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      Heavy drumbeats cut through the silence as the great grass stalks whispered in the night. Lorcan jerked up his head, his tiny fingers wrapped around a rough bundle of wheat. The inky black of the sky shot a tremor of alarm through his gut. He’d been out in the stalks for hours, collecting wheat for Beltane. But while he’d been tolling away, Beltane had already begun.

      The drumbeats grew louder as he stuffed the wheat into his barrel and lugged it onto his back. It was the call of the feast, the signal that the revelry had swept through his tiny village of Comharra, located on the southwestern coast of the Air Court. As a mere child of eleven, Lorcan had only seen bits and pieces of the true revels of Beltane. They could become quite wild affairs. Drinking, dancing, and many other a thing that his mother would never explain. He’d always been sent away before he could see it all.

      “When you are a full grown fae,” she always said with a kind yet amused grin, her tawny eyes gleaming like the sun on a beautiful spring day. “Then, and only then, may you join Beltane.”

      Of course, Lorcan and the other young fae in his village, like Dwynn and Lug, had never been outright banned from the festivities. They joined the main feasting portion of the evening and stayed to listen to bards and minstrels for several hours after. But when the twin moons hung at their highest points during the inkiest hours of the night, the children were promptly sent off to bed. He’d hoped this year would be different. Perhaps he was finally old enough to stay to the end.

      Except now he was missing it all.

      He hurried through the stalks, his small feet slapping the ground, rushing toward the drumbeats. But as his footsteps quickened so did the sound. The drums now seemed as though they were coming from behind Lorcan, rather than from the small village that glowed just ahead.

      Frowning, he slowed to a stop and cast a quick glance over his shoulder. Had he somehow gotten turned around? It seemed impossible. He knew these fields better than the constellations in the night sky—and he knew those far better than most. He had spent many a night on the thatched roof of his mother’s cottage, precariously balanced between two wooden beams while the dried, crackly grass sagged beneath him. Soon, he would be too heavy for the roof.

      But nonetheless, Lorcan liked to gaze at the twinkling tapestry above him, wondering if he would ever meet the other fae just like him. They were out there, somewhere. Unwanted bastards. Experiments of his father, ones that had failed.

      His mother loved him, of course, but Lorcan had always wondered about his father and how he felt about his bastard son, the one he’d never attempted to meet. Lord Bolg Rothach, now the king of the shadow fae. Lorcan had inherited his fae characteristics from him, instead of from his mother, like most fae. Lorcan often felt the whisper of shadows pulse along his skin, and with his thick, dark as night hair, he looked nothing like the sun-kissed air fae of his village.

      The drumbeats grew louder as Lorcan gazed into the rustling stalks. A steady wind blew his hair back from his forehead. There was always a wind in the Air Court. It made him shiver in the night.

      Lorcan could not see a thing, though he could hear them as surely as he could hear the heavy thudding of his own heart. Hooves pounded dirt; feral roars rumbled like thunder in the sky. Fear sliced through his gut like a butcher’s knife.

      He knew who it was far before he saw them. The winged Fomorians from across the impassable sea, out on their yearly Wild Hunt. Legends, myths, folk tales and nothing more. Lorcan had never truly believed they existed, no matter how many times his mother had tried to warn him about them.

      No one had ever actually seen a Fomorian. No one that lived.

      But they came now in a rush of hooves, steel, and wings, looming from the darkness. Lorcan stumbled back, eyes wide, as they rushed toward him. There were at least a dozen Fomorians charging his way, their muscular arms, banded in gold, outstretched with gleaming golden swords. Black wings tipped in gold rippled behind them as they clung tight to their galloping horses, their shadow-kissed hair melting into the darkness of the night. Their sharply-pointed ears were like daggers, and they were naked but for the thin golden trousers clinging tightly to their muscular legs.

      Lorcan was in awe of them. He had never before seen anything more powerful in his life.

      But they were coming right for him, murder glinting in their eyes.

      He let out a shriek and ran. His tiny legs moved as fast as he could manage, his arms pumping by his sides. The hooves still beat the ground, driving him ever forward. Heart trembling, he weaved through the stalks, desperately hoping they would lose sight of him.

      His bare foot slammed into a rock, and he fell face-first in the dirt. Trembling, he flipped onto his back and scrabbled back. The Fomorians had slowed to a stop only a short distance away. They all gazed at him impassively.

      “See?” one asked another in a deep voice that sounded like a melody. They were both far taller than any male Lorcan had ever met, and their wings were twice as big as he. “There is something in his aura. He could be the one we need.”

      “Then, we should take him,” the other growled, whipping a long, golden staff from behind his back.

      Lorcan whimpered.

      “No, we cannot interrupt his path. If he is the one, then we cannot intervene.”

      “I don’t like this,” another joined in as he edged his horse toward the others, his long, teal hair trailing down his muscular back. “He could just as easily be the Namhaid.”

      “Look at him.” The first gestured Lorcan’s way. “Look at his aura. He is not the Namhaid. We must let him live.”

      They began to grumble amongst themselves. Lorcan did not dare wait around any longer to see what they decided. He didn’t understand what they were talking about, and beyond that, only half of them seemed inclined to let him live.

      He had to get back to the village. His mother would keep him safe. She would know what to do.

      Lorcan crept back into the stalks, desperately wishing and praying to the Dagda that the Fomorians would not spot him leave. Something tickled his bare arms as he scuttled backward. The wheat, no doubt. But when he glanced down at his arms, he saw nothing but shadows pulsing around a strange, empty darkness. He could no longer see his own skin.

      He swallowed down another shriek, scuttling further backward. The shadows followed every move he made.

      His heart roared in his ears. What was happening? Was this some terrible kind of magic only the Fomorians could wield?

      But no, they were still wrapped up in their bickering. Not a single one glanced his way.

      He would have to worry about it later. It was not hurting him, at least. For now, he needed to run.

      Lorcan sprang to his feet and whirled away from the Fomorians. He lurched through the grass, kicking up dirt with his bare feet. Terror stormed through him. With every step he took, he feared he would be shot down at once. They wouldn’t let him get far. Despite whatever strange magic swirled around him, they would see through it.

      They were Fomorians, after all. Powerful, strange creatures not far different than the fae. Larger and more terrifying. And they had never experienced the Fall. They still held on to their magic, every last drop.

      Lorcan ran through the night, not even daring to glance over his shoulder. He just ran, breathing in the scent of wheat and burnt air. As he approached the village, the sky flickered with an orange red that turned his gut. Sparks shot into the air like a thousand summer fireflies.

      Comharra was on fire.

      Lorcan slowed to a stop at the edge of the field just outside the tiny village’s wooden walls. Only two hundred fae called Comharra home but theirs had been a bustling, happy, lively place for as long as he could remember.

      Every Saturday, the green was crowded with market stalls. Many of the villagers hocked their wares to those who lived in nearby hamlets and smaller villages. Selma, who lived three cottages down, baked bread so delicious that fae would travel hours for the hope of purchasing a single loaf. She always sold out by midday. Jeffrey, the blacksmith, crafted the finest of steel. And old Aoiffe sold pottery good enough for kings.

      And now, flames consumed it all.

      “Mother,” he whispered as his wide eyes turned toward the cluster of cottages at the other end of the village. Several were on fire. Most had broken doors, gently swaying on their hinges. Windows had been smashed. Bodies littered the ground.

      His tiny heart could barely stand the terror of it all.

      “Lorcan, son!” A tall, golden male slid into view. His eyebrows were pinched in concern. Decked out in centuries-old, faded leather, he was a wizened old male that Lorcan knew well. Cadman, father of the local butcher, was one of the oldest fae Lorcan had ever met. At two hundred and fifty, he had seen so much more than almost anyone else. The Fall had stolen his magic, same as everyone else, but he still clung to life like a stubborn fingernail.

      “Come, son.” Cadman motioned Lorcan forward as he knelt on one knee so that they now saw eye-to-eye. “The fires will burn through the grass quickly, consuming us all. We must make haste to the sea.”

      Tears sprung into Lorcan’s eyes, already burning from the smoke. “I need to find Mother.”

      “Son.” Cadman sighed and shook his head. “We must go now.”

      Lorcan felt his face crumple as he stumbled back. “I have to go find my mother. I cannot leave without her.”

      He twisted away from Cadman and raced into the burning village. Cadman shouted from behind him, but his words got lost in the roar of the flames. Lorcan did not care. He had to find his mother. She was here somewhere. She could be trapped. He wouldn’t leave without her.

      Lorcan ignored the burning Adhradh and the tavern that had already been burnt to a crisp. Ash and dust filled the air, and Lorcan’s lungs squeezed tight from the smoke.

      As he ran, he passed bloodied bodies that looked as though they had been cleaved in two by a great axe. He did not stop to think about it. He ran for the little cottage at the edge of the village, a terrified hope in his heart.

      At long last, he found home. The small, white-stone cottage had avoided most of the flames, but the door had been ripped off and tossed halfway down the street. Again, Lorcan did not dare think what that might mean. He wanted to believe his mother had avoided the danger. She would be inside, waiting for him, her brilliant smile lighting up those tawny eyes.

      “Lorcan,” came a whisper from the dark, still cottage. It was not the voice of his mother.

      Quietly, he stepped through the door. Shadows pulsed all around him. Theirs was a small two-room home, much like most cottages in their village. One room for living, where they cooked, ate, laughed, and played games. And one room for sleeping, where they each had a small cot pressed up against the dull brown walls.

      “Mother?” Lorcan called out as he stared into the quiet darkness of their living quarters. His heart trembled in fear at her absence, but of course, she would not be in there. It was Beltane. She would be at the feast. The feast that was on fire.

      But still, he felt her presence here.

      He tiptoed across the floor, his heart as loud as the drumbeats of the Fomorians. Droplets of blood shone on the floor, highlighted by the glow of the twin moons that slanted light through the windows.

      Lorcan swallowed hard.

      He reached the archway that led into the sleeping quarters. Every single part of him quivered in fear. He did not want to look inside. He did not want to know what he would find there.

      But he had no other choice. Mother needed him.

      He sucked in a lungful of smoky air and poked his head inside the room. All at once, the world crashed down on his head. Blood painted the walls. A frail body curled on the floor, eyes wide, breath still. Horror drenched every inch of her face.

      Lorcan roared as he collapsed beside her broken body, and his innocent childhood came to a sudden, brutal end.

      His mother was dead.
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      Lorcan sat in the village hall, staring down at his meagre plate. For this year’s Beltane feast, he’d managed to rustle up a single loaf of bread, and he’d traded their leftover wheat for some potatoes from a nearby village. A small roast duck was the only meat on offer, and between twelve it wouldn’t go far.

      It was the best Beltane feast they’d had in years.

      “May the Dadga be merciful on us this night,” Cadman muttered wearily as he stood at the head of the table, carving the duck. Lorcan lifted his chin, giving the old fae a grim smile. Their eyes caught, and memories of that night passed between them like battle scars that had never fully healed.

      Only a handful of villagers had survived the attack, Cadman being one of them. He had chased young Lorcan to the cottages and found him screaming on the floor, drenched in his mother’s blood. Lorcan could barely remember the rest of the night after that. He knew he’d refused to flee to the sea, even when Cadman had begged. In the end, the old male had stayed behind to protect him.

      Ten years, Lorcan thought. Ten years, and nothing had improved. Half of the survivors had up and left, fearful that their village would come under attack again. No one else had seen the Fomorians. They did not realize what had destroyed Comharra and that there was nothing to fear anymore. The Fomorians had already burned this godforsaken place. They had no reason to strike again.

      Now, Comharra was no longer the bustling market that it had once been. Selma had died in the attack, and no one had wanted to bake bread ever since. Jeffrey had survived and still sold his blades, but he scared off his potential customers most of the time. Regardless, most fae did not dare step foot anywhere near the place. It was cursed, they said. Lorcan couldn’t argue with that.

      The fae of Comharra had never fully recovered. The stench of death was impossible to wash away.

      A fork clattered onto a plate. Lorcan glanced up from his meal to find Aoiffe shivering in her chair, her long grey hair hanging like a curtain around her frail face. She hadn’t eaten a bite of her food. “It feels wrong feasting like this. Celebrating. Have you all really forgotten how they died?”

      Lorcan ground his teeth. “Not a single one of us has forgotten.”

      Ten years, and the pain was as fresh as a loaf of poor Selma’s newly-baked bread.

      “Beltane is to remember them,” Cadman said gravely.

      “For us,” she countered, furrowing her brows. “But what of the rest of the realm? They’re all laughing and drinking and revelling the hours away. They don’t care what happened here. The royal family, they never even came.” She let out a bitter laugh and gestured at the table. “Look at our feast. It’s a mockery of of us all.”

