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The Namhaid

        

      

    

    
      The Namhaid’s soul split as they stared out at the scorched lands. They no longer remembered their own name. They didn’t recall if they were old or young, male or female, fae or human, or anything at all. They were a vessel for Unseelie and nothing more.

      The god’s power burned in their veins. Anger powered their soul. Soon, the world would bend to their will. Unseelie’s magic would ripple across the lands, breaking minds until every living creature bowed before them.

      The Namhaid gritted their teeth as their skin burned from the heat of the fire lands. They strode down the path lined by pools of lava. Once, these lands had been full of life, but something had happened to break it. The Namhaid knew it had something to do with why they were now here, seeking out an item Unseelie wanted more than anything else.

      Motcha’s Axe. The name meant nothing to the Namhaid. No name did. Everything was meaningless. Faces blurred together in their mind. The faces of the fae they needed to destroy.

      They had known those faces once. They had been friends or lovers or family, though the Namhaid no longer understood what that meant.

      “Is that it?” The voice that poured from their mouth was foreign and strange. It felt as if it had been decades since they had heard a voice other than Unseelie’s. The voice sounded weak. They wished they could rip it out of their throat and replace it with another.

      No matter. They had found what they’d come here for, they hoped. On a flat rock set in the midst of the lava pools sat an axe. The blades reflected the burnt orange of the flames, and the steel edges glinted with menace.

      The Namhaid smiled. That kind of weapon could kill a lot of people.

      “You won’t be using it in a fight,” Unseelie said. It sounded as though the god stood just beside the Namhaid, but there was no one there. Only flames.

      “But that’s it? That’s the one?” they asked.

      “That is Motcha’s Axe,” Unseelie said. “Wade into the pool and take it. You will use it for the Cleaving of the World. Minds will break beneath the force of the blow.”

      For the first time, the Namhaid hesitated. “Won’t the lava kill me?”

      “Not with my power in your veins. Only the greatest magic could kill you as long as you have me protecting you.”

      The Namhaid smiled. Without another word, they dove into the lava. Heat enveloped them, and a spike of fear slammed through their heart. But their skin did not burn, their bones did not melt. They were safe, so long as they had Unseelie.

      The Namhaid swam to the rock and hauled themselves out of the pool. Lava dripped down their skin, sizzling when the droplets hit the rock. Motcha’s Axe glittered in their eyes. Heart thumping, they leaned down and lifted the axe from the ground.

      Power hummed against their fingertips. They lifted the axe above their head, angling it toward the light of the sun.

      “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” the Namhaid whispered. “And it will destroy the world.”
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          Reyna

          One Year Earlier

        

      

    

    
      The sea stretched out like an endless field of blood. As the sun dipped below the horizon, shades of crimson and gold flared across the churning waves. Reyna leaned over her balcony’s parapet and breathed in the scent of seaweed and orange blossoms. But with the soothing sunset breeze came something else. A heavy dread. A darkness that threatened to cast its shadow across the lands. Reyna knew that feeling all too well.

      She’d felt it in the depths of the Inishfall pit, the birthplace of the gods. She’d sensed it when the Ruin—the Dionadair—had filled her soul with its terrible, all-consuming power. And she felt it even now, miles and miles away from the shadow lands.

      Unseelie was coming. Or, he was already here.

      And he wanted to use her for his own twisted aims.

      An uneasy knot of dread choked her throat. The Ruin’s words had echoed in her head for days. She was the Namhaid. The enemy. She was the fae prophesied to destroy the world, her mind bent and twisted by Unseelie’s darkness. Reyna closed her eyes and sucked a sharp breath in through her nose.

      She refused to let herself believe it.

      She couldn’t believe it. Or her very soul might shatter into the churning sea below.

      “Reyna?” High King Thane Selkirk, her once-betrothed, spoke so quietly from behind her that she almost mistook his whisper for the wind itself.

      Reyna tightened her grip on the rough stone parapet as he joined her on the balcony that jutted out from the southern tower wall. Hundreds of ships dotted the sea, interspersed with small pockets of land that made up The Thousand Islands. Those ships held enough forces to take out the wood king and the Air Court combined.

      Thane let out a heavy sigh, and that knot in Reyna’s throat doubled in size.

      She knew what that sigh meant. Nothing good. She tore her gaze away from the sea and glanced up at the air fae she’d once hated—and now trusted more than most. He stood tall and broad-shouldered, strong, though there was a heaviness in the set of his angular jaw. An elaborate golden tattoo spread across his forehead. An illustration of a Hawthorne tree, branches bare and gnarled. It suited him, this golden king with hair spun from the sun itself. When she’d first met him, she’d thought his tattoo made him look too posh, too royal, too above the common low fae of his realm. But now she knew it kept him grounded, just like her mother’s ice glass ring for herself, dangling from a silver chain around her throat. It reminded both of them of who they were.

      “I assume this means you’ve spoken with your aunt?” Reyna reached up and ruffled Wingallock’s feathers where he perched on her left shoulder. His talons dug into her skin, sharp like nettles. But Reyna did not mind. She found comfort in the pain.

      “I did.” Thane winced. “My pleas didn’t move Aunt Iona in the least. The ships will set sail for the Air Court on the ‘morn instead of heading south toward Findius.”

      “Dammit!” Reyna curled her fists into claws and stalked back into her quarters. Heart pounding, she yearned to rip the very sheets from the bed, tear them into teal ribbons, and then throw them out the window where they might vanish into the sea. Along with her last shreds of hope.

      “I’m sorry, Reyna,” Thane said, following her inside. “I’m afraid my family is as stubborn as, well...you.”

      She did not take offense to that. Reyna was stubborn. Which was why she had no intention of remaining inside this little teal room and casting her eyes upon the horizon where her lover was trapped in a death match with the wood king.

      “I’ll go speak with her myself.” She turned toward the doorway, but Thane quickly stepped into her path.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he said quietly. “We have a tenuous alliance with your court. It wouldn’t take much to break it.”

      Frowning, she glared at him. His frame was wider, more muscular, than it had once been. Life filled his cheeks; fire sparked in his eyes. The Sea Court suited him, Reyna thought. It made sense. He might be as golden as the sun, but his mother had been born here. He would have the salt of the sea flowing through his veins.

      And he’d come alive in these lands while the rest of Tir Na Nog thought him dead.

      But she would rip that light from his eyes if she must. “Thane, move out of my way. Don’t make me fight you on this. I’ll do anything to get to Lorcan. Anything.”

      He sighed and stepped aside. “I’m not going to try to stop you, Reyna. I’m not your enemy.” He pressed his lips together. “Neither are they, you know. Not anymore. They’re your allies now. Your father is joining his forces with theirs.”

      She furrowed her brows and stepped past him into the corridor, cast into dazzling sapphire hues by the magic-infused sconces that lined the walls. “Then, they should hear what I have to say.”

      “They’ll hear it,” he said sadly. “But I’m afraid all of your passionate words will fall on deaf ears. Or worse. They might take offense.”

      Reyna didn’t care. The wood king had surrounded the Shadow Court with hundreds of ships. Findius had been under siege for days. Maybe even weeks. After the battle in Fomorian Square, Lorcan had risen to the throne in the place of his vicious father. Now, he had no way out of his city. And no one had any way to get in. Not without an army. Not without ships.

      The Sea Court had both of those. And yet, they intended to turn their sails north, toward the Air Court so that Thane might take back his throne.

      The High King of the Air Court led the way through the maze of twisting corridors, his golden cloak billowing behind him. Reyna followed quickly behind. Truly, she could not fault the Sea Court for their plans. They sought vengeance for the death of Imogen, their sister, their cousin, their aunt. They wanted to retake the city from a pretender and put Thane back on his rightful seat. She understood that far too well.

      But there was someone far worse than Aengus vying for power. Someone twisted by the power of Unseelie. Someone who feasted on blood and bone. And he needed to be stopped before he took control of the Shadow Court and killed every last fae inside of Findius.

      Thane led Reyna into the Great Hall where the Leaghan family sat clustered around a long oak table, spooning a feast of fresh grilled fish, buttered samphire, and goat’s cheese onto their crystal plates. The dying sunset flashed through the wall-to-wall windows on the western end of the hall, and silk banners hung on the wall opposite, finely embroidered with the sigil of the Sea Court—twin waves cresting like wings.

      The royal family glanced up at the sound of footsteps. There were only a handful in total.

      “Princess Reyna!” A slim sea fae with flowing blue hair sprung up from her seat, her golden gown rustling. With an angular face and glittering sapphire eyes, she was the spitting image of Imogen Selkirk, so much so that Reyna had to steady herself, even though she’d already conversed with the princess several times before. Reyna had never gotten along with Thane’s mother. They’d clashed from the very moment they’d met. Even as allies, they’d been enemies. Right up until the very end, Reyna thought sadly. Imogen had asked her to leave Tairngire in order to track down her son.

      And then Aengus had killed her for it.

      Princess Iona beamed as she motioned to an open spot on the bench beside her. “Come. You must join us for our feast this night. Our journey to the Air Court will begin quite early tomorrow, and you must eat heartily while you can.”

      Reyna frowned but perched on the edge of the bench, more of a show of manners than anything else. She’d learned how to play these games. As Thane settled in beside her, she took stock of the players. There was Iona, of course. She was the princess and second in line for the throne, but Reyna had noticed that she seemed to run the court far more than her father did. Her husband, Dougal, sat on her other side, along with her two toddler boys, both with ruddy cheeks and short-cropped teal hair.

      Then, there was Prince Calder, Thane’s uncle. He sat stoically at the far end of the table, his fork poised above his crystal plate. A quiet determination flashed in his sapphire eyes. He’d said little about the impending battle against Aengus, but his intent was clear from the stern set of his jaw. His quest for vengeance need not be spoken aloud.

      High King Murdock leaned back in his chair at the head of the table, running his fingers through a beard that looked like clouds. He wore an intricate tunic spun from hoarfrost silk, the collar embroidered in shades of sky blue, deep sapphire blue, and gold. A gift from her father, no doubt.

      Unease twisted in Reyna’s gut. As glad as she was for this newfound alliance, something about it did not quite feel right.

      With a steadying breath, Reyna turned to Princess Iona with a faux-smile plastered on her face. “I was hoping I could speak with you about your quest to retake Tairngire from the Grand Alderman.”

      Princess Iona sniffed as she dug her knife into the fish, cutting each bite into a perfect, tiny square. “That creature does not deserve that title. He is Aengus and nothing more. Did you know that no one in the realm even knows his surname? Who is his family? Where did he come from?”

      The mystery of Aengus was odd, but Reyna scarcely cared where the bastard had been born. His surname was not important. “He’s clearly not to be trusted, and there’s no doubt he’s hiding quite a lot. However, I’ve spent some time in his presence. He is not as clever as he thinks he is, and he is not the type to be able to hold on to power regardless of how he got it. He will be easily defeated. In fact, he’s not even worth all this trouble.”

      Princess Iona’s fingers tightened on her fork. “I know what you plan to say to me, Princess Reyna. And while I appreciate your dilemma, I’m afraid we cannot help you. Aengus, and Tairngire, those are our priorities. We cannot afford to lose any time, lives, or precious ships waging a war against imaginary foes.”

      Reyna stiffened, her heartbeat pounding in her ears. “Unfortunately, just because we cannot see them does not make them imaginary. They are very much real, and they are far more dangerous than Aengus.”

      Iona bristled and turned back to her plate, piled high with goat’s cheese freshly farmed from one of the nearby islands. “Far more dangerous to you, perhaps, but not to us. Aengus killed my sister and stole Thane’s throne. Thane is family. Family always comes first.”

      “And what happens when the wood king’s siege is successful? What happens when he takes Findius as his? He’ll have most of Thane’s Air Court army, the Wood Court ships, and he’ll have every last living soul in the Shadow Court trapped in his web. What happens when he sets his sights on Thane’s crown? Because you know he won’t stop with the shadow lands.”

      “We will fight him, of course.” She sniffed and peered past Reyna at Thane, who sat silently, brows furrowed. “Once Thane has retaken his throne, we will have Tairngire, and we will have the Ice Court. Your father has pledged to fight with us. We will not be alone.”

      “That’s two against three,” Reyna argued.

      “You’re wrong. Two against two. Wood and Shadow only makes two.”

      “He has the Air Court army,” Reyna said, pushing up from the bench and forgoing every effort at courtly patience and manners. “The Air Court is practically without warriors now. Thane’s twisted father saw to that when he sent them all to the wood lands.”

      “There are some fighters left in Tairngire,” she said. “Your father has a great many warriors up north. And we have been saving up our ships, waiting for the time when they might be needed. Well, that time is now. And we will be taking them to the Air Court. This is not up for negotiation, Reyna. You might be our ally, but you are not our queen.”

      Reyna let out a frustrated growl and whirled away from the table. She should have known there was no sense in trying to convince them to see past their own need for vengeance. The Sea Court royals had long since made up their minds. They wanted Aengus’s blood. They wanted power. Sailing to the aide of the Shadow Court satisfied neither of those tasks.

      “You will regret this one day,” Reyna said, and then she stormed out of the Great Hall. Thane followed close behind, following her back to her quarters. He hadn’t said a damn word. She might fault him for that, but she knew he’d had the very same conversation only moments before.

      When she reached her room, she threw open the door and strode out onto the balcony. A fresh breeze blew her silver strands away from her face, and the sky was now a deep blue, the golden sun no longer reflecting off the sea. In its place, the first of the twin moons had begun its slow trek into the sky.

      “I’m sorry,” Thane said quietly as he edged up beside her and braced his forearms on the parapet. “I want to save him, too. I can’t stop thinking about how helpless he must feel right now, trapped in a foreign city he never wanted to rule.”

      Reyna closed her eyes and pulled the salty air into her lungs. “They’re making a mistake. And I don’t just say that because of Lorcan.”

      “I know,” Thane said. “Ulaid Molt, the wood king. He is a far worse foe than Aengus, but they can’t see that. Not when my mother’s death hangs like an axe over their hearts.”

      “Unfortunately, they won’t be able to ignore the wood king forever. He will come for them, Thane. And he’ll be even far more deadly if he takes the shadow lands. He is already a servant of Unseelie. What happens when he has even more of that power behind him? What happens if he sits on the Shadow Court throne?”

      What happens when Lorcan is dead?

      She squeezed her eyes shut. That was an outcome she couldn’t even let herself consider. The Sea Court might not be willing to rise to the Shadow Court’s aid, but she was. She would not get on those ships. She would not set sail for Tairngire. The north might have her soul. The ice might be inside of her bones. But it did not have her heart. Not anymore.

      “I’m going back to Findius, Thane,” she said quietly. “And I’ll do it without your help if I must.”

      Thane rustled by her side. When she turned to gaze up at him, his own face was screwed up in pain. Confusion tore through his golden eyes. “You can’t go alone.”

      “I can and I will.”

      “You’d be charging straight to your death, Reyna,” he argued, though his tone was soft.

      “I have Seelie’s power rushing through my veins,” she said, ignoring an insistent reminder in the back of her mind. Seelie’s power wasn’t the only thing she had. The pulsing magic of the Ruin twitched beneath her skin, itching to get out and storm across the lands. Itching to ruin her before she had a chance to fulfill the prophecy and destroy the world. “You know I have to do this, Thane. I can’t leave him there to fight this alone. I have to go to him. Even if it’s only to die by his side.”
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          Lorcan

        

      

    

    
      “Your Grace, you must rethink this.” Priest Tighe knelt before Lorcan, his robes pooling on the floor like a black sea. An ancient leather tome was tucked beneath one arm. Lorcan had not seen the male without that thing for days.

      Lorcan sighed, leaning against the sturdy table set inside the Meeting Hall behind the Throne Room, the small space ancient Shadow Court kings and queens had used to confer with their Grand Aldermans and advisors. Only two flickering candles lit the windowless space, flaring orange hues against the grey tapestries that lined the wall. He did not quite understand how he had gotten here. Born in the grasslands, he’d had no ambition but to survive the next Beltane. And now Beltane was quickly approaching once again, and he was to be the High King of the Shadow Court.

      “I appreciate your concerns, Priest Tighe,” Lorcan said gently. He understood why it was difficult for the priest to accept his decision to alter the rites of the coronation. It had been a very long time since a shadow High King had taken the blessings of a Druid rather than a Priest. “But I have made my decision. Druid Aric will oversee my coronation.”

      Priest Tighe’s narrow shoulders slumped beneath his thick robes. “Unseelie will not be pleased, Your Grace.”

      “Which is precisely why I’ve chosen Druid Aric.” Lorcan nodded at the quiet man who stood beside the priest. It had been difficult to rustle up a follower of the Dagda inside the Shadow Court.

      Aric was unlike most of the druids that Lorcan had met inside the Air Court. He wore the familiar drab brown robes and went barefoot, to signify a connection with the soil. But he had not shaved his head in keeping with the traditions up north. Instead, his long hair was a curtain around his long face.

      “I mean to begin my reign as I mean to go on, and we will not bow before Unseelie in my court.” Lorcan’s strong and commanding voice sounded alien to his own ears. Kingly, almost. “My father made too many mistakes based on his unyielding belief in Unseelie. He sacrificed thousands of our own warriors in the hope of gaining even more power. I will not follow in his footsteps.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Nollaig nodded, the hood of her ever-present cloak rustling around her hidden face. She and Commander Segonax, his two closest advisors, had agreed with his decision, even as undesirable as it might be to the shadow fae nobility. The low fae, the ones who called the city home, were less likely to raise their brows. They were the ones who had suffered most under Bolg Rothach’s cruel reign.

      Priest Tighe sighed and pushed up from the floor on shaky legs. He clutched the book tight against his chest, his long hair draping across his forehead. “Your Grace, you know best of course. I just…worry.”

      Lorcan frowned. “Worry about what, exactly?”

      “Unseelie could retaliate.”

      “Well, that is a risk I’m willing to take.” Lorcan turned to Druid Aric. “Are we ready?”

      Aric gave a nod. “The Throne Room is packed, Your Grace. It seems the fae of Findius are eager to meet their new king.”

      A heavy sense of duty settled onto Lorcan’s shoulders. He had never wanted to be king. He was a bastard, raised in a tiny village in an enemy court’s grasslands where he’d been surrounded by honest, hard-working fae with dirt-caked faces and calloused hands. And yet the black stone throne that once belonged to his father now squatted in the next room, waiting for him. It was hard and cold and wrong.

      But it was his.

      Druid Aric led the way out of the Meeting Hall where his new court waited for him. The citizens of Findius had packed into the Throne Room, a large and lofty hall with midnight pillars holding up a high, arched ceiling. Frightened eyes peered up at him. Rags hung off the fae’s gaunt frames, their sunken cheeks a reminder of why he’d agreed to this madness.

      The shadow fae were dying. Surrounded on all sides by enemies, they had little hope of surviving another month, much less a year. Their High King was gone. No one else had stepped forward to claim the throne, not even the lords from across the mist-enshrouded lands.

      Lorcan was all they had. And he could not turn his back on them.

      “Are you ready, Your Grace?” Nollaig murmured from beneath her cloak as Lorcan positioned himself in front of the throne. He cut her a sharp look. This was all her doing. Hers and Commander Segonax’s. They had plotted and schemed like the worst of the courtiers. Just like the fae in the Air Court they were so desperate to overcome. He understood why they’d done it.  He could appreciate their need for a leader better than his father, Bolg Rothach.

      That did not mean it sat well in his gut. The knowledge of what they’d done hung in the air like the mists. Dark, dreary, and full of menace.

      Still, Lorcan gave a nod. Conniving or not, his two friends had succeeded. Lorcan would become the next High King of the Shadow Court. The Seat of Power would bestow its strength upon him, and he would try his damnedest to use that power for good. Whatever it took, he would save the innocents from certain death.

      “I’m ready,” he said.

      Druid Aric knelt before him, holding the crown of twisting antlers in his hands. Lorcan stared at it. His father’s crown.

      “Prince Lorcan Rothach, son of Bolg Rothach. Do you swear to serve this realm until your dying breath?”

      “I swear it,” Lorcan said, clenching his hands.

      “And do you swear that you will serve no other realm but this?” Druid Aric glanced up at Lorcan, his eyes flickering with intensity. And Lorcan knew why. Would he serve the Shadow Court first and foremost? Or would he turn his back on them to aid the Air Court, as he’d done before?

      Through gritted teeth, Lorcan spoke. “I swear it.”

      Druid Aric smiled. “And, finally, do you swear to behold the Dagda’s laws, serving him as you serve your realm?”

      A few gasps peppered the silent hall at the sound of the Dagda’s name rather than Unseelie’s. Priest Tighe cleared his throat. Nollaig shifted on her feet, even if she had agreed with Lorcan on this.

      “I swear it. To the Dagda.”

      Druid Aric stood, his face and eyes shining with pride. He gave Lorcan a gentle nod. The sign that it was his time to kneel, the only moment he would ever bow his head before another. Lorcan knelt. The stone beneath his knee was cold and hard.

      Druid Aric leaned forward and placed the crown on top of his head. The twisting antlers curved across his forehead, cinching perfectly into place, almost as though it had been made just for him.

      Lorcan slowly stood and gazed out at the low fae waiting with bated breath. And then he sat. The throne rumbled beneath him, and the trembling shuddered through the entire hall. Low fae cried out, clutching onto each other’s arms. A strange burning sensation rippled through Lorcan’s body. First, it was nothing more than a spark, but then it grew into a blazing heat that almost made him fall to the ground.

      Suddenly, the heat and rumbling stopped.

      The crowd erupted into cheers and applause. Lorcan swallowed hard, still feeling the remnants of the throne’s powers buzzing across his skin. There was no going back now. He was the High King of the Shadow Court.

      And they were under siege.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as the low fae filed out of the Throne Room, Lorcan took a detour to the battlements at the top of the wall. They stretched high over the city, providing a sweeping view of the wood fae realm, the Sea of Fomor to the left, and the Mag Mell Sea to the right.

      He could not see the ships, but he knew they were there. They’d circled the bay two weeks before, and they now sat waiting—unseen—for the castle to raise its white flag.

      Lorcan turned to Segonax, who stood waiting at his post. “Any change since this morning?”

      The old commander shook his head and sighed. Weariness wrapped around him like a cloak, and evidence of his lack of sleep lined his eyes. The commander was one of the oldest fae in the castle. He’d been around at the time of the Fall, and now the lack of fae magic was finally taking its toll on him. He was ageing, and fast.

      “They’re still waiting out there in the dreary sea, as far as I can tell. The siege continues on another day, and I expect for many more days after that. There is no reason for them to give it up, Your Highness. The sea does not threaten them so long as they stay on board, and they have all the supplies they need.”

      And we don’t.

      “How many would you say?” Lorcan asked.

      Segonax shook his head. “I don’t have a better count today than I did yesterday. There are at least a dozen ships. That much I know, but there could be far more. Hundreds, even. And the army to the north of the wall? In the thousands. Far more than what we have here, thanks to your father’s madness.”

      Lorcan’s lips flatlined. His father had once had an army ten thousand strong, but he’d sacrificed more than two thirds of them to an invisible god in the hope of gaining more power for himself. In the end, Bolg Rothach had not gained power. Instead, his severed head had fallen from his shoulders, and his tainted blood had spilled across his precious throne.

      “We don’t have the warriors or the resources for this, Seg,” Lorcan said tiredly. Most kings stepped into their reign in times of strife and war. He was not the first to face impossibility, particularly in the Shadow Court. But that did little to comfort him, knowing that the entire realm was likely to die because of this. Because he did not have what it took to save them.

      With a sigh, he dropped back his head and gazed at the sky. If only Reyna were here. She would be able to solve it all. Hell, they should have crowned her the High Queen of the Shadow Court, and he could be her loyal advisor, fighter, and lover all the way to the end of everything.

      His hands fisted. He would have done it, too. If she hadn’t made that damn deal with a god.

      Now, they could never be together again. Seelie would see to it.

      “Ah,” Seg said gently. “I know that look. Missing the princess again?”

      Lorcan strode up to the wooden bannister and gripped it tight. “‘Missing’ is too weak a word for what I feel for her.”

      “It truly is a shame,” Segonax said. “We could use her powers right now. One blast of ice, and she could take out a hundred of them.”

      Lorcan slid Segonax a sidelong gaze. “Perhaps if you’d told me she’d fallen out of the sky and landed on Thane’s boat, she’d be here now instead of half a world away.”

      Seg’s weathered face sagged beneath the weight of Lorcan’s gaze. “I’m sorry. I truly am. But if I’d told you, you would have run right after her instead of confronting your father.”

      “You’re right,” he replied through gritted teeth. “I would have.”

      “And do you not see how that could have ruined everything?”

      “I see that it means I’ve lost her forever.” Lorcan shook his head and pushed away from the bannister. Seg was one of his oldest friends, more of a father than his own had been. But the old commander had betrayed his trust. Lorcan wanted nothing more than to forgive and forget, and he gladly would. If Segonax’s actions had not meant that Lorcan would never again set eyes on Reyna Darragh.

      It felt as though a piece of his heart had been carved out of his chest and cast into the mists, never to be found again. The shadows had claimed it as their own, and they were not known for giving things back.

      “Maybe we’ll win this war,” Segonax said. “And you can be reunited.”

      “And maybe the mists will clear, and the sun will turn from red to gold,” Lorcan replied dryly.

      A small smile tugged on Seg’s lips. “If we win, it will. There are no mists in the wood lands.”

      “There’s no hunger either.” Lorcan sighed, turning back to the army laid out before him. From this vantage point, they could see the wood fae camp. There were thousands of tents scattered across the field that stretched between the Forest of Thorns and the Findius wall. “But how do we win, Seg? How do we even survive this? We have no food.”

      Segonax sighed. “I don’t know, Lorcan. I just don’t know.”

      Lorcan clenched his jaw and gazed out at the army. The wood king and his warriors had set up camp this close knowing that Lorcan’s men did not have the arrows or the skills to launch an aerial assault. Their green-dyed tents clashed against the charred ground where the Ruin had destroyed the edge of the forest a few weeks past. When his father had sacrificed his own army for more of his twisted Unseelie power.

      “For now, the wood king waits for us to surrender,” Lorcan said with a frown. “He knows we don’t have the means to push out onto the battlefield and fight. Reyna took out part of his army, but it was not enough.”

      “We cannot surrender, Your Highness,” Seg replied. “Perhaps if it were anyone else, but Ulaid Molt wears Unseelie’s darkness like armor, and he wields it like a sword. If he gets inside this castle, he will kill you.”

      “I know,” Lorcan said, fisting his hands. “But what of the fae inside of Findius? Should I let them starve to save my own neck?”

      “Saving your own damn neck saves theirs,” Segonax said, grasping Lorcan’s shoulders with firm, unyielding fingers. Anyone else, except perhaps Nollaig, would not even dream of manhandling their king this way. But Seg was family, no matter how much he had conspired behind Lorcan’s back.

      Lorcan blew out a breath and turned back to the field of wood fae tents that stretched out toward the remnants of the Forest of Thorns. There were so many of them. “I know. It just all feels hopeless, Seg. We need help. Or every single one of us will die.”
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      “Look. There it is.”

      Eislyn stepped onto the deck and filled her lungs with salty sea air. Tuath Island rose up out of the churning waters like the tip of an icy fingernail reaching up from the deep. Only a cluster of ramshackle buildings dotted the barren landscape. The docks stretched around the southern shore where the waters didn’t bash against the frozen rocks.

      There were half a dozen ships docked, their flickering flags bearing foreign sigils that Eislyn had never seen. Not in person, at least. She recognized the Kingdom of Glass and its glass fist sigil. One of the kingdoms inside the Empire of Fomor. The rest were mysteries, but she imagined they were Fomorian as well. Kingdoms proudly displaying their homeland. It made her ache for home.

      The ships themselves were monstrous things. Twice as large as The Stormhammer, their blackened wood bent and bowed, as if it had been rammed by some great creature from the depths of the sea. Monstrous war ships that were used even for trade with the fae.

      “So, they’re as big as the legends say then,” Eislyn murmured. She’d never met anyone who had ever set eyes on a Fomorian. They were notoriously secretive, and they did not allow fae to visit their lands. The thought of seeing one now sent her heart cantering down the wooden deck.

      “Can’t be sure,” Gayle said as she leaned with the sway of the creaking boat, her ginger hair a curtain around her square face. “I’ve never seen one myself. They don’t usually come out to these parts. All their crews are human. See?” She pointed to a cluster of humans scurrying about the nearest boat. “I don’t know how they get on so well with those big ships.”

      Crews of humans, working for the Empire of Fomor. Eislyn had always doubted the truth in it. Why would the Fomorians want humans to do their trade? Why wouldn’t they just do it themselves? Why did they avoid the fae courts? Legend had it that they’d never lost their powers during the Fall. That had been the fae and the fae alone.

      The Fomorians were as strong and as powerful as they ever had been.

      None of it made much sense, which was why Eislyn was determined to find out exactly what had happened all those years ago.

      The past might be the only way the fae could protect their future.

      “Well, that settles it then,” Eislyn said with a nod, her voice almost drowned out by the rush of the waves against the bow of the ship. “I’ll just have to pretend I’m a human in need of passage.”

      Gayle snorted. “Forgive me, princess, but that might be the most idiotic thing I’ve ever heard. Have you never looked at that face of yours in the mirror? That hair? You’d never pass for a human.”

      Eislyn frowned. “Surely some humans have silver hair.”

      “Old ones, sure. Ones bent with age. Your face is as fresh as the silk from a hoarfrost worm,” Gayle said with a shrug. “But what will really make you stand out are those ears.”

      Eislyn reached up to touch the very tips of her curved ears. They cut through her hair, parting it so that half of her silver strands fell forward over her shoulder and the rest fell behind. She tried to push her hair on top of her ears, but the strands quickly settled back into place. It was as if a line had been carved so deeply in the dirt that not even the most rigorous waves could wash it away.

      “I could wear a hood,” she whispered. “That will hide all of it. The hair, the ears. Whatever else that gives me away.”

      “The way you move,” Gayle said. “The way you speak. The way you even breathe. You are fae, Eislyn. Everything about you seems otherworldly to humans. Only an illusion could hide the truth of what you are.”

      Her hands fisted by her sides. “Well, I have to do something. I need to get to the Empire of Fomor.”

      Gayle sighed and shook her head with a fond smile. Over the past weeks, Eislyn had worked hard, alongside the rest of the crew. She had scrubbed the deck. She had cleaned up sick. She had spooned stale porridge into bowls to pass around. Her entire body ached from the hard work of it all. But she had also noticed the new firmness of her muscles. Now, she could heft a full barrel of ale off the floor and carry it up the stairs.

      As she’d worked, Eislyn had noticed the hardness in Gayle’s eyes soften. Her scowls had turned to smiles.

      “Looks like you’ve left me no choice,” Gayle said with a wink.

      “No choice for what?”

      “You may not like it…” Gayle warned.

      Eislyn’s eyes narrowed. “Like what?”

      “I’ve got a few wigs below deck. Left behind by some travelling minstrels.” Gayle grinned, and her freckles stretched across her cheeks. “They’re all boys’ wigs though.”

      Eislyn glanced over her shoulder at the approaching docks. What Gayle had said was true. She was recognizable. Everywhere she went, people knew who she was. There wasn’t much she could do about the way she walked or the curves of her ears. But she could damn well do something about her hair.

      “They might be less suspicious if they think I’m a boy.”

      “Yes, problem is…” Gayle leaned forward. Her breath frosted from her thin lips. “The only way the wig’ll fit is if we shave off that hair.”

      Eislyn pulled back. “Shave my hair?”

      The corners of Gayle lips inched up. “Aye. Your hair is far too long and thick. The wig’ll never stay on if we don’t do something about it.”

      “But…” Eislyn trailed off, absentmindedly lifting a hand to the curling strands of her silver hair. An unexpected twang went through her heart. It was just hair, and yet it felt like the last unravelling strands of a life she’d left behind. Falias, her glistening city of ice. The library where she’d curled up with a book, tucking those strands behind her ears. Her father, her family. Eislyn’s eyes fluttered shut. Her mother’s face flashed in her mind. Sweet and heart-shaped with an ever-present smile. Silver hair tumbled around her shoulders, wild and free. Eislyn could not remember much about her mother, but she remembered that beautiful, smiling image, always.

      “Eislyn, if you want to do this, you’ve gotta do it now,” Gayle warned. “We don’t have long before we reach the shore, and then it’ll be too late.”

      A sharp pain went through her belly, but then Eislyn steeled her nerves, and nodded. “Alright. Let’s do it.”

      Grinning, Gayle led her below deck to her cabin where she dug out a pair of sheers and a razor from her mound of belongings and supplies. Eislyn chose not to ask why she had that razor in the first place. She’d learned a lot about these smugglers in their journey through the icy sea. They had done their fair share of murdering to survive.

      “Sit,” Gayle ordered.

      Eislyn obeyed and plopped down on a wooden stool that Gayle shoved into the center of the small cabin. Gayle’s quarters were twice as large as Eislyn’s had been, but it did not feel like it. There was so much stuff crammed into every corner—an old armoire spilling clothes onto the floor, a collection of barrels that smelled suspiciously of whiskey, and dozens of paintings stacked vertically against the walls.

      Eislyn’s silver hoarfrost cloak hung on a wooden hook by the door. Her heart twanged at the first snip of the scissors. Dark thoughts threatened to spill into her mind. In truth, she had lost everything. Her home, her family, her life. Vreis was gone, and so was any hope of any safety within the Ice Court. Everything had turned hard and cruel and wrong.

      So, what was some hair next to all that? It was like a bloody appendage, clinging on to its body with one measly bit of flesh. In the end, it would lose. Might as well make it a clean break.

      Still, her tears were hot in her eyes as the snip, snip, snip of the scissors continued, echoing louder and louder in her ears. The weight on her head lightened as great, big chunks of her hair fell like feathers to the wooden floor.

      Gayle sighed and stepped back. “Alright, that’s about all I can do with the scissors, love. I can leave it like this, and the wig should work. Or I can finish it all off with a shave.”

      Eislyn reached up and fingered the rough edges of her hair. She did not need to see it to know that she looked like she’d gotten into a fight with the scissors. It was all uneven, cropped short and jagged so that clumps of it stuck out from her head.

      Tears slipped from her eyes, spilling onto her cheeks. “Go ahead and shave it.”
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        * * *

      

      Eislyn stood on the bow, shielding her eyes against the midday sun. The ship slowed on the choppy waters as the island drew near. It would only be moments before they reached the shore. She reached up and felt the rough wig. It felt hot and scratchy against her shaved head, but she was thankful for the thick, scraggly strands of dusty blonde that covered her pointed ears.

