.

“Welcome, Eve,” the swarthy Summer man
greets me. My stomach chooses that moment to let out a rumbling
growl, no doubt emboldened by the presence of food.

“Would you like something to eat?”

Yes, please! “I’m fine, thank
you.”

“Very well. Please have a seat.” There’s a
chair open for me at the table, right next to Ailie. On my other
side sits an Autumn woman who was not present last night. “I
believe introductions are in order.”

Going around the table, they name themselves
for me, and I strive to commit them to memory. The Summer man is
Cirno, and his brother, also missing last night, is Peris. Ailie’s
sister is Fanta. The Autumn man is Dermot, with his companion,
Grielle. They’re not related. The Winter members are Vogelein and
Virosa. Siblings again, I think, but the only words they spit out
are their names, so I can’t say for sure.

Fanta takes up the reins. “This is a
difficult time for all of us, and your presence here presents us
with a quandary that must be dealt with delicately and with
tact.”

“How so?”

“The queen is newly dead. Normally, upon the
death of a monarch, her heir is prepared to assume her role and
immediately takes up the mantle. There is a small time of
adjustment, but the transition goes smoothly. The new queen is
accepted by the Fae, and is capable of performing the task at
hand.”

They’re not going to let me be
queen. “And you think I’m neither capable, nor acceptable.”

“No.” The answer comes from Vogelein, who
has been giving me nothing but icy looks since I sat down.

“Not yet,” Fanta amends. “You are an unknown
entity. The majority of Fae in the Realm do not even know you
exist. To crown a stranger would cause confusion and panic among
our race. You have been in the Realm less than a day, and do not
even know yourself what you are capable of. Not to mention, you
lack any discernible skill in government or policy. To promote you
in your ignorance would be to tempt revolt.”

I let my voice go soft, so they have to make
an effort to hear it. “You’re denying me my heritage? You would
withhold the queen’s crown?” Even now, I still can’t call her my
mother.

A thin sheet of black ice spreads across the
table. “You are not deserving of it.”

I have two snippets of advice bouncing
around in my head that I don’t quite know what to do with, but one
thing is certain. Showing weakness would be suicide. If I can’t
make a display of force, I’ll become a pawn, or worse, be suddenly
found inexplicably dead in my room.

“And if I take it?”

“Is that why you came here? To seize your
mother’s crown?” Cirno breaks in, attempting to de-escalate the
situation. I’m glad. I have bravado, but nothing with which to back
it up.

I let a brief moment pass. You made your
point, now tug at their heart strings. “No, it isn’t. In all
honesty, last night I didn’t know why I came here. I didn’t know
why the queen summoned me, or what I would find when I got here, or
that she would be dead before I even reached the city. But this is
where I belong. I feel it with every step I take, every breath I
breathe. I want to be the person I was born to be.”

Cirno’s face remains unreadable, but at
least I haven’t lost any ground. “Tell us about last night.”

I do. I’ve never been able to lie, not even
to my parents. Being a Fae, I can’t. I can evade the truth when I
need to, though, enough to fool a human. I have a feeling my paltry
tricks won’t work on the synod. So, I focus on the events without
dwelling on myself. They listen, some attentively, some not, until
I finish with my arrival in the city.

Dermot breaks the silence that follows. “We
are not willing to crown you queen. Yet. As Fanta explained,
neither you nor the Realm is ready. But, in the absence of other
heirs, the crown is rightfully yours. After much deliberation, we
have settled on terms that, should you agree, will see you crowned
in just shy of three moons, during our celebration of
Saturnalia.”

Three months! “What are your
terms?”

“You will learn. Lessons here at court. In
government, history, combat, magic. You will spend time abroad,
visiting the seat of each House and learning about their individual
customs, needs, and people. Most importantly, you will spend time
with the people. Your people. Learn about them, get to know them,
and let them get to know you. It is your right to be the queen. It
is our imperative to make you a good one.”

That almost sounds like he’s on my
side. Like he wants me to succeed. A quick scan of their faces
indicate that nearly everyone, with the exception of Winter, wants
me to succeed.