      Lorcan let out a heavy sigh. He could not say that he had not thought these very things, but now was not the time to air grievances. Now was the time to honor the memories of the dead. His mother had always believed in Beltane, in the promise it brought to the rest of the year. She would be watching them, from her place inside the Court of Death. He did not want to let her down.

      “We can discuss your disappointment in the crown on the morrow,” Lorcan said, raising his chalice. They had managed to save some bottles of wine from the stores beneath the tavern. Every Beltane, they opened one to share. They had fourteen left. “For now, let us drink to the souls we have lost. All one hundred and forty-seven of them.”

      “Hear, hear.” Cadman raised his glass. Aoiffe scowled, but she joined in as well.

      The door flew open. In strode two strangers. A male donned in head-to-toe grey scale armor, and a female hidden beneath a thick black cloak. They both carried swords that glinted with dread with ebony hilts of twisting antlers. Lorcan frowned at the trespassers. He knew who they were. He’d pictured them a thousand times in his dreams. For many years now, he had known that someday they would come for him.

      They were shadow fae.

      Lorcan ought to know. He was a shadow fae himself, bastard to the current king. But no one knew that. No one except his mother, and she was dead.

      Cadman stood suddenly, his chair clattering onto the timber floor. He reached for his sword, but the shadow fae male slammed his own onto the table before Cadman could wrap his wrinkled fingers around his hilt.

      “Who are you?” What are you doing here?” Cadman demanded, face blanching.

      “We’re looking for a male named Lorcan.” The male stepped in front, clearly demonstrating his leadership among the two. He was tall and slim with ebony skin. His gaze landed on Lorcan. “That would be you.”

      Lorcan bristled. He knew he stood out amidst the air fae. Every single one of the twelve had a shade of golden in their hair. Their skin was pale, and their eyes the color of wheat or grass. Not ideal for blending in with the shadows.

      “I am.” Lorcan stayed seated. “What do you want with me?”

      “We’re here to take you to the king.” The male smiled. “To your father, bastard.”

      Several gasps peppered the air, and Lorcan winced. He had never wanted his friends to discover the truth about his heritage. They would never again see him as they once did. He would forever be an outsider, an enemy. Shadow fae were feared and hated in Tir Na Nog. And he did not blame them. Many of them had turned to Unseelie, the god of chaos and death whose magic twisted minds and consumed souls.

      He cast a glance at Cadman, bracing himself for the look of derision on his face. But the old male merely gave a knowing nod. Lorcan lifted his brows. Had he known all this time?

      Bolstered, Lorcan crossed his arms over his chest, rooting his feet firmly in familiar ground. “You can tell my father that I have no desire to answer his summons. I may be his son, but I was born here. In Comharra, in the air fae lands. This is my home. Not some dreary castle in the exiled lands.”

      “It wasn’t a request,” the female said, her face hidden beneath a hood full of shadows. On her shoulder sat a crow. Lorcan had never seen anything quite like her before. “The king needs you to return to your homeland, so to the homeland you’ll go.”

      Lorcan arched a brow. “And I suppose you two imagine you have the strength to force me?”

      The male flicked his eyes up and down, weighing up Lorcan’s strength. He did not look unimpressed, for while Lorcan had spent many a day toiling away in the grasslands, he had spent just as many hours honing his skills with a blade. Never again would he find himself unable to fight back, unable to protect those he loved. He’d had to steal a sword from a lord in Faladrast, the nearest city. It had not been his most honorable act, but he did not regret it.

      “You look like you might be able to hold your own,” the shadow fae finally replied before snapping his fingers. “Against two of us.”

      A dozen more warriors whispered out from the shadows. Lorcan nearly choked out a cry of alarm, but he managed to hold it back. He pushed up from his seat, edging his body between the shadow fae and the villagers behind him.

      “Let’s take this outside. We don’t need to involve anyone else. They’re innocents. Leave them be.”

      “Lorcan,” Cadman said in a strangled voice.

      But he waved Cadman aside. He was stronger and faster than the old male. Age had finally begun to catch up with him.

      “Very well,” the female responded in a gravelly voice. She turned to the others. “Outside, everyone. Watch him though. Don’t let him escape.”

      They all filed outside. As Lorcan turned to follow, Cadman latched onto his arm, yanking him down so that he could hiss into his ear. “You cannot go with them, son. There’s no telling what your father wants from you.”

      “I’m just going to talk to them.” Lorcan patted the wrinkled hand. “Perhaps I can make some sort of deal.”

      “Just so long as you’re careful with your words. A promise can be as deadly as a sword.”

      Lorcan gave a grim nod and stepped out into the dirt-packed street. There were even more of them out here. At least twenty in total now. He did not understand how they’d crept past the border. The air fae had been tasked with protecting the rest of the continent from the shadow fae and preventing any from entering their lands. And yet, here they were in a village full of ghosts.

      “What do you want with me?” he asked in a low growl.

      The female stepped forward, her long cloak flapping around thick, black boots. “We told you. Your king has summoned you to his side.”

      “He’s not my king,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “You’ve done your best to hide amidst the sheep,” she countered, “but you are a shadow fae. And we will not take no for an answer.”

      “What does he want with me?” Lorcan stepped back toward the tavern. “For twenty years, he has ignored my existence. Why now?”

      “That is not our concern,” the male replied. “Now, come. We have a long journey ahead of us.”

      Lorcan reached for his sword, but his fingers found nothing but air.

      “Looking for this?” the male asked, smiling as he reached behind his back and then held up the blade. Lorcan’s stomach clenched tight. “Don’t worry. You can have it back. But you must come meet your father first.”

      Lorcan had never met the king who had given his seed to his mother, but she had shared enough about him for Lorcan to know that he never wanted to. He’d seized a makeshift throne for himself, as well as the title, after the former king died during the exile battles. The shadow fae had followed him because there was no one else. He’d been a lord, and he sat on a seat. Why ever not?

      The shadow fae likely did not see him for what he was. Corrupt and weak and cruel. He had raped Lorcan’s mother, all in some cruel scheme to sire a hybrid fae: one skilled in two elemental magicks. The only blessing was that it hadn’t worked. Their gods had punished the fae with the Fall, and there was no magic left in the lands.

      But even if fae magic still existed, Lorcan did not think his father would have been successful in his quest. A hybrid was an impossibility. They didn’t exist. And his father’s seed was far too strong. Lorcan was nothing more than a shadow fae. Nothing about him was air. Nothing but his heart.

      All of Bolg Rothach’s bastards—and there were many of them—were nothing more than failed experiments.

      “If you do not come willingly,” the male said, twisting the hilt of his blade in his strong hands, “we will be forced to destroy your village. What is left of it.”

      Lorcan’s heart dropped. “They’re innocents. They have nothing to do with this.”

      “You’re right, of course, but we have our orders,” the male replied. “Your choice, bastard.”

      Lorcan ground his teeth together, hating them all in that moment. “That is no choice at all.”
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      Lorcan soon discovered how the shadow fae had managed to sneak onto the continent when they led him across the rolling hills and to the sea. Somehow, they had a boat. In the distance, the hulking black ship glistened beneath the light of the twin moons. It looked like an old warship, one that had seen better days. The wood appeared rotted; the paint was flecked. But it was a ship all the same.

      “How’d you manage to get this?” Lorcan asked with a frown as they clambered into a cluster of row boats anchored to the sandy shore. “My mother told me the shadow fae didn’t have any ships. They all got blasted apart in the exile.”

      “We stole it,” the cloaked female replied, who he had since learned was named Nollaig. Her familiar, Holas, never vanished from her left shoulder. Every now and again, she would feed him a worm from her right hand, always gloved.

      “From whom?” Lorcan asked.

      “Some travellers who made the mistake of being too curious about our exiled court.” Her voice held the hint of a grin. “We think they were on their way to the Empire of Fomor. They never made it.”

      At the name of the ancient empire, Lorcan shivered. He had not spoken its name aloud. Not since that night. None of the other fae in his village had seen the Fomorians themselves. All they saw was the blood and destruction.

      “Surely no one is misguided enough to think they might sail to Fomor and live,” he answered, climbing into the row boat along with the others. He did not protest. There was no point. If he didn’t go along with the shadow fae, all of his friends would end up dead.

      These fae might be able to lie, but he did not doubt their brutality.

      “They were humans. The poor idiots did not know any better,” Segonax replied, the commander and leader of the group. “They probably thought they were off on some grand adventure they could brag about to their mates back home.”

      “Humans?” Lorcan could not help but be surprised. Very few humans ventured this far west. With the great serpent beasts in the Mag Mell Sea and the fear of otherworldly fae magic, humans tended to remain in their own lands.

      “Yes, they are now the playthings of your father,” Nollaig said flatly, followed by a tsk of clear disapproval. Lorcan’s brows shot up, but he did not ask her to elaborate. He knew exactly what she meant. So, his father had not changed in all these years.

      “And when you procure another ship, you’ll allow them to return home?” he dared to ask.

      Nollaig sighed. “They were on their way to Fomor. Your father believes they were dead men walking. At least in the shadow lands, they’re alive.”

      Lorcan frowned.

      Oars struck the water as they spun away from the shore. Lorcan sat brooding in the boat, staring out at the shifting waters. In the night, they were as dark as the cloudy sky, and the winds that bore across the air fae lands vanished behind them. The waters were still and calm. And eerie as hell.

      “If you disagree with his decision,” Nollaig spoke up after several silent moments, “then perhaps you should bring it to his attention. He might listen to you.”

      Lorcan let out a bitter laugh. “Why in the name of the Dagda would the king of the shadow fae listen to his unwanted, bastard son?”

      “Careful,” she warned. “You shouldn’t invoke the Dagda’s name in front of your father.”

      “You Unseelie lot are awfully sensitive if you cannot even handle a spoken name.”

      “Not all of us are followers of Unseelie,” she said quietly. “And you are far more influential than you think.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Segonax turned to smile at him, a glint in his eye. “Our king has a plan for you.”

      Lorcan did not like the sound of that.
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      “My son.” King Bolg Rothach was a squat little thing. He rather looked like a bug that had been squashed beneath a giant’s boot. Lorcan’s mother had always told him that he had Bolg’s dark hair and eyes, but that was the extent of it. Everything else, he got from her.

      Lorcan was glad of it.

      The male who sat before him now held nothing of the strength that he’d expected. It took a certain kind of fae to seize control of a throne...someone commanding, someone harsh and rough and...well, Bolg Rothach just looked small and hunched. He had a large nose and small eyes that shifted from side to side suspiciously. His simple black scale armor seemed to swallow him whole, as well as the plain black chair he’d decided to call his throne. Behind him, the ominous red light of the mist-enshrouded sun poured over the strange court, casting the dreary Olc Fortress into vivid shades of crimson.

      Lorcan forced himself, through gritted teeth, to kneel. “Your Grace.”

      He did not call him by a title greater than that. Bolg Rothach was merely a king. Only a High King was a true majesty. Lorcan bet that drove his father mad.

      “None of that ‘your grace’ nonsense here,” his father said with a chuckle. “I know I’m not your king. At least, not yet. You serve that air fae. What’s his name, the old one withering on his throne?”

      “High King Sloane Selkirk,” Lorcan replied. But of course, he did not need to tell his father that. Bolg Rothach would know exactly who ruled over the Air Court. The Selkirks had been the one to exile his kingdom, after all.

      “That’s right,” Bolg said, smiling. “Sloane. I hear his bones are turning to dust. He will be lucky to live even twenty years more.”

      Lorcan frowned. “Is that why you brought me here? To ask me questions about the air king? Because you’ll be gravely disappointed, I’m afraid, Father. I’m just a villager who plucks wheat. I know nothing about court and very little about the king himself.”

      “You’ve got fire.” Bolg grunted. “Like your mother. She was always my favorite.”

      A chill swept down Lorcan’s spine. He doubted that very much indeed.

      “Do not speak about my mother,” he said through gritted teeth. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Nollaig and Segonax shift closer to the king.

      Bolg merely waved them aside. “My advisors tell me she wasn’t in your village when they collected you.”

      “No, she wasn’t. She died ten years ago.”

      Bolg had the decency to look surprised. “From old age? Ten years ago? She would have been scarcely thirty, if that. Even with the Fall, surely she should have lived—”

      “Our village was attacked,” Lorcan cut in. He could not bear to listen to his father discuss his mother’s age and her lost life like it was nothing more than the weather.

      His father cocked his head. “Attacked by whom?”

      Lorcan remained silent. He would not lie about this, even if he could, but he would not admit the truth to his father either. The king would either think Lorcan mad or he would demand to hear every last detail about that night. And he would not relive it. Not in front of this king.