      Gayle shot her a sideways glance. “You never did tell me why you’re so intent on going to the Empire of Fomor. Why didn’t you want to take refuge inside a friendly court? I’m sure the Sea Court would have gladly taken you in, you being Thane’s betrothed and all. Or we would have sailed south, to your father.”

      Eislyn’s heart almost shattered at the idea of home. After everything she’d been through in the past year, a part of her wanted nothing more than to curl up inside the library with a stack of books while Albin droned on about the dreary day-to-day business of life inside a castle. There were mouths to feed and grain to store and squires to train. All boring, mundane nonsense.

      And it was the kind of nonsense Eislyn ached to find.

      But she could find no one else to do this. Not unless she wanted to lose so much more time. And the fae had already lost enough of that. Her father probably wouldn’t believe her even if she tried to explain to him what she’d found. Glencora was still ill in her bed. Reyna was off doing Reyna things. Charging through the countryside on a quest to save a king.

      Vreis was...gone.

      Heart pounding, she reached up to her throat and wrapped her hand around his amber jewel. Her cheeks burned as memories flashed before her eyes. His flesh sliced. His blood painting the wooden floorboards. The power in her veins shooting from her palms, shattering her cousin into a thousand tiny shards. Someone she had trusted with her life.

      Where had that power come from? She’d been too scared to give it much thought since it had happened, and luckily, it had not popped back up again.

      With a heavy sigh, she turned her attention back onto the ship’s captain whose freckles almost seemed to glow beneath the steady sun. “I’m certain you wouldn’t understand if I tried to explain. It’s a very strange story, and a long one.”

      Gayle cracked a grin. “And yet we had all the time in the world while we sailed from Snowport to here. I’ve heard a lot of crazy stories during my time spent on the seas. Trust me, yours wouldn’t be the worst of them.”

      “I’m not sure that’s true,” Eislyn said. “Besides, I’m not sure even I truly understand why I’m going.” When she’d first set her eyes on the distant shores of Fomor, she’d been certain she’d find the answers there. But how? And where? Fomor was as big as the Air Court and the Ice Court combined, and she did not know how to navigate any of it.

      “Well, you better get to understanding,” Gayle said with a nod toward the approaching shore. “Because we’re about to dock. And you won’t have much time to sneak on board any ships destined for Fomor. You’ll have to be as quick as an owl.” She gave Eislyn a quick once-over. “And don’t make any sudden movements or that wig will fall off.”

      Eislyn swallowed hard. She hadn’t seen herself in a mirror yet, but she knew she looked nothing like herself, and she had to keep it that way. They’d even bound her breasts in cloth to flatten it beneath her oversized, drab brown tunic. A pair of boys’ trousers were cinched around her waist. The loose fabric had the effect of hiding all of her curves.

      The ship shuddered as it stopped. Instantly, the crew jumped into action. They poured off the boat, fastening it securely to the wooden dock. Gayle turned to Eislyn and clasped her shoulder.

      “This is where we say goodbye and good luck.” She grinned. “I mean it, princess. I’m a little jealous, if I’m honest. It sounds like a grand adventure, sneaking into Fomor. Just…be careful, eh?”

      “Thanks. For everything.” Eislyn took two steps back, fear clutching her heart. And then she turned, joining the rest of the crew as they scurried off the ship. She slipped past them and into the river of humans that were wandering up and down the dock. The wood creaked beneath her booted feet as she scanned her options.

      There were two ships that looked as though they were readying to set sail. Both were monstrous things, in both size and appearance. Both held the same foreign sigil on the great sails—a golden sword slashing through flared wings.

      Eislyn slowly wandered past, eyeing the barrels. When she reached the far end of the dock, she turned. The humans were carrying the barrels on board, most likely depositing them in the hull. Rubbing her sweaty palms against her threadbare tunic, she strode purposely to the barrels. No one blinked an eye or even glanced her way. With her mousy hair and boyish clothes, nothing about her stood out from the rest of them.

      Hurriedly, she hefted a barrel into her arms and climbed onto the ship. Her arms groaned as she waddled forward, the deck tilting beneath her. What the hell is inside this thing? The barrels on board The Stormhammer were nothing compared to this. Gritting her teeth, she shuffled forward. If she dropped this, she was done for.

      Eislyn lurched forward, somehow managing to find the steps leading down into the hull. Humans scurried around her, prepping the ship to sail. When she finally reached the bottom of the steps, she hurriedly eased the barrel onto the floor and wiped the sweat from her forehead. It was sticky, hot, and dark beneath the deck. It was crammed full of barrels and wooden boxes and piles of ice glass.

      Footsteps sounded on the steps above her. Heart hammering, she flew behind the barrel and ducked out of sight. A moment later, the footsteps thundered through the hull.

      “What are you doing down here?” A head popped over the crate, and a sneering face peered down at her. The man laughed, spittle dripping onto his parched lips. “A fae, eh? Haven’t had one of you lot stow away on our ships in decades. Well, looks like we’ll finally get to have some fun.”

      Her heart slowed. She curved her hands against the floor. How did he know she was fae? Was it that obvious? Gayle had said it was, but Eislyn never thought it would be as bad as this.

      Eislyn’s first instinct was to scuttle back and hide behind another crate, not that it would help much. Tears burned in the back of her eyes. They threatened to pour down her cheeks and splash onto the rocking floor. But with a strength she did not knew she had, she held it all back. Instead of crying, she stood, bracing one hand on the wall as the bucking of the ship tried to knock her to her knees.

      “I need to go to the Empire of Fomor,” she said as firmly as she could manage, dropping her voice several octaves. “I was told your crew is sailing this ship that way.”

      The man snorted. “We’re going to Fomor, alright. And so are you. Though it won’t be the journey you’ve imagined.” His eyes flicked up and down the length of her. “You know the Fomorians don’t take very kindly to fae. Don’t you lot have a treaty? You can’t step foot on their shores. You have no idea what you’ve just done to yourself.”

      “So, you will take me to Fomor then,” she said, hands clenching and unclenching by her sides.

      His smile stretched wide. “Oh yes. We’ll be taking you alright, boy. As our prisoner. And do you know what the Fomorians do to fae who dare break the treaty? They chop off your ugly little heads.”
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      That night, Thane came to her again.

      A harsh wind swept across the midnight sea, rustling the silver strands that hung in loose waves around her shoulders. She pressed her sweaty palms against the stone parapet, watching a distant seagull dart toward a school of fish. The white feathers of the bird flared bright against her eyes, even in the darkness, almost overwhelming her with its intensity. She still had not grown accustomed to her newly-enhanced senses. Seelie’s power sang as it rushed through her veins. It had awakened her ears and her eyes and her nose in ways she had only once dreamt of. Even the rough stone beneath her fingers was like the scraping of a knife against her skin.

      And, in a dark corner of her mind, the Ruin sat on its haunches, ready to pounce. She shivered.

      “I’m not surprised to find you out here again,” Thane said quietly as he joined her on the balcony. Moonlight curled around his strong jaw as he gazed across the blanket of rippling water. “One might think you’re allergic to being indoors.”

      “I can’t think inside that room. It feels claustrophobic in there.” Reyna kept the rest of the truth to herself. In that room, the steady pulse of the Ruin was almost overwhelming. Outdoors, she felt she had space to breathe. “And I certainly can’t sleep. Not tonight.”

      “I can’t sleep either.” Thane grabbed the parapet and leaned forward, sucking in a deep breath of salty air. “I wish Aunt Iona wasn’t so stubborn about this.”

      “She’s thinking of her sister,” Reyna said, her words nearly drowned out by the rush of the waves. “To be honest, Thane, I won’t lie and say I’d do things differently if I were in her place. If it had been Eislyn instead.”

      Reyna shuddered at the thought. It could have been Eislyn, and she had no idea how her sister had been able to escape Aengus’s wrath. Her heart ached imagining the fear on her face as she fled. The flutter of her fingers as she clutched her shirt, the tiny gasps as her feet carried her away from Tairngire. But she was safe now, according to Thane’s spies. And that was all that mattered.

      Aengus couldn’t get to Reyna’s sister now.

      Thane ground his teeth together as his brows pinched tight. “And yet I’m the one who is in far more pain than they could possibly imagine. She was my mother. My...” His voice cracked.

      Reyna settled a comforting hand on his shoulder. Ever since she’d arrived in Gorias City, Thane had been nothing but the strong, stoic High King he’d been born to become. He had not wavered. His shoulders had not stooped. Only the dark circles beneath his eyes gave him away. He was bleeding inside, even as he grew in strength.

      “I’m sorry, Thane,” she said gently. “I know I didn’t make things very easy on you or your mother, but I hate what happened to her.”

      “But you did do something for her, Reyna. Something important. And I will never, ever forget that.” He turned to her and took her hands in his, holding them tight to his chest. Through the gold-dyed armor, she could feel his heart almost burst out of his chest. “She asked you to go in search of me, and you did. She died knowing that you would one day find me. And get me back to where I belong. In Tairngire, on that throne.”

      She gave him a sad smile. “Ah, Thane. Unfortunately, I didn’t do a very good job of that, did I? I got myself captured before I even stepped outside of Dalais Castle.”

      He smiled back. “You got to me in the end.”

      “And now I’m leaving, Thane.” The words rushed out of her before she could stop them. “Tonight. I can’t sail north and leave Lorcan to fight the wood king alone.”

      His smile died. “I knew you were going to say that. You can’t do this, Reyna. You can’t go at it alone. What if a hidden ship blasts you out of the sky?”

      She had already thought about every possibility, including that one. She’d spent hours thinking it through. “That might be true, if I planned on flying straight to Findius. But I don’t.”

      Thane shook his head in confusion. “Then, where are you going?”

      “I’m going to sneak into the Wood Court.” She sucked in a sharp breath, saying out loud the words that would hurtle her straight into another dangerous situation. But she saw no other way. “I’m going to infiltrate their army and find a way to get to Ulaid Molt’s side. So that I can kill him.”

      Thane blinked, and then drew himself up as tall as a king. “You can’t kill Ulaid Molt. You’ll be cursed.”

      “I’m already cursed, Thane,” she said, thinking of the Ruin and her bargain with Seelie. “What’s a little more when it means that Lorcan and his kingdom will be safe?”

      He stared at her for a good long while, his golden strands rustling around his shoulders. It was a bloody brilliant plan. If she could pull it off. Unfortunately, the odds were stacked against her. No one tricked Ulaid Molt.

      The Ruin banged its iron fist against her skull, desperate to be heard. She curled her hands into fists and blocked it out. It had tried, time and time again, to convince her to use the storm. She knew why. It wanted to kill her. The moment she let her barriers slip, it would.

      “Why do this, Reyna?” Thane asked, his tone insistent. “Why not just fly straight to Lorcan’s side? I know what I said about the hidden ships, but—”

      “You’re right about the hidden ships. I can’t fly high enough to avoid being spotted. Trust me, I’ve tested out my flying limitations a lot these past few days. Besides, what would I be bringing him? Nothing.” Tears welling in her eyes, she shook her head. “I want nothing more than to fly straight to his side and wrap my arms around him. But how does that help him? How does trapping myself inside of Findius do him any good? If I can kill the wood king, the threat is over. The war is done. Findius survives.”

      And so does Lorcan.

      Thane nodded, his jaw tense and hard as steel. “What if Lorcan loses all hope before then? In sheer desperation, he might launch an attack, surrender, flee.”

      “I’ll find a way to get a letter to him,” she said. “I’ll tell him what I’m planning. He won’t like it, but he’ll listen.”

      “Good. And tell him that reinforcements will be on their way by Beltane. Just in case,” Thane said. “Once we’ve won Tairngire, I’ll convince Sea and Ice to turn south.”

      Reyna’s heart pulsed beneath her ribs. “You’ll do that? Help him if I fail?”

      She did not plan on failing, of course. Seelie’s magic roared through her veins. The wood king would not stand a chance against that.

      “Of course I will,” he said roughly, twisting his tense hands around the parapet. “I will march the warriors south myself if I must.”

      Reyna felt a bubble of hope rise in her chest, even as her ludicrous plot loomed before her. Lorcan was in an impossible situation, but she and Thane might just be able to turn the tide. She’d kill the king, and the allied armies would take out any remaining wood fae who rebelled.

      “There’s just one more thing I need from you,” she said with a grin.

      Thane arched a brow. “You have that look in your eye. Do I even want to ask?”

      “Can you find me some dye for my hair, and some servant clothes? I can’t very well infiltrate the wood fae army if I look like Reyna Darragh.”
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        * * *

      

      The tiny village of Comharra sat on a small hill surrounded by fields upon fields of golden wheat. Reyna shielded her eyes against the sun as she trudged along a dirt path that snaked toward the cluster of sagging buildings. Her heart lifted at the sight of it, even if it seemed bathed in a sad mixture of soot and grime. Some of the buildings were built from warped wood, and the edges of timber roofs were blackened from fire.

      But not all hope and life was lost here. Tendrils of smoke curled through chimneys, and the scent of baking bread whispered toward her on the incessant wind.

      She and Wingallock had set down half a mile back so that she could take measure of the place. She had no idea what she would find here. Whoever was inside those huts was far more likely to be an enemy than a friend.

      Squaring her shoulders, she marched beneath a wooden archway that had been erected on the outskirts of the village. Just beside it, planks of wood and piles of stones were scattered across the ground. The new residents of Comharra were building a wall then. Did that mean they were wary of visitors? Would they surround her as soon as they spotted her trekking down the path?

      A door creaked open from the nearest building, a ramshackle hut with boarded-up windows splattered with a deep brown that could only be dried blood. Footsteps thundered on the small wooden porch. Reyna slowed to a stop, heart banging, while Wingallock shoved off her shoulder to sweep through the skies.

      A fae rounded the door. He was tall and muscular, his boiled leather armor hugging his frame. His white hair was shot through with green strands that fell into his emerald eyes. The curves of his ears were as sharp as daggers, but the grin on his face softened the danger of him.

      “Reyna?” Duff barked before clambering down the steps at a run. He tore across the dirt-packed ground and reached her so fast that her head spun. He wrapped his arms around her, lifted her from the ground, and squeezed her tight.

      Her breath shot from her lungs as she struggled to laugh. “Hi, Duff. Nice to see you, too.”

      He dropped her back on the ground and took a step back, eyes scanning her from head to toe. “I’m glad to see you’re alive and well. All this time I’ve wondered if you managed to get away without getting killed.”

      “We did.” She grinned. “And so did you.”

      “Aye. We ended up stealing a ship so we could sail here instead of trying to pass the Mistmoor Mountains,” Duff said with a laugh. “I know. Wood fae on a ship. Can you believe it?”

      Most wood fae would never step foot on a ship. Only the king’s warriors seemed willing enough to do it. The fae of their court suffered from a unique affliction. The salt of the sea burned their skin. If they went overboard, they had no chance of swimming to shore. And if the boat capsized…

      Reyna grinned. “Well, I’m glad it didn’t sink.”

      Duff reached out and flicked at the worn collar of the servant’s drab brown tunic. His gaze dropped. He pointed at the hole in the knee of her trousers. “Why are you here, Reyna? I can see it’s not just to pay us a kind visit.”

      “Do you have a tavern here? Any ale? Because I think this conversation is going to require a few drinks.”

      Duff’s mouth flattened. “I see. I’ll round up the others.”
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        * * *

      

      Around a wooden keg, Reyna told her tale to a small band of wood fae warriors who had fled the Oxgrove massacre to find a better life inside the Air Court. Duff had rounded up five in total, though dozens more had made it safely to Comharra. These were the warriors of the village, their battle-hardened faces lit by the blazing fire in the hearth. Dust swirled through the compact tavern, and cobwebs clung to the corners. Only a few barrels of ale were stacked behind the bar. No wine. No spirits. It had been a long time since this place had seen a merry revel.

      Reyna started her story with the Battle of Fomorian Square, led the listeners through her flight and then tumble from the skies, and then finished with the news that Findius was under siege. Every eye bore into her as she spoke.

      “So,” she said after taking a long gulp of ale, “that’s why I’m going to kill your king.”

      They were silent for a good long while. Too silent. She began to wonder if she’d misjudged them. Perhaps they were more loyal to their king than she’d thought. Breath in her throat, she scanned their faces. In addition to Duff, there were two other males at the table. One was undoubtably a wood fae with a long, lean face and a curtain of emerald hair. The other had more muted features. Light brown hair, fuzzing around his curved ears, and matching eyes. The three females all wore their hair pulled back into intricate braids, one with deep green strands, one with a lighter, more pastel green, and one with red. And they all wore the boiled leather armor of warriors.

      Duff leaned forward and braced his arm on the rickety wooden table that sat between them. “And how exactly do you plan on doing that?”

      “Well, I was hoping you’d help me with that,” she said, wincing. “I need to know everything I can about the wood fae army, so that I can infiltrate it. That will get me close enough to the king for me to kill him.”

      Duff shook his head, and so did the rest of them. “He’s harder to kill than you think. A simple blade won’t do it.”

      “I have magic,” Reyna said. To demonstrate, she held up her hand and shot ice toward the hearth. The fire froze within an instant, flames of frost reaching up toward the ceiling like jagged fingers.

      The red-haired female let out a low whistle. “That just might work.”

      Reyna glanced at Duff. For some reason, it felt like he would be the one to make the call. He shook his head, chuckling to himself.

      “This is madness, you know,” he said.

      Reyna winced, thinking of the Ruin that pulsed inside her head. Sometimes, it made her think she was losing her mind. “Maybe it is, but that doesn’t mean it won’t work.”

      Grinning, he leaned forward, the chair creaking beneath his weight. “You got a way to hide that silver hair?”

      “Dye,” she said with a grin. “I can even make it look green for awhile.”

      “Green will do.” Laughing, he threw up his hands. “You know what? I’m probably going to end up regretting this, but I’m in. I’m not only going to give you the information you need, but I’ll come with you, too. Gotta make sure you get inside the army’s camp. Let’s go kill a king.”
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          Reyna

        

      

    

    
      They set off at dawn the next day. Purple-pink clouds scuttled across the eastern horizon, bathing the land in an otherworldly glow. She met the wood fae warriors on the steps outside the tavern where she’d spent the night tossing and turning on a bed of wheat. The Ruin’s voice had been loud, insistent, every time she’d slipped off to sleep. She’d blocked out its words, but she could still feel it deep inside of her.

      It was getting excited.

      Duff and two others stood waiting for her on the weathered stoop when she stepped out with her newly-dyed emerald hair. They all wore plain boiled armor and tossed Reyna an extra set, waiting for her to pull the snug, firm leather over her head.

      “This is Fiona and Naal. They’ve volunteered to help,” Duff said, motioning to the red-haired female and the emerald-eyed male. “Then, we have a few others who have offered to crew the ship.”

      Reyna arched a brow. “Ship? I thought we were going to trek across the Mistmoor Mountains.”

      “Too dangerous,” Naal said, rubbing the green stubble on his chin. “And it would take us a month at best.”

      “It’s far faster to sail,” Duff added with an almost imperceptible shiver. “I won’t pretend it doesn’t spook me, sitting on a wooden platform in the middle of all that saltwater, but it’s the best way to get us to Craobhan in time for it to make a difference.”

      “You know I could just fly there,” Reyna said with a frown. “You don’t have to risk your lives like this. I can do this alone.”

      “Not happening, princess,” Fiona said. “No one will question a merchant ship docking in Craobhan, but they will question a girl falling out of the sky.”

      Swallowing down a lump in her throat, she glanced at each of the wood fae in turn. “And there’s that many of you willing to come along on this godforsaken quest?”

      Naal clapped his hand on her shoulder, heavy and strong. “You’ve seen this place. We’re all so thankful that Lorcan invited us to live here, but we’re struggling to get by. The neighboring villages won’t trade with us, not knowing what we are. We’ve sent word to Tairngire, but our letters have gone ignored. If we kill the wood king, we can go home. We’ll get our lives back.”

      Reyna swallowed as the weight of the quest settled on her shoulders like a dragon. If she did not do this, Lorcan would be lost. Findius would be lost. And the fae of Comharra would be lost. They were risking their own necks in order to give her a chance to slay their king. She could not fail them.

      “Let’s go get your lives back then,” Reyna said with a nod.

      They trekked through the village, down the winding path, and to the sea where a small, single-mast vessel sat waiting for them. Wood fae scuttled across the deck like ice crabs, tying ropes and rigging the emerald sail. Two raised platforms sat on either end like miniature wooden towers, and a crow’s nest squatted at the top of the mast. The cog was one of the old merchant ships that had once been used to transport goods between the realms. It had been a long time since she’d seen one like this.

      “That’s your ship?” Reyna asked as they stepped onto the wooden planks of the fishing dock. “I didn’t think these sailed much these days.”

      “We stole it from a merchant. Well, smuggler.” Duff grinned. “Tempted him away with some Wood Whiskey. It was like taking candy from a babe.”

      Reyna couldn’t help but laugh, even as dread continued to rush through her like a storm. “Wood Whiskey is worth a small fortune.”

      “Exactly,” he replied. “So, the smuggler got the booze, and we got the ship so we could sail to safety.”

      “And now you’re sailing straight back into the viper’s nest.” It was a sobering thought.

      They climbed on board, and the ship set sail, aiming the bow southwest. According to Duff, they would sail around the northern tip of the Wood Court before heading due south, passing the river city of Annwyn before reaching Craobhan where they’d smuggle themselves into the army. It would take a week. A very long seven days that stretched out before Reyna like a godforsaken desert. But it was the best option they had.

      As the sun set on the first day of their journey, Reyna stood on the stern, watching the shore fade into a golden smudge on the horizon. Wingallock perched on her shoulder, cooing softly. Her whole heart felt ripped in two.

      She clutched the letter in her hands, picturing Lorcan’s face in her mind’s eye. Strong, angular jaw. Dark as night eyes and wavy hair that was made of the shadows themselves. Mist curled around his muscular form as the hardness of the past year chiseled his shoulders into stone. But even amongst the darkness, there was light. There was always light in Lorcan’s eyes. They shone like the stars in the sky.

      “Wingallock, I need you to do something for me.” She choked out the words. It was the only way to get them out of her throat and into the salty air. “I need you to take this letter to Lorcan.”

      Wingallock cawed, a harsh and angry sound she’d never heard from him before. The sound cracked her soul, a sharp stab right in the gut. She tightened her grip on the letter, trying her best to hold on to her words, scared she would not be able to go through with this.

      “I’m sorry, Wingallock. You have to go. Lorcan needs you.” She closed her eyes. “Just please. Hurry. And fly high. Hide amongst the clouds.”

      He flared his wings and snatched the letter from her hand. Wind swirled around her as he rose into the air. A mournful song slipped from his throat, a sound that Reyna would never forget no matter how long she lived.

      “Wingallock. Wait, I—”

      Before she could say goodbye, he was gone, only a small dot of white against the setting sun. Sobs shook her throat as an excruciating pain rippled through her entire body from the very depths of her heart. She clung on to the bannister, barely able to keep herself upright. Breath shuddered from her lungs. Tears splashed onto her cheeks. He was gone. Her familiar was gone.

      She opened her mouth to call him back, desperation seizing her resolve.

      Wood creaked behind her. “You let your familiar go?”

      “I need to let Lorcan know we’re coming. To hold on a little longer. Before he does something rash.” Reyna quickly brushed the hot tears off her cheeks and tried to pull herself together. “The wood fae would notice me in the skies, but they won’t spot an owl the color of the clouds. Besides, he can fly a lot higher than I can.”

      “Won’t that hurt you, princess?” Duff asked gently.

      “Only my heart.” She let out a shuddering breath, already feeling as though a piece of her soul had been ripped from her chest. “This can’t kill me. Not with Seelie’s magic in my blood.”

      “Hmm.” He leaned against the bannister and frowned up at the red-streaked sky. “It seems you’re depending a lot on Seelie.”

      “He’s all we’ve got.”
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        * * *

      

      Six days passed with a brutal chasm inside Reyna’s chest instead of her heart. The Ruin’s incessant thumping seemed to grow louder in Wingallock’s absence, and her heightened senses seemed to dull. She could no longer make out the shapes of fish darting beneath the choppy waves. The horizon was once again a meaningless blur. Words from distant conversations melted into the reverberating storm that raged inside of her head.

      The wood fae had brought out their flutes and their drums just as they had every night of the journey. They cracked open a barrel of Wood Whiskey and passed around tankards to the gathered fae, all but the three keeping watch on the deck above. Reyna huddled in the corner, watching the proceedings as if they were happening a hundred miles away rather than right before her eyes.

      Duff suddenly appeared before her, his weathered hand outstretched. “Join us this once, princess. We’ll arrive in the waters outside of Craobhan in the ‘morn. Tonight, we’ll have whiskey and dancing and song. Tomorrow, we walk into the viper’s pit.”

      “I’m not really feeling the cheeriness of the whole situation.”

      “Your familiar’s gone,” he said with a shrug. “You’re lucky you’re alive.”

      “It’s more than that,” she said, but she didn’t elaborate. Reyna didn’t know how to explain that there was a magical storm made of wind and ash inside of her, and that it was angrily pounding against her mind. It wanted to break her apart piece by piece. It wanted to shatter her like ice.

      “I don’t care if it’s more than that.” Duff shoved his hand closer. “Tonight, we celebrate. It might be the last time we can do that for a very long while.”

      If ever, he left unspoken.

      They all knew what a long-shot this was, and yet they’d all come to help see her through it. The least she could do was join the dance once, even if her fractional heart was not wholly in it. With a sigh, she slipped her hand into his and stood.

      He led her out of the dark corner and across the shifting floor to where a few of the fae danced and sang while others cleared more space in the hull. The overhead hatch had been flung wide, and pearly moonlight splashed onto the smiling faces. Sea wind swirled through the revellers, rippling hair like ribbons. The sweet melody of the flutes curled around her like an embrace, filling her soul and soothing the rawness of her pain.

      The Ruin whispered in her mind. You should not be celebrating, Namhaid.

      She fisted her hands and blocked it out.

      Maybe if she ignored it long enough, it would go away.

      Duff caught the look on her face and frowned as he passed her a tankard of whiskey. The burning scent was strong, intoxicating. Her fingers gripped the wooden mug so hard she heard a crack. “Everything okay?”

      Through gritted teeth, she smiled, thankful that she could lie. “I’m as okay as I can be without my familiar.”

      The truth may be twisted but never false. Unless you’re an exiled shadow fae or your name is Reyna Darragh.

      She still hadn’t sorted out how she could lie. Another sign that something was wrong with her.

      “Are you sure? You’re—”

      A high-pitched horn blasted through the merriment. The flutes cut off, and the drumbeat died. Alarm flashed on every face. They waited, and the horn sounded once more.

      An eerie silence rushed through the hull. Heart pounding beneath her ribs, Reyna glanced up at Duff. He stood, shoulders tense, bow in hand. His jaw was carved from stone.

      “Are we under attack?” Reyna hissed. “Should we go above deck and fight?”

      The ship groaned as it jerked to the side. Reyna threw out her arms, catching her balance.

      Duff’s mouth flattened. “I’m afraid it’s far worse than that. That signal means only one thing. We’ve been spotted by a Coinchenn, a monster of the Sea of Fomor.”

      Reyna shuddered, swallowing hard. She’d heard tales of the Coinchenn, a whale-like creature with the head of a dragon and the tentacles of a giant octopus. They sought out ships, hungry for the flesh and blood of those who walked on land.

      “I thought they kept to cold waters,” Reyna said around the lump of coal in her throat. “Why would one be this far south?”

      “I fear we might never know the answer to that.” He glanced at the fearful fae around him. “Our only hope is that he is merely passing by. If we shoot at him, we’ll anger him. We must stay quiet, calm. If he capsizes our ship...”

      He didn’t need to finish. They all knew. The fear of the salt pounded through the hull like a war drum. None of these fae would survive. And they had come all this way because she’d begged them for help.

      It’s your fault they’re here, the Ruin hissed.

      “I can kill it,” Reyna announced. “With Seelie’s magic. I can freeze the water around the Coinchenn. It’ll freeze him, too. He can’t survive that.”

      “You can do that?” one of the drummers asked, a younger male with dirt-caked cheeks and mussed brown hair.

      “Aye, we saw her do it, too,” Fiona said as she pushed up from the floor. “She turned fire into ice.”

      The floor tilted beneath her feet as the sea creature bashed against the ship once more. Barrels tumbled through the hull. The wood fae cried out, grasping for each other, eyes pinched and cheeks blanched a deadly white.

      Duff clasped her shoulder. “You sure you can do this, princess?”

      She blew out a breath. “I’ve cast ice against enemies before. But I’ll need to go above deck.”

      “Come,” he said with an encouraging nod. “We’ll go together.”

      On unsteady feet, they climbed the ladder and pulled themselves through the hatch. Reyna’s fingers slipped on water as she hefted herself onto the deck, only to find it wasn’t water at all. Blood painted the wooden floorboards, illuminated by the glow of the twin moons. Reyna’s stomach turned.

      “We must hurry,” Duff barked, pushing her toward the stern’s raised platform that jutted out past the edge of the ship. No one was there. She twisted to glance behind them. No one was on the bow’s platform either. And then she looked up at the empty crow’s nest.

      The Coinchenn had killed them all.

      As they rushed onto the stern, a burnt orange tentacle slipped over the side of the ship. Reyna shuddered, stumbling back. It was the size of a towering yew tree and just as poisonous. If the tentacle did not squeeze the life out of her, the venom would.

      The tentacle crept closer, a milky liquid oozing from its pores. Where it hit the wood, charred pockets were left behind. A second tentacle slammed onto the deck behind them. Duff tightened his grip on her arm.

      “Maybe I should take flight and draw it away,” she whispered, keeping her eyes glued on the writhing creature.

      “It won’t work,” he murmured. “These creatures yearn for ships. They don’t care about things in the skies.”

      “Dammit,” Reyna muttered. “I’m worried about freezing the water beneath us when I try to freeze him. If I do, we’ll be just as stuck.”

      “But you have Seelie powers, do you not?” he asked. “Not just ice. You have wind to blow us away from him, and fire to melt any ice. Just whatever you do, do it now. Before it pounds this ship to shreds.”

      Reyna nodded, swallowing down her fear and panic. She approached the edge of the stern and peered down into the choppy waves. The Coinchenn was just below the surface, glaring up at her with glowing red eyes. He opened his mouth, revealing two rows of teeth like swords. Her heart nearly burst from the shock of it.

      “Fuck.” She shook her head and fisted her hands. “Okay. You can do this, Reyna.”

      The Ruin hissed. The madness is filling your mind. No one sane speaks to herself out loud.

      “Shut up!” she screamed, throwing out her hands as the fear and rage charged through her like a boar. She focused it all on the shifting waters, on the flashing sword-like teeth, on the tentacles that crept ever closer.

      But nothing happened.

      No ice. No wind. No fire.

      Reyna held her hands up before her eyes, fear dripping through her. What was going on? This was just as she’d always done it before. The ice had always come to her, almost as if on its own accord.

      Growling, she threw out her hands once more and forced the ice from her fingers, calling upon her ancient Seelie power. The ice hurtled through her. She could feel it, yearning to break free. But then it sizzled when it reached her fingertips.

      You made a very bad mistake. The Ruin laughed inside her mind. You sent your familiar away. Your body is giving up, and Seelie’s magic is desperately trying to keep you alive. So much so that you cannot access the rest of your powers until Wingallock returns to your side. A shame, really. These wood fae seem nice.

      “NO!” The word ripped from Reyna’s throat as horror sliced through her gut like vicious teeth. She fell to her knees, her hands splayed against the bloodied deck. Her shoulders slumped. All the fight went out of her.

      She should have known. She should have realized there would be repercussions. But she’d assumed Seelie’s magic made her indestructible, invincible. And she was. But she was also vulnerable in a way she’d never guessed. Without her familiar, her magic was gone.

      “Reyna, do something!” Duff shouted from behind her. “Kill it. Now!”

      “I’m trying,” she screamed back.

      The Coinchenn rose from the sea as Duff roared. Reyna glanced up, and her heart froze. Bulbous eyes pierced her soul. Yellowed sword-like teeth glinted beneath the moonlight. With a grunt, she threw out her hand once more, desperate to find even just a sliver of magic inside of her.

      And then the sea monster ripped the world apart.
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          Thane

        

      

    

    
      Tairngire sparkled beneath the midday sun. The city rose up in great gleaming shades of gold, and an aching knot took shape in Thane’s throat. It had only been months since he had set eyes upon his home, and yet it felt as though decades had passed.

      From the bow, it looked as though the city slept. The Sea Court ships had slowed just outside the Bay of Wind, so most of the buildings were nothing more than a smudge on a canvas. He could see no one striding through the streets or hear the merchants hocking their wares. He couldn’t hear the boom of laughter from the taverns down by the docks, or spot the beggar boys sneaking coins from pockets.

      He sucked in a lungful of salty, sea air and leaned forward, bracing himself against the harsh, unyielding wind. A strange sense of hope ballooned inside of him, threatening to carry him away with the clouds. There it was, his city. The sparkling gold, the windswept roofs, the bustling markets, all of it. He had left Tairngire behind. He’d thought he would never see the city again, at least not for decades or more.

      He had not realized how much he had missed it.

      Home.

      The sea was in his blood. He knew that. A mother always passed her court’s powers on to her children—back before the Fall. And so, while he looked like the perfect picture of air fae nobility, he knew sea magic sang inside of him. Or it would have, if magic had still been alive.

      But there was nowhere else like Tairngire.

      His aunt, Iona, edged up beside him, donned in head to toe sea fae armor. She’d cast aside her pretty dresses for some steel. In a strange sense, it suited her.

      “How should we attack, Thane?” she asked in a matter-of-fact tone that grated Thane’s nerves like knives.

      “I’m not sure we should. They won’t have many warriors. It isn’t as though they can put up much of a fight.”

      She scowled. “Not this again.”

      “You know it’s true,” he said, ignoring her. “Their numbers are few. Perhaps they’ll just surrender.”

      “Surrender does not give me Aengus’s head.” Her voice was vicious. It reminded Thane of his mother. Imogen would not have wanted to wait for the enemy to surrender either. She would have risen from the depths of the sea with great, terrible fangs, and she would have sunk her teeth into every street, every corner, and every alley inside that city. As long as it got her what she wanted: vengeance.

      “I doubt their surrender would stop you from freeing his head from the rest of his body,” Thane mused. “You would find a way.”

      Her brows slammed down. “You speak as though you don’t approve. Lest I remind you, Thane, you agreed to this. You said you wanted to return to Tairngire and make Aengus pay for what he did.”

      “I did say that. And I do want to make him pay.” He closed his eyes. “But I do not think we should make all of Tairngire pay for his mistakes. It is not the low fae’s fault that he killed my mother.”