Every Fae in that room will sacrifice you
to serve their own agenda. I need to remember that, and not get
swayed by their pretty words.

“Who will rule in my stead?”

The assembled Fae are too poised to show
their discomfort, but a flash of emotion on Grielle’s face betrays
them. They didn’t want me to ask. If I hadn’t asked, they wouldn’t
have told me.

“The synod will rule by majority vote. As
queen-ascendant, you will be granted the ninth seat, thereby giving
you the experience you need and preventing a tie vote.”

I let their words sink in, pretending to
mull it over, though I already know I’ll accept. I have no other
options, short of turning tail and going home. They know it,
too.

“I accept.”

“Excellent.” Cirno’s smile shows only
pleasure that we’ve come to such an agreeable arrangement, leaving
me wondering what he’s truly feeling. Maybe he really is pleased.
Maybe he murdered the queen and is annoyed that his coup has hit a
snag. How would I know?

Summarily dismissed by the synod, Ailie
escorts me back out into the hall. “This is where I leave you, for
I must return to the synod. There are many matters which must be
dealt with. Caspian has been appointed as your guard, and will be
always at your side. When you return to your rooms, you will find a
maid assigned to you as well. She will see to your physical needs,
and if you find you have need of additional help, you have only to
ask.” Her face softens, and she gently cups my cheek. “This time of
uncertainty will pass. You have great potential, Eve. I wish only
good things.”

When she’s gone, I turn around to find my
path blocked by a dark-skinned guard with budding horns on his
forehead. His hair is dark brown to match his skin, and his eyes
dance with green fire.

“You!”


Chapter Six

 


“Your Majesty.” The guard bows deeply at the
waist, giving me what I assume is a proper official greeting.

“I don’t think I qualify as ‘Your Majesty’
yet.” I don’t intend the words to come out, but something about the
guard’s easy smile has me a bit off balance.

“Of course you do. As Ailie said, my name is
Caspian, and I have been assigned to you personally. Between you
and me, I may have been granted this task because of my age. I am
currently the youngest member of the royal guard, and it is
believed my youth will help to put you at ease.”

Wow. Straight-forward honesty, voluntarily
given. “How old are you?”

“I am in my three and twentieth year.” He’s
handsome. Seriously, walked-off-a-magazine-cover handsome. No
wonder I’m off balance. My mind flashes back to the gatekeeper
reading my thoughts on my face, and my cheeks heat as I turn
away.

“Where to, Your Majesty? I am at your
disposal.”

Away from the synod, I feel like I can
finally breathe. I made it. I’m in. Well, almost, but well on my
way. And Caspian’s right. Having a contemporary of sorts is
making me feel more at ease. I’m sure it’s a ploy devised by
somebody, but just the thought of a conspiracy makes my head hurt.
I could use a friend. “Can we cut it out with the ‘Your Majesty’
stuff?”

“It would not do for me to accord you any
disrespect, Your Majesty.”

“‘Your Majesty’ just sounds so stuffy and …
old. And I certainly don’t feel like a queen yet. Isn’t there
anything else you could call me while still fulfilling the duties
of your position?” Caspian thinks on this, his nose wrinkling in
a-nope. Not doing it. Not going to think about how cute his
nose-wrinkling is.

“Would ‘My Lady’ suffice?”

I let out a sigh as the realization hits.
I’m never going to be just Eve again. “Sure. If you
have to call me something, I suppose ‘My Lady’ will do.”

“As you will, My Lady. Now, as to my
original query. Where may I escort you?”

“Uhh…” I have no idea. I guess my time is
my own. Should I go back to my room, or wander around, or—

“If I may make a suggestion?”

“Please do.”

“I have been made to understand you have not
yet eaten.”

How did he know that? Is that written on
my face, too? Inwardly, I’m relieved. How am I ever going to be
queen if I freeze up at such a simple question as ‘Where do I want
to go now?’ “Yes, food would be good.”

“Follow me.” As I fall into step behind him,
he hangs back to walk at my side instead. Quietly, so that no one
passing can overhear, he murmurs, “You will find your footing yet,
My Lady. Do not put undue pressure on yourself.”

“Is everything I
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