      His heart would break all over again.

      “Hmph.” His father sighed and sat back in his chair. “Do you know why I’ve summoned you here, Lorcan?”

      “No, but I’m certain I will be endlessly thrilled by whatever it is.”

      Bolg arched a brow. “Even fire can make my bones feel cold. Do not think that because you’re my son, I will allow you to disrespect me in front of my court.”

      It wasn’t much of a court, Lorcan couldn’t help but think. Where were the fawning lords and ladies? Where was the table dressed up for a feast? He knew little of courtly life, but he knew this vacant hall with his handful of advisors was nothing like the court back home.

      Home. His heart squeezed. This place would never be his home.

      Everything about it was empty, just like the power of his father’s title.

      When Lorcan didn’t answer, Bolg continued. “I called you here because I am in need of a prince. As your mother was my favorite, I thought you should be the one to get that honor.”

      Lorcan fisted his hands. They shook in anger. “Honor?”

      “Of course. What else would it be but honor? You would be my legitimized son. A prince in his own right. Heir to this great kingdom.”

      “It is a fate worse than death,” Lorcan sneered. “A punishment fit for a murderer.”

      Bolg sighed. “I thought you might say something like that. Your mother’s grudge against me has clearly lingered in your blood.”

      “She had a grudge against you because you raped her!” Lorcan’s voice echoed off the walls, drowning out the murmurs of the king’s advisors.

      Slowly, Bolg pushed against the arms of his throne and stood as tall as he could. Which was not very tall indeed. If it wasn’t for the raised dais, Lorcan could crush him beneath his boot. “Your mother made that same treasonous claim, and yet I let her live because I cared for her. I do not know you, bastard son of mine. And I have other bastards.”

      “You’re denying it?”

      Bolg smiled. “A king cannot rape when every female in his kingdom belongs to him.”

      Revulsion swept through Lorcan, threatening to drown him beneath the weight of it. “That is one of the vilest things I have ever heard.”

      “Welcome to court,” Nollaig muttered so low that Lorcan could not be certain if he’d imagined it or not.

      Bolg narrowed his eyes in her direction, but he did not say a thing. Interesting. So, he let Nollaig get away with things that would cause him to threaten others. Who was that strange shadow fae with her face always cloaked, hidden by a hood knit from darkness?

      His father turned his attention back on Lorcan. “You may think whatever you wish, but it is the way of things, and I will not be insulted in my own damn throne room.”

      It wasn’t much of a throne room, but Lorcan decided to keep that thought to himself. As much as he could stand there all day, hurling insults at his cruel father, he needed to get out of Olc Fortress alive. His village needed him. And he did not doubt that his own father would slit his throat if Lorcan pushed things too far. He wouldn’t be the first bastard son that Bolg Rothach had killed. There had been others.

      “I do not wish to become the Prince of the Shadow Court. Father,” Lorcan said in a carefully-controlled tone.

      Bolg let out a long chuckle that rumbled from his wide chest. “You don’t have much of a choice, I’m afraid. Son.”

      “Why?” Lorcan asked, shaking his head. “You’ve never shown an ounce of interest in me before. And like you said, you have at least a dozen sons.” If not more.

      “I have no legitimate sons,” Bolg said, as if that explained things.

      That never seemed to bother you before.

      “So, marry. You’ll have your precious legitimized son within a year.”

      Bolg sneered. “That is far too long. Things are changing. I need a son. A loyal one. And I need him now.” The king turned to Segonax, who had done nothing more than stand quietly beside Lorcan, like an ever-present shadow, until now. The commander edged closer to him, a feather quill in his gloved hands.

      “What’s this?” Lorcan frowned. “You cannot make me do a thing I have not agreed to do! I’m not going to be your prince. Find someone else!”

      “It will be you,” Bolg said. “Nollaig.”

      The cloaked female shifted on her feet. “The king would like me to tell you that we have been commanded to destroy your village, and slaughter every fae within it, if you do not agree to take this mark.”

      “What mark?” Lorcan asked, fury rising within him. He should have known his father would threaten his village—again—to force Lorcan into doing whatever he commanded. It shot a familiar pang of fear through his gut. The very same fear he’d had when he’d stumbled home to Beltane all those years ago, to find everyone he knew and loved dead.

      Segonax held up a quill. “It’s just a little mark. Much like a tattoo. It will identify you as our prince.”

      Lorcan took a step back but found a wall of shadow fae warriors behind him. He whirled toward his father, fire raging in his eyes. His words came out a strangled hiss. “You cannot force me to do this. I’m an air fae. I will not become your legitimized son.”

      “Nollaig,” the king said in a bored tone of voice. “Prepare the troops to return to Tir Na Nog, where they will slaughter those villagers. Make it hasty. I have more important things on my agenda once this is done.”

      Lorcan roared, his fisted hands shaking by his sides. “For the love of the Dagda, I will take your bloody, cursed mark. I will be your prince. I will do whatever you want. Just leave them alone. Leave them alone.” His voice broke. “Please. Leave them be.”

      The words had rushed from his body like a tornado of torment and pain. His lungs shuddered with belabored breaths, and his entire body slumped forward in defeat. Lorcan’s father had found the only thing that would have forced him to agree to the mark.

      It was a death sentence for his soul, he knew. Whatever came next would be a terrible fate in the end.

      Segonax pressed the quill to Lorcan’s arm and dug the ink into his skin.
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      “You show promise, but you’re raw,” Segonax said as he circled Lorcan in the courtyard, a crimson light glowing in the misty skies above them. The heat of the midday sun was amplified by the black stone walls that towered all around them. “Your movements are a little wild as if they’re fuelled by emotion rather than the steadiness of steel.”

      Lorcan frowned at the commander. Today, Segonax wore simple fighting leathers, painted black. He held a long sword crafted from shadowsteel, a twin to the one he’d given Lorcan. Segonax was a strong and silent type, Lorcan had quickly learned. He rarely showed anything other than an intense dedication to duty. Inwardly, Lorcan could not help but wonder what would happen if he cleaved his father’s closest advisor in two.

      But he knew the answer to that. The king would send warriors to murder every last fae in Comharra.

      “What is fighting if not the ultimate demonstration of emotion?” Lorcan asked. “For love and honor. For protecting those who cannot protect themselves. For vengeance.”

      Segonax shook his head. “Vengeance, love, and honor are understandable emotions, but you cannot let that fuel you when you fight. You must harden yourself and focus on the task at hand. Otherwise, the enemy can easily find weaknesses to exploit.”

      “Love is not a weakness,” Lorcan said quickly.

      “It is if it gets you killed.”

      “Then, you know nothing of love.”

      Segonax gave him a flat stare. “I know plenty of love, Your Highness. We are not all the monsters you believe us to be.”

      Lorcan had still not become accustomed to being addressed with a royal title. Some addressed him as Your Highness while others seemed fond of Lord Prince. He was fond of neither. But no matter how many times he mentioned he preferred his given name and nothing more, the shadow fae insisted on viewing him as their prince.

      His father had shown him little to no interest since Lorcan had agreed to become his legitimized prince. The king had what he wanted now, and that was a son bound to him by a mark. A mark Lorcan knew was embedded in some dark magic. He often felt a strange hum along his skin. At night, sometimes he swore he heard a voice whispering to him, reminding him of the lives that would be lost if he did not obey his father’s every command.

      “You put a mark on me against my will,” Lorcan said dryly. “No, you’re not monstrous at all.”

      Segonax sighed. “I understand why you’re angry, but it was the only way to ensure that you would not kill us all in our sleep. Your father is all too aware of the grudge your mother held against us, and what she must have whispered into your ear.”

      “There was a reason for her grudge.” Lorcan narrowed his eyes. “Or do you deny it?”

      “It was not as simple as that, I’m afraid. She once lived here at the castle. Did she ever tell you that?”

      Shock pummelled into him like a runaway horse. “That’s impossible.”

      “She did. And many believe she fell in love with your father.”

      Revulsion twisted Lorcan’s gut. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Believe me or not, it does not change the truth.” Segonax flattened his lips into a thin, white line. “What I’m about to say, you cannot repeat. The king took advantage of her affections. She wanted him to marry her. He refused. And yet he took what he wanted from her anyway, despite her very clear objections. I dare not say more than that.”

      Lorcan’s heart pounded in his ears. The shadow fae’s words had flipped everything he thought he knew upside down. Her mother had never mentioned love, only hate. And yet, she had never told him how she’d met the shadow king. Had she truly loved this male? It would not change the vileness of what he had done to her, but it painted a terrible picture in his mind indeed.

      His mother, in love with that squat, cruel king. Her kind eyes. Her tender smile. How could she have ever felt something for Bolg Rothach?

      “It makes little sense,” Lorcan muttered.

      “Love rarely does.” Segonax sighed. “Now, let us return to the task of teaching you how to properly fight. We have another young warrior here with us, training to become one of the king’s loyal guards. You two will do well together, I believe.” Segonax turned toward the door that led into the barracks. “Teutas? Come on out now.”

      A young shadow fae strode out from the barracks, his sharply-pointed ears cutting through sleek black hair. His face was as fresh as the morning dew. There was no hardness in his silver eyes, only eager anticipation. He grinned, his walk all swagger.

      Lorcan frowned. “This lad has never seen a day of fighting in his life.”

      “No,” Segonax admitted. “But he’s been training with an experienced tutor.” He smiled. “Me. That should even things out a bit between you. Now, go on then. Have a little practice fight.”

      Teutas strode toward him, raising his sword.

      Lorcan sized him up. He appeared harmless enough. His arms were as smooth and as thin as a seedling, and he was clearly straining beneath the weight of the sword.

      With a smile, Lorcan lifted his weapon and blocked the fae’s swing. Their blades knocked against each other, the shadowsteel ringing loud in the silence of the courtyard. The force of it knocked Lorcan back, and his feet twisted beneath him, so much so that he almost lost his balance. Lorcan blinked in surprise. Perhaps this young fae wasn’t as green as he looked.

      Excitement sparked in his chest as a newfound adrenaline coursed through his veins. All the fear and pain of the past few days vanished from his mind, leaving nothing but the blade, his opponent, and the silken shadows that pulsed along the ground.

      Fighting was the only thing that ever made his heart and mind feel still.

      With a smile, he lifted his sword. And they fought hard.
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        * * *

      

      He sat at a long oak table in the warriors’ hall, sharing soft baked bread with Teutas. Along the table sat a small offering. Boiled potatoes, snake stew, and raw fish. But it was the biggest feast Lorcan had seen in a very long time.

      Several more tables were packed full of other warriors, some of whom had been part of the company that had dragged Lorcan here to bend to his father’s will. He paid them no mind. He was too high on the thrill of training so hard that there was no longer any strength left inside his limbs.

      “You’re a hell of an opponent, Lorcan,” Teutas said, speaking around a mouth full of snake stew. “I’m famished. And I think I’ll be sore for weeks.”

      Lorcan couldn’t help but grin. “Same to you. And here I thought you were going to be as easy to topple as a princess.”

      Teutas chuckled, and then cut his dark eyes toward Lorcan. “I didn’t think you’d put up a fair fight, you know. Segonax warned me that you’re bloody pissed at us all.”

      The smile slid from Lorcan’s face. “What my father has done is not your fault.”

      “Anger is not often logical.”

      Lorcan sighed. For several hours, his mind had been free from thoughts of his father. He’d been able to focus on the simple movements of a fight. On the slice of steel through air. On the legwork, and the weight of the sword in his hands. It had been blissful serenity. And now he’d tumbled right back into the new reality of his life. He was stuck in a strange land with strange fae and bound to a cruel father who would do anything to get what he wanted.

      Nollaig suddenly dropped onto the bench across the table. As always, her face was hidden beneath a thick hood, her arms encased by a cloak just as dark. “I hear your training has gone well today.”

      “As well as it could have gone,” Lorcan muttered. “When you’re a prince trapped by murderous threats.”

      Nollaig ignored his insolence. “I come bearing a message. An invitation, in fact. How would you like to get out of the castle for a few days?”

      Lorcan jerked up his head, suddenly interested. “It almost sounds too good to be true. What’s the catch?”

      “The catch is that there may be fighting. The air fae are pushing forward at the border. Some of their warriors have left Findius to attack further south. We need to push them back.”

      Lorcan’s hope dropped like a coin into a bucket. “You want me to fight against the air fae.”

      “It’s that or stay here with your father.” She shrugged. “Your choice.”
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      The crimson sun shone through the thick, impenetrable mists that swirled around them like blankets of dust. A hot breeze rustled the parched ground, tossing up clouds of coral sand. The warriors had been travelling for days, from the gloom of Olc Fortress to the villages south of Findius, the former capital city of the Shadow Court.