      “You’ve gone soft,” she spit. “It was that Reyna, wasn’t it? She talked you out of invading.”

      Thane ground his teeth together. “Actually, she encouraged me to come with you.”

      Iona tsked. “She shouldn’t have left like that. The Ice and Sea are allied courts now. A princess scampering off when she’s agreed to fight for us…”

      Thane swallowed down a knot of annoyance. “She never agreed to fight for you.”

      “Her father assumed she’d be joining us. When he realizes she isn’t here, he might turn around and march his troops right back home,” she chided. “She’s put the entire battle at stake and for what? A shadow fae?”

      “That shadow fae is my friend, my brother,” Thane said through gritted teeth.

      “Ha! He betrayed you, Thane. Isn’t that how he got into this mess to begin with?” She shook her head. “I know he’s tried to make amends, but that doesn’t change what he did. At the end of the day, he is not our priority. Tairngire is. And Reyna should not have turned her back on us like she did.”

      Thane hadn’t yet brought up the rest of it. He hadn’t dared after seeing Iona’s reaction to Reyna’s disappearance. His aunt was livid. A bit of an overreaction, really.

      If he tried suggesting they turn south after winning Tairngire back…well, he knew what the answer would be. The only option was to wait. When she got her hands around Aengus’s neck, she would feel a lot better about things.

      Or so he hoped.

      The truth was, Thane did not think he had the time to stage a siege on Tairngire, not if he had any hope of getting to Lorcan by Beltane. If Reyna did not manage to kill the wood king, Lorcan’s city would fall within weeks. The sooner he could make the move south, the better.

      But he would never be able to live with himself if he attacked his own people, if he took their blood from their veins and splashed it on his sword.

      He had to convince the castle to surrender.

      “You never answered my question, Thane. And you know you can’t avoid it forever.”

      The wind rustled Thane’s golden hair away from his face. “You want to know how we should attack.”

      “You know this place better than anyone. You understand its defenses. Its weaknesses. The chink in its armor.” Iona glanced up at him and smiled. “You are the city’s worst enemy, because you know everything about it. I heard the stories, same as everyone else. You sneaked out of the castle almost nightly to prowl the streets and revel with the low fae.”

      And there it was. The truth, hidden behind so many twisted words. Princess Iona, and likely the rest of the family, did not care one lick about putting Thane back on that throne. They wanted Aengus. Hell, they probably wanted Tairngire for themselves.

      Thane was the one who could get it for them. He’d always been the key to their plan. He could get them inside the castle, and then they’d do the rest.

      He cast his aunt a furtive sidelong glance. Would she stoop to tossing him in with the rest of her enemies’ corpses? Had this all been some elaborate trick? A way for them to claim his kingdom for their own? They spoke of uniting their two courts…but how? With familial ties and smiles or with blood and betrayal?

      Had they only brought him here so that they could kill him in the end?

      He would have to be careful of her, even if she was his own mother’s blood.

      “Well, as you know, there is always the Bay of Wind approach,” he said slowly. “Pull our ships into the waters there. It’s not entirely ideal, however.” Which was part of the reason why Tairngire had been built on the bay. Its location was ideal for protecting the castle—and the royal family—from situations just like this.

      “Because the Air Court’s ships are there. Surely we have more than them.”

      “We do. But the bay is too small. The Air Court’s ships crowd the waters, choking us out. It would be next to impossible to get to the castle that way. We could approach from the east, outside of the bay. We’d either have to trek through the Witchlight Woods or go through the mountains.”

      She tsked. “The mountains are a terrible idea. That’s how we get our warriors killed. But what’s wrong with the woods?”

      “The woods are not what they seem,” he said quietly. “They protect the castle. They always have.”

      “Magic?” she asked with a raised brow. “But the Fall—”

      “Took our magic,” he said firmly. “But it did not take the magic of the Witchlight Woods. There’s something in there. Something old. Something that feels like death.”

      Iona huffed. “So, that’s it then? Three options. Bay of Wind, mountains, or creepy forest.”

      “There’s a fourth,” he said. “We could sail north, up around the tip of the Ice Court, and then sail down south again. From there, we would have an easy march through the western grasslands.”

      “And how long would that take?”

      “Weeks.”

      “That is far too long.”

      “I agree.”

      She glanced up at him, surprise in the widening of her eyes. “You do? I thought you weren’t eager to attack.”

      Adding weeks onto their journey surely meant that Thane would never reach Lorcan in time. “I’m not eager, but I see no way to stop it. We should go through the woods, even if they’re haunted.”

      “Haunted? Surely not.”

      “By the Dalais family. My father saw to that.”

      Iona arched a brow. “It has been a very long time since I’ve heard that name uttered.”

      Thane sighed and leaned into the wind. “It would do good not to forget them. The people of Tairngire certainly haven’t, even if they never voice it aloud.”

      “You truly believe that.” Iona stared at Thane, her eyes churning with clear surprise. “It has been many years since your father took over. The people moved on from the Dalais family.”

      “’Took over’ is the polite way of describing it. My father staged a rebellion against the Dalais family. For power and nothing else. And you see what became of him, what kind of king he was. The people of Tairngire did not love my father. They feared him. Cruelty and fear does not create loyalty.”

      Iona was quiet for a long while before speaking again. “My sister should have never married that creature.”

      Thane’s heart pulsed. “If she hadn’t, then I would not be here now.”

      “Yes, of course,” she said quickly, pushing away from the bannister. “We’re lucky to have you, Thane. You will make a good king, once you have your throne back.”

      She turned to stride away, and Thane frowned after her. “So, what is you wish to do, Aunt Iona?”

      She paused and flashed him a glittering smile. “We’ll sail for the shores at once. In the morning, we’ll begin our assault through the Witchlight Woods. If we run into any Dalais ghosts, we’ll kill them, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Thane waited until the rest of the royal family had taken to their cabins for the night. He inched back up to the deck and hurried to the corner where they kept their birds locked up in tiny metal cages. Even though he had little care for birds himself, his heart still panged at the sight of them cooped up in those dark, dank cells. They were trapped, and they had no way out except to do the thing they had been trained to do all their lives, instead of the thing they wanted most of all: freedom.

      He unlatched the cage and lifted a bird onto his forearm. It blinked at him with its beady black eyes, almost seeming to stare right into the very heart of his soul. With trembling hands, he held out a tiny, curled note, tied together with string. The bird plucked it from his fingers and blinked.

      “I need you to take this to Dalais Castle, to the Grand Alderman,” he murmured, casting a glance over his shoulder to ensure he had not been followed. “He’ll be sitting in the Great Hall. He needs to know we’re coming. And that he needs to surrender.”

      He knew the bird could not understand the depths of his words. But he needed to speak them aloud, if only to solidify his resolve. Reaching out an olive branch to the Grand Alderman was the last thing he wanted to do. He hated the man just as much as his aunt did, if not more. But Thane had seen what vengeance could do to someone. A blind drive for blood only ended up with piles of bodies everywhere.

      Thane had run from his own people. He’d abandoned them to save his own skin.

      He would not kill them all now. If he did, he’d be no better than any of the rest of them.
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          Reyna

        

      

    

    
      Reyna fell, and fell, and fell. She fell so long that she was certain centuries had come and gone. Everyone she knew and loved was dead. Kings had risen, and kingdoms had been ripped apart. Entire continents razed and then rebuilt into something twisted and strange.

      The lands were covered in shadows.

      The ground hit her feet, and she looked down to find her leather boots sinking in a muddy field. She cast her gaze around, only to find herself surrounded by piles of the dead. Swallowing hard, she reached for her ice glass dagger, but found it already in her hand. Blood drenched the blue.

      Her heart hammered. What was going on? A moment ago, she’d been with...who had she been with? She could no longer recall. Familiar faces blurred in her mind’s eye, but they were ghosts. Fragments of a time that had long since fled from her memory.

      Who was she?

      Reyna Darragh. At least that she knew.

      But where was she? And how had she gotten here? Reyna swallowed hard as her eyes locked on the bodies. I’m on a battlefield. One far worse than any she had ever seen.

      The bodies were piled five high. Stacks of them surrounded her, and blood swirled into the mud. A light breeze tickled the back of her exposed neck while a single braid tumbled over her right shoulder. She reached up, absentmindedly, for Wingallock. He wasn’t there.

      A forlorn horn sounded in the distance, reminding her of something terrible that had happened in her past, eons ago. She turned to face the sound and found herself standing on the edge of a cliff. Waves crashed far beneath her, the water spraying up like a thousand grains of sand. A familiar parapet shuddered out of a stone wall and trapped her in place, binding her to the teal castle.

      I’m in Gorias City. But wasn’t I just on a battlefield?

      “Do it,” a deep, snakelike voice hissed into her ear. A voice so familiar that it made her bones quake.

      “Unseelie,” she whispered. “What’s going on? Where am I?”

      Shadows curled around her like a lover’s embrace.

      A lover. Forgotten memories clanged like a warning bell inside her head, but she could not see them. A lover, a lover, a lover. She squeezed her eyes tight, confusion ripping her sanity to shreds. Something was happening to her. Something terrible. And she was powerless to stop it.

      “Do it!” Unseelie shouted.

      She tightened her grip on her ice dagger and flipped open her eyes, determination storming through her. Gods couldn’t be killed. Or could they? Reyna intended to find out.

      But it wasn’t her old dagger that she clutched. It was an axe. A glittering, blood-drenched axe that glinted beneath the light of the twin moons. The sharp edges curved like fae ears, and the Tamaris steel handle had been etched in an ancient language she did not understand.

      “Mochta’s Axe,” she said, stunned. The ancient, mythical weapon that had been lost decades before. She had not thought of the axe in ages, and yet...here it was. In her hand.

      “Use it!” Unseelie shouted into her mind, into her ears, into her very soul. “Or I will rip the breath from your lungs and toss you into the pits of Ifrinn.”

      “Use it?” Reyna shook her head. “Use it for what?”

      “For the Cleaving of the World, you fool!” Unseelie’s eerie laughter echoed all around her. “Do you not remember why you’re here? How many lives you have stolen in order to be the one to pour my power over the world? The one to rule over every living thing on this planet.”

      Reyna shuddered. But even as fear clenched her heart, her body moved. Her arms lifted high over her head, and then the axe fell. The steel slammed into the Gorias stone, shattering the world beneath her with a single blow.

      Fire ripped through the sky.
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        * * *

      

      Salt burned her lungs. Groaning, Reyna dragged her hand against the ground, coarse sand scratching her palm. She peeled open her eyes, choking. The green strands of her dyed hair were plastered to her face and blocking her vision.

      She swiped the strands aside and blinked at the world around her, trying to make sense of it all. A moment ago, she’d been…what? Where? Unseelie’s words bounced in her ears, echoing through the caverns of her mind. It had only been a dream and nothing more. Reyna shuddered with relief.

      Until she remembered the nightmare of her reality.

      The Coinchenn.

      Panic gripped her heart as she hastily stood on trembling legs. She whirled, and her eyes locked on sand that backed up to the sea. Gentle, frothy waves rushed to the shore, lapping against her feet. A steady blue stretched out for miles. Splinters of wood bobbed like rafts.

      “Oh, Dagda, no,” she whispered, clutching the necklace around her throat. “Duff, Fiona…”

      She shook her head and stumbled back. The Coinchenn had attacked the ship and smashed it into splinters with all the wood fae on board. They’d been stuck in the hull, save Duff. But even then, the salt of the sea would have killed them all, even if they’d managed not to drown.

      Pain ripped through her gut, and she doubled over, tears pouring from her eyes. She fell to her knees, sobs shaking her drenched body. Her damp hair fell into her eyes like a curtain of seaweed. She’d done this. She had brought them with her. And all for nothing.

      They’d died to bring her here, and now she didn’t even have the magic to kill the king.

      You’ve failed, the Ruin whispered. What if you never reach Lorcan now? What if you never see him again? What if the wood fae spot the remnants of this ship and realize what you came here to do?

      “Stop it.” She pressed her hands against her ears. “Leave me alone.”

      What if you are the reason Lorcan dies?

      She shook her head to toss out the thoughts, but they wouldn’t fade that easily. The Ruin would keep pounding her relentlessly. With trembling hands, she pulled the hair away from her face and braided it so that it would stay out of the way. Then, she took stock of her surroundings.

      The forest loomed before her only a few feet from the beach. Down the coast, white stone buildings with thatched roofs clustered together beside a wooden port. Several small ships were docked there, and the distant clang of bells from the local Adhradh drifted toward her.

      She’d washed up onto shore only a short distance away from Craobhan. There was little chance of success, not until Wingallock returned to her side. It could take days for him to find her. By now, Lorcan would have received her letter. He didn’t know how badly she had failed.

      He was counting on her.

      With a deep breath, she nodded to herself, ignoring the Ruin’s demands to give up. The only choice was to push on. For Lorcan. For Duff. For all of Tir Na Nog.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After drying her clothes on some rocks by the beach, Reyna slipped through the city gates amongst a group of travelling minstrels. They danced as they walked while a green-skinned Dryad tucked a fiddle beneath his chin and sang. The cart they dragged behind them added to the orchestra, clanking along the rough path.

      They were making such a ruckus that no one noticed Reyna. Or, if they did, they only saw her as one of them.

      Craobhan was one of the Wood Court’s most prosperous cities, third only to the capitol, Murias, on the eastern coast, and Annwyn, the lake city with a direct trade route to the Empire of Fomor. Here, the ravages of war were nowhere to be seen.

      Glistening white stone made up most of the buildings, brushed clean every morning by the city’s human servants, of which there were many. The thatched roofs were bundles of perfectly-aligned water reed, farmed from the many rivers that stretched across the Wood Court’s lands. The cobblestone streets, lined with colorful banners, glistened beneath the dying sunlight. Smiling faces passed by, and many were dressed in crisp dyed cotton or luxurious silks.

      Reyna had never seen anything like it. Tairngire was a grand, sparkling city, but only parts of it. There were pockets of filth, and the poor were left to fend for themselves. Her home, Falias, was a beautiful town, but it didn’t have an abundance of wealth. Not much grew beneath the ice.

      For once, she began to understand why the wood fae so blindingly followed their cruel king. He had brought them prosperity. They flourished beneath his reign. All of his sacrifices to the dark god had paid off.

      She would find no friends here.

      A tavern on a corner street caught her eye. As a building crafted from timber, it stood out from the rest. A bright orange sign flapped in the light breeze, creaking on its hinges. It read, The Green Rose. Reyna wet her lips as she approached. This was where Duff had said they must go if they had any hope of infiltrating the wood king’s army.

      Two wood fae stood just outside the door, speaking amongst themselves in their lilting, musical accent. Reyna’s heart faltered. Duff had planned to take the lead in this part of their quest. His voice would fit right in. Hers, on the other hand, sounded as harsh and biting as the ice.

      She pushed inside, and warmth from the blazing heart enveloped her like an unwanted hug. She shivered, shaking it off. How could these fae possibly need more heat when they already had more than enough of it with their incessant sun? It was only spring, but it already felt hotter than the warmest Ice Court summer day.

      There were only a handful of patrons lounging around the tables dotted throughout the tavern. The sun had only just begun to set, and this place was tucked back, away from the bustle of the main thoroughfare. Reyna shot a furtive glance around to pinpoint anyone who might give her trouble.

      There, in the back corner, sitting beneath three battered shields that hung on the wall. A male with a weathered face and faded green hair clutched his tankard and stared at her with eyes as clear as glass. Donned in sturdy leather armor, he was no common low fae. A hunting knife lay by his right hand, the sharp tip pointed her way.

      “Can I help you, lass?” the tavern wench behind the bar called out.

      Reyna twisted away from the strange male in the corner and crossed the room in two quick strides. The tavern wench smiled and wiped her hands against her drab brown apron. With frizzing orange hair and matching eyes, she reminded Reyna of fire.

      Reyna dropped her voice to a whisper. “I’m looking for someone.”

      The wench didn’t even bat an eye. Instead, she turned to the rickety shelves behind her and grabbed a metal tankard, along with a dusty bottle of Wood Whiskey. “Your someone, her name wouldn’t happen to be Suse, would it? ‘Cause that’s me.”

      Reyna smiled when Suse slid the tankard across the bar. She dug into her pocket, thankful to find a few airgead had survived the sea. When she dropped the coins onto the bar, a wrinkle appeared between Suse’s brow.

      “No, I’m looking for someone named Rhain.”

      She chuckled, shaking her head. Then, she pushed the airgead back to Reyna’s side of the bar. “Careful, love. Best not go flashing those around anywhere else. It’s the sign of an outsider.”

      A fist squeezed Reyna’s heart. “What?”

      “Wood fae don’t barter with each other using airgead. The king took all our coin from us a long, long time ago. You throw that stuff around, everyone will know you’re not from around here.” Suse leaned closer, pinching her eyes together. “Such pretty silver eyes you have.”

      Reyna took a step back, reaching for her dagger. A strong, unyielding hand closed around her wrist before she could draw it from her belt. Heart banging like a war drum, she whirled, fists raised. The creepy male from the corner towered over her, her nose only reaching the middle of his chest.

      Growling, she ripped her arm away and snatched the dagger out of her belt. Fear whistled through her veins.

      “I’d put that thing away unless you plan on killing the fae you’re trying to find.”

      “Careful, Rhain,” Suse said. “I’d bet these airgead on her being an ice fae.”

      “Yes, I can see that.” Rhain’s hand shot out. He gripped her wrist before she could blink, and squeezed so tight that her bones felt as if they might shatter from the strength of him. The dagger slipped from her fingers, clattering onto the timber floor.

      “Now,” he said, swooping down to collect her dagger. He quickly pocketed it in his leathers. “Why don’t we go over there to my table, and you can tell me exactly what you’re doing here.”

      Reyna flicked her eyes to the door.

      “And don’t even think about trying to run. You do, and I won’t even hesitate to chop off your head.”
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          Lorcan

        

      

    

    
      The dungeons were something straight out of his father’s nightmare mind. The cells beneath the castle had been built straight into the bedrock of the tunnels that twisted beneath the city. Several cells were nothing more than stone ledges suspended above the river of molten iron that ran beneath the earth.

      Lorcan ground his teeth as he stood several feet back from the path, watching the flickering flames of the river. Several of the platforms were empty, but these cells had once been full. Not a single one of the prisoners had been freed before now, so that only meant one thing. They had either fallen into the iron river, or they had chosen to jump.

      “There are approximately one hundred air fae prisoners left,” Nollaig said quietly, her hands tucked into her cloak pockets. Even with the orange glow flashing onto her hooded face, her features were obscured by shadows. Holas, her familiar, perched on her shoulder, staring at Lorcan with quiet menace.

      “They appear to all be female,” Lorcan said through gritted teeth as he surveyed the forms curled up on the stone ledges, their long hair hanging into their gaunt faces. If the fae of the city were starved, these prisoners were practically living skeletons.

      Nollaig flinched. “Yes, well. Your father did not really care to keep male prisoners. They were killed on the spot. He thought there would be some other…uses for the ones here.”

      A low growl spilled through Lorcan’s lips. He knew all about his father’s lurid needs. He’d kept the female prisoners alive so they could join him in his bed. Bile rose in the back of Lorcan’s throat. How could he be the spawn of such a cruel creature? Bolg Rothach had been a monster, and Lorcan had his blood running through his veins.

      Did that mean his own blood was tainted? Did the sins of the father pass to the son? Or could Lorcan be a better king than that?

      He hoped he could.

      “I want to release them all.” He gazed across the platforms, his stomach twisting. He did not know how they would feed so many more mouths when he scarcely had enough to feed half a dozen, but he could not leave them down here to die either.

      Nollaig sucked in a sharp breath. “Are you certain, Your Highness? These fae were our enemies. They were protecting Findius from…well, us. Some of these will be the same fae who took the castle from us in the first place.”

      “We’ll move them to a secure area inside the castle. There’s plenty of room. With no royal family and visiting courtiers, there are more empty rooms than not. We’ll have some guards stand watch outside of their rooms to ensure they don’t go on a killing spree.”

      Bolg Rothach might have been the High King of the Shadow Court, but none of the nobility had been quick to rush to Findius after his coronation. He had called upon the lords and ladies scattered across the dying landscape, but they had chosen to stay inside their own towns and cities rather than bend the knee.

      Lorcan imagined his father had been none too pleased.

      “Nollaig, I have a question,” he said after they turned back toward the stairwell that led out of the dungeons. He’d given the guards orders to find empty rooms for the prisoners and secure any open windows or doors. Soon, the fae trapped inside their molten lava cells would have beds and what little food could be found.

      “Anything, Your Grace.”

      “Why did my father allow the coastal lords to refuse him?”

      “Ah.” She chuckled. “Got himself into a tricky situation there, didn’t he? With the wood fae to the north, he couldn’t spare any warriors to send south. He’d lose one battle to win another. Which one did he think was more important?”

      “Getting back into Tir Na Nog,” Lorcan muttered. His father had been obsessed with it. So obsessed he’d turned to dark magic.

      “Aye,” Nollaig said. “So, he made a vow. If the lords did not heed his call and bend the knee, he would turn his brutal force upon them once he’d taken the Air Court throne as his. They would remain exiled in the barren shadow lands.”

      “And so they just ignored him,” Lorcan said with a nod.

      “I’m sure they didn’t believe he would ever succeed. And they were right.” Nollaig shrugged. “Not all shadow fae serve Unseelie, Your Highness, but you know that. After our exile, many shadow fae turned their backs on their god, wanting a different life, a different way. Illusions and darkness, blood and bones. It leads to nothing good. The coastal lords did not want another king dedicated to that.”

      “And that’s why they didn’t come?” Lorcan asked, slowing to a stop. “Because my father worshipped Unseelie?”

      Nollaig nodded, her cloak rustling around her face. “Rumor has it they have turned to the Dagda now.”

      They had turned to the Dagda, just like Lorcan had. For the first time since agreeing to take the throne, Lorcan felt some hope. Perhaps the shadow fae were not doomed. Not fully. He did not quite know how to use their new faith to his advantage, but perhaps he could.

      Priest Tighe, Druid Aric, and Segonax were all waiting for him in the throne room when he returned from the dungeons. They all wore matching expressions of gloom and dread. All the hope in Lorcan’s chest deflated in an instant. With a heavy sigh, he strode up to them, feeling the weight of the crown on his head.

      “Why do you all look as though you are on your way to a funeral?” Slowly, he strode up the dais and eased onto the black stone throne. Power hummed beneath him, buzzing through his body like tiny bolts of lightning.

      “Your newest bird to Thane got shot down,” Druid Aric said, wincing. “That is the last trained bird we have, I’m afraid.”

      Lorcan gripped the throne, trying his measure best to keep his expression blank. “Then, I suppose we cannot count on the High King of the Air Court for assistance, not when we can’t even let him know that we need it.”

      Commander Segonax shot him a grave smile. “I’m afraid you’re right. The High King is with his sea fae family. No doubt he plans to use their ships to return to his court. He has his own battle to wage, I’m afraid.”

      “And Reyna is with him.”

      Druid Aric and Segonax exchanged a weighted glance. Aric cleared his throat. “Reyna might decide not to go with the Air Court’s king. She could come to our aid.”

      Lorcan’s hands fisted. “I bloody well hope not. She could get shot out of the sky.”

      And Seelie would find a way to stop her. That bloody pact would keep them apart, even if the hidden wood fae ships did not.

      “I don’t think we should count on Princess Reyna flying in to save us,” Priest Tighe argued, echoing Lorcan’s own thoughts. “The low fae of this city are starving. Hoping for a miracle rescue will not feed them. If she does come, then we have an incredible ally. But if she does not…we are doomed.”

      Lorcan twisted toward Priest Tighe. “And what would you recommend?”

      “Surrender,” he whispered.

      A shiver went down Lorcan’s spine. Surrendering to the wood king was not an option he wanted to consider, but he could not pretend it wasn’t an option at all.

      Segonax huffed, glaring at the priest. “Careful there, Tighe. You’re only saying that because the wood king serves your god and our king does not. Your words could be considered treason.”

      Tighe closed his eyes and clutched his book to his chest. “That has nothing to do with it. I fear for the citizens of this realm. All I want is what is best for them.”

      Nollaig growled and stalked toward him. “And your own king’s death is what you think is best for them, eh?”

      “Nollaig,” Lorcan warned. “He’s free to speak his mind. To save this city, we need to hear every option we have.”

      Nollaig whirled toward him, her cloak whipping around her feet. “Surrendering means handing this city, this realm, and this throne over to the worst king I have ever seen during my lifetime. There is no telling what he will do with that kind of power, but I do know one thing. He will kill you, Your Highness. He will not let you live. The wood king wants to sit on that damn throne, and he can’t, not so long as you breathe. He’d stab you in the chest the moment he laid eyes on you.”

      “You truly believe he’d kill me himself? And risk being cursed?”

      “Trust me,” she muttered with a bitter laugh. “The threat of a curse will not stop someone who truly wants a king off a throne.”

      Lorcan shot her a dark look. She had been the one to kill High King Bolg Rothach. No one quite knew what would come next for her. It had taken years for the curse on Thane’s father—after he had killed the Dalais king—to fully come to roost. He hoped, for Nollaig’s sake, that it would not come sooner than that for her.

      The doors to the throne room creaked open, and Heremon, the former king’s financial advisor, poked in his head. Lorcan had allowed the skinny male to continue his role in the court, partly because he seemed to have little loyalty toward anyone but himself and partly because there was no one else to do his job.

      “The farmers have returned from the Misty Wastes, Your Grace,” Heremon said in his high-pitched, nasally voice.

      Hope lifted Lorcan’s chest. “Send them in.”

      Heremon pushed the door wider, and in strode three shadow fae swallowed by grey rags that matched the tint of their skin. Their cheeks were hollow; their eyes were haunted. Lorcan’s stomach twisted around itself, squeezing into knots. They all wore downcast expressions, shoulders sagging beneath the weight of their hunger.

      These did not look like the triumphant males who had found scores upon scores of potatoes in the abandoned fields.

      They shuffled up to the edge of the dais and knelt before him, their bony knees digging into the hard stone floor.

      “Rise.” Lorcan shifted uncomfortably on the throne. “Tell me what you’ve found.”

      They rose in unison on wobbly legs. The male on the left cleared his throat, swatting a mass of dark, curly hair out of his eyes. “We found some potatoes, Your Grace. It took us all night to dig through the dust, but we found some.”

      He held up his hands. Dirt and char clung to his skin.

      “That’s music to my ears,” Lorcan said with a smile. “How many potatoes did you find?”

      The farmers exchanged uneasy glances, and Lorcan’s stomach flipped once more. Ah, here was the problem. They had not found enough.

      “Seven potatoes, Your Grace,” the farmer finally said with a wince. “And we ate two of them on our return journey.”

      “Please,” the other said, his voice wavering. “Do not send us to the dungeons. We were so hungry, Your Highness.”

      Lorcan fought the urge to shudder. They’d found nothing. A few potatoes might feed a family, but only for a few days. This was the third set of farmers he’d sent out into the Misty Wastes to find food. The others had come back with a couple of carts, but even that hadn’t been enough.

      There were thousands of hungry mouths to feed.

      Sighing, he braced an arm on his knee. “I’m not going to send you to the dungeons for filling your stomachs. If I punished every fae inside this city who was hungry, there’d be no one left. Including me.” Lorcan waved at the dirt-caked sack hanging from the farmer’s hands. “Keep those. Feed yourselves with it for as long as you can.”

      The farmer wet his lips. “But how will you find more food for everyone else?”

      “I will find a way,” Lorcan said, glancing at Priest Tighe, who stood in the back corner. “My father may not have cared for the fae of Findius, but I do. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you alive.”
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          Reyna

        

      

    

    
      Rhain shoved her onto the bench and dropped the tankard onto the warped wooden table. He settled into the seat across from her, lacing his fingers beneath his chin. Those glittering clear eyes raked across her face. She glared at him. Her fisted hands trembled in her lap.

      “You came looking for me, and yet you look like you want nothing more than to run away,” he finally said, barking out a laugh.

      “Oh, there are many things I wish I could do right now. Run away is not one of them,” she said with a hiss.

      The laughter died. “Careful there, love. You’re in enemy territory. Last time I checked, the ice fae wanted to kill us all. And vice versa.”

      “Then why are you sitting here talking to me?” she snapped.

      “Hmm.” He took a sip of his whiskey. “Curiosity, mostly. You came here to find me. Why?”

      Reyna clutched the bench beneath her, her heart throbbing. Duff had not mentioned the airgead. Likely, he hadn’t realized he needed to warn her about that. They’d all planned to come here together. He was going to do the talking, the negotiating. There would have been no need for coin.

      There was little she could do now to salvage this. Might as well be honest.

      “A friend of mine told me you might be able to help me with something,” she finally said.

      He arched a thin, white brow. “Who’s this friend?”

      “His name is Duff.” Was. She fought the urge to correct herself.

      “Duff?” Rhain’s gaze intensified. “Duff Currall?”

      “I don’t know his surname.”

      “I thought you said he’s your friend?”

      “He is.” She closed her eyes, her leg bouncing from the sheer tension in the room. “He never told me his surname. I met him in Oxgrove.”

      “Huh.” Rhain crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. His head rested neatly between two of the battered shields. “I didn’t know Oxgrovians were in the business of making friends with ice fae.”

      “They’re not typical wood fae, and you know it,” Reyna said. “They have no loyalties to this realm.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, love. They’re loyal to this realm. Just not to our king.” He leaned forward, bracing his arms on the table, one on each side of his tankard. “He must have wanted you to ask me about the army. Is that it?”

      She pursed her lips, but then nodded.

      “You know, most fae who want to sneak into the army do it because the wood king wouldn’t let them join when they volunteered.” He took another sip of the whiskey. “He called them too weak, too young, too old, too thin. They want to prove themselves to him so that he doesn’t drink the blood of their families. He tends to pick the ones who displease him.”

      “What a lovely reason to serve,” Reyna said dryly.

      Rhain shrugged. “Not my place to judge. They have to do what they need to do in order to save their families. Which begs the question…why do you want in?”

      “I hate the shadow fae,” she lied. “The Ice Court is too busy with northern politics. This is the only way I can fight them.”

      He chuckled. “Try again.”

      “The truth may be twisted but never false.”

      “Unless you have Fomorian blood running through your veins.” He leaned closer and took a long drag of air with one flared nostril. “And I can smell it on you.”

      Her heart shuddered. She blinked and sat back. “You’re wrong.”

      “Hmm.” He tapped her tankard with his fingernail and then pushed it closer. “Just because you don’t know about it doesn’t mean I’m wrong. Maybe it’s time you had a drink.”

      Heart roaring in her ears, Reyna curled her fingers around the tankard and lifted it to her lips. The harsh scent swirled into her nose, clearing her fuzzy head. She tipped the liquid into her mouth. It burned all the way down.

      “I don’t have Fomorian blood,” she said, wincing as she slammed the cup back onto the table. “Trust me. It’s impossible.”

      “And trust me, it is.” He lifted his finger and motioned for Suse to refill their drinks. “I know this, because I have it, too. There are a few others out there like us, mostly wood and ice fae. A result of the trade routes between us and them.”

      “But my father—” Reyna quickly stopped herself. It was one thing for this fae to know she was made of ice and quite another for him to discover she was a princess. She cleared her throat. “He can trace our line back centuries. There are no Fomorians.”

      He shrugged. “Likely your mother then.”

      “But—”

      “Listen, I’ll make you a deal. You tell me the truth about why you want inside the army, and I’ll pretend you never put that airgead on the bar. I’ll let you go.”

      Reyna drew a shaky breath into her lungs. Despite it all, she might have a chance. Or he might make good on his threat and chop off her head.

      Seelie’s magic was keeping her alive, but Reyna did not think the power could heal that.

      “You won’t want to let me go when you hear why I’m here.”

      He leaned forward, whiskey swirling from his breath. “Try me.”

      Reyna’s lips curled as she copied his move. “I want to kill your king.”

      The wood fae smiled.
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        * * *

      

      The cart jerked to a stop. The horse neighed as Rhain leaned forward and patted her on the rump. The small display of affection brought a lump to Reyna’s throat. It had been a very long time since she’d seen Enbarr, her loyal mare. She hoped she was not still stuck inside the Air Court stables. Had she managed to escape, like Eislyn had?

      “Here we are,” Rhain said, motioning to the dense forest that rose up around them. “This here is the northern edge of the Forest of Thorns. It’s been all but destroyed a few miles south, but up here it’s still intact. You’ll find the back end of the war camp half a day’s walk from here.”

      “And they won’t notice a stranger slip out of the woods?” Reyna asked.

      “Some of the tents are inside the forest, just along the edge. If you’re careful, no one will spot anything odd at all. You’ll just need to steal some armor.”

      Reyna nodded, nervously wetting her lips. This was it. She’d made it to the Wood Court’s war camp despite all the odds stacked against her. Now, all she had to do was the easy part: stab someone.

      Preferably the king.

      With a nod, Reyna jumped off the cart and into the mud. She pulled down the sleeves of her drab brown-and-green tunic that Rhain had given her to blend in with the trees. Her ice glass dagger was hidden beneath the waistband, and green-dyed mud painted her cheeks.

      “If anyone asks, you never met me,” Rhain called down. “And good luck. I long for the days when our people’s blood did not paint our own king’s lips.”

      Reyna nodded and took a step off the road.

      “One more thing,” Rhain said. “Look into your Fomorian blood. I know you don’t believe me, but I think you’ll find it’s there.”

      At that, the cart rumbled away. Reyna shoved aside his words and plunged into the forest. Rhain was wrong. In their library back home, there were tomes upon tomes that detailed the genealogy of the Darragh family. They had always been the kings and queens, the lords and ladies, of the Ice Court. Every single birth was accounted for. No question-marks hung in the ancient parchment.

      But her mother…

      Reyna shook her head as the underbrush crunched beneath her feet. Her mother had come from a simple family, a clan of ice glass miners who lived at the feet of the mountains far north. They’d lived a quiet life until they’d journeyed to Falias to sell their mined glass to Reyna’s father. The moment he had laid eyes on her, he’d wanted her to become his bride.

      Frowning, Reyna realized that she had never met her mother’s aunts or uncles. Could there be something there, in the bloodline? And if so, why had no one realized it until now?

      Because it was ridiculous.

      A branch slapped Reyna’s bare arm just as voices rose up ahead. She slowed and ducked behind the thick trunk of a towering yew tree. With one knee braced on the ground, she inched her head past the bark.

      The war camp stretched out before her. The edge of the forest cut off not far from where she hid. In its place, soot coated the ground, both from the fire in Oxgrove and from the Ruin’s onslaught against the Shadow Court’s camp.