      The large stronghold rose up in the distance, surrounded by thick, impenetrable black stone walls. It had often been said that the Findius Stronghold could never be breached, and it never had been. Not until the Air Court decided to exile the shadow fae from Tir Na Nog.

      The stronghold itself was nothing short of magnificent. Three towers rose from the rocky ledge that sat atop a dormant volcano. A multitude of shades of red splashed the sky behind them, like paint on a canvas. Every stone was black and gleaming, even in the gloom. If the fire pits were lit, the entire world would look ablaze.

      Lorcan glanced at Nollaig, who stood silently beside him, her crow perched on her left shoulder. “You don’t plan for us to retake it, do you?”

      They had only travelled at night and on foot so that the air fae would not see them coming.

      “That castle is ours, as is the city,” Nollaig said in that strange grating voice of hers. “I want nothing more than for our people to reclaim it.” She sighed. “But no. We do not have the numbers for that.”

      Lorcan nodded. They had only come with a couple dozen warriors, and the air fae were rumored to be ten thousand strong inside of Findius. He could not help but wonder why his father had sent so few. Did the shadow king truly have such a small army?

      As if reading his mind, Nollaig said, “Our army is greater than what we have here. Most of our warriors remained behind to protect Olc Fortress. However, that would still not be enough to breach the city. We likely would not even reach the walls. Arrows would rain down upon us. Hundreds of them.” Nollaig shifted to the left and pointed at a glow on the distant horizon. “That is where we are headed. A village called Bilivik full of stubborn fae far too attached to their dead House of Cleas. Your father told them time and time again to move further from the border, and yet they have remained. Our scouts say they have finally been attacked.”

      “And we’re here to rescue them?”

      She patted his arm. “A noble thought, but no. I do not think there is any way to rescue the dead.”

      Nollaig fell silent, letting her words sink in. The village had already been ransacked. There would be no saving the villagers now. His heart pounded as memories threatened to flood his mind. The vision of his own burning village loomed large, and the stench of death was as fresh as it had been ten years past. His chest twisted with a strange ache of loss.

      But that was ridiculous. These were shadow fae. And despite that bloody mark on his arm, that did not make him one of them.

      They are innocents, though, a voice whispered deep within his heart. His mother’s voice. They did not deserve to die.

      The army resumed its trek across the fields of ash. They turned east, keeping to the thickest shadows so that the fae guarding the stronghold would not spot them passing by. As they grew closer to the village, Lorcan soon realized the glow was not light from within cottage walls but fire.

      The air fae had burned the buildings to the ground. The only thing that remained was a large, stone-walled building in the very center of it, looming over everything.

      His heart twisted again. He had the sudden urge to turn tail and run. It was far too familiar. Ten-year-old wounds felt ripped open wide, once again gushing with fresh blood that splashed onto the baked ground.

      Nollaig saw him hesitate as the warriors stepped around him. She paused by his side. “Is something the matter? It’s the air fae, isn’t it? You do not want to fight them.”

      “It isn’t that at all,” he said quietly.

      “Then, what is it?”

      He ground his teeth. This shadow fae was his enemy. He shouldn’t tell her a damned thing. She had no right to know what had happened to him as a boy. But he found himself speaking regardless. “My father knew where I was, but he did not know my mother had died. Why?”

      “She told him where she’d be. The name of her village,” Nollaig replied, furrowing her brows. “Perhaps deep down she hoped he would come.”

      “He should have known that she’d died. It’s been ten long years, Nollaig.” He kept his gaze rooted to the ground. “She got killed in the attack. Almost every fae died that night. The buildings burned down. Blood was everywhere.”

      “I see,” she said quietly. “Did you see who attacked you?”

      This time, Lorcan lied. Regardless of what he’d admitted so far, he could not explain the Fomorians to anyone. It would be a secret he carried to the grave. “No.”

      “Well, we know who slaughtered all of these villagers,” she said, pointing to the burning village. “The air fae. And they’ve taken up camp inside. We’re here to drive them out. We might not save the ones who died, but we cannot allow them to remain. This is our land. They already took our city, our castle. We will not allow them to take anything else from us.”

      Lorcan knew what she was doing. And it was clever, even if it wouldn’t work. The Air Court might have attacked this village, but it hadn’t attacked his. His enemies were the Fomorians. And he would never get the chance to shove his blade into the chest of those monsters. The ones who had murdered his mother.

      “I am only here because I didn’t want to stay at the castle with my father,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “I know. But you’re here, and I’m afraid you’re going to have to at least make a show of fighting. Even if you don’t kill any of them, you’re going to have to throw around that blade of yours. I won’t tell your father if you stay back, but the others will.”

      Lorcan lifted his eyes from the ground. “Why?”

      “Well, because they’re loyal to him, and they’ll want to get into his good—”

      “No, why wouldn’t you tell him? You’re one of his closest advisors. You forced me to come here.”

      She was silent for a moment before answering. “I am loyal, but I have my own mind. I can serve him but not agree with his every decision.” She sucked in a sharp breath and turned away. “Now, enough of that. We must go and fight. I’d advise you to make it as convincing as you can.”

      Nollaig fell back into step with the warriors, and Lorcan followed close behind. She and Segonax had been helpful ever since his arrival. Kind, almost. It felt like a trap. But a trap for what? They had already won. He’d come to the Shadow Court. He had taken the mark, transforming him into the prince his father had demanded he become.

      That must have been it. He was their prince now. The heir to the throne. A strange thought flittered through him as they reached the edge of the village. Did that make him the future king?

      Surely his father was not as misguided as that, to make an angry bastard the future king. Lorcan could kill him and take the throne himself. His father didn’t hold a Seat of Power. Lorcan would not be cursed if he took it by force, unlike the Selkirks of the Air Court.

      A sharp pain cut through his arm. Lorcan stumbled sideways. He grasped at his arm, gritting his teeth. What the hell was that?

      If you kill the king, then I’ll kill you, a strange voice whispered from inside his own mind.

      Lorcan jolted and stumbled into Nollaig. She grabbed him by the arms and held him upright. “Ah yes. That would be the mark kicking in. If it thinks you aren’t following your father’s orders, well…” She mimed slamming a blade into her head.

      His heart pounded as he gaped at the faceless fae. What new horror was this?

      “Unseelie magic,” she explained. “Your father thought it necessary. He would have asked for your promise, but seeing how us shadow fae can lie…it wouldn’t have bound you in quite the same way.”

      “And you agree with this, do you?” he growled, ripping his arm from her grasp. “I thought all our magic was dead.”

      “We best get moving, Lorcan.” She nodded at the back line of the warriors as it passed them by. “And remember what I said.”

      But how could he possibly even pretend to fight alongside the very fae who had enslaved him? They’d dug dark magic into his skin to steal his free will for the rest of his life. He fisted his hands, wishing he could flatten every last one of them. He would steal the air from their lungs, and the blood from their veins. And it would not even be enough.

      Pain roiled through him once again. It felt like a dozen swords had sliced through his upper arm. He could not help the roar that exploded from his throat. He had never before felt anything as terrible and as cruel as this.

      Nollaig fell back once again and hauled him to his feet. The back of the line was now disappearing into the thick mists.

      “Stop fighting it,” she hissed. “You won’t win. And even if you let it kill you, you know the king won’t stop there. Do this for your village if nothing else.”

      Her words cut through his pain, chasing the crushing force of it away. Lorcan might have gladly sacrificed himself to see his father’s plan fail. But he would not sentence his loved ones to a terrible death.

      He shook off Nollaig’s hands, but gave her a grim smile. “I don’t know why you keep helping me, but I won’t forget it. It seems I don’t have a choice. Let’s see how well I can play the part of a dutiful prince.”

      She nodded, the long folds of her hood rustling around her hidden face. “For Comharra.”

      Lorcan lifted his chin. “For Comharra.”

      Together, they took off after the rest of their company. The other warriors had already pushed into the village and the song of swords filled the night air. Lorcan slowed as they approached. Smoke curled into the air, and the hot glow of fire showed the gruesome chaos of the air fae’s attack.

      The bodies of fae with shadow-kissed hair were scattered across the blood-soaked ground. Skulls had been cleaved in two, and unseeing faces were mottled and bruised. Horror churned in Lorcan’s gut when he spotted a pile of females and children. He pressed a hand to his mouth.

      Not a single forsaken soul had survived.

      “The air fae did this?” He just could not bring himself to believe it, even as their golden banner hung from the stone structure that hunkered in the middle of the chaos.

      “But that’s impossible. They aren’t this…”

      “Cruel?” Nollaig asked. “Every court is capable of cruelty, Lorcan. The Air Court most of all.”

      Lorcan closed his eyes.

      “It’s the courts. And all that power. It can turn anyone into a monster.”

      He had to admit the royals of the Air Court had demonstrated brutality, too, particularly amongst themselves. The High King had stolen the throne, conquering it from the previous ruling family. None of the royals had thought much of it. They had just let him do it. Innocents had died then, too, when Sloane Selkirk had swarmed the city with his warriors.

      And now he’d sent his warriors here to Bilivik. They had murdered innocents on the command of their king.

      The golden gleam of air fae armor cut through the darkness. Several warriors had spotted Lorcan and Nollaig huddling at the edge of the carnage. Now, the air fae were rushing straight toward them. Lorcan pulled his longsword from the scabbard at his back, tightening his hands around the elaborate hilt.

      Nollaig followed and whispered something to the crow. The creature darted into the smoking skies above.

      Out of the mists, the air fae loomed. They launched at Lorcan and Nollaig in a fury of blades. Lorcan raised his sword and slammed his steel against theirs. Strength radiated from his arm and into his blade, knocking the air fae away from him.

      The air fae warrior fell onto his back, his sword clattering away from him. Lorcan stepped forward. He pointed the blade at the male’s neck.

      And he did not hesitate to cut him down.

      The fighting went on for hours. Air fae sliced through shadow fae necks, and Lorcan and Nollaig flew after them like a tornado of death. In the end, the only two souls alive in the godforsaken village were a hooded female with a crow and a prince of shadows. Every other warrior had died, except for Teutas. They had conquered the air fae, but at a great loss.

      As soon as the trio returned to Olc Fortress, the air fae took Bilivik again. And this time, they held onto it.
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      Prince Thane rarely left the city. It was rumored that he enjoyed revelling into the late hours of the night far more than seeing to his courtly duties. He spent all of his time in the many taverns of Tairngire. There and in his bed, sleeping the drink away.

      Still, Lorcan’s father had spies inside the city. They were certain that Thane would be travelling throughout the grasslands, visiting the villages in some sort of quest to convince the commoners that his family would protect them from the growing threat of the Ice Court.

      The two rival realms had been at war for so long, along with the rest of Tir Na Nog, and the ice fae were getting restless. Some thought High King Cos Darragh would breach the Shard soon, sending his warriors south of the border and straight toward Tairngire. If he did, many villages would soon fall.

      Lorcan waited on the Westway Road, shielding his eyes against the unfamiliar sun. In only a year, he’d grown accustomed to the reddish light of the shadow lands. The yellow sun was almost blindingly bright, though he could not fault the clear blue sky. For once, it was nice to gaze upon something other than the mists.

      Only two short weeks ago, Lorcan had left behind Olc Fortress to return to his tiny village in the air fae lands. The battles at the border had left the shadow fae even weaker than they’d been before, so Bolg Rothach had been forced to come up with an entirely different plan: turn his son into a spy.

      Lorcan had said his goodbyes to Nollaig, Teutas, and the strong and steady Segonax. He’d sworn he’d seen tears in the commander’s eyes. Lorcan had been his most difficult student for a time. But he’d trained hard, and in the end, he was as good as any warrior inside that castle. If not better.

      “I’m proud of you,” Segonax had said, clapping Lorcan on the back with a dimpled smile he rarely gave. “The sacrifices you’ve made for this realm will not be forgotten.”

      Nollaig had even sniffled a little.

      His father, on the other hand, had not even bothered to grace the courtyard with his presence. All the better, Lorcan had thought. While he had grown to respect and admire his fellow warriors and his commander, his heart had never softened toward the king. If anything, it had hardened into stone armed with teeth.

      He’d only agreed to this quest to help the commoners trapped inside the dying shadow lands. It was unfortunate that it would also help his miserable father.

      In the distance, he heard the clattering of hooves. He turned toward the grove of trees a few meters from the road. Lifting his fingers to his mouth, he whistled, signalling the others.

      He jogged back from the road and got to work in the field, keeping one eye on the approaching prince and his party. Leaning down, he sprinkled new seeds into the freshly-churned dirt. Food for his village. They would need it to fill hungry bellies and trade for tools.