      Every tree was gone for miles. Reyna swallowed hard.

      Before the forest vanished, a few dozen tents took shelter beneath the canopy of trees, just as Rhain had mentioned. Their fabric was a deep green that melted in with the surroundings, the Wood Court’s crossed arrow sigil embroidered in gold. Past them, the tents were so numerous that it made Reyna’s head spin. There were thousands. The Shadow Court did not have the numbers to fight this many wood fae.

      A new resolve hardened in her gut. If she did not manage to kill the king before he decided to invade, Findius would fall. And so would Lorcan. Only Thane could offer any hope, and he would not be done with his battles just yet.

      Reyna took one last stock of the nearby tents, and then settled in for a long wait behind the tree. Night would soon come, and with it, shadows. The wood fae would never see her coming.
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        * * *

      

      The midnight glow of the twin moons beamed down on the war camp scattered across the charred remains of the Forest of Thorns. But it did not pierce the canopy of trees that had survived. Reyna pushed up into a crouch, her heart rattling in her chest.

      Most of the wood fae had taken to bed several hours before while a small number took off through the trees to patrol the perimeter of the camp. There were only a few of them. The wood fae did not expect an attack from behind, not while every one of their eyes was aimed on the looming wall in front of them.

      She pressed her back against the tree and stood, her ears flicking toward the crunch of footsteps. Her eyes scanned the trees, and a form solidified in the darkness. The figure was slight and tall, and a bow hung from her hand. It was impossible to tell anything more than that.

      Reyna waited, frozen into ice. The wood fae drew closer, shoulders relaxed, arms loose by her sides. As she stepped within arm’s reach, Reyna loomed out of the darkness. Her blade flashed in the night, cutting straight toward the fae’s neck.

      It was over in an instant. The wood fae did not even have a chance to cry out. Reyna held the fae’s body close to hers and gently lowered her to the ground, careful to staunch the blood flow with a cloth, so that it would not stain her much-needed wood fae armor. Guilt pounded against her skull.

      You terrible, wicked, cruel thing, the Ruin taunted.

      “This is war,” she hissed.

      You did not even give the poor lass a chance to fight you. You stabbed her in the neck in the dark.

      “It was the only way,” Reyna mumbled, slowly unbuttoning the fae’s leather boots, dyed green to match the rest of her armor. “It’s what I have to do to save Lorcan.”

      Have you ever wondered if your blinding desire to save your lover is what will lead you to the world’s end? Maybe that is the thing that breaks you. You will rip apart the world just to get to him.

      She squeezed her eyes tight, a horrible, vicious scream building in her throat. It had been weeks of this, enduring the Ruin’s taunts. His whispered wonderings. His reminders that there was something horrible and twisted about her.

      That her actions would only ever lead to one thing: the death of everyone she loved.

      Back curved, she sucked a deep breath in through her nose, and the iron tang of blood filled her head. She forced the Ruin out of her mind. It was the only way to deal with it. Just pretend it wasn’t there. Ignore it long enough, and maybe it would go away.

      For now, she had some armor to don and a war camp to infiltrate. And then a king to kill.
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      Dawn arrived with bulbous grey clouds and the scent of rain on the wind. Reyna had lain wide awake on a bed of straw inside the dead fae’s tent until she heard the sound of waking warriors. She darted out before any nearby fae spotted her, leaving the forest behind for the burnt earth. The warriors roamed  the paths between the tents. There were several fire pits dotted throughout the camp where cooks were whipping up a strew for breaking fast.

      Reyna’s stomach grumbled as she passed one by, the scent of roast rabbit, potatoes, and carrots swirling through the air. The cook saw her looking, and pressed a bowl into her hands.

      “Thanks,” she said with a smile.

      He nodded and got straight back to work.

      Reyna roamed through the camp as she spooned the hearty stew into her mouth, soothing an aching need she had not even noticed until now. She last ate on the ship, two days ago. A dull knife stabbed her heart. She could not let herself forget what the Oxgrovians had sacrificed to get her here.

      The din of the warriors rose up around her. The clash of steel from a training area just up ahead. The clatter of bowls from the fire pits. The steady hum of conversation, relaxed and easy. Every single fae, the thousands of them, wore the same armor she did. Simple fighting leathers, dyed a deep green. The bow and arrow was the weapon of choice for many. Even in their camp, they wore the bows strapped to their backs.

      Findius loomed over everything, casting a deep shadow across the camp. Just on the other side of that wall, Lorcan waited. She slowed to a stop as she stared up at the sleek black stone, her heart as heavy as an anchor. A part of her wanted to throw this folly of a plan aside, rush straight for the tunnels beneath the wall, and into Lorcan’s arms.

      A hopeless need pulsed inside of her. Ever since she had been ripped from his side, she’d felt as though her heart had been cleaved in two. The wall was a reminder of just how separated they were. It was like an enormous shield around her heart—one she wanted to cast aside more than anything. But the stone was impenetrable…except for the hidden tunnels beneath.

      She could see him within the hour if she ran fast enough.

      The wood fae would spot her, but she could run. Wingallock had to be somewhere nearby, and her Shieldmaiden training meant she could dodge their arrows.

      Maybe she should give this up. Maybe the Ruin was right.

      “The High King insisted I join him here,” a nasally, grating voice drifted toward Reyna, dragging her attention away from the looming wall. She knew that voice. Darting behind a tent, she peered around at Grand Alderman Aengus surrounded by three wood fae who were armed to the teeth. His bushy brows pinched together, his small chin wobbling.

      Reyna gasped. Why was Aengus here? How was he not in Tairngire? Wasn’t he ruling the city in Thane’s absence?

      Had he left the city undefended? If so, that was good news for Thane.

      “High King Molt has very clearly spoken. He did not call you here,” one of the warriors argued. “Now, stop asking about it and return to your air fae tents. He’ll allow you to stay here, but only if you do as he says. And he does not have time to be bothered by the likes of you.”

      Aengus huffed. “He called me here. I demand an audience at once.”

      The warrior drew his sword. Steel whistled in the air. “You are our ally, or else we would kill you on the spot. But do not push your luck. The king will call for you when he wants a word. That is not now.”

      With an irritated growl, Aengus spun on his feet and stormed down the path. The warriors muttered amongst themselves before charging off in the opposite direction. Reyna felt torn. Aengus was here, and he was no doubt up to something. She was desperate to know how he’d ended up in this camp when he should be squatting on his stolen throne. But curiously enough, the wood king wanted nothing to do with him.

      And the warriors would likely lead her straight toward Molt.

      She chose the guards.

      Reyna fell in line behind the warriors as they rushed through the camp. They weaved through the tents, barely casting a glance around them. She hurried after them, careful to keep her face blank so as not to rouse suspicion. When they reached the western edge of the camp, they approached a tent that stood thrice as tall as the rest of them. Banners on tall wooden stakes had been shoved into the ground around it. They fluttered in the wind.

      Reyna held back as the guards rushed inside the tent. Her heart thundered as she inched closer. When another warrior passed close by, she slowed her steps, focusing her attention on the bowl of stew.

      Voices drifted from the tent.

      “The Grand Alderman of the Air Court has been demanding your presence again,” one of the warriors barked in a commanding voice. “Your Highness, what would you have us do?”

      “That bastard won’t let it go.” High King Ulaid Molt chuckled. “He’s lucky I don’t chop off his head for showing up here unannounced and leaving that damn court in the hands of that girl.”

      Reyna frowned. What girl?

      “We can drag him before you if you’d like,” the warrior said. “I can’t imagine the air fae have much loyalty toward him.”

      Molt grunted. “They might surprise you. Their king abandoned them, and he stepped in. We need his air fae warriors on our side, at least until we take Findius. Then, fuck them. They can burn in the fire pits.”

      The air fae warriors. He must be talking about the ones that Thane’s father sent into the Wood Court just before he died.

      Footsteps pounded behind her. Heart hammering, Reyna spun away from the tent and busied herself with the empty food bowl she still clutched with tense hands. She risked a glance over her shoulder. Two more warriors rushed toward the king’s tent, mouths set in a grim line.

      Reyna whispered closer once more when they disappeared inside. “Your Highness. We’ve found something in the woods.”

      “Go on,” the king replied, voice curious.

      “One of our warriors has been killed and stripped bare. All her clothes are gone, along with her weapons.”

      Oh no. Reyna’s heart thumped. She’d covered the dead fae with a blanket of leaves. In time, she knew they’d find her, but she had not expected it to come so soon. Well, this wasn’t great.

      “Someone killed one of our own?” the wood king asked in a voice as chilling as the shortest winter day. “One of my warriors?”

      “It seems that way, Your Highness,” the guard replied.

      A boom shook the ground where Reyna stood. The wood king growled, an animalistic sound that slithered through her bones. “Unseelie will curse their soul,” he hissed. “Traitor! I am the only wood fae who may kill his own.”

      Reyna shuddered. Time to get the hell out of here. They knew an enemy was amongst them.

      “Search for anyone who looks suspicious or guilty,” the wood king growled. “And start with the females. Round ‘em up and bring them to the fire.”

      The tent flap shifted, and Reyna scuttled out of the way. She tossed the bowl onto the ground and took off at a jog. Somehow, she needed to sneak back out of camp, when she’d worked so hard to get inside. If anyone looked too closely at her, they’d notice the inconsistencies. The armor was a little tight. The trousers were a bit long. Bits of silver near the top of her head had begun to poke through, even though she’d touched up the dye on the boat.

      Her foot hit something hard. A startled cry ripped from her throat as she fell forward and slammed into the ground. Mud squished between her fingers as she hastily scrambled back to her feet.

      “Look where you’re going,” a nasally voice said.

      She glanced down to find Aengus hiding behind a tent, but his boot stuck out into the path, which must have been what tripped her.

      “Sorry,” she said.

      “Why are you in such a hurry anyway?” he demanded.

      “Getting some exercise in,” she said, forcing her voice to take on the more lilting quality of the wood fae. “Gotta stay strong and healthy for the battle.”

      “Sure, if there was actually going to be a battle,” he snorted.

      She frowned. “What does that mean?”

      “Surely you don’t actually think we’ll have to clash swords with those shadow fae parasites? They’ve been living on borrowed time for decades now. They have nothing left inside their dead lands except for that throne. It’s only a matter of time before that bastard prince surrenders to Ulaid Molt.”

      Reyna narrowed her eyes. “I don’t see that happening.”

      “Why not?” Aengus pushed up from his crouch behind the tent to give her a curious stare. “I haven’t seen you around.”

      “Well, I’ve certainly seen you around.” She pointed at the mud caking his knees. “Why are you lurking around in the muck? I thought the High King ordered you to stay in your tent.”

      “No, what he did is call me here to—”

      “What’s going on here?” One of the warriors Reyna had followed suddenly appeared before them. His body was corded in muscle, clearly on display by the sleeveless armor wrapped around his shoulders. Curly strands of orange hair tickled the tops of his ears.

      “The Grand Alderman has refused to return to his tent,” Reyna said, biting down a cruel smile. Sometimes, revenge tasted as sweet as Hawthorne Berry Pie.

      The warrior frowned. “Our Highness has little patience for this, Grand Alderman.”

      “What should we do with him?” Reyna asked, crossing her arms over her chest.

      The orange-haired warrior paused for a moment before heaving out a tired sigh. “Return to your tent at once, Grand Alderman. This is your final warning.” And then the warrior turned to her. “Come with me. We’re searching for any females in camp who look as though they don’t belong. Anyone who is hiding. Anyone who seems guilty.”

      Reyna’s heart thumped hard. She could scarcely believe her luck. If she hadn’t tripped on Aengus’s leg, this warrior might have noticed she didn’t belong. As she followed him through the camp, the flame of hope in her chest was quickly doused by a bucket of boiled water. The warriors grabbed random females, roughly yanking their hands behind their backs and binding them together with rope.

      “What about that one?” the orange-haired warrior barked as he pointed to a cowering archer, hiding inside of her tent. Her brilliant green eyes were wide with fight, her hand clutching a gem laced around her neck with a golden chain.

      The world shifted sideways beneath Reyna as she stared at the girl. She was, of course, not guilty of murdering anyone at all. None of these wood fae were. She could not let someone else die for her crimes, enemy or not.

      Reyna wet her lips. “Sure. I’ll get her while you carry on. Where am I taking her?”

      “To the fire pit.” He jogged two steps back. “Be quick. Our Highness has not fed in days.”

      Her stomach tumbled over itself as she shot the leader a wan smile. As soon as he turned away, she rushed to the frightened fae’s side. Her green eyes welled with tears, a pool that reflected Reyna’s hardened face right back at her. The fae scuttled back, shivering.

      “Please. I don’t want to die,” she whispered.

      “I’m not going to let you die,” Reyna hissed, glancing over her shoulder to be certain no one else was nearby. “I need you to listen to me, okay?”

      Eyes widening, the wood fae nodded.

      “I’m not going to take you to the king, but they’ll figure out soon enough I don’t have you.” Reyna laid a gentle hand on the wood fae’s trembling arm. “You need to wait in here. Count to one hundred. And then make a move for the forest. Don’t go in a straight line, and don’t walk fast. Pretend like you’re not hiding. You’ll be harder to spot that way.”

      The wood fae nodded eagerly, and then swallowed hard, her throat bobbing. “Why are you helping me?”

      “Because you don’t deserve to die for a crime you did not commit,” Reyna said, taking a step back. “Now, go. I’ll hold them off for as long as I can.”

      A scream ripped through the camp. Breath tight in her throat, Reyna ducked out of the tent. Warriors jogged through camp, their eyes locked on the distant horizon. Reyna followed their gaze, and her entire body froze like a lake on a deep winter day.

      A bonfire raged near the High King’s tent. The flames curled up toward the sky, roaring along with the cheering fae. Five female warriors stood beside the conflagration. Their heads were bowed; their arms were locked behind their backs. The High King held a sixth. His mouth pulsed against her neck as her eyes rolled back into her head. Her body slumped against him like a rag-doll. Blood dripped down onto her collarbone.

      When the High King ripped his mouth away, Reyna stumbled back as though she’d been punched. Two sharp canines poked out from his top lip, glistening with fresh blood. His eyes were wild and red. His cheeks flushed with color, but the rest of his skin looked as though it had been blanched to match the white stone city of Craobhan.

      He tossed the body into the fire and then motioned toward the line of warriors trembling beneath his gaze. “Next.”

      Rage rose up inside her like an iron fist. He couldn’t get away with this. Someone had to do something. But every single wood fae in the camp seemed to be under some kind of thrall. They stared at their king with glassy eyes, jaws slack.

      Reyna patted the dagger hidden in her waistband. If no one else would do a damn thing about their murderous king, then there was nothing to it. She’d have to stop him herself.
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Mariel

        

      

    

    
      “A letter has arrived for you. It has the seal of the Sea Court on it.” Lord Neil caught Mariel in the throne room, launching daggers at stuffed sacks lining the wall. Sweat beaded on her brow, and her entire body ached. Every morning at dawn, she took to training. One day, she would need her skills. It seemed that day was coming sooner than she’d thought.

      She turned to Lord Neil, who had donned a golden cloak clasped together with a broach engraved with the Dalais house symbol: a golden crown perched on top of a bed of bones. He’d taken to wearing the damn thing all the time now, though he still refused to call her anything but Mariel.

      Not until the Seat of Power was hers.

      “Let me guess,” she said dryly. “They think we’re too stupid to have spotted them circling the waters outside the Bay of Wind.”

      Sighing, she took the parchment and unfurled it with trembling fingers. Despite her bravado, she was nervous about the Sea Court. They’d stayed out of the war all this time, building their ships and training their warriors. They were a force to be reckoned with, and they had taken Thane’s side, no doubt. He was Imogen’s son. He was family.

      Her eyes widened as she read the words. With a laugh, she crumpled the letter in her fist.

      Lord Neil frowned. “Well? What’s it say?”

      Mariel’s heart thumped hard. She didn’t know if she should tell the lord the truth. He had come to her aid when the Grand Alderman had seized the castle for his own, when Thane was missing, and Imogen Selkirk was dead. What would he say if he knew the real High King was on his way?

      She’d have to speak as much of the truth as she could, all without saying Thane’s name.

      “They want us to surrender,” she said.

      He frowned. “Ha! Why would we do such a thing?”

      Mariel’s stomach churned. “They don’t want the innocents to die.”

      Lord Neil narrowed his golden eyes. “Ah, I see. So, it’s true then. Our High King went to the bloody Sea Court, and that’s why they’re sailing here to fight.”

      Her heart sunk. She should have known he’d puzzle it out. Lord Neil was not dull-headed, not like Aengus. He’d been able to figure out Mariel’s true identity when she’d been masquerading as Eislyn Darragh. Of course he’d realize where Thane had gone. She’d suspected it herself.

      “He says the realm is his. It’s his court, and his throne,” she said, grinding her teeth together. “But he doesn’t know I’m the one who holds the castle. The letter is addressed to Aengus.”

      Lord Neil held out his hand, palm up. “Let me see it.”

      Mariel stiffened. It was a command, not a question. He and the others had wanted nothing more than to put a Dalais back on the throne, but their respect only went so far. As long as she didn’t have the power of the seat, she was nothing but a figurehead, a symbol. She was not their ruler. Not while Thane Selkirk was still alive.

      And now he was on his way to the city to take it back.

      With a sigh, she dropped the note into his hand, crumpled and all. After Lord Neil read it, he scowled. “I’m not sure how the others will react to this.”

      Mariel arched a brow. “The others have always been loyal to the Dalais family.”

      “Loyal to a point. Sea and Ice have joined together now. Most of our warriors are in the Wood Court, thanks to Sloane Selkirk. We have fighters here but not enough. And Thane holds the power of that seat, whether we like it or not.”

      She bristled at his words. “What was the point of all that ‘Dalais’ nonsense, getting rid of Aengus, all of that….why even bother if it’s Thane you want?”

      He sighed and gave her a kind smile. “He is not who I want, love. He’s not who they want either. But there is a reason they never lifted a damn pinky before now. To protect themselves, their families, and their own subjects, back in their towns and cities. They will do whatever it takes to protect them now, too.”

      Mariel shook her head and took a step back. Tears burned in the corners of her eyes. “Thane abandoned his people. What kind of king does that?”

      “A bad one,” Lord Neil admitted. Shaking his head, he strode over to the hearth and dropped the letter into the flames. Fire swirled across the parchment, melting it into dust. “Which is why no one but us must ever know about the contents of that letter.”

      Mariel’s hands clenched. “You mean to hide it from the others.”

      “I will not tell a damn soul, as long as you don’t either. We shouldn’t surrender to this king, Mariel.” Lord Neil strode across the hall and took her shoulders in his hands. “You’re the rightful ruler. You always have been. The court needs you. Not a king so cowardly he fled when the realm needed him the most. We will never surrender to him.”

      Mariel let out a shaky sigh. “And how will we fight him off?”

      “We have warriors. We have walls. The city is well-defended. If he wants to take it back, he’ll have to kill us all.”

    

  







            12

          

          

      

    

    






Lorcan

        

      

    

    
      “There’s something I want to try.” Lorcan stood at the head of the Meeting Hall table, his fists braced on the creaking wood. He had gathered all of his advisors, including Heremon. Druid Aric and Priest Tighe had been invited as well. He wanted to hear every opinion, so that he might make the best decision for the realm at large.

      Priest Tighe and his fellow Unseelie worshippers had been none too pleased he’d committed to the Dagda’s teachings during his coronation. And at this point in time, there were more priests at court than courtiers. He needed the help of every shadow fae inside the castle. If that meant bringing them into his plans, then so be it.

      “The look on your face worries me, Your Highness,” Nollaig muttered. “I’ve seen that look before. Mostly when it concerned Reyna Darragh.”

      Lorcan ignored her. “There are several hidden tunnels beneath this city. One of them leads right into the middle of the wood fae’s camp. But there are others, some that they would not know about. Am I right, Seg?”

      Seg frowned and leaned back into his chair. “There are at least two the Wood Court may not have discovered. But, if I may, Your Grace, I don’t see how that helps us at all. Even if our army makes it out onto the other side of the wall, we don’t have the numbers to fight the wood king. Not without something else.”

      Or someone else, Lorcan thought to himself. They might be able to win on the battlefield if they had Reyna Darragh.

      “I don’t intend for us to fight him,” Lorcan said, bracing himself for the reaction of his advisors.

      Druid Aric frowned. “What do you mean? Why would we go into the wood lands if not to fight the king?”

      “What is our biggest problem?” Lorcan asked, glancing around the table at the confused faces of his advisors.

      Nollaig raised a gloved hand. “Um, the massive army camped outside our gates?”

      “No,” Lorcan said. “The lack of food.”

      When no one responded, he continued. “At this moment in time, no one is attacking us. The wood king can continue to sit out there for as long as he likes. He must not know our numbers, or he’d have invaded by now. So, he doesn’t know just how few we are. He will continue to wait us out, hoping we will cave eventually.”

      Seg frowned. “I’m not sure I see where you’re going with this, Your Highness.”

      “Our fae need food. They cannot survive in this city any longer. We need to push out of Findius and into the wood fae lands. If we can make it behind the army without them spotting us, we can flee north and take refuge in the Air Court.”

      Druid Aric barked out a laugh. “That will never work. The Air Court will kill us just as readily as the Wood Court would. That’s if we even managed to make it through the woods without its dark magic killing us all.”

      Lorcan cut his eyes toward Nollaig. “What do you think?”

      “It’s risky,” she said with a nod. “But you make a good point. It might be our only option.”

      Heremon flipped open his ration book and scribbled a few notes on the page. “The numbers are dire, Your Grace. With our current supplies and the rate at which the city is going through food now, we’ll run out by the month’s end.”

      His words dropped like a scythe. Lorcan’s frown deepened. If he did not do something, Ulaid Molt’s siege would be the most successful battle in all the history of Tir Na Nog. He wouldn’t have to raise a single sword or loose a single arrow. Findius would fall.

      “If I might make a suggestion, Your Grace,” Commander Segonax cut in.

      Lorcan gave him a nod.

      “It isn’t safe to have the entire city pack up and move out until we know what awaits us on the other side of that tunnel. We need to send scouts first, to ensure there are no hidden wood fae guarding the exit.”

      “Yes, of course,” Lorcan said, sighing in relief. In the end, his advisors had backed his wild plan. This might just work, after all. “Pick out a small team. I’d like you to lead this mission yourself. And I’m coming with you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Lorcan, you can’t do this,” Nollaig hissed at him as she followed Segonax and his three warriors to the entrance into the tunnels. She scurried after him, almost tripping over her cloak’s frayed edges, while her familiar clung tightly to her shoulder. Lorcan just ignored her, checking the steel he’d armed himself with. One sword, two hidden daggers, and a poisonous dart dipped in iron.

      She grabbed his hand and pulled him to a stop. “Listen to me. You can’t.”

      “I’m the High King of the Shadow Court, Nollaig. I can do what I wish.”

      She heaved out a sigh and fell into step beside him as he continued toward the tunnels. “You could get killed.”

      “And so could Segonax and the other warriors.” He shot her a quick glance. “How am I any better than my father if I do not take up my sword myself? If I sit inside that castle and let others stride into danger? If I don’t fight beside my people?”

      “Because you’re the High King. Your safety is paramount. If you die…”

      “Then someone else will take my place.”

      “Yes,” she hissed. “And it could be someone who—”

      “Nollaig.” He stopped, turned to her, and took her arms in his. She almost flinched away from his touch. Beneath her cloak, her body felt firm, strong, powerful. It almost caught him off guard. Her cloak made her look frail, like she was hiding a weakness she did not want anyone to know she had. Maybe she was hiding her strength instead. But why?

      “I understand your worry, but I have to do this,” he said quietly as the mists swirled around them. “It is my plan, and my burden. You stay and keep the court running smoothly. I won’t be gone long.”

      “That sounds like the kind of thing someone says when he is walking straight toward his death.”

      “I have the Seat of Power to protect me,” he murmured. That and something else, the thing he had never been able to understand. Lorcan had the shadows on his side. They often came to him when he needed them the most. Sometimes, they even came when he wanted them to hide. They’d given him away to Reyna, when she’d thought of him as nothing more than an honorable air fae warrior. But they’d also come to him when he’d been trying to save her life, protecting them both from the Ruin’s terrible storm.

      “That power doesn’t make you invincible,” she hissed.

      “No, it doesn’t. Which is why you and I will both starve along with the rest of this city if I don’t find a way for us to get out of here.” He patted her shoulder. “I’m going, Nollaig. I know you’re worried about me, but there’s nothing you can say that will change my mind. I’ll see you in a few days.”
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        * * *

      

      The tunnels were dark and quiet, stretching beneath the city in a maze of twisting pathways. Segonax led the way. He knew this place almost better than anyone else. Once they’d passed beneath the wall, the exit loomed large. Light spilled through the cracks of a wooden door, seering the shadows.

      Lorcan made a step toward it, but Segonax threw out an arm to hold him back. “You should not go first, Your Highness.”

      He scowled. “I truly wish everyone would stop trying to wrap me in hoarfrost silk. I am your king, and I am a trained sword.”

      Segonax opened his mouth to argue, but then flattened his lips. Casting his gaze to the ground, he nodded. “It is your decision, Your Highness. If you wish to lead us, we will follow you gladly.”

      Lorcan turned to the three guards he’d gotten to know over the course of their journey underground. There was Sean, a stringy male but one surprisingly talented with a bow and arrow. He had no family back in Findius. His mother and father had died when he’d been only a boy, and he’d spent most of his life scrabbling through alleys, finding scraps of food. Then there was Alys. She had a husband and two daughters. They were waiting for her back home. She said both of her children had her deep brunette hair and green eyes. Riordan was an older fae, almost as old as Segonax. His beard was shot through with silver, along with his hair. He hadn’t said much, neither about himself or his family, so Lorcan hadn’t pressed. But his eyes were haunted. He’d seen horrors in his long life.

      Now, each of the warriors knelt to one knee before him, bowing their heads. Riordan cleared his throat. “We will serve you readily, Your Grace.”

      Lorcan’s chest rose as he stared down at these warriors. He rested his hand on the pommel of his sword, trying to find the words of a king inside of him. “This realm is lucky to have warriors willing to follow their king into the depths of an enemy’s territory. You will be rewarded for your bravery.”

      The High King of the Shadow Court strode to the door and pushed it open just a crack. Blinding golden light splashed onto his face. He tipped back his head, gazing across the silent verdant fields that stretched before him. They backed up onto the untouched Forest of Thorns where the trees had not been destroyed by ash or fire.

      He could not spot a single leather-clad warrior, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. With a deep breath, he stepped out of the tunnels, eyes sweeping across the wood fae lands. Tension pounded against his skull, fear mixing with his determination. After several moments of silence stretched by, he motioned for the others to join him on the field.

      Seg stepped up to his side, nostrils flaring as he sniffed at the air. “No sign of wood fae, then.”

      “It doesn’t seem so, no.” Lorcan clenched his jaw, unease tangling with hope. “But something about this rings false.”

      “Aye.” Segonax lifted a finger and pointed toward a rock formation halfway across the field. “There’s something there.”

      Lorcan squinted his eyes, but he could make out nothing but the strange formation, like someone had stacked dozens of stones together in the shape of an arrow. It pointed right at them.

      “Get back into the tunnel,” he murmured as his heartbeat broke out into a canter. He twisted toward the warriors who stood waiting behind him, only to find a trio of blanched faces.

      Two wood fae had edged out of the tunnel. Twin arrows were pointed at the warriors’ heads. Shock slammed its fist into Lorcan’s gut, and a low growl eked from his throat.

      “Lower your weapons.” He angled his already-drawn sword, the sharp blade glinting toward their heads, but he knew he would never be able to get a blow in before they made theirs. Riordan and Alys were trapped right between him and them.

      The two wood fae did not even flinch. They were both female, tall and lithe, and strong, with braided hair that hung down to their hips. Something about the fierce flash in their emerald eyes reminded him of Reyna Darragh.

      “You’re coming with us,” the closest one hissed. “The High King can’t wait to meet you, Lorcan Rothach.”

      Riordan’s eyes flashed toward Lorcan. The old warrior’s face hardened into stone. “We will not allow you to take our king.”

      Lorcan let out a roar as Riordan whirled toward the wood fae, whipping his dagger out of his sheath. The arrow loosed, slamming into the center of Riordan’s forehead. Lorcan stumbled back, a snake circling his heart and twisting the life out of it.

      Everyone else sprang into action as Riordan’s body crumpled onto the thick grass. Alys and Sean both whirled with their weapons raised. Seg sprang forward with a shout. The second wood fae loosed her arrow, and this one was aimed right at Lorcan’s chest.

      He saw it a second too late. The iron tip hurtled through his left shoulder, punching him away from the others. His back slammed into the ground as his feet twisted beneath him. He blinked up at the brilliant blue sky, his lifeforce pumping out of his veins and onto the grass. He tried to call upon his shadows, but they slipped between his fingers like invisible ghosts. His vision blurred until the clouds transformed into a strange grey haze that tugged him into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      “Your Highness.” Segonax’s familiar face blurred in Lorcan’s vision. A second face appeared beside him, his brows knitted together in concern. Priest Tighe, still clutching his damn book. Nollaig popped up beside him, though her cloak still hid any hint of her from view. Pain pounded against Lorcan’s shoulder, and he groaned.

      “What happened?” he grunted, his vision blurring. He could scarcely think straight against the pain, and his memories were vague. There’d been green all around him, and then…nothing.

      “The wood fae hit you with one of their poisoned arrows,” Seg said grimly. “Priest Tighe here managed to draw it out of your skin quickly enough. If it weren’t for him, you’d be dead.”

      His heart pulsed. “And the others?”

      Seg’s voice was grim. “Only Alys survived. Both Riordan and Sean are dead, but so are the two wood fae archers.”

      Lorcan let out a heavy sigh, letting his eyes slide shut. “There will be others who know about that tunnel. We cannot exit the city that way.”

      “No, Your Highness, we can’t,” Priest Tighe said. “There is only one option for us now.”

      Lorcan sagged against the weight of it. How could he surrender the city to the wood king? But what would happen if he didn’t?

      “How much longer until I heal, Tighe?” Lorcan asked.

      “You are stronger than most, Your Highness,” the priest answered. “The throne’s powers seem to be healing your wound quite quickly. It’s likely why you aren’t dead already. I imagine you will be fully healed within days.”

      “Days.” That might be just long enough to decide on the right path forward. By the time he rose from this bed, he would have to make the call. Surrender or not.

      “Seg, Nollaig,” he said before sleep could tug him back under once more. “I need you to gather the council and brainstorm ideas. See if any of you can think of any way for us to save ourselves. Otherwise, I will open those gates and welcome the wood king into Findius. I see no way to avoid it any longer.”
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Eislyn

        

      

    

    
      “Welcome to the Empire of Fomor, little fae.” Blaine shoved her forward, and her feet tripped on the cracks of the wooden dock. Her knees slammed into the ground. With a chuckle, Blaine yanked her to her feet. “Stop acting so pathetic. You got to where you wanted to go, didn’t you?”

      “Not like this,” she hissed through her teeth. “Let me go.”

      The journey had been made of nightmares. Eislyn had been locked in a tiny room for the entire duration. No windows. No fresh air. Nothing to keep her company but her own stink. They’d brought her food when they remembered. Sometimes, she got water.

      She never got a bed or a pail.

      Her own scent clung to her like a hungry leech. Her eyes locked on the crystalline sea, the brilliance of it shining through the cracks in the dock. Her heart ached with yearning for that water, to sink beneath the waves, to wash her skin and her mind of the memories that would haunt her for the rest of her life.

      She had not been given light on the ship, either. She had not known day from night. Her ever-present shadows came to haunt her, bringing with it the sound of her mother’s dying screams. She had been forced to endure those memories over and over and over again, until she was no longer sure if those images were from her past or from her future.

      No, Eislyn felt like nothing more than a broken thing. Any hope she’d have of saving Tir Na Nog from the Ruin was gone.

      The human shoved her a step forward. Eislyn stumbled, biting the insides of her cheeks until they bled. She could barely see through the tears in her eyes. Not that it mattered. It wasn’t as though she would see much of anything for long. The humans had made one thing achingly clear. Fomorians truly did hate the fae. She would likely be killed the moment she got thrown before the Emperor’s guards.

      She glanced over her shoulder. The human was pushing her along, but his eyes were drawn to the magnificent city spread across the rocky hills. This would be her last chance to escape, not that she had any idea where she could go from here.

      Reyna would fight, she whispered to herself. Vreis would fight.

      With a deep breath, she curled her hands into fists and called upon the fearful rage she’d felt back in Snowport. Visions of Vreis’s bloodstained neck flashed in her mind’s eye. Despair and vicious anger stormed through her like a hurricane.

      Electrical currents swept through her body, and the hair on the back of her neck stood to attention like sentinels. She threw her arms out to her sides and spread her palms wide.

      Ice shot from her skin. It blasted the human behind her, knocking him back several feet. Shouts echoed all around her. Gritting her teeth, she glanced behind her. Blaine was sprawled across the dock. A shard of ice stuck out from his forehead. Blood dripped onto the ground.

      “What the fuck!” one of the humans shouted, stumbling away from her.

      A twisted smile lifted the corners of Eislyn’s mouth. Maybe she could be her own damn shield after all.

      The nearest human lifted his fingers to his lips, and he whistled. The high-pitched screech cut like a knife against her eardrums. She winced, whirling toward the sound of thundering footsteps. Several Fomorians were hurrying her way. Wings stretched wide from their towering forms. She swallowed hard, heart thumping a frantic beat.

      “Shouldn’t have done that, fae,” the whistling human growled at her. “Your magic might work on us, but it won’t work on them.”

      Eislyn sucked in a sharp breath and whirled on her feet. If those Fomorians caught her, they would kill her in an instant. Their eyes flashed with a murderous glint she had seen far more times than she wanted to admit. In Aengus’s eyes. In Imogen’s eyes. In Sloane Selkirk’s eyes.

      She had even seen that look on Reyna’s face, though not directed at her.

      She threw her feet forward, pounding them hard against the dock. Before she even made it past the dead human’s body, strong hands circled her arms and jerked her back. Wings rushed by her head, and talons sliced into her flesh. Her head exploded with pain as something hard and heavy slammed against it. She slumped against the Fomorians, and all went dark.
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        * * *

      

      Her cruel dreams did not plague her for once. She awoke from the darkness with a gasp, fear and anger churning through her like a storm. She blinked against a harsh light shining into her face. Everything around her was steeped in gold, including the towering male who stood before her, frowning down into her eyes.

      “Hello. My name is Emperor Lir Lothian, and you are a fae who has trespassed upon my lands.”

      She blinked up at him, her tongue heavy and dry in her mouth. He was unlike anything she had ever seen before, including the Fomorians on the dock. He was impossibly tall, towering over everyone else in the room, and his muscles rippled beneath the dying sunlight that gleamed against the golden floor of what she guessed to be his throne room. His dark hair was sleek and long and pulled away from his chiseled jaw. Sharp elongated ears speared the strands, and each tip was donned with golden piercings. An elaborate tattoo swirled across his bare chest, muscles rippling as he moved.

      His eyes were dark. His skin was bronze. His lips were full and curving in their wicked smile.

      She swallowed hard.

      When she did not answer, he turned to the Fomorian standing on her right. He’d brought one of the humans from the ship along with him, along with a strange barn owl. He squirmed beneath the Emperor’s piercing gaze.

      “Tell me who this is. Where has she come from?” the Emperor demanded.

      “She?” Frowning, one of the humans slid a sidelong glance her way. “Forgive me, Your Excellence, but is this not a boy?”

      “A boy.” The Emperor’s full lips curled. “I’m surprised you managed to spot she’s a fae when you cannot even tell she’s female.”

      “But..” The human blinked, and then cast his eyes to the ground. “Forgive me, Your Excellence. My human eyes have deceived me.”

      Your Excellence. Inwardly, Eislyn rolled her eyes. What a stupid title.

      The Emperor’s gaze slid back to her face. His eyes burned right through her. “Where are you from?”

      She wet her lips. “Tir Na Nog.”

      “Which court?”

      “Ice,” she whispered.

      “Of course you are. I should have known.” He rolled his eyes and sighed. What did that mean? Why should he have known?

      “A pretty ice fae princess, with an owl familiar, who has shaved her pretty ice fae hair. What were you trying to accomplish? Convince us that you’re human?”

      Her heart thumped. What the hell did that mean?

      “I don’t have an owl familiar,” she said.

      He jerked his chin toward the brown owl who was struggling to escape from the Fomorian’s hands. “That owl came to your rescue, and it seems intent on getting to your side even now. You’re telling me it’s not yours?”

      Eislyn lifted her chin. “Yes, actually.”

      “Either you can lie or you’re ignorant.” His smile vanished. “You’ve left me with no other choice. You’ll stay, here in Aotrom Palace. And you’ll become my bride.”

      Eislyn took a step back, heart rattling. “What?”

      “You’ll become my bride.” He repeated the words slowly, as if he were speaking to a small child.

      “I will not,” she said hotly, twisting against the bonds around her wrists. “I’m someone else’s betrothed!”

      “Unfortunately for your lover, you will not be returning to him.” Emperor Lir twisted toward his closest guard. “Bring me a druid. Tell him to bring everything he needs for a wedding ceremony.”

      All the blood rushed from Eislyn’s face. Horror twisted in her gut like a knife. “Now? You want to marry me now?”

      He shot her a wry smile that matched the devilish shadows in his eyes. “Did you think that I would wait and give you a chance to escape?”

      “I won’t marry you!”

      “You will,” he countered.

      “You need my permission,” she said, tears bubbling up in the corners of her eyes. “I have to agree to this, you know. That’s how the ceremony works.”

      “Not for the Emperor of Fomor.”

      Her jaw dropped as she conjured up argument after argument against this, but when he turned his back on her, all the fight bled out of her body and onto the stones. She sagged against her captors, a new wail of terror building in her throat. She’d been an idiot for believing that she could do anything to save her world. Vreis had been wrong. Eislyn could never be her own shield.

      She would never even see another shield again.

      It was all gone. Forever.

      An hour stretched by. And then another. Eislyn was forced to wait inside the throne room with her captors and the strange owl while the Emperor was off doing who knew what. Something to do with the bloody wedding, apparently. She conjured up image after image of her escape, but not a single one of them made sense. She could try fighting them, but she had no sword. She could use her magic against them, but they seemed immune. She could run, but not fast enough. They were far more powerful. They were larger. They could break her body in half if they wanted.

      Finally, the Emperor returned. He’d changed into a pair of white silk trousers that were barely cinched around his waist. He wore nothing on top, only his crown. His bronze chest glowed like the sunset.

      He handed her a white, lacy gown. “Change into this.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “Unfortunately for you, I care little about what you want.” He pointed at the gown. “Change.”

      “And what if I don’t?”

      “You will.”

      “You can’t make me.”

      He sighed and turned to the Fomorian who held her tightly in his grip. “Break one of her fingers. And then keep breaking them until she agrees to change into the gown.”

      Fear bubbled up in her throat. “You can’t do that. I thought you wanted me to be your bride.”

      “My bride doesn’t need fingers,” he drawled with such vicious ease that her soul shook in her chest. She truly was nothing but an ant to him, or worse. Perhaps he even thought of her as dirt.

      The Fomorian guard grinned and lifted her hand to his lips. He flashed his teeth, and for a moment, Eislyn feared he might bite her finger clean off.

      “No, wait,” she hissed, cheeks filling with color. She hated this. All of it. But she especially hated that she was so weak, that she could not stand the thought of even the tiniest bit of pain. “I’ll wear the stupid gown. But I’m not changing in front of you.” She gritted her teeth and glanced at the Emperor. “In front of either of you.”

      Emperor Lir shrugged and crossed his arms over his chiseled chest. “You don’t need to get naked. Just put it over your tattered clothes.”

      It was such a strange request that Eislyn almost laughed. And then she remembered where she was and why she had to put the stupid gown on in the first place. Still embarrassed, she shrugged the gown over her head and pulled it down over the baggy tunic and trousers she’d worn to trick the world into thinking she was a boy. What a stupid mistake that had been.

      “Good.” The Emperor turned and waved the druid forward. Donned in a dull grey robe, he looked nothing like a Fomorian and everything like the fae back home. He was even shorter than the others, and his complexion was far paler than theirs as well. Could he be fae? If so, why was he allowed here and no one else?

      And why the hell did the Emperor want to marry her in the first place?

      “Quickly,” the Emperor said. “Let’s get this over with. I have more important business to attend to, and this has taken up far too much of my time already.”

      Eislyn scowled at him.

      The druid nodded and led them to the foot of the dais where Emperor Lir stood opposite of her. He towered over her like one of the looming Fomorian statues from beyond the sea. Eislyn swallowed nervously and tried to focus on anything but his gleaming muscular chest, the way his trousers clung to his skin like a glove.

      She cast a glance at the distant door, her skin itching to jump off and run. How far would she make it before she was stopped? Could she even get out of the hall? Did she have a chance?

      “You aren’t fast enough,” the Emperor said, cutting through her thoughts. “Though you’re welcome to try it if you’d like. It could be a fun little game. I’m the hunter. You’re the prey.”

      Eislyn blinked, swallowing hard. So much for that idea.

      “Princess Eislyn, please hold out your hand,” the druid intoned. She ground her teeth together and refused to do a damn thing. She didn’t want to touch the beast, let alone marry him.

      Emperor Lir grabbed her hand roughly and held it tightly in his fist. “Stop fighting this, fae.”

      “Why wouldn’t I fight it?” she hissed around the lump in her throat. “I don’t want this.”

      “Fae who trespass do not get what they want.”

      “Now,” the druid cut in quickly, his voice rising, almost in fear. “Repeat these vows after me.”

      The druid rattled off standard wedding vows that Eislyn had heard a dozen times. They were no different than the ones back home. As she forced them out, the druid leaned forward and tied a golden ribbon around their joined hands. It felt as rough as chains.

      When they were done, the Emperor unwound the ribbon and dropped it between them. Tears filled Eislyn’s eyes as she watched it flutter toward her feet. Her hand was free now, but the place where the ribbon had touched her skin burned as if it were encircled by fire.

      “That’s it then.” The Emperor turned away without even the slightest of glances in Eislyn’s direction. Her heart pounded hard as she stared after him.

      “You’re leaving?” she asked.

      He chuckled. “Of course. You’re wed to me now. I have no need for you otherwise. Druid Evin will find quarters for you. I doubt I will see you around very often. Enjoy your new home.”

      She fisted her hands, gaping after him. Her cheeks flushed with barely-contained rage. What had the point of all this been? Why had he married her? And why did he seem like he didn’t even care?

      “I hate you,” she hissed.

      The Emperor glanced over his shoulder and smiled. “Too bad you don’t have to love me to be my wife.”
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      “Wait,” the High King boomed, holding up a hand as the orange-haired warrior yanked another girl away from the others lined up to die. “Unseelie wishes to speak with me.”

      Lovely. That wouldn’t be at all creepy.

      Reyna rejoined the path, her eyes locked on the gruesome king. His green, perfectly-groomed hair hung past his chiseled jaw, and a twisting branch of thorns perched on his head. His bloodshot violet eyes, set far within their sockets, eagerly stared into the flames.

      Like the warriors that surrounded him, he was broad-shouldered and muscular, and he towered over most. The tips of his ears stabbed through his hair like twin blades. His leather armor had been topped with steel bracers, and his breastplate was smooth. No sigil could be seen.

      Reyna understood at once. It was a statement, a warning to anyone who stood in his way. High King Ulaid Molt did not intend to reign over the Wood Court alone. He wanted all of Tir Na Nog to bow beneath his boot.

      “Unseelie,” he growled, stretching his arms wide on either side of him. “Tell me what it is you wish for me to know. Who is the murderer in our midst? Which female here has betrayed her king?”

      The fire crackled and spit. Shadows seeped from the ground where the king stood, curling around his black boots. It thickened as it spread like a mist. Reyna slowed to a stop, horror and awe forming a knot of dread in her chest. She’d met a lot of people over the past few months who claimed to have contact with the dark god, but none had ever convinced her that Unseelie was doing anything other than playing a game with their minds. They were puzzle pieces and nothing more. Ants to push along down the path that he wanted.

      This was something else. Unseelie was here.

      Reyna glanced at the wood fae warriors. They still stood enthralled by their king. Or, more likely, by Unseelie himself. Did they even understand what they were seeing? Would they remember it when they snapped back, awakening from whatever strange slumber had befallen them?

      “Oh, my great god, Unseelie. Must I sacrifice more blood to your flames?” the High King intoned.

      “No,” Reyna whispered, her heart thumping as she stared at the innocent wood fae lined up by the fire.

      The High King’s head jerked up, almost as though he’d heard her voice. His smile stretched wide, revealing the sharp teeth coated in blood. He swept his gaze across the war camp. Reyna’s heart thundered. Surely he couldn’t have heard her? Her voice had only been a whisper on the wind.

      “Unseelie has spoken!” he roared, pumping his fist in the air. The wood fae warriors did not even flinch. They stared, a horrible, eerie silence twisting through the tents. The occasional flap of the emerald banners was the only sound.

      “He has whispered the name of our enemy, the one lurking in our midst, the one who killed one of our own.” He shook his head, scowling. “Her name is Reyna Darragh.”

      Reyna’s blood chilled as the world dropped out from beneath her feet. Swallowing hard, she glanced around. No one had reacted yet. And no one had twisted her way. Her heart hammered as she turned back to the king. He was eagerly sweeping his eyes through the crowd, trying to spot her amidst the sea of green.

      She’d never been so thankful for Thane and that damn hair dye.

      Breath rattling, she planted her feet firmly in the ground and lifted her gaze to mimic those around her. The king was likely searching the camp for movement. Reyna Darragh would be roaming around, gasping or crawling or darting through the tents. He knew she would not be enthralled, or whatever this was.

      After too many excruciating moments of brutal silence, the king finally relented. He scanned the crowd once more, and then snapped his fingers. The warriors shuddered awake.

      High King Ulaid Molt licked the crimson from his teeth. “I will find you, Reyna Darragh. And then I will relish every last drop of your blood.”
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        * * *

      

      Reyna had officially run out of time. The High King knew she was here, and he likely knew why. Soon, Wingallock would return to her side, and she would be unable to hide him. She had to make her move fast. Picking up her pace, she rushed through the camp in the direction of the air fae tents. There was a large contingent of them on the eastern side, situated with a large chunk of blackened earth separating them from the rest of camp.

      The largest of the tents squatted in the very center. Reyna made a beeline for it and ducked inside.

      A dozen pairs of yellow eyes turned her way.

      “Hi,” she said.

      The nearest air fae scowled, a golden-haired female whose long limbs made her tower over everyone else. “What are you doing here? I thought you lot didn’t want to have anything to do with us, even though we’ve come down here to help your asses with this stupid siege.”

      “There’s something I need to tell you, but I need you to promise to hear me out before rushing off to do something drastic.”

      The golden-haired female edged closer, eyes narrowed. “I heard there was some kind of ruckus going on about a wood fae murdering another wood fae. That’s you, isn’t it?”

      Reyna frowned. “That’s the least of our worries. You didn’t see what just happened out there?”

      “What happened out where?”

      “With the king.” Reyna pointed at the tent’s flap. It obscured the fire pit from view. “He rounded up a bunch of his own warriors and started to feast on their blood and—”

      “Oh.” She sighed, her face hardening into ice. “That again.”

      Reyna frowned. “What do you mean, ‘again’?”

      The cluster of air fae warriors shot each other uneasy glances. The golden-haired female cleared her throat. She stood taller than the rest, and her armor was more refined. Tassels of gold and red hung from her breastplate, signifying her as a captain for the army. The hard set to her jaw said everything her words did not. She wasn’t too fond of the wood king.

      “Nothing for you to worry about,” she quickly said, palming the pommel of her sword. “Now, tell me why you’re here before I alert the Grand Alderman. He might be curious to know why a wood fae seems to be hiding out in our tents.”

      “I am not a wood fae.” Reyna lifted her shirt to show the hilt of her ice dagger pressed against her stomach. “I am ice.”

      Confusion rippled across the captain’s face, replaced quickly with doubt. “You could have stolen that.”

      “I could have, but I didn’t.” Reyna shrugged. “Also, I spoke plainly. There is no hiding the truth, or twisting my words to convince you that I am something I am not. Ask me anything you want, and I will answer it.”

      They didn’t know that Reyna could lie, though she didn’t plan to do anything but give them the brutal, honest truth.

      The captain pursed her lips. She glanced behind her, meeting the eyes of her fellow warriors. Several of them gave her a nod. When she turned back to Reyna, her eyes had sparked with fire.

      “Alright then. You said you’re ice. That could somehow be a twist on words, so I will ask you more plainly.” She stepped in closer. “Are you an ice fae? Were you born in the Ice Court? Are you loyal to the Ice Court? Did you somehow join the Wood Court even though you’re an ice fae? Answer all those questions, and then I might believe you are what you say you are.”

      Reyna merely smiled. “I am Princess Reyna Darragh, daughter of High King Cos Darragh, former Shieldmaiden for the Ice Court army and currently first-in-line for the ice throne. The once-betrothed to your High King Thane Selkirk. Now, tell me,” she said, chest burning with the heat of her words, “am I what I say I am?”

      The captain could only blink.

      “Princess.” One of the warriors standing just behind the captain lowered his head. “Forgive us. You do not look yourself.”

      “Of course I don’t. I never would have gotten this far if I hadn’t dyed my silver hair. But it is dye. I am not a wood fae.”

      The captain cleared her throat. “Princess, I don’t quite know what to say. I must admit, there are a million and one questions swirling through my head. But before I ask them, can I just say how glad I am you’re here?”

      Reyna smiled. It had been a risk, revealing herself to the air fae. She’d had a hunch that they would not be pleased about the king they were now fighting for. Sloane Selkirk had sent them here. They’d been following their leader’s orders. But that did not mean they would be thrilled to fight for a king who killed his own.

      They likely did not even know that Thane wanted them back home.

      “I could say the same to you,” Reyna replied with a smile. “I bring news from your king.”

      The captain and her warriors all stood a little straighter at that. Reyna’s heart warmed. She could only imagine how she would have felt in their situation, if she as a Shieldmaiden had been sent to fight under the command of the wood king. To see a friendly face arrive with news from the court…an overwhelming hope would balloon over her head and lift the weight of the war from her shoulders.

      Reyna quickly filled them in on the developments inside the kingdom since Sloane Selkirk’s death. They knew some of it, of course, though much had been twisted by Aengus’s own reports. When they heard that Thane was on his way to Tairngire, with ships, to retake it as his, they cheered.

      “The Grand Alderman mentioned none of this,” the captain said, who Reyna now knew as Moina. Her eyes sparkled. “He insinuated that Thane was dead.”

      “Well, he’s not dead. I saw him with my own eyes. He even gave me this dye.” Reyna cocked her head, thinking. “What I’ve been wondering is this. Who is holding the city with the Grand Alderman down here?”

      The warriors shifted on their feet.

      Moina scowled. “We don’t know. The Grand Alderman said he left it in the hands of a girl, but he wouldn’t say who.”

      Hmm. That was odd, and it was the second time she’d heard mention of a girl. An alarm bell clanged in her head, loud and unyielding. “It’s not…Eislyn, is it? Did he somehow get his claws into my sister?”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know,” the captain said with a kind smile. “I didn’t even know our High King was still alive until now.”

      A tangle of unease and fear shifted uncomfortably in her gut. She’d felt so much relief when she’d heard Eislyn had escaped Tairngire. But…had she, actually? Thane’s spies had not been certain exactly where she’d gone or what had happened to her. They were unable to get inside the castle, only hearing half-whispered rumors as they drifted through the city. The words could have been warped as they passed from ear to ear.

      Her sister might still be trapped there. And Thane was poised to attack.

      “I need to do something,” she said, panic rising with her voice. “If Eislyn is in that castle when Thane attacks…”

      “Our High King will not destroy the castle,” Moina said firmly. “It will not come to that. When the people see it’s him at the gates, they will welcome him in with open arms. You need not worry about Princess Eislyn.”

      Reyna tried to nod, but her neck was frozen. Moina was likely right. Thane hadn’t even wanted to attack Tairngire in the first place. But…it might not be left up to him. The Leaghans’ were thirsty for blood.

      “Do you have any birds here, to send word?” Reyna asked. “I won’t be able to go through with this if Eislyn’s life is at risk, even a little bit.”

      The captain exchanged a few nervous glances with her warriors. “Go through with what exactly, Princess Reyna? Why have you come here? I know it’s not just to inform us you’ve seen our High King.”

      Reyna’s lungs expanded as she drew in the air, tinged with smoke and blood. “Ulaid Molt is not our ally.”

      Captain Moina’s brows slammed down. “Our High King said this?”

      She nodded. “He knows what kind of monster he is. This alliance, it was not his idea, and he does not wish for it to continue even a moment longer.”

      The warriors suddenly grew restless. Murmurs spread through the little crowd as they shifted on their feet, as they rustled through the trunks for the weapons kept inside. Moina’s throat bobbed as she swallowed hard. Her golden eyes flickered with eternal fire, and a deep crimson flooded into her cheeks.

      “What are you saying?” Moina murmured. She glanced at the tent’s flap, rustling in the breeze. The chanting of distant warriors drifted inside, guttural sounds that tiptoed dread down Reyna’s spine. What were the wood fae up to now?

      “What would you say your numbers are compared to theirs?” Reyna asked softly so that the others could not pick up her words.

      Moina’s head jerked up. She motioned for the warriors to gather around her. They all dropped what they were doing and came to her side.

      “The princess and I need to have a private chat.” She nodded at each of them in turn. “And I need you to rouse anyone who is asleep. Sober up anyone who might have overdone it on the Wood Whiskey. Don’t speak of anything you’ve heard inside this tent, yes? Just…get everyone moving.”

      The warriors nodded and disappeared through the flap without a single word of disagreement. Reyna was left inside with Moina. The captain began to pace the length of the tent.

      “Are you merely suggesting this, princess?” she asked. “Or is it an order from our High King?”

      “I haven’t suggested or ordered a thing,” Reyna said. “I’m just asking you a question. What are your numbers?”

      “Eight thousand,” Moina said. “The Wood Court has just as many, and they have their ships.”

      Reyna frowned. The ships would be the problem. “Any idea the numbers on those? We haven’t been able to get a good look at them.”

      Moina scowled. “That’s because Ulaid Molt is using bloody Unseelie magic to cast an illusion across them. There could be a single ship for all we know. Or there could be a hundred.”

      “Could he support that many warriors? That many ships? Where did the wood come from? I know they don’t like to chop down their own.”

      Moina shot her a wry smile. “They say the same thing about ice fae. Where do you get your wood?”

      She had a point. “The Empire of Fomor.”

      “And you see, there it is.” Moina let out a bitter chuckle. “Both your kingdoms are the only ones with access to the trade routes. The rest of us don’t stand a chance of surviving against that.”

      “Not anymore,” Reyna argued. “The High Kings of Ice, Sea, and Air have allied. And soon, the Wood Court…”

      “Will fall?” Moina arched a brow. “You saw what we’re dealing with out there. Ulaid Molt is no normal High King. And here we always thought it was the shadow fae we had to worry about. He is drenched in Unseelie. He feasts on blood and bone. There is a limit to what he can do, but I don’t know what that is.” Moina shuddered. “I don’t see how we win against that.”

      “I’m going to kill him,” Reyna said in a matter-of-fact tone of voice that betrayed none of the fear and uncertainty running rampant through her mind.

      Moina laughed. “Forgive me, princess, but how?”

      With Seelie’s powers. Reyna tipped back her head, but the tent blocked the sky. Where is Wingallock?! She’d never be able to access her fire or her ice until he returned to her side.

      So, all she could bring herself to say was, “Ulaid Molt is not the only one with magic. We kill him, and his powers are gone. We can see the ships. We can break whatever control he has over his army. They’re all in some weird trance. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s controlling them somehow. Most will likely lay down their weapons if he’s dead. Those who refuse to surrender can be easily defeated with the number of fighters you have.”

      Moina’s lips flattened. Her gaze grew dark. “So, what exactly is it you would have us do, princess?”

      Reyna filled her in on the plan.
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      “Your birds have been sent,” Moina said when she joined Reyna at the edge of the air fae’s zone of the war camp. She stood with her toes jutting out onto the scorched earth while the rest of her leaned back into the easterly wind. She had caused this destruction, whether it had been the night the Ruin had attacked the forest, or the fire that she’d started in Oxgrove to protect the village from the wood king.

      Everywhere she went, terrible things happened. It had been that way for as long as she could remember.

      It’s because you’re the Namhaid, the Ruin suddenly hissed, awaking from whatever slumber had kept it silent the past day. Your only role in this world is to bring upon its end.

      Reyna stiffened.

      That’s right. Did you think I would leave you? I can’t. Not when every move you make takes us all one step closer to the end of everything.

      “Princess Reyna?” Moina shifted in front of her, blocking out the chaos of the wood fae camp. “Everything alright? I thought you’d be pleased we were able to get word sent to the castle and to our High King.”

      Reyna blew out a heavy breath that felt as if it came from the very depths of her. “It’s nothing. Thanks for sending the birds. If Eislyn is inside, Thane needs to know. He’d never do anything to harm her.”

      “Is it true that she’s his betrothed now, instead of you?” She cleared her throat, and then coughed. “Apologies, princess. Forget I just said that. It’s not my place, I know—”

      “It was never love between Thane and me,” Reyna said. “We were both doing what we thought best for our kingdoms.”

      “For the alliance.”

      She nodded. “For the alliance. We needed a way to join our courts together, and that was it. Now, things have changed. I’m not certain a marriage is even necessary.”

      “Princess…” Moina said with a strange smile. “May I speak plainly?”

      “Of course.”

      “There needs to be something to unite the realms,” she said. “A common enemy works for a time, but what then? What is to stop the fighting again? A marriage. Two great families putting aside their differences and joining together beneath the eye of our great god, the Dadga.”

      “There are more than just two families involved, Moina,” Reyna argued. “What about the fae of the sea?”

      “Ah.” She smiled. “Our High King is a sea fae. He is golden like the sun, but he is born of the salt and the mist and the waves. Our elemental powers always come from our mothers, remember?”

      “That scarcely matters now. Not with magic gone.”

      Moina gave her a wry smile. “You, of all people, know it’s not truly gone. It’s in the dirt. It’s in our blood.”

      “So, what are you saying?”

      “The High King is a Selkirk, but he is also a sea fae. He brings the families together, like it or not. That is where your sister comes in.”

      Reyna’s hands fisted. Even after all this time, she did not like it. Thane had turned out to be a far cry from the cruel, wicked male she’d thought him to be. He was kind and generous. But he was not honorable. At least, not honorable enough for Eislyn Darragh. He’d fled his own court. Reyna could forgive him for that, but that did not mean that she wanted him to marry her baby sister.

      “You’re leaving out the wood and shadow fae from this arrangement,” she said, changing the subject.

      “The shadow fae will be happy enough just to escape their dreaded lands,” Moina said. “And as for the wood fae? They’ll be conquered.”

      Reyna twisted toward her, chest lifting. “Does that mean your warriors have agreed to the plan?”

      Moina knelt before Reyna, knees in the dusty soot. “We’ll do what it takes. You have my word as a captain in this great army. It’s time for that wicked king to fall.”

      Hope rose in Reyna’s chest, but it was quickly squashed by the thought of what lay ahead. Many of the air fae would die. There was no guarantee that they would win.

      “What’s going on here?” The voice came from behind her. Moina glanced up, and her eyes widened in shock. She was on her feet in a hasty second, dusting the dirt from her knees. Reyna’s heart lurched like a wild beast. It was that goddamn voice again.

      Aengus.

      “Why are you kneeling on the ground? Why is this wood fae here?” he demanded.

      Reyna slowly spun on her heels, her mouth twisted in a half-grimace, half-smile.

      His jaw dropped. “You.”

      “Hello again, Grand Alderman,” she said, tucking her hands behind her back.

      “What are you doing here?” His beady eyes flicked to Moina. “Why are you speaking with my captain? Were you making her kneel? You’re just a wood fae warrior. You don’t have that kind of rank here.”

      “It was by High King Molt’s command,” Reyna said. “He asked me to come here and ensure her cooperation.”

      Moina gasped.

      Oh, fuck. Moina didn’t know Reyna could lie.

      The Ruin laughed. You are getting very good at your little lies. You’re doing it so often now that you don’t even think before you speak. Do you know who else likes lies?

      Unseelie.

      Heart hammering, her mind spun with a million different thoughts. Moina had trusted her. She only agreed to what Reyna had asked because she believed every word to be true. And it had been. But Moina would not know that now. For all she knew, Reyna could be a wood king spy, someone who had found a way to fib her way into their hearts and minds.

      And she couldn’t very well explain it, not with Aengus standing right there. He would give her up to Ulaid Molt in a heartbeat.

      “Captain Moina does not appear to agree with your statement.” Narrowing his eyes, he drew his rapier from his scabbard. He lifted the pointy tip and flicked it in her direction. “I have a feeling I know exactly who you are. I’ve seen this trick once before. You females with your hair dye, always trying to trick people into thinking you’re someone you’re not. Well, you won’t fool me, Princess Reyna Darragh.”

      “And what is it you think you’re going to do to me, Aengus?” Reyna pulled her ice dagger from her waistband and clutched it in her hand. “Kill me? You can try.”

      “Traitor,” he hissed, darting closer. “How dare you raise a blade to your Grand Alderman, your king in name if not in power? Or did you think I’d forget about your alliance with my court. That makes you my subject.”

      “It might, if Thane Selkirk wasn’t alive.” Reyna smiled when he jerked back as if he’d been slapped. “As it stands, not only is he alive, but he is returning to Tairngire as we speak. In fact, he might already be there, lounging on his Seat of Power, while you…cower before a king who wants nothing to do with you.”

      “Lies. Those are lies.” He pointed a trembling finger at her. “You can lie.”

      That part was true. “I’m not lying, Aengus.”

      “Stop calling me Aengus!” he screamed, his chin wobbling as he flashed his rapier left and right. The sound echoed through the camp, alerting the nearby air fae warriors of the confrontation. Several left their tents to approach. Some held swords. Others fisted their hands. Reyna couldn’t tell if they were coming to her defense…or to knock her on her ass.

      “Princess,” Moina said in a dangerous voice. “Why can you lie?”

      She swallowed hard. While she did not care what Aengus thought, she needed this captain and her warriors on her side. Or else she doubted she would ever be able to get close enough to the wood king for it to matter.

      “I don’t know,” she said, opting for honesty.

      Moina scowled. “How could you not know? You must have done something to gain that freedom.”

      “I didn’t.” Reyna lifted her shoulders toward her ears. “I don’t even know how long I’ve been able to lie. I tried it one day, and I just could.”

      “Then, what does it mean?” Moina demanded.

      “I don’t know.”

      “How can I trust you?” she said, voice breaking.

      Reyna closed her eyes. She had brought the air fae hope. She had brought them a purpose. Their High King had returned to them. An alliance had brought the warring courts together in a way they had not been for a hundred years. It was all going to be over soon. Reyna had seen the shine in Moina’s eyes while they’d discussed the plan. There had been so much hope there, so much yearning for peace.

      And now Moina did not know if she could believe a single word of it.

      None of them did.

      “With faith,” Reyna whispered.

      “Faith is not enough,” Moina hissed. “Prove to me that our High King sent you here.”

      Reyna let out a heavy sigh. “I can’t. You either have to believe me or not. That’s your choice. I can’t force you.”

      The warriors edged closer as Moina once again began to pace. She shoved her fingers into her braided hair and growled as she stomped from one tent to the next. Aengus grinned and slid his rapier right back into its scabbard again. Now that he knew the others did not trust Reyna, he would no longer pretend he was willing to get his hands dirty.

      He’d pass the deed onto someone else.

      Reyna glanced over her shoulder. If she ran, she might be able to reach the forest before they caught her. There, she could melt into the green, hiding until they stopped searching. But she’d have to run past several wood fae tents to get there. And they would likely stop her in her tracks. Now that everyone knew Reyna Darragh was in the camp, anything unusual would stand out like a dragon on a field of snow.

      “Captain,” one of the warriors whispered, before motioning for her to join him by a nearby tent. With one last glare in Reyna’s direction, Moina stomped off, joining him in a small circle with a few others.

      Ruin reared his head. They know you cannot be trusted. They will turn you in to the wood king. He will rip open your throat, feast on your blood, and then throw you to the fire. Your death will be a celebration for everyone who lives.

      Reyna squeezed her eyes tight, battling the urge to scream.

      “Something the matter, Princess Reyna?” Aengus cackled.

      She glared in his direction. “Yes. You.”

      “You look like someone just told you that I ripped your sister apart limb by limb,” he said sweetly.

      Reyna froze. Terror stormed through her veins. Her entire body went hot, fire burning through her with a ferocity of a thousand stars. Nostrils flared, she felt her body curve instinctively, as if it were preparing itself to pounce.

      “What did you just say?” she asked in a voice that was so dark and dangerous that it did not sound like her at all. She didn’t care.

      His lips curled. “I said I ripped apart your sister’s broken body limb by limb. She begged for mercy near the end. I did not give it to her.”

      Hot, blinding rage filled her chest with flames. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t speak. She could do nothing but stare at the creature whose heart she would rip right out of his chest. She shuddered, welcoming the rage into her soul. Without it, she might have to truly face what he’d said. She’d have to—

      “He’s lying,” Moina cut through her shattered thoughts.

      Reyna blinked away the images of Aengus’s raw heart in her bloodied hands. “What?”

      “He’s lying.” Moina stalked closer. “He’s trying to make you go for him so that we have an excuse to step in and fight you.”

      Slowly, her head swivelled back toward Aengus. Thoughts clicked into place. No one knew where Aengus had come from. Some had suspected he was a shadow fae, but that had never felt right. Others had wondered if he was part of a smuggling ring, to explain his odd accent, one no one could quite pinpoint. And then there had been the trickery in Tairngire. Someone had been lying then, moving pieces into play.

      “You’re not from this continent,” Reyna said slowly. “Are you?”

      There were a few different things he could be. Not Fomorian. He didn’t have that kind of power. He could be from the distant lands to the west of the Empire of Fomor, but that was even more doubtful. There were dragon shifters there, and he was too weaselly to be a fearsome beast like that.

      That left only one thing.

      “You’re human,” Moina said.

      Aengus stumbled back, but he was quickly seized by the air fae warriors. They clamped their arms around his shoulders and held him firmly in place. Reyna stalked toward him, her mind whirring. How had he gotten away with it for so long? How had no one noticed?

      Because they were the fallen fae. Their magic was gone. A human could fit right in, as long as they got one detail right.

      Reyna flicked the tips of his pointed ears. He flinched in response.

      “How’d you manage these?” she asked. “I know they can’t be real.”

      He struggled against his captors, looking anywhere but into Reyna’s hardened eyes. “Let me go.”

      “Absolutely not. Tell me how you got those ears.”

      Suddenly, he stopped squirming. A strange smile spread across his face, and when he met her gaze, rage lit his eyes. “Tricked you, did they? You fae think you’re so much better than us, but you’re nothing without your magic. Only a few of you embrace the one thing that can give you power. How do you think I created my illusion? Unseelie.” He laughed then. “Your honor will be your undoing. You’ll all die. And then what? Humans will rule your lands.”

      He did not have a chance to spout off anything else. Moina reached the Grand Alderman in two quick strides, and she slashed her blade across his throat.
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      “I suppose that means you believe me then.” Reyna stared down at Aengus’s prone form. Blood dripped from the hole in his neck. His eyes were wide and unseeing, and strangely enough, the sharp tips of his ears had vanished, leaving behind a smooth, curved line. It really had been an illusion all this time. Reyna had so many questions. How had humans discovered the magic of Unseelie? Did Aengus drink blood to gain the illusion? If so, why hadn’t he done anything more?

      But the biggest question Reyna had was this: how many other humans knew about this?

      “Don’t be so hasty,” Moina said with a frown, toeing Aengus’s leg as if she wanted to be certain he was dead. “Just because I stabbed him doesn’t mean I won’t stab you, too.”

      “You won’t stab me.”

      “You’re awfully confident.”

      “If you wanted to stab me, you would have done it already.” Reyna shrugged and pointed at Aengus. “You made that clear as day.”

      “Hmph. Well, I still don’t like that you can lie. You could say anything to me, and none of it could be true. It’s not natural.”

      “Trust and faith, that’s all you have,” Reyna said with a sad smile. “It’s all anyone has when it comes down to it. You, and everyone else, might not be able to lie, but you could make me believe a falsehood easily enough. Fae learned a long time ago how to weave words. Truth-tellers trick each other all the time. All we can count on is ourselves and what we believe to be true and good.”

      Moina stared at her for a good long while. “You speak far too much philosophy for a Shieldmaiden.”

      “You’re right.” Reyna laughed. “Enough of this. I much prefer stabbing things.”

      “Like the wood king’s heart?” Moina asked, lifting her gaze toward the glowing bonfire in the distance where the High King of the Wood Court had feasted on the blood of his own people.