      He could not forget the look on old Cadman’s face when Lorcan had returned to Comharra. Relief and hope. Love and so much kindness. His flinty eyes had welled with tears, and it had felt like a stab in the heart. Lorcan had lied to his old friend, the only male who had ever felt like a father. They let me go, he’d said. They decided I wasn’t worth the trouble.

      One day, Cadman would realize that Lorcan was nothing more than a spy. He’d betrayed their court to a cruel king, and he hadn’t even needed to be threatened to do it. He doubted Cadman would ever look at him the same again.

      Prince Thane Selkirk and his party thundered into view. There were seven of them in total. Three warriors lined each side of Thane where he rode on a great, gleaming black horse. The prince himself was a sight to behold. Everything about him was golden. His hair, his dyed leather armor, and his eyes that glowed even from a distance. A golden tattoo spread across his forehead, the twisting, naked limbs of a Hawthorne Tree.

      So, this was Lorcan’s mark. He needed to get Thane to trust him, confide in him, and listen to his counsel. He would tear the Air Court apart from the inside, and one day, he would end the exile and the suffering of the shadow fae. Lorcan just had to hope that his cruel father was dead by then.

      Attackers launched from the woods, all clad in faded leather armor. The horses screamed as blades slashed toward the prince’s company. The air fae warriors twisted on their steeds, putting their bodies between the attackers and their liege.

      But the shadow fae had planned for that. From deep within the woods, archers loosed. Arrows slammed into the thighs of several horses, downing them instantly. The air fae warriors tumbled to the ground, now pinned beneath their steeds.

      Lorcan leapt to his feet, tossed the seeds to the side, and raced toward the prince. He yanked his sword from the scabbard at his back, his heavy boots spraying up dirt.

      The air fae were battling hard with the shadow fae, though Thane’s loyal warriors would never know that was what they were. His father had chosen the attackers carefully. None with raven hair. Most with paler skin. And not a single one wielded shadowsteel. These were to be brigands and nothing more. Only Lorcan looked the part, but he could explain that away easily enough.

      He slid into the midst of the attack, throwing himself into the middle of it all. Whirling toward a shadow fae, he raised his sword. It whistled through the air as he made his attack. The shadow fae blocked the blow, but stumbled back, his eyes wide with false surprise.

      They had practiced this, time and time again. Every move was choreographed to perfection. It was impossible to predict what the air fae would do, but they could control everything else. Every swing, every block, every blow. The shadow fae did not wish to kill their own prince, and Lorcan could not bear the thought of killing them. The fighters he had lived and trained beside every day for the last year.

      They were only doing their duty. He could not blame them for following their king’s commands.

      Two of Thane’s warriors had been thrown to the ground with their horses. The others were on their feet, battling fiercely against the shadow fae. Lorcan fell into step beside them. They gave him only the briefest of glances before turning their attention back onto the fight at hand.

      Teutas rushed the largest. He knocked the air fae’s blade aside easily, and then slid his own sword into his gut. Lorcan winced as the fae fell, his blood spilling onto the dirt-packed ground.

      He did not wish to see any of these fae die, but there was little he could do about that. The air fae would not hold their blows against the attackers, and the threat needed to look real. Otherwise, the prince would not believe his life had ever truly been in danger.

      Another air fae fell, screaming in agony from the gaping wound in his neck. Blood arced through the air.

      That was two dead and two trapped beneath their horses’ weight.

      That left only two more, and Thane, who was fighting with even more ferocity than his guards.

      Lorcan locked his gaze with Teutas. With a grim set to his lips, his fellow warrior charged straight at Thane. He slammed into him, knocking him to the ground. Thane grunted in surprise, scrabbling to reach his blade.

      Lorcan grabbed Teutas by the collar and threw him away from Thane. Teutas grinned, flipping his sword from hand to hand and dancing on his feet. He always liked the game of swords. Too much, Lorcan couldn’t help but think. If he wasn’t careful, one day his bravado would get him killed.

      With a roll of his eyes, he charged Teutas. His blade clashed against the shadow fae’s. The male gave him only the smallest of nods, turned on his heels, and raced into the woods. Lorcan watched him go, his chest heaving. A part of him itched to follow. Once he spoke with the prince, his fate would be sealed. There would be no turning back then.

      With a deep breath, he turned his back on the trees. Thane was sprawled out on the ground, his cheek smashed against the dirt. His golden eyes flashed with rage as he watched the shadow fae vanish into the trees. Two of his warriors were now on their feet and racing across the field, no doubt determined to capture them and drag them to Tairngire where they would hang for treason.

      But they would never find the shadow fae.

      “Are you hurt, Your Highness?” Lorcan asked, leaning over the fallen prince. He held out a hand and helped him stand. The prince’s grip was strong, sure, and warm. His father would hate that.

      “No, no, I’m quite alright. More annoyed than anything else.” Thane brushed the dirt off his trousers, frowning at a speck of blood. “Thank you for coming to our rescue. You did a far better job than most of my guards. If it weren’t for you, I might very well be dead. It seems I owe you a great debt.”

      “I was only doing my duty,” Lorcan answered, hating himself in that moment. He was doing his duty, alright, but it was to an entirely different court.

      “Regardless, a debt is owed.”

      Lorcan shifted uncomfortably. The sun baked the top of his head, though a chill in the ever-present wind pricked at his skin. “Am I to bow, Your Highness? Forgive me. I’m only a villager, and we have never even dreamed of meeting the prince of our realm.”

      Thane chuckled. “No need for that. You saved my life. That’s far better than those ridiculous bows.”

      Lorcan’s lips twitched with a smile. He had expected the prince to demand it. His father would have.

      “Listen, you are quite good with that sword for a villager. And it’s nice steel, too.”

      It was very nice steel. He hoped Thane would not look too closely at it, or he would realize that it was a blade fit for a lord.

      “I’ve been practicing swordplay for a decade, Your Highness. Ever since I was a boy,” Lorcan replied. “There aren’t many here who can protect our village, and someone needs to do it.”

      “Your village, what is it?”

      “Comharra, Your Highness. It lies to the west of these fields. We suffered a terrible attack eleven years past, and there are only a handful of us left.”

      “Ah, I know the one.”

      “You do?” Lorcan asked, surprised.

      “Aye. A terrible tragedy. I’m glad the village has you to protect it now.”

      Thane gazed into the distance, and Lorcan realized his mistake at once. If Thane believed that no one else had the skills to protect Comharra from further harm, then he would gladly leave Lorcan to do his duty. His mark burned through him like fire.

      “Of course,” Lorcan said quickly, reaching for the first lie that popped into his head, “I’ve been training several of the younger boys to follow in my stead. They’ve picked things up very quickly.”

      “Ah.” Thane smiled. “This village is very lucky indeed. Only a handful of you and so many budding warriors in your midst. Do you reckon Comharra might be able to spare just one?”

      The blazing pain of the mark finally faded at Thane’s words.

      “Spare one, my lord?” Lorcan asked.

      “I could use a fighter like you,” Thane replied as he nodded toward the woods where his surviving warriors had disappeared. “You fight bravely and well. If you saved my life once, without my asking, then you will save it again. But I would never want to steal you away from your village if they need you.”

      Lorcan’s heart pulsed. “It is my honor to protect my village, but there are others here who can do the same. I am not the only sword in Comharra.” At least that was not a lie. He thought of Cadman then, the old male who had seen his fair share of fights. He had kept the village going all this time. He would not fail them now.

      “Very good.” Thane grinned. “Dalais Castle is always in need of more swords. I would have you join me, if you’d like.”
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      “There is something I would like to do, and I wish for you to accompany me.” Thane grinned as he watched Lorcan and Vreis parry in the inner castle courtyard, his crown of golden thorns askew.

      “Let me guess,” Lorcan countered as he blocked another blow from the fae he’d spent the past several years training alongside. In their time together, they had become as thick as thieves. “You wish us to count how many females proposition you at the tavern tonight.”

      Vreis chuckled, his mis-matched eyes twinkling, giving Lorcan the perfect opportunity to catch him off guard. Lorcan lunged in a low strike, and his sword grazed the warrior’s stomach. Vreis stumbled back, clutching at his torn leather armor.

      “I win. Again,” Lorcan said with a grin, giving Vreis an exaggerated bow.

      “You two are in cahoots,” Vreis exclaimed, throwing up his hands in mock anger. “You planned this exchange beforehand so that I would fall into your trap, get distracted from the fight, and lose.”

      The smile died on Lorcan’s lips. It was a joke that hit far too close to home. Since the day that Lorcan had lied his way to the prince’s side, he had come to deeply regret it. Thane Selkirk and his mother had shown him nothing but kindness, and he had repaid them with stolen scribbled words on owl wings.

      “What is it you need, Your Highness?” Lorcan asked stiffly, his sword hand dropping heavily to his side.

      Thane leaned against the wooden railing between the training grounds and the rest of the inner courtyard where the gardens were blooming with its spring flowers. “We’re going on a quest. The three of us.”

      Vreis raised a bushy brow. “A quest? Don’t tell me you wish to go lurking around the fire lands in search of a dragon to slay. Perhaps save a princess, too, while we’re at it? I know your mother is eager for you to find a lass to wed, and it can’t be one of those tavern wenches, I’m afraid.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Thane countered with an easy smile. “There are no taverns in the fire lands.”

      Lorcan laughed. Vreis joined in, too. Soon, the three of them were guffawing so loudly that the sounds of their cheer echoed off the looming white stone walls.

      “So, then what is this great quest?” Lorcan asked once the laughter had died down.

      “Something far more illustrious than slaying dragons.”

      “Is that a yes to the princess rescue or…” Vreis asked, hope in his mis-matched eyes.

      “Poor Vreis,” Lorcan said. “He loses to me so often that not a single female in all of Tairngire will join him in his bed.”

      Another round of guffaws filled the air. In the years since he had arrived in Tairngire, he often found himself just like this. Surrounded by Vreis and Thane and laughter and swords. They were an odd team. A revelrous prince, a former street urchin, and a shadow fae in hiding. A spy.

      No matter how comfortable Lorcan got, he could not forget why he was here. His father would not stop reminding him. When a full moons night arrived, so would a letter. Without fail. Sometimes, it was from Segonax. Other times, from Nollaig. They always warned him to stay true and filled him in on updates from court. Even Teutas had penned a few over the years. But not once had his father sent him a letter himself.

      “No princess rescue, I’m afraid. At least not this time.” The prince turned his gaze toward Lorcan, suddenly serious. “I thought I would pick up where I left off, all those years ago when we first met. I never had the chance to visit your village. Since I was down a few guards, I had to turn back. I say it’s time I try again, don’t you think?”

      Lorcan’s heart pounded as the blood rushed into his ears. Thane loved to talk about that day, but Lorcan would rather he never mention it again. It made him feel like snakes were slithering inside of his skin.

      But what was more, Lorcan had never wanted Thane to reach his village that day. Every single fae inside those walls knew the truth about him. They’d witnessed the arrival of the shadow fae when they had come to claim him for their king. They’d heard them call him Bolg Rothach’s son. After, he’d asked them to remain silent. That did not mean they would.

      Thane continued. “They once suffered a great loss, one they’ve struggled to recover from. I’ve since learned that our court did not provide help during their time of need. I would remedy that.”

      Lorcan strode to the railing. “You wish to help them? What would you do for them?”

      “I have a trunk overflowing with airgead ready to pack onto a cart we’ll take with us. That as well as a few valuable pieces of weaponry should get them started on rebuilding Comharra to what it once was.” Thane’s eyes sparkled as he spoke. “I also thought we’d take some food for a feast while we’re there. They’ll be able to buy anything they want with the airgead, but you know how much I love a good feast.”

      “Let’s do it,” Lorcan said in a rush of words before the mark could convince him otherwise. It was likely folly, tempting fate this way. But he could ride ahead to meet his old friends first and remind them of his request. They’d known him all his life. Surely they would not spill his secret if he asked.

      “Good.” Thane clapped Lorcan on the back. “Now, you two get back to training while I make the arrangements. Vreis sorely needs it if he’s ever going to impress a lass.”

      Lorcan grinned even as unease slithered through his bones. The mark was silent, but that didn’t mean it would remain so.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A fortnight later, the three of them readied themselves in the inner castle courtyard, surrounded by half a dozen more warriors. Thane never liked to travel without at least six guards to keep him company, usually no more than that. But they were carrying a city’s worth of airgead across the battle-stricken lands. Recently, thieves and brigands had multiplied, striking the few travellers that still roamed down the Crown’s Road.

      The High King stood watching, a frown tugging at his wrinkled face. He looked ten years older than the last time Lorcan had seen him, even though it had scarcely been a month. The Fall had finally taken its toll on him, it seemed, and whispers spread throughout the realm of his impending death.