      “Like the wood king’s heart,” Reyna repeated, voice hardening into ice.

      “Then, get ready, princess,” Moina said. “Because we’ll do it tonight.”
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      Drumbeats pounded in the night. The wood fae screeched as they tossed off their armor to streak through the darkness, flesh exposed to the warm air. Reyna huddled in the shadows, watching them with a building unease. When she had returned to the wood fae’s side of the camp, she’d discovered that the king had not stopped with a single sacrifice. He’d killed the rest of the females he’d had his warriors round up, and he’d drained their bodies of blood.

      That blood now swirled in the warriors’ tankards. Hundreds of fae were feasting, and with it, came the chaos of the revel. Magic pulsed in the air, skittering along her skin. She closed her eyes and breathed it in, wincing when it hit the back of her throat. She’d felt this magic before. Down in the birthplace in the gods.

      Unseelie was here.

      Fear punched her in the heart. Unseelie was everything she hated and feared, more so than most. She knew he wanted to use her, to twist her mind and drive her to the edge of madness so that she might destroy this world. And he was here now, transforming the wood fae into nightmare shells of their own selves.

      She swallowed hard as she huddled in the dense trees.

      Unseelie’s magic curled through the camp, his shadows whorling like wraiths. Every sip of blood drove these fae further and further from who they’d once been. Their minds were being twisted; their souls crushed.

      As the night deepened, Reyna inched closer to the king’s tent. He was nowhere to be seen beside the bonfire. Only a few dozen warriors danced around the flames, prancing in circles with their eyes rolled back into their heads. She slunk into the shadows, and then backtracked, approaching the tent from the rear. Here, the darkness was deeper. But here, there were also guards. Three of them stood just outside the tent’s entrance, shoulders back, eyes hooked firmly on the distant trees. They weren’t feasting, and they weren’t dancing. Their eyes were bright and alert.

      She might be able to take down three of them…

      A sudden rush of wings snapped her attention away from the tent. Heart in her throat, she glanced up, her hand instinctively reaching for the missing half of her soul, for her familiar. But her heart quickly plummeted back into her stomach. The raven bird with its midnight wings and sharp, orange beak was not her familiar.

      Sighing, she dropped her hand and watched as the bird rushed into the tent. Reyna inched just close enough for her to hear the words from within. The guards still stood stoically outside the tent, so she could only move so close without risking being spotted.

      “Ah, a letter at last,” the High King announced. “Who is it from?”

      “It seems it’s from Findius, Your Highness,” another voice replied.

      Reyna frowned. A letter from Findius? From…Lorcan? But why would he ever send Ulaid Molt a letter?

      “Well, would you look at that…” Molt murmured. He spoke a few more words, but she couldn’t hear them. A distant clamor drowned them out. Steel clashed against steel. Shouts erupted from beyond the bonfire.

      “What’s that?” one of the wood fae guards barked, twisting toward the sound. He grabbed his bow and notched an arrow so fast that Reyna had to wonder if he actually had been feasting on the blood, too. Could Unseelie grant that kind of speed through blood?

      Footsteps thundered in the distance. Screams punched through the air.

      The bow-wielder shouted at the two others beside him. “Go see what’s happening.”

      The two guards nodded and vanished into the darkness, charging toward the fight that had erupted in the camp. There was only one warrior left to guard the High King, a tank of a male with buzzed hair and violet eyes. He glanced uneasily around him. Inside the tent, the king still continued his conversation with whoever else was with him. Their voices drifted out into the night, but they were garbled by the clashing of steel.

      “…interesting that he…should move for the gates…” The wood king’s voice sounded relaxed, calm. And eager.

      Must be nice to think you’re safe, Reyna thought with a scowl.

      One of the guards suddenly rushed around the corner. Blood painted his sword, and his lungs heaved. “It’s the air fae. They’re attacking!”

      The violet-eyed guard frowned. “Attacking what? The wall?”

      “No, not the wall” the other wood fae said. “Us.”

      “Fuck.” The violet-eyed guard glanced at the tent entrance, his face blanching white. “I’ll need to inform the High King. Stay out here and don’t let anyone come near. Not even one of our own.”

      The second guard nodded, eyes wide. He planted his feet on the ground, raised his sword, and glared out into the night as if evil spectres might appear at any moment.

      He looks scared, Reyna thought. The battle must be going well for the air fae then.

      No thanks to you, the Ruin whispered into her ear. You’re the scourge of the earth, and—

      Reyna ground her teeth and blocked out the Ruin’s stupid voice. Eventually, she would have to face it, she knew. It would not stay quiet inside of her forever. It would scratch its way into her head and stay there until it ripped her apart from the inside out. But right now, she could not deal with it. She had to find a way inside that tent.
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      Her quarters were nicer than she wanted to admit. Everything was draped in flowing ebony silk. Splashes of gold and crimson had been cast throughout her rooms, vibrant and intense. Thankfully, the Emperor had not made her join him in his bedchambers after their wedding. She’d scarcely seen him since.

      His absence had eased some of her hopeless horror, along with the strange presence of the barn owl, who had taken up residence in her quarters as well. If she was not to be used like a naked puppet on a string, then she could learn to live in this place, biding her time until she could escape. Hopefully, today would be that day.

      After breaking her fast, she waited until the druid’s footsteps faded down the corridor. She’d been tracking his movements for days. She knew where he went and at what time. She knew when the corridors would be empty while the Emperor met with his advisors. One day, she’d asked the druid for a tour through the castle.

      She had her escape plan readied. And it was time.

      With a deep breath, she pushed out into the silent corridor, whispering a goodbye to the barn owl. She tiptoed across the stone, even knowing that no one would hear her even if her steps rang loud. Her heart pounded hard against her ribcage as she trekked toward the doors.

      Even though she’d planned it down to the minute, she was still shocked when she made it through the palace without incident. Her heart picked up speed as she raced across the floor. The door was finally in sight. No one was around to stop her. She had no idea what she’d do once she made it into the city, but she had time to figure that out. For now, she just needed to run as fast as she could to get out of this building.

      She slammed hard into the air. It knocked her back several feet. Her breath hurtled from her lungs as she fell flat on her arse. Her head rang from the force of it.

      Blinking, she pushed up from the floor and frowned at the space before her. There was nothing there. Nothing but air between her and the door. And yet…something had stopped her.

      Slowly this time, she strode forward. And hit something hard once again.

      It was like there was a barrier there…one she couldn’t see.

      “What?” she whispered, pressing her fingers against the invisible wall. It writhed beneath her touch like a living thing. With a gasp, she yanked her hand back.

      “Wondering why you’re unable to escape?”

      Her heart nearly stopped. She had hoped to never hear that voice again. Gritting her teeth, she glanced over her shoulder. He stood calmly on the middle of the staircase, leaning up against the railing with a kind of ease that only emperors had.

      “I’m not as dumb as you think I am.” She whirled toward him, hands fisted. “That’s some magical barrier you’ve created. To trap me here.”

      “Ah. See, you are as dumb as I think you are.” He rolled his eyes. “That’s not a magical barrier.”

      “Then, what the hell is it?” she growled.

      “Feisty, aren’t you? Has anyone ever told you that?”

      She blinked. “No.”

      They hadn’t. People said that about Reyna, but certainly not Eislyn. The girl with a nose in her book. A girl who fled from trouble. And then her mind flashed back to that night. Her magic shooting from her palms. All that blood.

      “Well, they must be blind.”

      Ignoring him, she crossed her arms and gave him a pointed look. “Why can’t I leave the palace?”

      “Because I married you.”

      Eislyn’s jaw dropped. A strange sense of clarity slithered through her, as silent and deadly as a poisonous snake. None of it had made sense before now. Why he’d wanted to marry her. Why he’d insisted on creating their bond before she stepped out of his sight. Of course, she still had questions. Why her? Just because she was a Tir Na Nog fae? Surely she wasn’t the first to step foot on their shores since the pact?

      “So, this marriage thing. It’s magic,” she whispered.

      He smiled. “In Fomor, marriage creates a world-altering bond. As long as I remain inside this palace, you will, too. You can’t leave, Eislyn. You are bound to me so long as I remain alive. Nothing can break it. I’m afraid you’re stuck with me for a good long while.”

      “And what if you try to leave the palace?” she said, cheeks filling with unwanted heat. “If I’m stuck here, then are you stuck here, too?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “I control the bond. I’m free to leave whenever I’d like. But, you’ll have to leave, too.”

      Eislyn gaped at him. “That’s why you were so insistent we marry that first day. You said it was to stop me from leaving. You only did this so I wouldn’t escape!”

      He chuckled. “Of course I did. Why else would I have married you?”

      “Do you marry all of your prisoners?” Her lip curled as she stalked toward him. “Or just ones who happen to be fae? Is this what happens to us when we come here? You and your creepy friends marry us and bind us to remain by your sides? Is this why we always disappear? Is this why we never come back?”

      She pointed a finger at his bare chest.

      Emperor Lir smacked her hand aside. “Careful. One might think you mean to cause your Emperor harm.”

      “I do mean to cause you harm,” she hissed through her teeth. “You’ve trapped me here. Forever.”

      “Isn’t that better than being dead?” He arched a brow. “You asked what happens to other fae who come here despite our treaty. They do not survive, Princess Eislyn Darragh.”

      He turned to go, but she reached out a hand to stop him. Her fingers landed on his bronze arm, and he stiffened beneath her touch. “Why?”

      “You wouldn’t understand,” he said without turning back to face her. “There is too much you don’t understand about the world. And I don’t plan to be the one to explain it.”

      He stepped forward, out of her reach. Her fingers slipped down into the nothingness of air, the whisper of his presence the only thing left as he vanished down the corridor.

      Frowning, Eislyn turned and glared at the invisible wall. So, she would not be escaping then. At least not today. Maybe one day. Maybe once the Emperor was dead.

      Or, she thought, perhaps she could find another way.

      There was only one place she could go. With a nod, Eislyn Darragh aimed her feet toward the library.
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        * * *

      

      She strode down the wrong corridor at least a half a dozen times before a Fomorian appeared out of thin air to guide her in the right direction. He looked much like the others. Tall, bronze, as tough as steel. His wings were nowhere in sight. She wanted to ask him how they hid them in their skin, but she didn’t want to admit her curiosity.

      “Here you are,” Dearg said in a bored tone of voice, opening the library door for her. “The middle shelf is where we keep the fiction. You may stay in here as long as you’d like.”

      Eislyn’s eyes widened as she stepped inside. This library was even more expansive than the ones she’d visited in the Air Court, and she’d thought none could top those. Every surface gleamed gold. The ceiling, the floors, even the shelves themselves. They stretched all along the curving walls, reaching up toward an arched ceiling painted with swirling art. Two archways led to further rooms with even more doors beyond. She could get lost in this place.

      “What about the non-fiction?” she asked, breathing in the comforting scent of worn pages and leather covers. “Your history books?”

      He frowned. “I’m not certain those would be of any interest to you.”

      “Why? Because I’m some dumb fae female?”

      “Precisely.” He shot her a wicked smile. “I’m glad you understand.”

      He turned to go, but she called out after him. “You aren’t going to stand guard and keep watch over me?”

      His lips twitched. “And why would I do that?”

      “Look, I may be your Emperor’s weird wife, but I know I’m a prisoner.” She lifted a book from the nearest shelf and peeled open the cover. The ancient pages fanned before her, inviting her to read their every word.

      “A harmless prisoner,” he said. “You can’t leave the palace, no matter how hard you try. Your magic is worthless against us. There is nothing you can do to pose a threat. I don’t need to stand guard over you.”

      “If I pose no threat,” she shot back, “then why did the Emperor go to so much trouble to stop me from leaving?”

      “Marrying you is scarcely going to ‘so much trouble’,” he whipped back. “He said a few words and gave you an ugly gown. It took ten minutes of his time.”

      Eislyn snapped the book shut and glared up at him. “You can go now. I’ve found the library. Your assistance is no longer needed.”

      His smile widened. “Is the little fae giving me a command? Does she think she’s mighty and important now, just because the Emperor made her his wife? You fae and your silly little ideals. You’ll never survive this place if you don’t see exactly what you are to every single one of us: nothing but the dirt beneath our boots.”

      Her hands fisted by her sides, and the electric magic in her veins sparked back to life.

      He chuckled. “Careful there, little fae. Your magic doesn’t work on me. Even if it did, you wouldn’t want to try. The Emperor might have married you, but he won’t let you run around attacking his closest friends. Shoot your ice at me if you like. But there will be repercussions.”

      The ice died on her fingers in an instant. Eislyn didn’t entirely believe the Fomorian. Not that she trusted the Emperor to keep her safe, but because she knew there must be some reason he’d kept her alive in the first place. He needed her for something. She was certain of it.

      That didn’t mean she wanted to test her little theory.

      “You know,” the Fomorian drawled with a wicked grin, edging closer to her. “I couldn’t help but notice our Emperor never took you to bed. It would appear you are as fresh as your snowy home.”

      A chill swept down Eislyn’s spine. “That’s none of your business.”

      “It isn’t?” He grinned, stepping closer. “One might think he isn’t interested in having you. Which means any of the rest of us are free to have you for ourselves.”

      Eislyn’s heart thumped. She backed up against the bookshelf and pressed herself against the leather spines. “Stay away from me.”

      He tipped back his head and laughed. “You think you have any choice in the matter, do you? It’s just as you said. You’re our prisoner, little fae. I can do with you what I want.”

      Tears filled her eyes as terror sparked in her veins. She cast her gaze around, desperate to find a way to escape. The Fomorian snatched her wrist in his hand and pinned it against the bookcase. His eyes flashed with a dangerous glee that made Eislyn’s stomach turn. She shut her own eyes against the sight of them, her breath and body as still as stone.

      The door slammed open.

      Oh god, there was another one.

      “Dearg,” the Emperor barked. Eislyn shuddered, coming undone. He was the last one of them she’d hoped would find her like this, helpless and pinned against a shelf of books, in a place she should have felt safe. “Get the hell away from her.”

      “What? Why?” She heard the frown in his voice, even if she could not see it on his face. She couldn’t bring herself to open her eyes.

      “She’s mine. Not yours,” the Emperor growled.

      “You haven’t taken her,” he argued. “Everyone knows about it.”

      “Dearg, I swear to you that if you do not let her go and step away from her right now, I will rip your limbs from your body.” Emperor Lir’s voice was low and dangerous. Eislyn opened her eyes just a slit to stare at him. He practically trembled with barely-controlled rage. That was…unexpected.

      Dearg released the grip on her wrist. She sagged in relief, despite the tension still throttling her heart. “Forgive me. I didn’t think it mattered.”

      “She is my wife,” the Emperor bit back.

      Dearg chuckled. “In name only. The only reason you married her is because—”

      “That’s enough, Dearg. You’re dismissed.”

      With a heavy sigh, Dearg pushed away from Eislyn and stalked out of the library. At long last, she finally relaxed. Sagging against the bookshelf, she slid to the floor and wrapped her trembling arms around her legs. That had been far too close. Terrifyingly close.

      “Why are you in the library? You should be in your quarters.”

      “I like books.”

      “And so you risked your life for them?”

      She flicked up her eyes. He stood quietly beside the door, frowning across the room at her. “I wasn’t aware that’s what I was doing.”

      He scowled. “You’re a fae. You aren’t safe wandering around all by yourself.”

      “Aren’t you the Emperor of this place?” she asked with a tired sigh. “I’m your wife. Shouldn’t that count for something?”

      Those words still sounded so strange coming from her mouth. A wife. And not just any wife, but the wife of this horrible creature who wanted nothing more than to make her life a living hell.

      “It might count for something if you weren’t fae.” With a sigh, he strode across the floor and held out a hand. “You need to be more careful here. This might be your home, but not every face you meet will be a friendly one.”

      “So I’ve realized,” she said dryly.

      She stared at his hand. Instead of taking it, she hauled herself up from the floor. Her legs were shaky, but she stood tall. It would take more than an asshole Fomorian to knock her down for good.

      “I’ll walk you back to your quarters,” he said quietly.

      “Not necessary. I know the way.”

      “You’re not walking through the palace by yourself.”

      “Except I am.” She lifted her chin and met his fierce gaze.

      “Eislyn.” He growled and took her elbow in his firm hand. She tried to rip out of his grip, but he was far too strong. “I’m walking you back to your quarters, and it isn’t up for discussion. If you want some books, tell Druid Evin which titles you’d like. A lot of our books are in Fomorian, but we have plenty in the Tir Na Nog tongue. He’ll bring you everything you need.”

      Tears filled her eyes, but she blinked them back. “I want to find the books myself.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” he said, dragging her toward the door.

      She tried to resist by digging her heels into the wooden floor, but they just scraped along as if she were a cart being dragged along by a horse. He kept it up the entire walk back to her quarters where he then practically tossed her inside the room. The barn owl hooted at her sternly, which only added to her frustration. She knew he couldn’t be her familiar, but couldn’t he at least take her side?

      For a moment, Emperor Lir stood in the doorframe glaring at her. He looked as though he had something to say, but all he did was stare.

      “What?” she shot, fisting her hands. “You thinking of doing the same damn thing your friend wanted to do to me?”

      He blinked, his lip curling. “I wouldn’t debase myself by touching a fae.”

      And then he was gone.
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      Reyna edged closer to the tent, pulling her dagger from her waistband. She inched around to the side, out of sight of the guard who stood watch for enemies. Voices drifted through the flap.

      “The air fae have reneged on our alliance,” the violet-eyed warrior said. “They’re attacking our army.”

      “How very interesting,” the wood king replied. “I didn’t think they had the balls.”

      Reyna darted from the shadows and slammed her dagger into the warrior’s neck. He grunted, eyes widening, and she slammed her hand against his mouth. As he fell, she caught his weight and slowly lowered him to the ground. Grunting, she pulled him away from the tent’s flap, sweating from the sheer effort.

      When she was done, she wiped her dagger against the ground and inched back to the opening. Reyna pressed her back against the linen tent and peeked around the edge of the flap. The gap in the material was only big enough for her one eye to peer inside, but it was enough to give her a view of the king and his advisors. There were four of them in total.

      “What would you have me do, Your Highness?” the warrior asked stiffly.

      The High King drummed his fingers on the war table where a map stretched out, edges of the parchment curling in the heat. “I suppose you ought to put a stop to it, don’t you think?”

      The guard’s face blanched. “Of course, Your Highness, but how? Their numbers match ours.”

      “Where’s that Aengus creature?” the king asked with a frown. “He has no guts about him. He should be easy enough to capture. Threaten his death if the air fae don’t comply.”

      The guard shifted uneasily on his feet. “It seems there is no love lost between the air fae and their Grand Alderman. They’ve killed him, and put his head on a pike. One of them is running through the camp with it.”

      “Ha!” Molt grinned. His chin wobbled as he laughed. “Good riddance!”

      “My liege.” A priest in midnight robes gently cut in, his face hidden by the folds of his hood. “I know the Grand Alderman’s death is of no concern to you, but we really cannot allow those air fae to slaughter our warriors.”

      Molt waved his hand dismissively. “Our fae have feasted on blood this night. They will not lose.”

      Unease twisted like a snake around Reyna’s heart. She’d not considered that. If the wood fae gained power from blood, they would be high on it now. The air fae didn’t understand what they were up against. Reyna glanced at the flickering orange light of the bonfire against the sky, torn. She needed to  stay by this tent so that she could kill the king. But she needed to warn the air fae, too.

      “And then once we win this ridiculous battle, we will walk right into Findius,” Molt said, snapping Reyna out of her thoughts. “The Shadow Court’s king is opening the gates as we speak.”

      She gasped and stepped back.

      What?!

      Reyna’s heart thudded painfully in her chest. Lorcan had opened the gates to Findius? For the wood king? He couldn’t. He wouldn’t. He’d seen exactly what kind of monster Ulaid Molt was. It was impossible to fathom he would lay down arms, open his gates, and welcome him inside.

      Aengus’s words rose up in her memory like a powerful wave, rushing toward the shore to drag her under. He’ll surrender.

      But Lorcan wouldn’t surrender. He just wouldn’t.

      Her heart pulsed against her ribs. Would he?

      “Seems the bastard has run out of food.” Ulaid’s laughter boomed. “Looks like this damn siege is over sooner than we thought. A pity, really. It was just becoming a hell of a lot more fun.”

      Reyna sucked a whistling breath in through her nose and stumbled away from the tent’s entrance. She couldn’t let Molt get into that city. If he did, he would drag every shadow fae alive into his spell. She’d seen what he’d done to the wood fae. She couldn’t let him to do that the shadow fae, to Lorcan.

      Lorcan. Her gut twisted. Molt would kill him. All for that damn throne. The power of the seat.

      “Come, let’s see how our army is faring.” The High King’s wooden seat creaked as he released it from his weight. “Then, we will take that damn city for our own, and I will finally hold that Seat of Power in my hands.”

      He turned toward the tent’s flap. The king was coming. He was surrounded by his guards and several other advisors who were armed to the teeth. She stepped back into the shadows, heart raging like an out-of-control bonfire. If she had access to her Seelie magic, she could take them all out in a heartbeat.

      Where the hell is Wingallock?

      She tipped back her head to search the skies, but her familiar owl with his snow white wings was nowhere to be seen.

      The king and his advisors would step out of the tent at any moment. She only had two options. Rush him and try to kill them all with her ice dagger. Or hurry toward Lorcan and hope she could outrun anyone who spotted her hasty rush to the wall.

      She could warn him of what was coming.

      But if she killed the king, the threat would never darken his door.

      You’ll never be able to stop this. You’re too weak. The Ruin sprang out from the darkest parts of her mind, hissing words she was too afraid to think. Because they might very well be true. Without Seelie’s magic, how could she hope to win?

      You father had the right idea, binding you to your role as princess. You were never meant to be a Shieldmaiden, were you? You’re too weak. You’re too cowardly. You’re too much of a failure to do anything but smile prettily at lords.

      Reyna ground her teeth and shoved the Ruin back into the furthest corners of her mind. His magic pulsed beneath her skin, beckoning her to use it. A wild thought flew through her mind. She could use the Ruin. She could throw it all out of her and be done with it, right here and now.  The storm would sweep across this war camp, destroying everyone and everything in sight. And the king would never get his hands on Lorcan Rothach.

      For far too long, she stood in the shadows considering unleashing the destruction upon them all, knowing it would make her exactly what the Ruin feared.

      The Namhaid.

      Had it been right this whole time? Would her love for Lorcan be the undoing of them all?

      “No.” The word scraped out of her throat, a guttural noise. “I won’t do it.”

      A shudder shook her chest. It took every ounce of her concentration to block out the Ruin’s taunts, his spiteful words that twisted through her like poisonous snakes. She was so focused on the storm inside of her that she almost missed the king and his devotees exiting the tent.

      She pushed out of the shadows and followed just behind them. Eyes narrowed, she drew her dagger once more, twisting her fingers tightly around the familiar hilt. The king strode in the center of them. His shadowsteel armor glinted beneath the moonlight. He’d added a helmet to the ensemble, creating an impenetrable mask between himself and any enemy.

      Reyna let out a low, agitated whistle. He’d just made himself even more difficult to kill.

      The king and his guards rushed into the chaos, Reyna only a few steps behind them. The battle raged in the dark. Arrows whistled through the air, punctuated by screams from wounded warriors. Steel sang with blood, and the scent of death swirled through a building mist that crept up Reyna’s legs as she ran.

      Suddenly, a body hurtled toward her from the chaos. An air fae rose his sword over his head and threw his weight behind it. The blade whistled toward Reyna’s face. Gritting her teeth, she ducked to the side, missing it by a sliver of an inch.

      Scowling at the golden warrior, she held her dagger down by her side. “I’m not your enemy. I’m an ice fae.”

      “Then, why are you wearing Wood Court armor?” he shouted, lifting his sword once more. “Why is your hair so green?”

      “Because I’m a spy,” she said quickly, keeping one eye on the king’s back. He’d managed to put some space between them. Bodies littered the ground where he’d charged. “I’m trying to kill the king.”

      The air fae shot a quick glance at Molt. “The wood king? By yourself?”

      She fought the urge to roll her eyes.

      “Yes.” Without another word, she twisted away from the fae and pounded her feet against the blood-drenched ground. She avoided glancing at the bodies, knowing what would happen if she did. The Ruin would surge back into her mind and remind her of her dreams. Battlefields and bodies. A place that looked just like this.

      By the time she closed the distance between her and Molt, he’d already pushed past the edge of camp. He was now striding purposefully toward the wall, but only three warriors remained by his side. The others were still fighting in the battle.

      Three was fine. And this might be her last chance to stop him before he got inside that city.

      “Molt!” she called out.

      Her voice echoed through the valley.

      The king slowed to a stop and cast a glance over his shoulder. When he laid his eyes on her, he smiled. The warriors immediately burst into action, nocking their bows with arrows that seemed to appear from thin air. They loosed in unison. The arrows hurtled through the air. Reyna ducked just as they reached her face, and they thunked into the ground just behind her.

      “Ah.” Molt’s smile widened, flashing those fang-like teeth. “You must be Reyna. Only a Shieldmaiden can dodge arrows with so much grace.”

      “I’m here to kill you,” she hissed, clutching her dagger’s hilt even tighter.

      “So I can see.” Shadows seemed to pulse around his shadowsteel armor as he reached behind his back and drew a greatsword that was unlike any weapon Reyna had ever seen. With a blade almost as long as she was tall, it must have weighed twenty pounds. The pommel curved outward at the bottom into smoldering black horns, swirls of ancient symbols etched into the metal. And, unlike most greatswords, sharp, teeth-like points ran down the length of the blade. If the king shoved that blade into someone’s belly, it would not only slice them open. It would ravage them.

      “Nice sword you have there,” Reyna shouted as she mentally ran through her options. The wood king was smart. She doubted he’d have his guards pellet her with arrows, knowing it would do little good. Unless he intended to use them as a distraction so that he could flee.

      High King Ulaid Molt did not seem like the type of fae to flee.

      “Aye. Why don’t you come see it up close?” He grinned, flipping the heavy greatsword easily from hand to hand. So, Unseelie had gifted him with enhanced strength in addition to everything else. Rhain’s words echoed in her ears. Molt would not be easy to kill.

      Heart hammering, Reyna lifted her chin, and erased any hint of doubt from her mind. She had come here to kill this king, and now here he was, ready to fight her. “I’ll come see it up close if you tell your guards to stand down. It’s not a fair fight otherwise.”

      Molt’s smile widened. “What makes you think I want it to be a fair fight?”

      Reyna shrugged. “Then, I guess you’ll be just like Aengus. The Grand Alderman didn’t like to do his own dirty work either.”

      “Aengus.” Molt barked out a laugh as he twisted his gloved hands around the pommel of his greatsword. “Let me guess. You’re the one responsible for his death.”

      “I’m afraid the Grand Alderman was responsible for his own death. It turned out he was a human, and the air fae didn’t appreciate being lied to.”

      “A human?” Molt’s sword faltered for the smallest of moments. It lowered to the ground just an inch before he recovered it, but it was enough for Reyna to see that she’d managed to surprise him. While Reyna held no ill will toward humans in general, she doubted Molt felt the same. And he’d gone and allied one without a clue he’d been tricked.

      The incredulous look on his face was like a soothing ice bath after a long day spent traipsing through the rain.

      She latched onto his surprise and took a step toward him. “Aengus never liked to fight anyone himself. He always got others to do it. I suppose that’s just what ineffective rulers do.”

      The king narrowed his eyes. A soft wind swirled around him, and the shadows seemed to writhe against the armor that covered every inch of his skin. “I  know what you’re doing, Reyna Darragh. You must think I have fewer brains than that piked head of the Grand Alderman. You’re trying to get a rise out of me, so that I might fight you.”

      “You’re right. I do want to fight you. One on one. But everything I said is true. The Grand Alderman was a cowardly little man who yearned for more power than he could handle. In the end, it all caught up with him, and it had nothing to do with him being human.” She took another step toward the king, emboldened. “You can have these warriors fight me if you want. But cowardice and dishonor will follow you until you end up just like Aengus.”

      He chuckled. “What a nice little speech. It seems you’re failing to comprehend that I don’t want my warriors to fight you, and I never did. I will not be satisfied until I slice open your chest, rip out your heart, and feast upon it while it’s still warm in my hands.”

      She fought the urge to shudder, lifting the dagger up to her line of sight. “Right back at you. Minus the heart-eating part of it.”

      The king charged. Reyna braced her feet against the dirt, holding her blade so tightly she hoped it would not crack beneath the force. Her enemy raced across the charred ground, leaving his guards behind, though they nocked a new round of arrows.

      Molt’s eyes swirled with a darkness that Reyna felt in the very pit of her gut. Shadows whorled across his shadowsteel armor. His emerald hair streamed behind him like a flag, the teeth-like blade whistling through the air. Reyna sucked in a sharp breath and desperately sent up a prayer to Seelie. She needed Wingallock—and fast. And she needed her powers.

      Or you just need me, the Ruin whispered as a sudden blast of wind rustled her dyed hair. Without me, you will fail. Without me, you are nothing.

      The king was only a foot away now. Reyna’s hands trembled as she stared down the length of his sword.

      Release me onto him. I can kill him at once.

      The Ruin sounded excited. It was desperate to get out of Reyna’s skin and destroy Unseelie’s servant. And she wanted nothing more than to give in to it, to be rid of it, finally. Once and for all. But she knew what would happen if she did. It would then turn its attention to the rest of Tir Na Nog, killing everyone and everything in sight. And it would start with her.

      Molt roared and swung his blade toward her head. Reyna ducked, flattening herself against the blackened ground. She rolled over, dust spraying into her face. Coughing, she pushed up into a crouch, her eyes following Molt’s slow, circular stalk around her.

      “You’re fast,” he said, his voice tinged with something that she might have thought sounded like respect, if he wasn’t a blood-drinking monster who worshipped evil itself. “I’ve always wanted to fight a Shieldmaiden.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Good for you.”

      “I mean it.” One leg crossed the other as he inched to the side, never taking his eyes off her face. “You northern Shieldmaidens have quite the reputation. Your skills are legendary. Some might say they’re even otherworldly.”

      She frowned. “We train hard, same as anyone else.”

      “Ah, but only your kind can dodge arrows.” He slowed to a stop. “A highly useful skill, particularly for a king’s own guard. Imagine what you would be capable of doing if an archer decided to take it upon himself to assassinate me.”

      Reyna’s stomach roiled. She pushed up from the ground, swallowing down her sudden nausea. Soot coated her hands. “If you’re suggesting I join your personal guard, then you know nothing about Shieldmaidens.”

      “Ah yes. You value honor and the truth of your bonded word.” He chuckled, his eyes sparking with a dangerous glee. “And yet, if I’m not mistaken, you turned your back on the Shieldmaidens. You left them behind so that you might play at being princess and future queen. Betrothed yourself to that pitiful Selkirk family.”

      Pain flickered in her heart. His blow cut deep, and for a long, agonizing moment, she wondered if the Ruin was right about everything it had ever whispered into her head. She had turned her back on her fellow Shieldmaidens. She had left them for courtly politics. And then instead of heading home to fight beside them now, she’d fled south.

      A sworn Shieldmaiden would never choose power over sisterhood. She had never spoken her vows. Her father hadn’t let her. But that did not lesson the sting of her betrayal. She could have stayed with them.

      But then she never would have met Lorcan.

      See? The Ruin hissed. Your love for him will be the Cleaving of the World.

      “Join me,” the wood king whispered. “You will have a place by my side and power strong enough to wake the very dead.”

      Reyna hissed through gritted teeth, blinking back the hot tears that burned her eyes. “Never.”

      She would never give in. She would never let the Ruin free, even if it buried her in the end.

      A sigh escaped the king’s parted lips. “Very well then.”

      Molt sprang toward her, but this time, she was ready for him. Instead of ducking down, she dodged far out of his reach and then rushed at him with all the speed she could muster. She darted in close. Calling upon Seelie’s aid, she shoved her blade toward the exposed skin below his helmet. She just needed to hit his neck.

      The king whirled toward her and slammed her arm so hard she heard the crunch of her own bones breaking. She cried out as pain ripped through her wrist. Her ice blade thunked into the char. Molt roared in delight, lifting his glittering sword over his head.

      Reyna ducked, grabbed her ice blade with her left hand, and tumbled to the side, missing the blade’s teeth by less than an inch. She leapt back up, shuddering. The pain radiated through her arm, an incessant, electrifying sharpness that felt as though she was being stabbed over and over and over again.

      A sudden whistling in the air snatched her attention away from Molt. An iron-tipped arrow hurtled straight toward her. One of the bloody guards had shot at her. Frowning, she leaned out of its path.

      “I thought you wanted to fight me one-on-one,” Reyna growled, turning her attention back onto Molt.

      He’d rushed closer while she’d been distracted. The sword loomed over her head. Growling, she ducked toward the king, instead of away, and shoved her dagger into his side. It glanced off his armor with an explosive twang, the steel impenetrable and as solid as stone.

      Ears ringing, she whirled behind him. She slammed her foot into his knee, smiling when he tumbled toward the ground. Another arrow shot past her head, but this one didn’t even come close to hitting its mark. The king caught himself on the ground, his back bent, his sword sliding through the soot.

      Reyna’s lips curled with a smile as she sliced her dagger toward the exposed skin on the back of his neck. The king jumped to his feet with an otherworldly speed, so fast that it knocked Reyna back several feet. Her lungs shuddering, she stared at him. His movements had been nothing more than a blur. No one moved like that.

      “What are you?” she whispered.

      “I am Unseelie’s chosen.” He stalked closer, his body trembling with rage. “And I am going to kill you.”

      Another arrow flew toward her. She’d been so focused on the king that she almost missed its approach. She leaned forward just in time, and the tip sliced through the back of her boiled armor. If she’d been wearing silk, it likely would have hit her skin, and the iron would have spread poison through her veins.

      “Tell your guards to back off!” she shouted up at him.

      Molt rushed forward with that impossible speed. In a flash, he was in front of her. He wrapped his hand around the front of her armor and hauled her off the ground. Her feet dangled beneath her. Gritting her teeth, she swung her blade, but he caught her wrist in his other hand. He squeezed tight. More bones broke. Crying out, Reyna struggled to hold her dagger.

      It slipped from her fingers.

      She growled and kicked out, but the king merely laughed in her face. Spittle hit her cheeks. “You should have agreed to join me, Princess Reyna Darragh. It’s a pity, really. There’s dark power inside of you, even if you’re too scared to look it in the face.”

      The king tossed her onto the ground. Her back punched the dirt, stealing her breath from her lungs. Reeling, she scrabbled back and searched the soot for her blade, but it was nowhere to be seen. Grinning, the king raised his sword above his head and brought it down upon her.