      He’s still very much alive though, Lorcan thought bitterly. To the detriment of every low fae inside of the Air Court. He cared little for the commoners. All he seemed to care about was sitting on that throne.

      “Thane, we need you here. We’re in the middle of a damn war,” the High King snapped, his chin wobbling with ferocity.

      The prince sat high atop his gleaming black steed, staring down his nose at his father. “The war can wait.”

      “I will not have it,” Sloane Selkirk replied. “And all that airgead. Do you know how much it costs to fund a hundred years’ war?”

      “I know far too well, Father,” Thane said crisply. “I’ve been managing the finances for the past five years.”

      “Then you know we cannot afford to send all this airgead to a tiny, godforsaken village full of what? Twelve fae?”

      “Thirteen,” Lorcan said quietly. When the old king snapped his head his way, Lorcan gave him a tight smile. “There was a new birth last year. A girl. Her name is Elen.”

      “Thirteen,” Sloane said, sliding his gaze back to his son. “You want to throw all this airgead away to thirteen miserable fae in the western armpit of these great lands?”

      “They’re starving, Father,” Thane replied. “They’ve never been able to recover from an attack that happened years ago. We should have helped them then, but we didn’t. So, I’m helping them now.”

      “Let them starve.” Sloane moved toward the cart that held the trunk of coin. Thane quickly shifted his horse to block his father’s path. With narrowed eyes, the High King glared up at him. “How dare you disobey your king.”

      “How dare you let your people starve.”

      Sloane stared up at his son, and Thane stared right back at him. Lorcan had never seen the prince stand up to his father. He usually did whatever he was bid. The king could easily order the warriors to remove the airgead from the cart and send his son to his chambers where the door would promptly be locked. Thane might be the prince, but Sloane was the High King. His word was power over them all.

      “So be it,” Sloane finally said with a growl, throwing up his hands. “But if this comes back to bite us in the arse, then it’s on your head. Your mother will be pleased. She’s always wanted you to do something spineless like this.”

      The High King let out another growl and stomped away. Tension pounded on the silent courtyard like a chorus of angry drums. Vreis was the one to finally break through the quiet with a long, low whistle.

      “Well then. I’m glad we all still have our heads.”

      “I’ve muzzled myself for far too long.” Thane glanced over his shoulder and grimaced. “I love my father. But I am tired of my every action being dictated by war.”
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        * * *

      

      They travelled several days south on the Crown’s Road, stopping each night to camp on the great grass fields of the air fae lands, before turning onto Westway Road. Soon, they were only a two day ride from Comharra, having left the cart behind with the bulk of the guards. Thane, Lorcan, and Vreis had decided to ride ahead and announce their arrival—and the impending feast—to the village. Lorcan could not wait to see his old friends, but his stomach still twisted into knots of dread.

      Once they’d set up camp for the night, the three of them sat around a roaring fire, tucking into spit-roasted rabbit, and drinking the mead they’d packed for the journey. The skies were clear this night, and a thousand luminous stars lit up the darkness. A soft spring breeze rustled through the stalks, whispering beneath the crackle of the fire.

      “You never told me what happened that day,” Thane said, sinking his teeth into the rabbit.

      Lorcan glanced up from the fire to find Thane watching him intently. An uneasy tingle went down his spine. Had Thane guessed that something more had happened that day? Lorcan thought he had been careful, but had he let his mask slip too much these past few years? Perhaps he had grown too comfortable in his role as one of Thane’s closest guards.

      “The day I met you?” Lorcan asked, stalling for time. He needed a lie. One that made sense.

      “What?” Thane furrowed his brows. “No, the night your village was attacked. You were there, weren’t you? Did you see what happened?”

      Oh. Lorcan grimace and stared down at the dancing flames. His eyes burned; his throat tightened. The memories were as hot as the fire before him, burning through him until there was nothing left of his heart but ash.

      Finally, he dragged his eyes to Thane’s face. The prince’s expression had softened, and concern lined his golden eyes.

      “I didn’t see what happened,” Lorcan said softly. “I was in the fields, gathering wheat. I lost track of the time, and darkness fell. When I returned—”

      He ground his teeth and glanced away.

      “I’m sorry,” Thane said softly.

      A truth, Lorcan knew. Thane could not lie. The prince was sorry for what had happened, even if it had not been his fault. Not even Lorcan’s own father had ever shown that much care about Comharra. Instead, he’d threatened to slaughter them all.

      “It must have been a terrible shock,” Vreis said quietly. “To return to your village like that, having no idea what had happened to it.”

      Lorcan glanced at the warrior and then at the prince. Their eyes were full of compassion and concern. He’d never told a soul about the Fomorians. He’d never even wanted to. Recalling it would be like reliving the night itself. But the memories curled around him like too-tight armor, threatening to squeeze all the air from his lungs. The pain and rage he’d felt that night had followed him for so long. He’d clung to it, letting it slither through his veins like poison.

      There was only one way to get it out.

      Suddenly, he looked up. “I know who destroyed my village. I know because I saw them. They came like nightmares on black wings. It was the Fomorians.”

      And then he told them everything. Everything but the one thing he could never say.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe the Wild Hunt isn’t a fairytale.” Thane leaned back on his horse, flicking the reins as they trotted down the road.

      “I can’t believe I’ve been fighting beside a shadow fae all this time,” Vreis countered.

      Thane tossed an apple to Lorcan and smiled. “Let’s not wind him up too much, eh? His mother was an air fae. He’s no more a shadow fae than you are—”

      “A fire fae?” Vreis asked.

      “No.” Thane grinned. “No more than you are ever going to get a female in your bed.”

      The two of them guffawed, and Lorcan could not help but join in. He’d been terrified when he’d told them who he was. Well, partly who he was. As they’d sat around the fire, the three of them, a team as they had been for years, Lorcan had told them that his father had been a shadow fae. He’d worried they might condemn him. Thane’s mother had exiled the Shadow Court, after all.

      But the both of them had merely gave him fleeting incredulous smiles, and then carried on as if nothing had changed.

      Of course, they still thought of him as an air fae. If his father were anyone else, Lorcan would have inherited everything from his mother instead.

      Oh, how he wished he had. It would have made his life so much simpler. Days like this and friends like this would be the norm, and he would not have to feel so guilty about every single thing he did. No matter what, he was betraying someone. If not Thane, then the innocent fae of the shadow lands.

      Lorcan could never do the right thing. There was no right thing, not where he was concerned. He was torn between two enemy courts. Helping one was hurting the other. If only he could find a way to help them both.

      “Ah, we’re almost there,” Thane said.

      Lorcan nodded, noting the cluster of trees where the shadow fae had waited to spring their trap on Prince Thane all those years ago. The wispy trunks looked just the same as they had back then, but the fields were dry and empty. There was no sign of the budding spring crops.

      Lorcan shielded his eyes against the sun and gazed across the field. From the distance, he could see nothing more than the familiar cluster of buildings. The cottages on the hill. The old tavern where they feasted during Beltane. But there was no movement. Everything was silent and still.

      “Something is wrong,” Lorcan said quietly. “It is midday, and there is no sign of anyone.”

      Thane trotted up to his side, frowning. “Perhaps they are all inside, having a meal together.”

      “These fields should be full of wheat.”

      “This could be the year they finally ran out of seeds,” Thane tried.

      Lorcan shook his head, dread creeping around his heart. “I don’t think so.”

      He flicked his reins, and his horse took off down the dirt road. His gaze stayed locked on the silent village, his dread growing with every hoofbeat. As he drew closer, he could see no sign of life at all. Every door was shut. Every window closed. In the spring, the fae of Comharra loved to fling their windows wide open and relish in the fresh breeze that rolled off the nearby sea.

      He slowed to a stop when he reached the village and jumped off his horse, taking off at a run.

      “Cadman!” he shouted at the silence. “Aoiffe!”

      When he reached the tavern, he threw open the door and charged inside. All the tables and chairs had been tipped sideways, the wood smashed. Droplets of blood painted the far wall. Lorcan shook his head and backed out into the street.

      Thane reached his side just as he fell to his knees.

      “Where are they?” he whispered hoarsely.

      But deep down, he already knew. All those years, his father had threatened to destroy his village. He’d held it over Lorcan’s head, time and time again, promising their deaths if the shadow prince did not obey his king’s every command.

      Tears of anguish filled his eyes. His father had finally made good on his promise.

      With a roar, he punched the ground, his knuckles slamming into the hard dirt. He’d heard from Cadman as recently as six months past. His father must have discovered that he and Thane had journeyed to the village to fill their empty barrels with seed. He must have realized that Lorcan was beginning to have doubts in his heart. He must have known that his plot against the Air Court was close to crumbling to the ground. And he must have realized that the villagers knew Lorcan’s identity.

      Bolg Rothach had many reasons for wanting to destroy Comharra.

      And every single one lay heavily on Lorcan’s shoulders. It was his fault, no matter which way he looked at it. He had brought the destruction down upon this village. They had died because of him. Everything he had ever done was to save them. And he had failed. So terribly that he felt crushed into the ground.

      “Lorcan.” Thane knelt beside him. “I am so sorry. What would you have me do?”

      Lorcan dug his fingers into the dirt. The ground itself seemed to pulse beneath him, in time with the rapid beating of his heart. “We need to burn it all down. This place is cursed.”

      “Could it have been the Fomorians again?” Vreis asked from behind him.

      “No.” Lorcan choked out the word. “They only attack at Beltane.”

      “Wait,” Thane said, pushing to his feet. He stared down the eerie street, his brows pinched. Lorcan followed his gaze and frowned. There was something twinkling in the middle of the street, the sunlight glinting off a crystalline object that had sunk into the dirt.

      Thane strode toward it and scooped it up into his hands. He turned back to where Lorcan still knelt on the ground, his golden eyes flashing with anger. “It’s a medallion made of ice glass. Guess whose sigil has been carved into it?”

      Lorcan stood as Thane flashed the medallion his way. A silver pair of ice wings, spread wide against an unseen wind. Unease tumbled inside his gut.

      “They did this,” Thane said angrily. “Somehow, they sneaked past the border and attacked this village. I don’t know how we missed them, but we did.” With a growl, he slammed the medallion into the nearest building. It shattered when it hit the wall, gleaming crystals raining down on the dirt.

      Vreis stepped up beside Lorcan and clapped him on his back. “We will make them pay for this, my friend.”

      Lorcan couldn’t find words. He didn’t think he would be able to speak, even if he had a thought to voice. Medallion or not, the Ice Court had not done this. It was another trap of his father’s, meant to throw the two rival courts into another round of brutal battles. And he had sacrificed all of these innocent fae in order to do it.

      He had murdered them. Cadman, Aoiffe, and poor little Elen.

      His father was a monster. And Lorcan couldn’t help but think, so was he.
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      “It’s settled then,” Thane said as they sat in The Silver Sword, one of the finest taverns in the district of Toilichte, surrounded by mugs of bitter ale. It was the last time the prince would be revelling for some time, and he was eager to get his fill of drink before he left Tairngire. “On the morrow, we leave for battle. Lads, I dearly hope we make it all through.”

      Lorcan clinked his tankard against the others, but he kept mum. He had no intention of joining Thane on the battlefield. At first light, the army planned to commence the journey north on the Rowan Road. When they reached the Shard, the small strip of snow-drenched land that separated the ice and air fae lands, Thane’s warriors would launch their attack. He meant to take the Shard and invade, and then make the kingdom his.

      All because the king of the Shadow Court had tricked him into believing the ice fae had attacked first.

      Lorcan wanted to tell him. He desperately wanted to tell him. Even if the Air Court won the Shard, so many fae would die in the battle. Lorcan could not bear to have any more blood on his hands. His fingers were already drenched in it.

      But every time he tried to speak the words aloud, his mark would pulse with so much pain that he couldn’t even think around it, let alone open his mouth. He’d even tried writing it down, but his fingers would cramp, curling together like horrible gnarled things.

      So, Lorcan had decided to try a different tactic. While the army marched north, he would ride ahead and melt the southern end of the Shard with a blazing bonfire. It was made of ice. Surely, it could not withstand such heat. And if Thane’s army could not cross it, the two armies could never collide.

      It was a wild and reckless plan, but it was the only one he had.

      Thane would no doubt try again, but Lorcan had to hope that he could find a way around his mark by then. One day, he would be free from his father’s commands.

      But that day had not yet come.

      “To battle!” Thane cried, raising his tankard high.

      “To battle,” Lorcan murmured. To it ending before it even begins.
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        * * *

      

      Lorcan sank low in the tall, whispering grass where the ground was peppered with frozen snow. Just ahead, he could see the border between the two ancient fae realms. Several ice fae were on the southern edge of the Shard, donned in light armor and silver cloaks spun from hoarfrost silk. Their kingdom’s sigil was etched into the undyed leather at their chests, and they were armed with steel.