      She tried to roll out of the way, but her body was sluggish. She managed to flop onto her side as the blade hit. It sliced through her leather armor like it was nothing more than parchment. The steel scraped through her gut. Pain exploded within her. A guttural scream ripped from her throat as she watched the king raise the sword once more, readying himself to take the next blow.

      Her breath stilled. This might be the last moment Reyna ever saw.

      “Hey!” A voice boomed from behind her. “Wood king! You want a fight? Well, here we are.”

      Reyna tried to push up to see who was shouting, but her vision had gone blurry. All she saw was a sea of gold. With a slight smile, she pressed her hand against her wound, and curled the other around the ice glass ring that hung from a chain around her neck.

      Her gaze dropped to her side. The wound was a mess of torn flesh and flowing blood that slipped through her trembling fingers. She knew she should feel pain, but it had faded along with her sight.

      She searched inside of herself for Seelie, but all she found was a gaping hole where his powers had once been. If she bled out, she did not think she would heal.

      “Mother,” she whispered, holding tight to the ring. “I don’t know if you can hear me, or if there’s magic in this ring, or if we’re part-Fomorian like Rhain said. But if I don’t get help, I’m going to die. Please…”

      Her eyes slipped shut. Pain drowned out the battle until there was nothing left at all.

    

  







            19

          

          

      

    

    






Reyna

        

      

    

    
      “Wake up.” A finger poked her face.

      Reyna cracked open her eyes. Several bloodied faces peered down at her. Concern wrinkled their features. One of them was the air fae she’d crashed into during the battle. He must have followed her through the fight.

      Memories swept through her mind. Lorcan opening the city gates. The wood king fighting her. Reyna failing to stop him from getting into Findius.

      She sprang to her feet, wincing at the flare of pain in her side. “What’s happening?” She glanced down at her wound. Blood coated her entire side. There was a nasty gash in the leather armor, but her skin looked unmarked. “Where’s the king?”

      The air fae’s eyebrows furrowed in concern. “Are you all right? You took a nasty blow with that crazy sword…”

      He gave her side—bloodied yet healed—a purposeful look.

      “I’m fine. I think. Where’s the king?” She whirled in a circle, searching the night for his familiar flowing locks of green. But he was nowhere to be seen. There were half a dozen bodies on the ground nearby, but he wasn’t among those either. She lifted her eyes toward the wall. From here, she couldn’t see the gates.

      “We fought him back.” The air fae jerked his thumb toward the other warriors that surrounded him. “We managed to kill some of his guards, but more showed up. It was all chaotic for awhile. At some point, he slipped away.”

      Reyna’s heart jerked. “He slipped away.”

      “Headed for the gate, I’m guessing.”

      “I saw him,” another fae interjected, joining the group. Blood splattered her face and braided hair, but she did not seem to notice it. “As soon as the gates opened, he was off like a dog in heat. Seemed pretty intent on getting inside that city.”

      “And to that throne.” An iron fist gripped her soul, threatening to pound her into the ground. “Has anyone seen my dagger?”

      “Aye. Here.” The air fae pulled it from his waistband and tossed it her way. She caught it with her right hand, relaxing when her fingers seemed to work without issue, even though she swore she’d heard her bones break. “But, princess, if I were you, I wouldn’t—”

      “Find all your captains and warn them that the wood fae have been feasting on blood. They’ll be a lot harder to defeat than we thought.” The battle still raged on behind them, screams and clashing steel ringing through the night. “You need a strategy to beat them. Not an all-out battle like this. Or you need to pull back and wait for the blood magic to wear off.”

      She turned to go, her eyes locking on that black stone wall. Lorcan was inside. And the wood king was going to kill him.

      “Wait, princess.” The warrior reached out toward her.

      But she was off, her feet pounding hard against the soot. The air fae would be fine, she told herself. There was little she could do to help them. One more fighter would make little difference, not without her Seelie powers. She had to get to Lorcan. The king was on his way to the castle. If she didn’t reach him in time…

      She pumped her arms faster. Her lungs burned as she sucked in great gasping breaths of air. In the distance, the gates of Findius loomed wide, a sight that shook her bones.

      Why had he done it? Why had Lorcan given up?

      Didn’t he get her letter? He would have known that hope was on the way.

      An alarming thought sprang up in her mind. Maybe Lorcan never got her letter. It would explain so much. If he never received it, he wouldn’t have known that help was on its way.

      It explained Wingallock’s long absence. He’d never even made it to Lorcan’s side. Had her familiar gotten lost? Her heart skipped a beat. He couldn’t be dead. No matter how broken and tired she was, Reyna could still feel her familiar as if his very soul was threaded together with hers. He was alive. And he had not been harmed.

      But he had never made it to Lorcan’s side.

      “Fuck.” Reyna’s heavy boots churned through the soot. With ragged breaths, she raced beneath the shadow of the looming wall and did not slow even as she reached the entrance to Findius. Set amidst the black stone, two small iron gates hung wide on their hinges, tunnelling into darkness. A single fae, clad in shadowsteel armor, was sprawled across the ground just beyond it. His head had been cleaved right off his body. She didn’t spot it anywhere nearby.

      The wood king had let his intentions be known. He had gone into this city as an enemy. As a conquerer. He did not intend to rule with peace.

      Tears burned her eyes as she rushed through the tunnel. Her heart was in her throat, struggling to beat. How long had it been since the king had come through here? Was she too late? Had he already reached the castle?

      When she ran out the other end of the tunnel, she found herself in a courtyard, empty save for two gaunt shadow fae huddling together beneath a stone statue. They shivered, despite the cloying heat, as if their frail forms were breaking down. Cold had seeped into their very bones.

      Heart pounding, she rushed past them. She wished she could offer them hope, but she did not think she had any left to pass around. Dread coiled around her heart, its venomous fangs ready to strike. She rushed up the winding stairs, flew through the castle past a startled druid, and flung herself past the guards outside the throne room doors. They did not make a move to stop her.

      Her pounding feet was the only sound in the lofted throne room. Everyone else was silent and still, including the crowned king who knelt on the stone dais. His midnight hair curled around a face that was bowed before Ulaid Molt, who stood in the center of the room. Shadows writhed around his body, obscuring most of him from view. Reyna’s heart nearly bolted out of her chest.

      There he was. She itched to run to him. Instead, she pulled her dagger from her waistband.

      “Lorcan,” she whispered.

      Her voice echoed through the throne room. His body stiffened, but he did not glance up to meet her gaze. Instead, he kept his eyes locked on the sword that lay before him on the dais. His surrendered sword.

      “We surrender,” he said, his voice sounding strangely thick in his throat.

      “Of course you do.” The wood king laughed. “You had no other choice.”

      “Lorcan, don’t.” This time she spoke so loud, her voice was a boom throughout the hall. “I know you must not have received my letter, but—”

      But what? If she told him that Thane would be on his way by Beltane, the wood king would now know it, too. And if she told him that she had planned to kill Molt, then…well, she had failed.

      For now. She twisted her hands around the dagger’s hilt. This was it. Her final chance. Drawing upon every strength she could find within herself, she raised her blade and charged.

      Molt stepped toward the dais. He raised his own sword, ignoring Reyna’s approach. She saw what would happen a second too late. Screaming, she pounded her feet against the floor, desperate to reach the king in time.

      He sliced his sword through Lorcan’s neck. Bones crunched; blood arced through the air. Her lover’s severed head rolled down the stairs and landed at her feet.
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      An inhuman scream poured from Reyna’s mouth. The world shook beneath her feet as she crumpled to the floor, her legs giving out on her. Her entire soul ripped wide, shattering into a million pieces. Horror choked her until she couldn’t breathe.

      She stared at his head. His eyes were wide and unseeing. His mouth gaped wide, the one that had once kissed her skin with so much love and passion.

      Her entire body heaved as she clawed at the ground. Lorcan, Lorcan, Lorcan. Her mind repeated his name, echoing in her head so loud that it drowned out everything else. Hot tears splashed onto her cheeks, blurring her vision so that  his face was nothing more than a featureless blob that she could not recognize as him anymore.

      He was gone.

      Lorcan was dead.

      No. A knife stabbed her heart. He couldn’t be gone. This couldn’t be happening. She had fought so hard to get here, to save him, to wrap her arms around him and beg him to forgive everything she had ever done. Her plot toward Thane. Her deal with Seelie. Her failure at killing the wood king.

      Another piece of her soul cracked, shattering completely. A new horror twisted her gut, and she bent over, desperate to rid herself of the burning nausea building in her throat.

      My deal with Seelie.

      Reyna had done this to him. She’d made that deal, knowing that they could not be together, and then she’d forced herself back to his side.

      And so Seelie had taken him from the world to prevent them from coming together once again.

      “No,” she choked out, grasping at the floor. “No!”

      “Kill her.” Molt’s steely voice cut through her despair. She blinked away the tears and glanced up to see a line of shadow fae standing between her and him. “I’ve killed your king, which makes me your king now. I said kill the girl. Disobey, and you will follow your king to the Court of Death.”

      “Go, princess.” The whispered word came from one of the shadow fae blocking the king, but she could not pinpoint which one.

      “No,” she said, struggling to her feet. “I…”

      She didn’t know what to say. All her words had left her. Lorcan was gone.

      “You can’t help this city if you’re dead,” the voice whispered again. “Please, princess. Go.”

      The moments seemed to freeze around her as a bitter chill swept through the hall. For once, she was not grateful for the cold. It felt like death, like the end of everything. Her body trembled, her heart a broken, shattered thing that would never be whole again. What had it all been for, if this was where the road would end?

      Molt roared, and the sound of his anger knocked her out of her stupor. She took a step back, and then another, her body taking over while her mind could not manage. As the king’s blade clashed with shadowsteel swords, Reyna reached the throne room door. She spun on her heels and ran.
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        * * *

      

      Now that she was moving, she could not stop. If she did, her grief would crash into her, and she would not be able to start back up again. Her bruised feet carried her through the city. Wood fae warriors had begun to pour through the open gates, swarming through the streets and toward the castle. She didn’t question what that meant. She already knew.

      The air fae had fallen.

      Mist swirled through the black stone city. It ensnared every building, like a painter had taken his brush and smudged the entire landscape until it was nothing more than shades of meaningless grey. Reyna stumbled through it, her hand still clutching her ice dagger against her chest. She couldn’t bring herself to put it back into her waistband, even if it would give her away as Reyna Darragh.

      Lorcan was dead.

      The wood king had chopped off his head.

      Nausea built in her throat, cloying and thick. She darted into an alley and choked up the sick, falling onto her knees on the slick stone. As soon as the heaving stopped, the sobs restarted. She shook as the tears poured down her face, dripping into her mouth. Curling up into a ball, she leaned against the alley wall and let the sobs shudder through her.

      Lorcan was dead.

      And so the Ruin awoke. What if you hadn’t sent Wingallock away? If you’d come here to tell Lorcan about Thane’s plan, none of this would have happened. If you hadn’t decided to kill the wood king, Lorcan would still be alive.

      She no longer had the energy or the willpower to block it out. The words crashed over her like a tidal wave. Her thoughts turned dark. The Ruin was right. It was all her fault.

      You will end up destroying everyone you ever loved. That is what the Namhaid does. I am the Protector. You are the Destroyer. You cannot run from it anymore, Reyna Darragh. What happens if you do not accept what you are? Who dies next? Your sister?

      Reyna moaned and thumped her head against the wall. The Ruin’s voice grew louder. It whispered her every worry, her every fear, and then some. She clapped her hands against her ears, but it was no use. It kept prattling on until exhaustion finally pulled her under.
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        * * *

      

      She awoke with a start. Her cheek pressed against cool stone, and her limbs ached from where they curled beneath her. For a moment, she couldn’t remember where she was, and then it all came crashing through her once more. Moaning, she squeezed her eyes tight, as if that might somehow make it all disappear. Her heart felt as if it had been carved up, slivers of it scattered all throughout the city.

      Lorcan was dead.

      The Ruin was quiet, but she knew he would not stay that way. Soon, he would be back. For now, he would enjoy watching her struggle beneath the weight of his words. She knew he was right. She’d brought this upon Lorcan.

      And the more she fought against the Ruin, the worse it would get.

      She could not allow her existence as the Namhaid get anyone else she loved killed. Eislyn, her father, even Thane. They would be doomed if they ever laid eyes on her again, just like Lorcan had been.

      Lorcan. Her heart squeezed.

      “Maybe I’ll just go live alone in the Dorcha Mountains,” she muttered to herself. “Or I could trap myself in Inishfall. There’d be a whole portal between me and the rest of the world. Maybe that would save them.”

      “Why you in the alley over there muttering to yourself, lass?”

      Reyna started. She’d been pacing in circles in the alley, speaking her every thought out loud like some kind of madwoman. Maybe she was. A kindly, frizzy-haired female had stepped up to the mouth of it and peered inside to see a frantic Reyna, dressed as a wood fae, pacing in circles. Pretty brave, really.

      “I’ve had a really bad day,” Reyna said frankly, but then she glanced up at a sky that glowed red. It was now dawn. “Well, it was a bad night. And now it’s brand new day that is just as bad.”

      “I can see that, love.” The shadow fae gave her a pointed look. Reyna glanced down and swallowed the gasp that built in her throat. She was covered in blood and sick. She must stink. Thankfully, she couldn’t smell herself. “You want to explain it to me?”

      “I’m not a wood fae,” she quickly said, knowing what the fae must think. Reyna hoped she hadn’t called for warriors, and then remembered it wouldn’t matter if she had. The wood king had taken over the city now. There likely weren’t any shadow fae warriors left.

      The fae’s lips twitched. “Again, I can see that. Your hair might be a different color now, but I’d know that face anywhere. You’re Princess Reyna Darragh, the hero of the Battle of Fomorian Square.”

      Reyna felt her whole body deflate, as if it had been sucked dry of all its blood. “I am no hero.”

      “You are in my eyes, love.”

      “Your king is dead. Because of me.”

      The female’s eyes flashed. This was it, Reyna knew. There might not be any warriors around, but she’d go in search of someone. A brother, a son, a cousin. Someone who could wield a weapon and bring it down on her head.

      Reyna knew she would not fight them if they came. She’d done enough damage. She did not want anyone else’s blood on her hands.

      “I know about the king.” Her voice was soft and agonizingly kind. “Ulaid Molt killed him to take the throne. So, unless you’re him, and I don’t think you are, then his death is not your fault.”

      “But it is.” Reyna’s voice cracked, and a fresh wave of tears flooded into her eyes. Pure exhaustion roiled through her as she sobbed. She did not think she had any more tears inside of her, and yet they wouldn’t stop. She was so tired. So very tired.

      Maybe you should just give up. It’s all too much, isn’t it? Just give up, and let me claim you. It’ll all be over then.

      “Love.” The woman was beside her now, her gentle hand on her shoulder. Her frazzled hair framed a gaunt face that had not seen a hearty meal in years. And yet still she remained. She carried on. Even now when destruction had landed at her door. “I hear footsteps. Wood fae warriors might be coming and doing a sweep of these streets. Let’s make sure they don’t find you here, eh?”

      Reyna cocked her head. The steady thump of dozens of footsteps echoed through the stone city. She was right. Those were warriors. And they were heading in this direction.

      “I shouldn’t come with you,” Reyna said,  backing up. “I’m dangerous. I’ll only end up getting you killed.”

      “Well, if you do, then I’ll have to haunt you, now won’t I?”

      Her heart faltered. “They’re looking for me. You understand that, right?”

      “Aye.” The woman nodded firmly. “Which is why we need to get you out of sight. Come, love. I live nearby.”

      Reyna hesitated. She could not help but feel touched by the kind woman’s offer, but a part of her wanted nothing more than to lie there in the filth and wait for the wood king’s guards to find her. Lorcan was dead because of her. Findius had been captured. The wood king would turn his sights north, destroying every realm if they did not bow before him.

      It was all over.

      The shadow fae huffed, snatched her arm, and dragged her toward the mouth of the alley. Reyna didn’t resist, even though she could have easily swiped her aside with the slightest of blows. The fae paused at the edge of the street, popped her head around the corner, and then scurried across to the black stone buildings. The footsteps had grown louder while they’d bickered in the alley. Now, they sounded as if they might round the corner at any moment.

      The shadow fae muttered to herself, pulling Reyna past several single-storey buildings until she came to a sudden stop outside one that was identical to the rest. She flung the door wide, pushed Reyna inside, and then dove straight behind her. The door slammed shut, reverberating in the small space.

      Reyna blinked and glanced around. There wasn’t much to it. A small bed sat in the corner beside a fireplace that glowed with dying embers. Three shelves hung along the wall. They held empty jars and a single heel of stale, moldy bread. Dim lighting filtered in through only two windows, one in the front of the house and one in the back that looked out onto another alley.

      “It’s not much. I know,” the shadow fae said. “Not to a princess.”

      Reyna closed her eyes, remembering the sparkle of the Air Court’s castle. All those courtiers and their fine gowns, their feasts, their dancing, and their meaningless waste. Meanwhile, on the other end of the continent, the shadow fae did not even have fresh food or clothes that had not been worn to rags.

      Something had to change.

      And how will you change it, Reyna Darragh? You have only made things worse.

      “You have that funny look on your face again,” the woman said, cutting through the Ruin’s voice. “Like something is dogging your every step.”

      Her hands fisted. “You wouldn’t understand…what’s your name?”

      A smile crinkled the corners of her eyes. “Laoise. And you don’t have to explain if you’d rather not.”

      The thunder of footsteps sounded on the street outside Laoise’s home. Reyna’s head jerked up, toward the door. A tiny, single-paned window looked out onto the dirt path that cut through the buildings. Wood fae warriors strode by in packs, their emerald armor at odds with the shades of grey that surrounded them.

      Laoise scurried across the floor, flipped back a rug, and groaned as she lifted open her cellar door. She blinked up at Reyna, her frail body trembling with the effort. “Hurry. Get inside.”

      Reyna ground her teeth together. Hiding in a hole in the ground felt like cowardice. It felt like giving in to the Ruin’s truth. It felt like accepting that she could do nothing for anyone any longer. But she saw no other way. The warriors could glance through that window at any moment, and they would spot Reyna at once.

      Laoise would die for trying to protect her.

      With a heavy sigh, Reyna crossed the floor and climbed into the cellar just as the front door burst open.
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      Thane advanced through the woods, taking the lead at the head of the army. His aunt and uncle strode on either side of him, their eyes gleaming beneath the dappled moonlight. They’d marched quietly through the woods all night, and the city of Tairngire loomed large before them.

      There had been no ghosts. No spectres in the night. Whatever magic Thane had felt as a child had abandoned these woods. At first, he’d been relieved, but now he felt it was an omen of things to come.

      After they’d trekked through the woods, they’d headed south, winding their way around the southern edge of the city through the grassy fields. Several times, Thane spotted scouts scuttling along in the darkness. They wore dyed golden armor stamped with the sigil of the Air Court. The golden crown mocked him.

      He was their king, and yet he was coming toward them as an enemy. And now he was at their gates.

      As the Ice Court army joined him on the field, Thane gazed upon the golden city. Archers lined the battlements, and flags flickered in the steady breeze. The city was ready for him but not in the way he hoped.

      It wanted to put up a fight.

      He frowned. Had Aengus not received his letter? Or had he read it and tossed it in the fire? The same male who had killed his mother wasn’t likely to surrender so quickly. He’d schemed for years to gain this power, and now it was almost his. The Grand Alderman would stop at nothing to become a true High King.

      And still, Thane carried hope inside of him like a torch against the darkness. “I want to approach the city before we attack.”

      Princess Iona’s thin lips twisted into a scowl. “You and your incessant hope of a surrender. They won’t bow down, nephew. The sooner you accept that, the better.”

      “I am their king.”

      “A king that is clearly unwanted,” she hissed. “Look at them all. They’re ready to fight you.”

      He scanned the walls. She wasn’t wrong.

      “Still, I want to present myself to them, and—”

      Before he could finish, his aunt brought her fingers to her lips and whistled loud and long. The Sea and Ice Courts raised their swords and charged. Growling, Thane twisted back to face the armies, waving his hands. He had to stop them. He could not have them charging the gates until he’d presented himself before the court as their king.

      But it was no use. The warriors streamed past him in sapphire and silver, their eyes alight with the lust for battle. Cos Darragh and Uncle Calder were a part of it now, urging their fighters forward. Only Iona still stood beside him. She smiled smugly as she watched the warriors race toward the walls. Arrows arced through the air, punching the ground around their feet. Some made contact, knocking warriors down, but there weren’t enough archers inside that city for it to matter.

      “You should have let me at least try,” he shouted over the roar of battle, frustration burning in his eyes. “They might have listened to me when they saw their High King at their gates!”

      “Yes, you’re right,” she hissed back. “They might have. And we could not have them even think of surrendering.”

      Thane gaped at her. It was just as he’d feared. Her thirst for vengeance had blinded her to anything else. She didn’t care who she hurt, who she killed. Just so long as she could wrap her fingers around Aengus’s neck and choke the life out of him.

      Growling, Thane whirled away from her and charged toward the city. Warriors had begun to spill from the gates, rushing out into the battle. Swords slashed through the air. Steel rang as blood painted the ground. Thane cursed beneath his breath as he pounded his feet. Aengus was as bloodthirsty as Thane’s aunt. He should have kept his fighters inside, behind the wall, where it was safe.

      He had to try to get inside. He had to let them see him.

      His only hope was that Aengus had hid the truth from them. These warriors might think they were fighting against an enemy court, instead of raising their swords at their king. He had to get in the gates. He had to stop this.

      Steel whistled by his head. Thane dodged away from the blow and brought up his own sword. The blade slammed hard into his, knocking him back several feet. The warrior loomed over him, tall and corded with muscle, the gold-dyed armor barely fitting his frame.

      Thane faced him, squaring off. “Put down your weapon. I am your High King.”

      The warrior stilled. His eyes widened when he caught sight of Thane’s distinctive tattoo. Uncertainty rippled across his face. “Our High King is dead.”

      “I’m standing right before you.” Thane spread his arms wide, loosening the grip on his steel. “The Grand Alderman has weaved falsehoods. He is a pretender who has stolen the throne. We never wanted to attack this city, but he forced our hand. Lower your weapon…what’s your name?”

      The warrior dropped his weapon and knelt. He bowed his head before Thane. “I’m so sorry, Your Highness. I had no idea. I—”

      A sword sliced through the warrior’s neck. The air fae fell, his eyes vacant and wide. Blood painted the ground by Thane’s feet. Iona stepped up behind him, her eyes flashing. “Don’t make me kill you, nephew. Some might care about the curse, but I don’t.”

      “I can’t believe you,” he murmured, biting back the urge to throttle her in front of the entirety of the Sea Court army. “That fae was kneeling before me. He surrendered.”

      “I don’t care,” she hissed, stalking toward him. “Don’t you get it, Thane? I don’t care about the bloody air fae! Your court took my sister and made her life a living hell. That creature she was bound to treated her like dirt. And now she’s dead, all because my father forced her to marry into this hellhole of a court. Air fae surrender is not an option. We will raze this city to the ground and take the throne as ours. You can either join us, or I’ll cut you down myself.”

      Thane ground his teeth together, tightening the grip on his sword. He cut his eyes toward the city. The sea and ice fae warriors were already streaming through the gates. Plumes of spoke drifted into the sky while flickers of orange leapt across the grass rooftops. If Thane did not find a way to stop this, the city would burn to the ground. Innocent blood would spill.

      He turned back toward Iona, his resolve tightening in his gut. “I will not fight against my own people.”

      Iona’s lips curled as she laughed. “Oh, nephew. You’ve made the wrong choice. This is what you don’t understand. I am your people. You’re a sea fae. You were never meant for these lands. If you were truly meant to rule, you never would have run.”

      “I thought I was doing the right thing,” he argued. “For all of them.”

      For Eislyn.

      He’d realized his mistake, but far too late. If he had stood his ground and returned to Tairngire instead of setting sail for Gorias, none of this would have ever happened.

      Or maybe it would have.

      Iona had mentioned it time and time again. The Sea Court had clung to silence, biding their time as they built their ships and trained their army. If Thane’s mother had failed to secure the court as her own, the Sea Court had always planned to invade just like this.

      Thane was inconsequential to them. And now he was nothing more than a pesky fly they needed to swat away.

      Iona sneered as she stalked toward him. “Well, you’ve made your bed, nephew. You must lie in it.”

      Narrowing his eyes, he planted his feet, readying himself for her attack. “This is what power does to people. They make them spill their own blood, their own kin.”

      Thane thought of his father, who had killed his own brother, who had been willing to sacrifice his own son. All for more of Unseelie’s power.

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Thane,” she said, heaving up her sword. “I would have let you live. We were going to have you sit on that damn throne and rule over these grasslands.”

      Thane watched her as she stepped to the side, clearly eyeing up her best approach. “Only because you thought you could control me, like a puppet on a string.”

      She shrugged. “You’re no use to us if you won’t do what we need.”

      “And destroying Tairngire is what you need, is it?” Thane barked out a laugh. “You’re more delusional than I thought you were.”

      “It’s what we need to avenge my sister’s death.” Iona’s eyes flashed as she swung her sword to the right. Thane dodged the blow easily.

      “Killing innocent low fae does not avenge my mother’s death,” Thane said through gritted teeth. “Nothing can. Not even the death of Aengus. She’s gone, Aunt Iona. And she isn’t coming back. Raining down destruction does nothing but make this world even worse than it already is.”

      Iona leapt to the side, slicing her sword toward Thane’s gut. He spun, heart stuck in his throat, throwing out his own blade to block her blow. The steel clanged hard together, reverberating through his body. Shaking his head, he took a step back, his joints aching from the sudden contact. Iona was stronger than she looked.

      “You don’t get it, do you, Thane?” Iona asked, stalking around him in a slow circle. “This world is already doomed. The only way we can win is by gaining as much power as we can.”

      “I don’t believe the truth in that.”

      “Don’t you?” She arched a brow. “If you don’t want to gain power, why are you here? Why not just give up your throne to Aengus? Don’t pretend like you didn’t want to come here and rip him out of that castle. I remember the words you spoke in Gorias. You wanted revenge, same as the rest of us.”

      She was right. Thane had wanted revenge, but the wound had been fresh in his heart. When he’d first heard the news about his mother, he’d wanted nothing else but to claw Aengus’s eyes out and slice the head clean off his body. But once the truth had settled into his bones, his vicious anger had numbed to a dull pain.

      All of this, every single part of it, had been a terrible, brutal mistake.

      And there was nothing he could do to unwind time and take it all back.

      “I don’t care what I said. I will not allow you to destroy my city,” he said, twisting his hands around the hilt of his sword. “If you wish to fight me for it, then so be it, Aunt Iona. But I will never agree to this. These are my people, not the sea fae. And I will protect them with my life if I must.”

      “That’s fine with me, dear nephew,” she said with a wicked smile. “The Seat of Power will be mine to claim.”

      Iona whirled toward him, her sword raised. Thane threw up his own blade, knocking hers to the side. This time, she was the one who stumbled back, the one whose head rang from the intensity of the blow.

      He strode toward her while she recovered, throwing all his weight behind the next blow. She barely got her sword up in time. His blade danced against hers, the steel edge driving up her forearm. Flesh sliced clean off, leaving behind nothing more than blood and bone.

      Iona screamed. Even through her pain, she lifted her sword and charged. Thane ducked to the side, whipping his sword around behind her. He slashed it at her legs, making contact with the back of her knees. The steel scraped through her legs.

      Iona cried out, falling face first into the dirt. Blood painted her skin as she scrabbled back away from him. Horror and pain churned across her pale face. Thane’s heart clenched as he stared down at her. Her hands fisted around the dirt, clinging on while the blood burbled from her wounds.

      Her chest heaved. “I hope you never forget this moment for the rest of your miserable life.”

      His heart twisted as a terrible sadness settled over him. “Trust me, I do not think I ever will.”

      She spat on his boots. “You speak so proudly, so sure of your honor, dear nephew, but look what you’ve done. My blood paints your sword. My flesh has fallen onto your boots. You’ve done this to your own kin, and for what? Tell me, Thane. Tell me why you’re willing to fight your own.”

      “I will do anything to protect my people. Maybe I wouldn’t have before, but I will now.” He sucked in a sharp breath, his words reminding him so much of someone else, of Reyna. “The last thing I ever wanted to do was raise my sword against you, but you’ve left me no choice.”

      She hissed at him as he turned to go. “Coward. You can’t even kill me. Instead, you’re going to leave me in the dirt to rot, until all my blood pours out of me. How dare you.”

      Something broke inside of him. She was right.

      Thane closed his eyes, turned, and then brought his sword down onto her neck.
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      Muffled voices drifted through the cracks of the cellar door. Reyna tensed, listening.

      “We’re looking for Princess Reyna Darragh. She’s a traitor to the crown.”

      “Which crown is that, exactly? Yours or mine?” Laoise’s voice was steely and firm without even a hint of fear. Reyna’s heart lifted, even as dread shuddered through her veins. Laoise should not stand up to these warriors. They would not hesitate to cut her down.

      “Your crown, you bitch.” A sharp snap echoed through the wood covering Reyna’s head. Her heart shot up into her throat. “Our king is yours now.”

      “Kill her.” Another voice. A second guard. “King’s orders. Any shadow fae who refuses to recognize our king as theirs is to die.”

      Reyna punched open the cellar door and leapt through the opening, landing in a deep crouch. She snarled at the wood fae and whipped her dagger from her waistband. Caught off guard, they stumbled away from Laoise. And then their eyes sparked, glinting, as recognition shifted through them.

      “It’s her.” The larger of the two thundered toward her. She closed the distance between them, crashing into his chest. Pain radiated through her body at the contact, but she refused to let up. As he struggled to catch his balance, she whirled, dagger raised. It sank into his neck with a crunch. Blood coated her hands.

      She ripped her blade out of his flesh and watched as he thunked onto the carpet. Laoise let out a little cry, stumbling back toward the corner.

      Reyna turned her attention on the second wood fae. He stood frozen in the center of the room, his eyes locked on his friend’s bubbling neck. “You going to stand there or are you going to fight me?”

      He wet his lips, took a step back toward the door. But Reyna could not let him escape. If he did, he’d report her whereabouts to the king immediately, as well as Laoise’s involvement. With a growl, Reyna shot across the floor.

      Eyes wide, the wood fae reached behind his back for his bow and arrows. Bad idea. Reyna reached him just as his fingers brushed against the tip of an arrow. She slammed her blade into his chest, just below the bottom edge of his leather armor. He choked out a cry of pain. Reyna latched her hand around his arm, pulled him close, and then twisted the blade to the side.

      Blood gurgled up in his throat, spilling through his open mouth. She yanked out her blade, huffing from the effort of it all. He tumbled to the floor to join his friend in death.

      She hoped the both of them would rot in Ifrinn for eternity.

      Laoise shuffled across the floor and slammed the door shut. She sagged against the wood, her eyes squeezed tight. Her trembling lips contrasted against the sudden paleness of her cheeks. Reyna let her arm fall heavily to her side.

      “I’m sorry,” Reyna offered meekly. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      A long moment passed in brutal silence. Finally, Laoise sniffled. “You didn’t scare me. I’m just not accustomed to so much violence.”

      “They would have killed you. I couldn’t let you die protecting me.”

      Laoise flipped open her eyes. “At least it seemed to snap you out of your darkness.”

      “My darkness?”

      “Whatever was going on inside that head of yours when I found you.”

      Reyna pressed her lips together. “It feels less like darkness and more like a storm.”

      “Well, then it’s a good thing there is always calm after the storm.” Laoise pushed away from the door and tossed a sheet over the window, even though the footsteps had receded into the distance.

      Reyna glanced down at the two bodies at her feet. “Unfortunately, I don’t think that calm is going to happen just yet. If we drag these bodies out into the street, it’ll only be a matter of time before someone finds them.”

      “We can put them in the cellar,” Laoise said.

      “They’ll rot.”

      “Not for awhile.” Laoise toed one of the bodies with the tip of her boot. “By then, we’ll be out of here anyway.”

      Reyna’s eyebrows rocketed toward her hairline. “Explain.”

      “We’re going to get you back to fighting fit, and then you’re going to take out the wood king.” She shrugged, as if it made all the sense in the world. Maybe, to her, it did. “And then us shadow fae can move into the wood fae lands where we’ll have clean homes, fresh air, and food. Leaving this realm behind is the only way we’ll ever survive.”

      Reyna sucked in a sharp breath. “I’m not what you think I am. I can’t kill the wood king. I tried.”

      “You are the hero of the Battle of Fomorian Square.” She pointed at the fallen warriors at their feet. “I just saw how you can fight. If anyone in this godforsaken world can kill that monster, it’s you.”

      Despair filled Reyna’s broken heart. Laoise was wrong, and her misplaced faith would only lead to disappointment. Or worse. Reyna had only been in her presence for a short while, and already two wood fae had tried to kill her. If she went too far down this path, fate would not be kind to her.

      Lorcan’s vacant eyes flashed in her mind’s eye. Pain tore through her heart.

      “He is more powerful than you think he is,” Reyna whispered.

      “Well, then. This is why we’ll have to get you ready for him.” Laoise strode over to the cellar door and pried it open once more. She pointed at the hole that led into darkness. “You’re stronger than I am. You move the bodies, and I’ll make something for you that I think you’ll like.”

      Reyna’s stomach growled. “You don’t have any food to share.”

      “No, I have something better.” Her finger waggled incessantly at the cellar. “Now, come on. Before we have another round of visitors.”

      Reyna sighed, but she did not have it within herself to argue. While Laoise bustled over to the hearth, Reyna knelt beside the heavier of the two warriors. She tucked her hands beneath his shoulders and dragged him across the floor. Blood still gushed from the wound in his neck, leaving behind a smear of crimson on the carpet. She rolled him over the edge of the hole and winced at the thunk of his body hitting the stone floor deep below them.

      She made quick work of the second before tossing the carpet inside behind them both. Blood still stained the wooden floor, but she could scrub it out if they could find a pail and some soap. Might be difficult. The city didn’t have an abundance of running water.

      “Here.” Laoise strode over to Reyna and shoved a metal cup into her hands. “Drink deeply.”

      Frowning, Reyna lifted the drink to her nose and inhaled. The scent was a strange one, a mixture of potatoes, tangy herbs, and something else she could not quite place. It wasn’t pink though. “Is this Buntata?”

      Laoise chuckled, the crinkle of her eyes showing mirth. “I’m afraid not. I haven’t had any spirits in years. It’s hard to come by in the Misty Wastes.”

      “So, then what is this?” Reyna asked slowly. She did not want to distrust her new shadow fae ally, but she had learned long ago that many lived with hidden motivations. Just because Laoise had helped her did not mean she was a friend.