      It had been years since fae could readily journey across the borders of the great fae kingdoms. That would pose a problem.

      The Shard itself was a skinny, shiny thing. Made purely of ice, it glistened beneath the glow of the twin moons. It was a full moons night, which promised terrible, dark things. Full moons in Tir Na Nog seemed to bring with them strange tidings indeed.

      Lorcan could not help but wonder if he was the strange, dark tiding.

      His mark had ached the entire journey north. For most of it, he had simply ignored the pain. It had been years since Segonax had first dug the magic-infused ink into his skin, and it had hurt more days than it had not. The dull ache had almost become a part of him now.

      The only time it demanded attention was when it ripped through him like dozens of freshly-sharpened blades. So far so good.

      He inched through the grass, considering the warriors. There were five in total, all tall and muscular and proud. Their swords were in leather scabbards cinched around their waists. Two held tough wooden shields. One had a bow at his back. They were ready for anything.

      He did not want to kill them, but they would die even if he spared them now. Soon, Thane’s army would crest the distant hill, and these five fae would be among the first blood spilled.

      Shaking his head, Lorcan pulled an arrow from his back, steadied his aim, and loosed. The arrow arced through the air, whistling against the steady wind. It thunked into the ice archer’s head, felling him instantly.

      The warriors jumped to attention. They grabbed their swords and scanned the fields for their attacker. Lorcan nocked another arrow and loosed. It easily hit the closest warrior, blood spurting from his thick neck. That left three, but now they had an idea of where he was.

      Lorcan ducked lower in the grass.

      One of the shielded warriors held his fingers to his lips and whistled. An owl shot up from the ground, spinning toward the gate on the northern edge of the Shard where more warriors were no doubt waiting.

      No, Lorcan muttered to himself. He could not let the owl reach the gates. It was clearly a signal, one meant to alert the others of an impending attack.

      He nocked an arrow and lifted the feathered edge to his eye. He breathed in and out, steadying himself.

      Suddenly, a blinding pain knocked the bow from his hands, and he tumbled face-first into the ground. He flailed in the dirt, the terrible agony roiling through his body.

      “No,” he grunted, grasping at his shoulder. “Not now. Let me stop this battle please!”

      I cannot let you do that. The worshippers of the great Unseelie need the enemies to fight. The voice was not of his father but someone else. Or something else. Torment filled his mind until there was nothing left. Lorcan writhed on the ground, but he could no longer feel the skin beneath his hand. Darkness clouded his vision.

      And then there was nothing else. Nothing but the pain.
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        * * *

      

      “Lorcan?” A familiar face blurred into view, backlit by a blazing sun. The Prince of the Air Court peered down at him, his face bruised, his lips bloody.

      Lorcan squinted against the light, his head throbbing. “Where am I? What happened?”

      Golden eyes stared down at him. “We’re in the fields just south of the Shard. You must have gotten knocked out in the battle.”

      ‘The battle.” Lorcan winced. The pain in his arm had finally subsided, but everything else ached as if he had been trampled by a hundred dragons. “What happened? Did we win?”

      Thane sighed and sat back on his heels. “I’m afraid we lost. We fought well, but the Shard is impenetrable. It was impossible to get through.” A pause. “Vreis survived, but he’s in bad shape. That bloody Darragh princess almost took him out. The ice king ought to put a leash on that one.”

      Lorcan pushed up from the ground, his head spinning. Blood surrounded him, but none of it was his. “How many did we lose? How many died, Thane?”

      A haunted look flashed across the prince’s face. “Too many. Thousands.” He shook his head. “This was a fool of a quest. It’s impossible to take the Shard, and I knew it. I let my desire for vengeance get the better of me. I’m afraid I have made a very grave mistake.”

      Lorcan grasped Thane’s shoulder, squeezing tight. His voice cracked. “You are not the only one, my old friend.”
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          Six Years Later

        

      

    

    
      Lorcan Rothach hated his name even more than he despised the mark on his arm. It was his father’s name. An ever-present reminder of who and what he was. And why he’d slithered his way into the Air Court like the ruinous snake he was.

      He stuffed another tunic into his leather pack. There was only one thing he could do, and he’d known it for a very long time. He had to leave Dalais Castle and never return. Soon, the time would come where he would be forced to do the one thing he feared far more than anything else. His father would make him kill the prince.

      Years had passed. And with every one, he stepped closer and closer to treachery.

      He had come to know the royals of the Air Court well. They were not a cruel people, no more so than the shadow fae who had sent him here. True, Sloane Selkirk was a terrible king. He had little care for his people and could not be bothered to hear their pleas half the time.

      But Sloane Selkirk was dying. Soon, Thane would take his place. He would become the High King of the realm. Sloane would likely die within the year, if not within the month, according to the alchemists. And then Bolg Rothach would make his ultimate command. He would order Lorcan to murder the new king.

      Lorcan refused to do it. Thane was a good male. A good friend, even. He had proven it time and time again. The air fae would prosper beneath his rule. Which was why Bolg Rothach would never let him lead. The Shadow Court didn’t want this kingdom to prosper. They wanted it to die.

      Lorcan stuffed his last tunic into his pack. He hoped it would be enough, but he had little idea of where he would go. It wasn’t as though he could return to Comharra, to the empty cluster of buildings where so many had died. It would be the first place his father would think to look for him.

      Perhaps he would find a ship willing to take him across the Mag Mell Sea. He could hide amongst the humans. No one would ever think to search there.

      A knock sounded on the door of his chambers. His head jerked up, his heart pounding. No one should be visiting him now. The High Queen had called for a feast. Everyone should be in the Great Hall, guzzling wine and gorging themselves on bread and meat.

      Perhaps if he did not answer…

      The door opened, and Thane’s head popped into the room. His eyes landed on Lorcan’s packed bag, and sadness flickered in his golden eyes, though he did not look surprised.

      “Lorcan,” the prince said slowly. “I was hoping you would join tonight’s feast. You know I always prefer it when you’re at my table.”

      The prince often invited Lorcan to dine with him. He enjoyed the camaraderie, and it annoyed the king. Two things that Thane liked very much indeed.

      “I am afraid I cannot join you this night,” Lorcan replied tensely.

      “I see. Come. Walk with me.” Thane stepped back, gesturing at the corridor that would lead them to the walls that twisted around the castle.

      With a sigh, he followed the prince through the corridors and out onto the top of the white stone wall. The sky was streaked with orange and red where the sun had dipped below the distant horizon. It made the golden city glow.

      “There is something I need to speak with you about,” Thane said easily as they began the long walk between towers.

      Lorcan’s heart pulsed. Had Thane somehow guessed the truth? Is that why he had not looked surprised to find Lorcan packing his bags to leave?

      Thane stopped suddenly and gestured out at the gleaming city. “It is a beautiful city, is it not? With beautiful people who need a strong king who will do his best to lift them up, instead of tear them down. I may not be the High King yet, but I will one day. And I daresay that it will be sooner rather than later.”

      The prince began to walk again, and Lorcan fell into step beside him. “What is this about, Thane?”

      “I have a plan, and my hope is that it will save us all.”

      Relief charged through Lorcan’s heart. So, this wasn’t about him at all. Thane hadn’t discovered what Lorcan was. Not yet.

      Thane sucked in a deep breath. “I plan to make an alliance with the Ice Court.

      “An alliance with the Ice Court?” Lorcan asked, shocked. His father would not like that. “Even after what happened during the Battle for the Shard?”

      The battle. Lorcan cringed just speaking the name of it. There had been so much blood, so many bodies. So much needless death. And all because Lorcan had not been able to form the words to tell Thane who had really attacked Comharra.

      “Especially because of that terrible battle,” Thane said as he strode along the ancient battlements. “Ever since, I have been thinking a lot about our war with the ice fae. So many lives were lost, on both sides. And to what end?”

      “Vengeance, if I remember correctly.”

      Thane tsked, stopping to gaze over the white stone crenels. “I said it then, and I’ll say it now. I made a mistake. There has been enough death for far too long. Tir Na Nog needs to find a path toward peace, or we will only end up destroying us all. There will be no fae left.”

      Lorcan found it difficult to argue against that. “The ice fae might not forgive so easily. Are you certain this is a good idea?”

      “I am.” Thane turned to Lorcan and smiled. He looked genuinely happy. Hopeful, even. “I’ve already made the arrangements, and Mother is being supportive.”

      “You didn’t mention the king,” Lorcan pointed out.

      “I certainly did not. I’m afraid he believes war is the better option. He imagines himself a future emperor, even though he can barely hold up his head at dinner. He isn’t thrilled by the alliance, but I managed to come up with an arrangement that suits everyone.

      “I will wed the eldest, Glencora. She is a great beauty, and she has been primed for an arrangement like this since birth. Her father has ensured she’s had the proper education befitting a future High Queen. In return, we will cease the fighting, of course, and Cos Darragh will remain ruler of his realm. But to appease my father, Cos has agreed to demote his title from High King to merely king.” Thane paused. “We have the superior army. The Ice Court knows that if we continue with this war, their realm will end up in tatters. And that isn’t even considering their other pressing problem. The Ruin. I’ve agreed to help them with that as well.”

      Lorcan frowned. He had heard of the Ruin but only from whispers in the taverns. It was a strange dark magic that fell like ash, killing everything it touched. “How do you hope to do that?”

      “Perhaps our armies can fight it.”

      “You still have enemies, Thane,” Lorcan said, giving the prince sincere advice. His mark throbbed dully, but he ignored the pain. “The Sea Court. The Wood Court. If you send too many warriors north, they’ll see their chance for an attack. Tairngire could fall, and with it, the rest of the realm.”

      Without Tairngire, Thane had no hope of holding onto the air fae lands at all.

      Thane let out a heavy sigh. “We will find a way. We always do.” He turned toward Lorcan then, and clapped him on the shoulder. “I leave in a fortnight to collect my future queen. As always, I would have you by my side. If you’d like.”

      Thane always asked. He never ordered. Even now, after all these years, he never once gave Lorcan a command. He might be the prince’s warrior, his guard, but he knew he’d become far more than that.

      An old friend.

      He knew he should leave. Nothing had changed. If anything, Thane would be in even more danger than he had been before. Once Lorcan’s father discovered this alliance, he would be furious. He would want to stop it. And he would call upon Lorcan once again.

      “Once we’ve made the alliance,” Thane suddenly continued, “our two armies combined will be strong enough to take on the Wood Court. Finally, after all these years, we’ll be able to put a stop to High King Ulaid Molt. His crimes against his own court have been going on for far too long.”

      Lorcan turned to the prince in alarm. “The Wood Court? Then, you would control—”

      “Most of Tir Na Nog?” Thane nodded. “I have no wish to form an empire. That is not what this is. It is merely a means to end the war between us all. Then, any enemy we face will be useless against us.”

      Lorcan’s heart thudded. “You mean the Sea Court?”

      “My mother has assured me that we have no reason to concern ourselves with the Sea Court for now.”

      That only left the shadow fae. A terrible fear slid through Lorcan’s gut. There was no reason for Thane to invade the Shadow Court. They had already been exiled. They’d been cut off from the rest of the continent, and they barely even survived, feasting on scraps that barely grew beneath the mist. It would be cruel to stomp them down now, when they would be unable to do anything but die.

      But Lorcan could not help but remember the attack on Bilivik all those years ago, when he’d become the Prince of Shadows. The air fae warriors had not decided to invade on their own. Sloane had given the order. Would Thane do the same?

      Lorcan felt sick.

      “So, what do you say, old friend?” Thane asked again. “I know one day you’ll want to leave this court. It’s never going to feel like home. But for now, I need you by my side.”

      “Alright then,” Lorcan said with a heaviness in his heart. “Let’s go fetch your bride.”
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        * * *

      

      The journey from Tairngire to Falias had been long and hard and full of far more death than any of them had anticipated. Lorcan knew that he need only speak a few quiet words into a single ice fae’s ears, and the alliance would shatter like ice. Cos Darragh would likely slaughter Thane right then and there and hang his head from the castle walls.

      But Lorcan would never speak a word of it to anyone.

      They rode through the open gates, and Lorcan gazed up at the magnificent ice-blue spires that topped the towers of Starford Castle. A large courtyard stretched out before them, covered in a thick blanket of snow and ice. The castle walls gleamed, the white stone twinkling beneath the gentle sun. It looked as though the castle had been carved from ice itself. Lorcan could not help but find it impressive.

      He turned his gaze toward the royal family where they had gathered for Thane’s arrival. Instantly, his eyes locked on one fae who stood out from the rest. Rather than a standard courtly gown, she wore a loose tunic and a pair of rumpled hoarfrost trousers. Wild silver hair cascaded around a pair of shoulders thrown back in defiance. Her matching eyes swirled with a thousand unspoken emotions, and her cheeks were flushed with a deep pink that was nothing like a blush. It was rage.

      Lorcan felt himself smile.

      He had never seen anyone like her, and he doubted he ever would.

      Thane exchanged some pleasantries with Cos Darragh, but Lorcan barely heard the words. All he could do was watch Reyna. He knew that was who this wild thing was, even before her father introduced her. Glencora was absent, having been taken ill. And Eislyn’s youth and innocence identified her at once.

      No, this was Reyna. The fiery one. The wild heart. The Shieldmaiden who had taken on Vreis and tossed him halfway across the battlefield. He knew she would rather see them dead than give them the gift of a smile, but he found he liked that.

      Suddenly, Eislyn stormed off. He glanced at Thane, wondering what in the name of the Dagda he’d said to scare her away. Wasn’t she one of his potential brides?

      “May I see your sister, Glencora?” Thane was looking straight at Reyna. “I would like to wish her well.”

      Reyna shot him the most terrifying look Lorcan had ever seen. “Very well then. Come along if you must.”

      She turned on her heels and marched toward the nearest tower. Lorcan’s eyes dropped to her very shapely arse. Through her thin tunic, he could see the well-defined muscles in her back. She was no little weak thing. In fact, he bet even Thane would struggle to hold his own in a fight against her.

      My Dagda, she is absolutely breathtaking.

      Lorcan edged up to Thane to speak quietly in his ear. “The tales are wrong. Reyna is a great beauty.”

      “Beauty does not a queen make,” Thane snapped.

      There’s so much more to her than mere beauty, Lorcan thought. She carries the power of a queen.
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      “We’re approaching land, Your Highness.”

      Lorcan glanced up from Reyna’s face where her silver hair curled across her pale, lifeless cheeks. He had come to see her once again, knowing that soon they would sail into the docks of the shadow lands. It would likely be the last time he ever saw her without hate in her eyes.

      “Ah. How is she then?” Vlatos asked, a short man with blunt brown hair and eyes that were as dull as dirt. He wore linen trousers that had holes in the knees, a simple tunic, and worn leather boots.

      “As poisoned as ever,” Lorcan said bitterly. He would never forgive himself for this. It would haunt him until the day he died.

      Vlatos clucked his tongue. “Nasty business, this. I’m not too fond of poisoning princesses.”

      The captain of the ship that had carried Lorcan and Reyna from Tairngire, all the way down the eastern coast and around the bottom of the dead fire lands, was not a shadow fae himself. In fact, he wasn’t fae at all. How his father had managed to convince a crew of humans to get involved in something like this, Lorcan did not want to know.

      “You must like it enough to take your coin for it,” Lorcan snapped back. Whatever else his father might have promised these men, he knew they would be paid handsomely as well. By coins that would not be worth a damn thing. The shadow fae had not always used airgead like the rest of Tir Na Nog. Once, they’d traded with bronze mined from the depths of caves. Sgail, they had called it.

      But ever since the exile, no one had dared trade with shadow fae coin. These humans wouldn’t know that though, which was no doubt why his father had chosen this crew.

      “Yes, well. We all have to earn our wages somehow, don’t we?” the man asked.

      “Some ways are far more palatable than others.”

      “You have no right to judge me, fae. You’re the one poisoning the lass.”

      Lorcan dropped his gaze to Reyna’s peaceful face. He could imagine it now, transformed by rage. She would not take this captivity well. His father had promised not to harm her, but would he keep that promise when she tore that castle apart?

      And besides, Bolg Rothach’s word was nothing more than ash.

      He dropped his head into his hands. “I know. And the gods will judge me for it.”

      “Hopefully not that Unseelie one.” Vlatos wrinkled his stubby nose. “I don’t know how I’d feel about a death god wanting to strike me down.”

      “If anyone strikes me down,” Lorcan said, tracing a finger along the curve of Reyna’s jaw. “It will be the Dagda.”
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        * * *

      

      “Did anyone see you leave?” the High King demanded from his gleaming black throne. His eyebrows were pinched beneath his mop of raven hair, and his stubby legs barely touched the ground. Ten years, Lorcan thought. Ten years, and his own father had barely given him a hello.

      “No,” Lorcan said through gritted teeth. “What are you going to do with her?”

      “That’s none of your concern.”

      “It is.” Lorcan took a step forward. “I am the prince of this court, and I am the one who brought her to you. Tell me what you plan to do with her.”

      Bolg raised his bushy brows. “Well. You have certainly become bold in your absence. The last time I saw you, you were a squirrelly little thing who could barely hold a sword properly.”

      “I think you’ll find that isn’t the case anymore, Father.” Lorcan fisted his hands. “I can hold my sword quite well. And I am no longer scared of you.”

      “Lorcan,” Segonax warned from the king’s side. The commander had barely aged a day. “Careful now.”

      Bolg twisted toward his advisor and laughed. “Relax, old Seg. I’m not going to harm my own son, now am I? He’s the heir to this bloody seat.” The king turned to the warriors that surrounded Lorcan, smiling. “All of you, just relax. I’m not going to have the girl harmed. I didn’t bring her here just to spill her blood on my floors. She’s a bargaining chip and nothing more.”

      That did not make Lorcan feel any more at ease. When his father smiled, nothing good ever happened.

      “Promise me,” Lorcan said in a low growl. “Promise me you won’t harm her.”

      “Alright then.” Bolg smiled and held his meaty hands out to his sides. “I promise I will not harm her. See? She’s safe. Now, stop your glowering and get out of here.”

      Lorcan opened his mouth. He’d barely even been in the king’s presence a quarter of an hour. Surely he had more to say to him than that. Lorcan had been gone more than ten years. After all he had done for him, the years he’d spent spying on his mother’s court. On his court. Because Lorcan could never consider the Shadow Court his, no matter whose blood ran through his veins, no matter if he was the prince or not.

      “And what of Thane?” Lorcan asked, taking another step forward. “I want to see him.”

      “Commander Segonax.” Bolg snapped his fingers, and then motioned for the serving girl to bring him a fresh goblet of wine.

      Segonax grimaced but strode to Lorcan’s side. He placed a heavy hand on his shoulder and squeezed tight. “Lorcan, son, I’m thrilled to see you. Let me show you to your new chambers. You’ll find them far more impressive here than they were in Olc Fortress. And I want to hear all about your adventures. I’m sure there’s been many over the years.”

      Lorcan jerked away. “Don’t bother. I’m leaving.”

      He strode toward the looming doors, his entire body trembling from a rage that he had only ever felt in the presence of his father.

      “Lorcan!” Segonax called after him. “I’m only trying to—”

      “Eh, don’t bother, Seg,” Bolg said in his nasally voice. “Let him storm off. You have better things to do than mollify my son.”

      Lorcan stepped out into the shadowy corridor and slammed the doors behind him. Segonax wouldn’t follow him now, he knew. Even as kind as he had been to Lorcan all those years ago, he was nothing if not loyal to his king. Segonax would never dare go against Bolg Rothach, even for the good of the realm.

      It didn’t matter. There was only one person he needed to see. He retraced his steps, counting the winding corridors that split from the main path until he found the tower where Reyna was being held. Two warriors in grey scale armor stood outside her door, both with shadow-kissed hair and eyes. But he recognized neither of them.

      “I would like to see the princess,” he said as he approached. “Stand aside.”

      They did not even flinch. “I’m afraid we cannot allow that.”

      Lorcan scowled, a low growl rumbling in his throat. “I am your prince, and this is a command. Stand aside.”

      One of the warriors cut his eyes toward Lorcan. “The princess does not wish to see you. She’s requested that we prevent you from entering her chambers.”

      Lorcan opened his mouth to argue, but the warrior held up his hand. “Your father agrees that it is best if the two of you do not come into contact just yet, not when she has made it clear she doesn’t want to see you. The princess is angry. There has been a lot of shouting. He does not wish to antagonize her any further.”

      Lies, he thought. Every single word of that is a lie. He had forgotten what it felt like to be surrounded by falsehoods.

      The king did not care one lick about Reyna’s wishes. He was only doing this to torment his son.

      “I don’t know why you’re so angry,” the warrior said frankly. “You were the one who brought her here. Surely you didn’t believe that she would forgive you that easily.”

      Narrowing his eyes, Lorcan shoved the guard to the side and pounded on the door. “Reyna! Please, talk to me. I’m sorry for what I’ve done. I—”

      The guards gripped his arms and yanked him away from the door. Lorcan trembled with rage, shaking them off and reaching for his sword. He would kill them if they didn’t get the hell away from Reyna’s door.

      His mark flared with fresh torment. It felt as though his entire body was being ripped apart, piece by piece. Grimacing, he dropped his sword to the ground, backing away but refusing to leave the corridor.

      The warrior gave him a frank look. “All right. There’s no need for this. How about I ask her what she wants?”

      “Do it,” Lorcan growled.

      The guard sighed and turned toward the door. “Princess Reyna, it’s Bevan. I suppose you’ve heard who’s here.” He cleared his throat and glared at Lorcan. “Would you like for us to let him inside?”

      “Absolutely not! If he does, tell him I’ll throw in him the damn fire pits outside my window!” Her clear, strong voice was like magic to his ears, even if it was dripping with hate. It had been so long since he had heard it. He wanted to draw the sound within himself and hear nothing else for the rest of his miserable life.

      Bevan turned to Lorcan with raised brows. “You see? The princess said—”

      “I heard her.”

      As desperate as he was to see her and make her understand why he’d betrayed her so terribly, this was enough. For now. She was alive. She was safe. No harm had come to her.

      She would likely never forgive him. He might never gaze upon her beautiful face again, with her wild hair cascading down her back. He did not know what was in store for them, if even anything.

      But there was one thing he did know.

      His father had finally pushed Lorcan too far. Something snapped inside of him as he stood outside Reyna Darragh’s door, understanding at once that he had lost her forever. His father had taken so much from him. He would not take any more. Lorcan fisted his hands.

      One day, the High King of the Shadow Court will pay for everything he’s destroyed. And I will not rest until he does.
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      Adhradh - a building of worship for followers of the Dagda

      

      Airgead - the coin of the six kingdoms in Tir Na Nog

      

      Alchemist - a healer in Tir Na Nog who specializes in herbal treatments

      

      Alder - a tree found within the Wood Court lands that turns to an orange red when cut

      

      Animal familiar - an animal whose soul is linked to the soul of a fae

      

      Beltane - the yearly celebration that takes place at the beginning of summer

      

      Brigantu - one of the two moons

      

      Court of Death - the mysterious home of the Dagda

      

      Dagda - the god worshipped by all of those in Tir Na Nog, except for the followers of Unseelie

      

      Danu - one of the two moons

      

      Druid - a religious leader in the faith of the Dagda

      

      Elemental Arts - the powers that were once available to fae based on their lineage

      

      The Fall - the event where every fae upon Tir Na Nog fell to the ground, losing the magic given to them by the Dagda

      

      Fomorians - the mysterious people of the Empire of Fomor, found across the impassable sea

      

      Grand Alderman - the right hand of the High King and the second most powerful position in a kingdom

      

      High King - the highest ranking noble in the kingdom who controls the Seat of Power

      

      High Queen - the highest ranking noble if there is no High King

      

      Hoarfrost silk - expensive, valuable silk obtained from the hoarfrost worms only found in icy terrain

      

      Ice glass - a strong, sturdy glass found in the mines of the Ice Court that can be used to create jewellery and weapons

      

      Priest - a religious leader for the followers of the Unseelie god

      

      Rowan - a tree found in the north yielding berries that can intoxicate

      

      The Ruin - a terrible magic that falls from the sky, destroying everything it touches

      

      Seat of Power - the coronation seat in each of the six kingdoms that bestows power and strength

      

      Sgail - the dead coin of the shadow fae, no longer accepted in any market in Tir Na Nog

      

      Shadowsteel - a powerful steel forged from metals only found within the Shadow Court lands

      

      Shieldmaiden - a female warrior who vows to spend her entire life protecting her people no matter the cost

      

      Tamaris steel - a strong, sturdy steel forged within the Fire Court lands

      

      Tir Na Nog - the continent of the six fae kingdoms

      

      Unseelie - the dark magic god that bestows powerful gifts, but requires sacrifice in return

      

      The Wild Hunt - the rumored hunt by Fomorians every Beltane where they kill every fae they see

      

      Winter Solstice - the yearly celebration during mid-winter

      

      Yew - a poisonous tree found throughout the continent
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