      “Drink it, princess. It will calm your storm.”

      “I doubt that.” But Reyna drank it anyway. She tipped the contents into her mouth and swallowed it in a single gulp. A bitter twang shot through her body, and a shudder went down her spine. She braced herself for the sharp sting of poison, but it never came. Instead, a heavy sense of calm settled over her like a thick, quilted blanket. The constant thudding of the Ruin against her skull suddenly ceased.

      Eyes widening, her breath caught in her throat. She opened the door inside her mind, just a bit, just a crack, and waited for that ever-present voice. His taunting. His hissing. His cruel words, ones that rang true.

      They did not come.

      “What the hell is this?” Reyna clutched the metal mug. “Some kind of magic?”

      “No magic,” Laoise said gently. “A brew of herbs and nothing more. It will calm your storm, but only for a bit. Long enough to provide you some relief, I suspect.”

      “Thank you,” Reyna whispered, as the calm spread through her every limb, loosening her tense muscles, unwinding the knots in her neck. “But what happens when it wears off?”

      “Then, I will make you some more,” Laoise said. “And I will keep on making it until you are able to find your calm yourself.”

      “I…” Reyna trailed off, overcome. “Laoise, I—”

      “I know.” Her smile crinkled her eyes again. “Now, get some rest. We have a big job to do, and you need to be at your best.”
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        * * *

      

      Reyna did not get to sleep for long. The thunder of boots on cobblestone roared through the city as soon as the sun dipped below the western horizon, its reddish haze flaring into purples and pinks. With alarm shattering her peaceful dreams, Reyna threw back the covers and leapt to her feet.

      Laoise stood by the window, peeking behind the makeshift curtain.

      Reyna edged up beside her, hands clenched. “What’s happening?”

      “The warriors are back. They’re searching every house.” Laoise’s voice was thick with tension. “They’ve just started on this street. I imagine they’ll be here within the hour.”

      Reyna’s heart thundered in her ears. “But they’ve already searched this street. They already looked for me here.”

      “Well, they’re back.” Laoise dropped the curtain back over the window, her body trembling. “Maybe they realized two of their warriors went missing.”

      Reyna’s lips flattened. “We can’t stay here. They’ll kill you.”

      “They’ll kill you, too, I wager.”

      “No, I suspect they’ll take me to the king. He’ll want to chop off my head himself.”

      Her cheeks blanched. “And that doesn’t scare you?”

      Reyna shrugged. “Your brew is making me feel more level-headed than I’ve felt in weeks.”

      Grief still raged through her. Not a single part of her heart felt whole. But…she could think. And that was enough to keep her moving.

      “So, then what do we do, princess?” Laoise shivered, glancing back at the curtain again. She twitched, as if she was desperate to check where the warriors were now, if they’d grown closer. “Hide you in the cellar with the…others? And hope the guards don’t look inside?”

      “They’ll look inside,” Reyna said. “There’s no carpet hiding the cellar door anymore. We have to leave out the back before they get here. It’s the only way.”

      Laoise nervously glanced at the back alley window. “That window doesn’t open, princess.”

      “So, I’ll break it.” Reyna strode toward the back window, sweeping up the metal pot on her way. She smashed the glass window and knocked away every last remaining shard so that Laoise wouldn’t cut herself climbing out. “Go on then. You first.”

      Laoise nodded. She bustled through the room, snatching a leather bag from the floor and shoving the herbs inside. Reyna almost asked her to stop, to hurry, but she knew they’d need them later when the Ruin burst back into her mind again. She wouldn’t be able to keep going if the storm dragged her beneath the waves of her grief.

      Laoise climbed through the window. Reyna followed just behind her. She didn’t bother to clean up the glass. The guards would know she’d been here as soon as they opened the cellar door.

      Shadows whorled through the alley, clinging to the narrow path that twisted through the black stone buildings. Laoise led the way. They raced as fast as their feet could carry them, taking forks in the path when they could. They passed homes and shuttered shops. Every so often, the sound of sobs would drift toward them from somewhere nearby. In the distance, screams shattered any hope of peace.

      When Laoise finally slowed to a stop, she motioned for Reyna to join her behind a half-wall that jutted out from the building to their right. Voices shouted from somewhere up ahead, and a familiar scent drifted on the wind. Reyna’s lips curled at the iron twang.

      It was blood.

      “Where are we?” Reyna whispered, heart hammering.

      “Fomorian Square.”

      Reyna pressed her lips together. “That’s close to the castle. And it sounds like there are warriors up ahead.”

      “I know.” Laoise gave her a grim smile. “Just before I found you, I heard they were here.”

      Reyna’s heart thumped. “Laoise…”

      “I want you to see what they’re doing.”

      Dread coiled like a snake ready to strike. “I know you think I can save your city, but I can’t. And even if I could, I couldn’t do it like this.”

      “Just look,” she hissed.

      With a shuddering sigh, Reyna shook her head and then peered around the wall. In the center of Fomorian Square, where the Dagda’s grand statue once stood, there was nothing more than a stump of stone. Chunks of his form were scattered throughout the courtyard now packed with wood fae warriors. A wooden stage had been erected in place of the statue. On it, a shadow fae bound in iron chains had been forced to kneel before the king.

      Ulaid Molt stood tall before them all, his emerald eyes flashing with rage. Reyna swallowed hard as the shadows twisted around him, smudging his features, making him look no more corporeal than smoke.

      “What’s your name, shadow fae?” The king’s booming voice echoed through the courtyard.

      “In the darkness, may I find the light,” the shadow fae muttered, keeping his head bowed low before the king.

      Ulaid Molt scowled. “Why does every damn shadow fae keep babbling this nonsense at me?” He flicked his fingers, turning away. “Take his head.”

      A wood fae warrior strode up to the king’s side and sliced his blade through the kneeling fae’s neck. Reyna twisted away with her hand clamped over her mouth. She could not bear to see the head roll. Not again. Grief threatened to slam down on top of her, pinning her to the ground. The weight of it was crushing.

      Laoise took Reyna’s face between her warm hands and peered into her eyes with a ferocity that caught her off guard. “Do you see now?”

      Reyna’s mind spun.

      “He’s already done this to dozens of others,” she hissed. “He chops off their heads, and then feasts on their blood, growing stronger and stronger by the day. You have to stop him, Reyna. If you won’t do it for vengeance, then do it for us. For Findius. Do it for our fallen king.”
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      “I’ll need a way to get inside the castle without being seen.” Reyna sat inside the back of an old Illusion House that had been boarded up decades ago, a place where lonely fae had once gone to see their wildest dreams. Now, it was home to a random assortment of former warriors, spies, and thieves. They called themselves The Rebels of the Mists.

      And Laoise was a founding member, as it turned out. Instead of asking Reyna to charge in and kill the king on the spot, she’d led the way back through the twisting alleys before arriving here. The large, open, theatre-like space had been transformed into three distinct sections: a make-shift barracks full of sleeping pallets, a living area complete with ragged, threadbare cushions scattered around a circular table piled with scrolls and books, and a dining area where Reyna now sat with the others.

      A long oak table stretched between them. Tankards were scattered across the surface, each engraved with the shadow fae sigil: two twisting antlers reaching up toward the heavens. In addition to Laoise, there was a rugged warrior named Finnegan with long silver hair twisted back into a braid. An ancient scar curved from his forehead down to his jaw, and his glassy eyes were distant and unseeing. At first, she’d thought him an ice fae, but he’d assured her he was not.

      Duana sat beside him, her black hair cut short above her curving ears. She’d said little since Reyna’s arrival, but she had watched with hawkish eyes.  Kelan sat on Finnegan’s other side. Short and slight, with soft brown hair and a fresh-faced smile, he almost looked like a child.

      Together, these three—and Laoise—were the leaders of the rebels, who were at least twenty more. The rest were waiting scattered throughout the Illusion House for the final verdict from their leaders.

      “If we knew how to get inside the castle without being seen, we would have already done it.” Finnegan braced his forearms on the table, scowling. “We don’t need another would-be spy. We’ve got those coming out of our ears already.”

      Reyna took a sip of her drink to give herself time to think, grateful that Laoise had thought to bring the herbs. Her mind was already beginning to feel frayed again. “There are wood fae warriors crawling through every inch of this city. I can’t just walk inside the castle. They know who I am.”

      Duana tsked. “I thought you were the hero of the Battle of Fomorian Square. Where’s all your magic?”

      “I never called myself that,” Reyna said, sliding her eyes toward Laoise. “And my magic is…gone.”

      “Gone?” Duana’s eyebrows slammed down.

      “Only for now, love.” Laoise patted Reyna’s arm, smiling. “It’ll return to you when your owl comes back.”

      Reyna wasn’t so certain about that. All the magic felt bled dry, as if she were a desert of sand and wind. Parched. There was no longer even a fizzle of it within her veins. When she’d tried to take on the Coinchenn, at least ice had surged within her. That ice was gone now.

      “Listen, Princess Reyna,” Finnegan drawled. “I appreciate what you did for our city. I think we all do. You’ll always be our hero of Fomorian Square, even if you don’t have that magic of yours. However…how are you going to help us if you’re no more powerful than any of the rest of us?”

      Reyna’s heart thumped. It was a fair question. “With help.”

      Finnegan arched a brow. “What kind of help?”

      “Nollaig. Commander Segonax. They were loyal to…” She swallowed hard. “They’re on our side.”

      Kelan leaned forward, his hair dropping into his eyes. “And what can they do that we can’t?”

      “They know the castle better than anyone else, and they’re two of the strongest fighters I’ve ever met.” Reyna leaned forward, dropping her voice into a whisper. “I’ve faced off against Ulaid Molt. His blood is thick with dark magic. He’s surrounded by loyal guards. We may not be able to kill him in a fair swordfight, not without magic ourselves.”

      Kelan’s lips curved dangerously. “What are you suggesting?”

      “We find a way inside the castle and do whatever we have to do. Poison him. Kill him in his sleep. Leave a hidden blade inside his crown.”

      “It’s an interesting plan, but there’s one problem with it.” Finnegan sighed. “Don’t you think your Nollaig and Commander Segonax are already dead? If they’re loyal like you say, Molt wouldn’t want to keep them around. I doubt they stood quietly aside while High King Lorcan got killed. They even groomed him to rule, from what I’ve heard.”

      Reyna winced, another piece of her heart shattering at the sound of Lorcan’s name. Her nostrils flared as she struggled to breathe. Lungs tight, teeth clenched, it was all she could do not to break down all over again. She did not think it would ever fail to hurt this horribly. Ulaid Molt had punched a hole through her chest. She did not know how new bones could ever grow to fill the space left behind.

      “Nollaig and Seg were not in the throne room when it happened,” Reyna choked out. “It’s possible they got away alive.”

      “Possible but unlikely,” Duana cut in. “The king has his warriors searching the streets and killing anyone they think might be against him.”

      “They know about us,” Finnegan added, rubbing a hand against the scar that curved down toward his jaw. “Or at least Nollaig does. If she’s alive, she would have thought to check in with us. She isn’t the type to take something like this sitting down. She’d want to hatch a plan like yours.”

      So, it was all hopeless.

      Reyna flattened her palms against the table and glared down at the rough wood. Even with Laoise’s brew taking the edge off of her pain, a painful wind threatened to charge through her and ram against her mind. Grief wrapped its thick tentacles around her ankles, tugging her down into the depths of the raging waves.

      “She could have gone to the other house,” Laoise said, cutting through the building storm inside Reyna’s head.

      Hope lifted its tired head. Reyna turned toward Laoise. “The other house?”

      “Aye,” Finnegan said. “We took over another Illusion House when we got too big for this one. It’s on the other side of the city.”

      “And Nollaig knows about it.”

      “That she does.” Kelan chuckled. “She tried to stop us from going after Bolg on more than one occasion. Told us it wasn’t time just yet. Said they wanted to get everything into place first.”

      “And then she killed the bastard herself.” Duana scowled. “I would have liked to have a chance at him.”

      “This other house,” Reyna repeated, trying her level best not to hope too much. What she would give to see Nollaig’s…well, not her face, but her hood. “How far a walk is it from here?”

      Finnegan leaned back into his chair, the wood creaking beneath him. “Depends on how many wood fae warriors are between here and there.”

      Reyna fisted her hands. “Not enough to stop us. Take me to your friends.”
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      They waited for nightfall, even though it made Reyna’s skin itch. The longer they waited, the worst things would get, and her soul yearned to see a familiar face again. But the wood fae were not as accustomed to moving through the shadows. The rebels had a better chance of staying out of sight in the darkness.

      She, Finnegan, and Laoise sneaked out into the streets while Kelan and Duana stayed behind with the other rebels. A heavy rain slashed down from the skies, drenching them instantly. Reyna pulled her borrowed cloak tighter around her body and shuddered at the sudden boom of thunder. Unease raised the hair on her arms. There was no ash here. No clouds stuffed full of magic and death. But the storm still scraped against her newfound strength.

      It all felt too familiar.

      Sucking in a deep breath, she shook away those thoughts. She had to stay strong. She could not give up now. There was only one thing keeping her foot moving in front of the other. And that was the thought of killing the wood king once and for all. For Lorcan.

      He would want his people safe.

      Reyna rushed through the storm with the shadow fae. The downpour plastered her cloak to her skin, and rivulets of rain raced down her chilled face. They didn’t speak as they ducked through alleys and slid through the mud. She didn’t spot any wood fae, but that did not mean they weren’t lurking around the next corner. Best to be quiet and quick.

      At long last, Finnegan slowed to a stop outside of an imposing black stone building that hulked in the shadows like a monstrous beast. Located on the outskirts of the eastern edge of the city, it cast its tall shadows against the churning sea. The windows were boarded up, and strange drawings had been etched into the walls. Stick-like figures dancing and whorling against a red sky.

      Reyna wanted to ask about the drawings, but there was no time. Finnegan pounded on the Illusion House’s door. A small hatch flipped open, and a single red eye peered out.

      “Finnegan?” a voice whispered beneath the booming thunder.

      “Let us in,” Finnegan growled, glancing over his shoulder at the dark, slick streets. “We need to speak with you about something important.”

      The hatch slammed shut, and the door creaked open. A shadow fae darkened the doorway, donned in head-to-toe shadowsteel armor. His gleaming red eyes were the color of the mist-enshrouded sun, and his dark hair hung around his shoulder like strands of wet grass.

      “Who’s this with you?” The shadow fae’s eyes narrowed as he slid his gaze down the length of Reyna’s body. “Don’t tell me you’ve made friends with one of those bloody wood fae.”

      “Brody, this is Princess Reyna Darragh.” Finnegan stepped in and braced his hand against the door. “Let us in. They’re looking for her.”

      “Reyna Darragh? Dammit, Finnegan. You should have stayed at the house,” the shadow fae hissed, ushering them inside. “What were you thinking, coming all the way here when there are wood fae marching through the streets, ready to kill any of us if we even blink at them wrong? With her?”

      “We came here looking for Nollaig,” Finnegan said, shaking the rain off his cloak. “Is she here?”

      Brody frowned. “Why in god’s name would Nollaig be here?”

      Reyna sagged. She closed her eyes. All the fragile hope she’d managed to scrabble onto vanished into the mists. Nollaig wasn’t here. Which meant…the wood king must have gotten to her, too.

      “Her king is dead,” Finnegan said. “I thought she might come here. You know how she is. She loved the bastard. I can’t see her staying inside that castle and serving his murderer.”

      Dead. Bastard. Murderer.

      Reyna’s hands fisted. She felt herself take a step back toward the door, to the rain, and the thunder, and the lightning that called to her. This had been a mistake. Hope had been a mistake.

      “She did come by here. A week back. Maybe two. Asked me if I could pass out some of our stored food to the city. Said to hold tight, that she was heading south to see what they could find by way of allies in the coastal lords.”

      A strange sensation prickled the back of Reyna’s neck. “The coastal lords?”

      “Aye. The ones who refused to come when Bolg called,” he said with a shrug. “She thought they might have some more luck with them than he did. Those lords aren’t fans of Unseelie or dark magic or illusions or any of it at all. They’ve turned to the Dagda, like our High King did.”

      “Nollaig went south,” Reyna repeated, her heart thumping.

      “That’s what she said.”

      She wet her lips. “And you think she was going to round up another army to fight against the wood king?”

      “I’d say so. Hell, I’d even say she’s probably already on her way back. It’s only a three days’ ride to Caraid.”

      “Alright, new plan.” She turned to Finnegan and gripped his arm. “I don’t need to get inside the castle. I need to get out of this city. Now. I need to meet Nollaig before she gets here with the new army and warn her of what’s happened here. If we’re lucky, she’ll have enough warriors for a real battle. Forget subterfuge. Let’s take the city by storm.”
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      “Here are the books you requested.” Druid Evin dropped a stack of ten thick volumes on the table beside her hearth. He did not look amused. “It took me two days to find all these. In addition to all the others. Next time you want a book, you’re going to have to read the ones you already have.”

      “Thank you,” she said, eagerly flipping open the first book on the pile. She’d had the druid search for any mention of the Dionadair in the library. It turned out there were quite a lot of books that touched upon the topic, though some only had a paragraph or two of information. Some she couldn’t read at all, not without a translation.

      The druid slipped out the door, leaving her alone with the books. With a contented sigh, she curled up beside the flickering hearth and read while her new owl friend sat quietly on her shoulder. She’d made it halfway through the first book when her eyes skipped over a paragraph about a Fomorian named Dagda and a prophecy involving a magic he’d created—the Dionadair.

      Her heart pounded hard against her chest as she sucked in a deep breath. She pressed her hand against the ancient parchment just as the door slammed open, creaking on its hinges.

      Emperor Lir strode inside, his ridged chest gleaming against the glow of the fire. He loomed over her, scowling.

      She sighed. “Can you please go away? I’m reading.”

      “What the hell is this?” Lir lifted the book and read the cover. His eyes darkened as he dropped it back onto the table. “You’re researching the Dionadair. Why?”

      His voice had taken on an eerie, dark tone that sent fear skittering along Eislyn’s skin. Swallowing hard, she snatched the book from the table and hugged it tightly to her chest. “Because it’s killing our people, in Tir Na Nog. I want to find a way to stop it. It sounds like it has something to do with the Dagda? He was a Fomorian, like you?”

      He gave her a long, curious stare before taking the book and tossing it into the flames. Her mouth fell open as she watched the fire curl around the pages, blackening the parchment and transforming it to dust.

      “Are you crazy?” she gasped, pushing up from her chair. She reached out to snatch the book out of the fire, but it was too late. If she tried, she would only get burned. “How the hell could you throw a book into a fire?”

      “You shouldn’t be reading the contents. If I have to burn it to prevent that, then so be it.”

      “But…” She pointed. “It’s a book. There are words on that page. Knowledge, information—”

      “Knowledge that is far too dangerous for you to have,” he said.

      She curled her hands. “I hate you. You burned a book!”

      “So you’ve said.” His lips curved into a wicked smile. “You’re not going to like what happens next.”

      She blew out a hot breath. Before she could even think about what she was doing, she stabbed her finger right into the center of his very hard, very muscular, very sleek chest. He felt like stone. “Get out of my quarters. Leave me alone.”

      He grabbed her finger and brought it up to his mouth. Out of nowhere, he nibbled on the tip of it, his teeth skimming along her skin. Sparks of strange fire flickered down the length of her arm. Gasping, she tried to yank her hand back, but he held it tight.

      “You are a naughty little thing. It seems you can’t be trusted.” He nibbled her finger again. “I’m going to have to keep you in my quarters so I can keep an eye on you.”

      Growling, she yanked her hand away from him. For once, she managed to win. “Absolutely not.”

      “You don’t have much of a choice, Eislyn.”

      “I don’t want to stay in your quarters with you.” Her heart broke out into a gallop, desperate to charge right out of her chest. “You said you’d never touch me. You can’t change your mind about that. Please.” She hated begging, but this was one thing she could not bear. “Please, I don’t—”

      “Eislyn,” he said in a surprisingly tender tone. “I am not going to touch you.”

      “You just nibbled on my hand.”

      “You’re right. But I didn’t mean it like that. I will not claim you in bed. All I plan to do is keep a close eye on you. You can even bring your owl along to watch over you. I have a feeling if I tried something, he’d peck my eyes out.” He grinned.

      “This doesn’t make any sense,” she whispered. “I’ve done what you’ve said. I’ve stayed locked up in this room, and I’ve only left with Druid Evin for food and walks. All I’ve done is read some books.”

      “Books about the Dionadair.”

      She threw up her hands, frustrated. “What’s wrong with that?”

      A strange expression flickered across his face. “I can’t tell you.”

      “Why not?” she shouted. “You clearly know something about it. You and the Fomorians survived it. You still have your magic, and you’re as strong as you’ve ever been. Why can’t you let me read about it? Why can’t you let me find a way to stop—” Realization crashed over her. She took a step back. “You don’t want me to research it, because you don’t want me to find out how to stop it. You want the Dionadair to spread across Tir Na Nog. You want us all to die.”

      With a growl, he turned his back on her and stalked toward the window. “You silly little fae. You have no idea what you are dealing with.”

      “Well, then tell me,” she cried out, following after him. “Help me understand. Tell me what it is.”

      “I won’t,” he hissed. “I can’t.”

      “Because you want all of us to die,” she whispered. “At least admit it. Tell me you don’t want us to know because—”

      “I don’t want you to know, Eislyn.” He whirled back toward her, his eyes flashing. “This has nothing to do with Tir Na Nog, and everything to do with you.”

      “But.” Taken aback, she reached up to feel the owl’s smooth feathers against her fingers. Something about his soft touch grounded her. “Why me?”

      He huffed, his jaw clenching.

      “It’s because I have magic, isn’t it?” she asked. “Unlike all the other fae. Despite the Fall, I still have some.”

      He laughed. “Ha. You and your bloody magic. That ice you conjured is nothing compared to the powers of the Fomorians.”

      “And yet you are afraid enough of it to trap me here,” she pointed out, narrowing her eyes as she stalked toward him. “Admit it. There’s something you need from me, and it has something to do with my powers.”

      Lir lifted his hand. Ice flickered across his skin, forming a ball in his open palm. He tossed it against the wall where it shattered into a thousand tiny shards. “Your magic is nothing I haven’t seen or cannot do myself.”

      Eislyn pressed her lips together, her heart trembling. “But there’s a reason. There must be. And it has something to do with the Ruin or you wouldn’t toss books into fires to stop me from reading about it!”

      He arched a brow. “The Ruin?”

      “That’s what we call it,” she said with exasperation. “The Dionadair. We’ve always called it the Ruin because it destroys everything it touches. It kills everyone who comes into contact with it—”

      “I know what it does,” he said quietly. “I’ve seen the Dionadair with my own two eyes.”

      She stood a little straighter. This was the most she’d been able to get out of him so far, though it wasn’t much. “You have? When?”

      His eyes darkened. “I can’t tell you.”

      “Why not?” She threw up her hands.

      “Because I cannot speak about it with you.”

      “But why?” She almost cried the word. Her desperation was so fierce that it almost brought her to her knees. She’d come all this way for one reason and one reason only. To find a way to stop the Ruin. She’d gotten trapped. She’d been wed against her will, and she was surrounded by enemies every hour of the day and night. And now she was being told she couldn’t even read about it.

      “It’s not like you’ll ever let me go.” She took a step closer to him. “Who am I ever going to tell? You’ve bound me here. I’m stuck inside this palace. The only way I can leave is with you.”

      “I’ve already explained this to you,” he murmured. “I am not worried about anyone else knowing about it. It’s you, Eislyn. You’re the infuriating problem in all of this. And no, I cannot tell you why. Now, stop arguing with me. It’s no use. You’ll be staying in my quarters from now on.”
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        * * *

      

      The Emperor’s quarters made a king’s rooms look like a chamber built for servants. It stretched across the entire floor on the top of the tallest tower, eight rooms in total. When he’d first ordered her to move her things into his quarters, she’d pictured being cramped up with him with nowhere to escape. She’d be forced to see him day and night. He’d never let her be alone.

      “You’ll sleep in here,” he said, leading her to a room adjacent to his. A four-poster bed squatted beneath a flowing tapestry of golden silks. There were two small windows overlooking the city, neither big enough for anything larger than her owl to fit through. A small sofa sat beside a hearth, and several shelves held herbs, candles, and trinkets.

      “It seems fine.” It was a bit of an understatement. The room was luxurious and spacious, but she wouldn’t admit that to him.

      “I’ll personally deliver you anything you need, and your owl is free to hunt whenever he needs food.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I thought you had better things to do than bother with me.”

      “I do,” he said in a low, dangerous voice. “But as I said, you cannot be trusted. So, I’ll have to take care of everything myself. You’ll stay in here and mind your business. If you try anything, I’ll bend you over my knee and spank the living daylights out of you.”

      Eislyn flushed, taking a step back. Her heartbeat cantered in her chest. “You wouldn’t.”

      He grinned. “Try me.”

      “I’m not some toy,” she said, her voice rising. “You can’t just treat me like one.”

      “I can and I will.” With that, Lir stormed out of the room and slammed the door on her face. She glared at the wood, her fingers curving into claws. She wanted to rip the door to shreds and stick him with one of the shards. His blood would make the most beautiful paint in the world.
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        * * *

      

      Eislyn awoke with a start, her hair plastered to her face, her heartbeat trembling like hummingbird wings. She’d had another one of her dreams. Of ash, of death, of an impenetrable darkness that swallowed her whole. Terror ripped through her, her pain raw, the wound fresh and festering. Her mother’s face flashed in her mind, transforming her to a time she’d tried so hard to scrub from her memories.

      Wherever Eislyn went, the darkness followed close. It nipped at her heels, desperate to tear her apart limb by limb.

      She reached out for her owl friend, but he wasn’t there. Somehow, she could feel him flying across the city, his eyes trained on the ground, searching for mice. How did that make any sense?

      The door creaked open, and Lir’s head poked into the room. His eyebrows were threaded with worry, and his tousled golden hair framed his bronze face. “I heard screaming.”

      She swallowed hard and glanced away, pulling the sheets up to cover her thin nightdress. “I had a bad dream.”

      “I see. Would you like to tell me about it?”

      “Not really.”

      Emperor Lir was the last person in the entire world she wanted to share her deepest, darkest thoughts with. He’d already trapped her with no hope of a future outside of these walls. She didn’t want him to know what she feared the most.

      He stepped into the room, ignoring her. “Do you have these dreams often?”

      “What does it matter if I do?” she snapped, twisting away from him. She clutched the sheet, her heart racing. Couldn’t he just go away?

      “It matters a great deal, Eislyn,” he murmured.

      She kept her back facing him. “Why?”

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      With a growl, she whipped toward him, and the sheet slipped from around her shoulders. His eyes dropped to her breasts. Her nightdress was white and sheer, and the chill from the open windows peaked her nipples. Face flushing, she threw her legs over the side of the bed and strode right up to him as if she didn’t have a single fear in the world.

      She pulled the door open and motioned for him to leave. “This is the way out.”

      His lips tipped up, and then he chuckled. “I’ve never met anyone like you.”

      Her cheeks flushed. “Likewise.”

      “Eislyn.” Voice soft, Lir brushed the damp strands away from her cheeks. Her heart froze at the surprising tenderness of his fingertips. Lips parted, she gazed up at him, confusion swirling through her gut. One minute, he was slamming doors into her face and the next he was acting like he wanted to wrap her in hoarfrost silk. “I know you hate me, and I don’t blame you for that. But I need you to open up to me just this once. Tell me about your dreams.”

      She sucked in a sharp breath, taking a step away from him. “You’ve taken everything from me. I won’t let you take my dreams, too.”

      Sighing, he swept his dark gaze across her barely-clothed form. “I am glad Dearg is not here to see you dressed like this.”

      “Oh.” Swallowing hard, she hated the red hot heat that swept through her body, warming her from head to toe, and many places in between. This was Emperor Lir, the Fomorian who had forced her to become his bride. He’d trapped her here. Nothing he said or did should get that kind of reaction out of her.

      And yet she could not ignore the way the moonlight glistened across his bare chest. She wondered what the ridges of his abs felt like.

      But not enough to lift her fingers to his skin and find out.

      “I should go back to sleep,” she said, her voice far more high-pitched than it had been a moment before.

      He shuddered, dragging his gaze away from her. “Very well. I won’t push it further right now, but I will need to know about your dreams, Eislyn. Sooner rather than later.”

      “But why?” She fisted her hands. “I know you say you can’t tell me, but at least give me something. It’s not fair on me otherwise.”

      He pressed his lips together, hesitating. “Very well. There is one thing I can tell you. Your dreams may not be mere dreams. They may be portends for the future.”
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      “There are guards at the gates.” Finnegan ducked behind the empty barrels stacked up in the middle of the street. Remnants of a previous battle that had never been cleaned up. The three of them huddled together, their heads bowed so close their foreheads touched. It had turned out to be a hell of a lot harder to get out of the city than Reyna had thought.

      “Why are they guarding the gates?” Reyna hissed. “I thought they were too busy terrorizing the city to care who got inside this place from the Misty Wastes.”

      “I don’t think they’re worried about who gets in, love,” Laoise said softly. “They don’t want anyone to get out.”

      Out, like them.

      “We’ll just have to fight them,” Reyna said with a sigh. “There’s no telling how close Nollaig is now. If we don’t warn her, her army will have no idea what’s waiting for them. How many guards are there?”

      “Three,” Finnegan said with a nod. “One for each of us.”

      “Three. That’s not too much.” She pulled Laoise’s calloused hands into hers. Her grip was weak; her flesh was clinging tightly to her bones. “I want you to go back to the Illusion House.”

      Frowning, Laoise tried to pull free, but Reyna held on tight.

      “Absolutely not,” she said fiercely. “You need my help.”

      “I do need your help. When I get back from warning Nollaig.” She pulled the shadow fae’s hand to her heart and smiled. “I can take some of your herbs with me. That’ll keep me going for a few days.”

      “Princess,” Laoise whispered, her eyes shining with unshed tears.

      “You’re not a fighter, Laoise, and I mean that in the kindest way possible. Stay here. Get the rebels ready. Even with the army, I expect we’ll need every fighter we can get if we truly want to retake this city from the Wood Court.”

      Darkness flickered in Laoise’s eyes, but she dug through her bag and pressed the herbs into Reyna’s hands. “Take this at least once a day. You’ll need some in a few hours. Don’t forget them, princess. You need to keep your storm at bay.”

      Reyna slipped the herbs into the pocket of her cloak, and then threw her arms around the shadow fae. “I’ll never forget what you’ve done for me, Laoise. Now, go. Keep yourself safe.”

      Laoise patted Reyna on the cheek, and then scurried down the street toward safety. Once she was out of sight, Reyna turned back to Finnegan. He was eyeing the guards ahead with flattened lips.

      “That was good of you,” he grunted.

      “Laoise has many gifts, but she’s not a fighter. I don’t want her to get killed. Anyone else would have done the same.”

      His slid his eyes her way. “That’s the thing. They wouldn’t. But the hero of the Battle for Fomorian Square would.”

      Reyna shifted on her feet. “I really wish you’d stop calling me that.”

      “Well, you better start embracing the title soon, princess. Because we’re all counting on you to be that hero.”

      Frowning, she poked her head around the side of the barrels. The guards were still standing watch by the gates, all three facing the streets of Findius. Finnegan was right. These warriors weren’t trying to prevent anyone from coming into the city. They didn’t want anyone to leave.

      “What do you reckon the wood king is up to?” she whispered. “Killing so many shadow fae. Trapping them inside their own city. What’s the point? Your court surrendered to him. He’s sitting on that throne.”

      She avoided speaking Lorcan’s name aloud or letting her mind wander to him. Speaking in vague terms was the only way she could confront what had happened to him.

      “He’s the same as Bolg, it seems like. The shadow fae are nothing more than sacrificial blood for extra power.” He shrugged. “It all goes back to Unseelie in the end. It always does.”

      She nodded, but something about it still didn’t sit quite right in her gut. Bolg let his own subjects die so that he could gain more power. And Ulaid Molt had been feasting on the blood of his own warriors with the same goal. But why did it seem like he wanted to kill every last shadow fae? There had to be more to it than that.

      Whatever it was, it didn’t matter in the end. It all led to the same result: thousands of innocents dead.

      “How do you want to do this?” she whispered.

      “They’ve got arrows. We need to force a close fight.” He motioned toward a small alley to the left of the guards. “You sneak up on them that way. I’ll approach as quietly as I can from the right. When you hear a whistle, charge.”

      Reyna nodded and left Finnegan by the barrels. She backtracked through the streets until she found the alley that led to the gates. As she inched closer, she saw Finnegan approaching from the opposite direction. He was as quiet as a mouse, and shadows seemed to pulse across his skin.

      She’d seen the very same thing from Lorcan more than once.

      Her heart cracked in two at the thought of him. Tears welled in her eyes as grief burned the back of her throat. How could she do this? How could she keep moving forward when he was gone? She’d never even had a chance to say goodbye. He hadn’t even met her eyes before the sword came down on his neck.

      Pain shot through her core. Shaking, she forced herself toward the guards.

      When she reached the mouth of the alley, Finnegan slowed to a stop and brought his fingers to his lips. The whistle was low and eerie. Animalistic. The guards stiffened and turned to glance toward the gates, out at the wastes. They thought there was something out there.

      Now was their chance to strike.

      She gripped her dagger and charged. Finnegan was a blur of hectic motion. Together, they crashed into the trio of guards just as they realized they were under attack. Their shouts rang through the silent night, fear and anger flashing across their faces.

      Reyna’s dagger sank into the nearest warrior. The blade slid deep into his gut, just below the bottom edge of his leather armor. Gritting her teeth, she jerked the blade to the side and then ripped it out of his flesh. He thundered to the ground at her feet, his blood spilling onto the mud.

      “Reyna!” Finnegan shouted from behind her.

      She whirled to find the second guard looming toward her with his own dagger raised. Finnegan was busy with the third, their swords clashing. Reyna ducked low just as the blade whistled by her ear. Heart thundering, she jumped back up and threw every ounce of energy she had behind the blow.

      She aimed it at his gut, but he dodged it just enough for it to glance off his armor. Growling, she whirled again, her hands trembling with the need for vengeance. These wood fae had swarmed the city. With their cruel, wicked king. The king who had killed the closest friend she’d ever had.

      Her lover.

      Her love.

      Tears streamed down her face as she and the wood fae danced the dance of death. He launched an attack, and then she did. On and on it went until her breath shuddered from tired lungs and her limbs ached.

      Stumbling back, she glared at the wood fae, tossing her dagger back and forth in her hands. He heaved, sweat pooling on his brow. Finnegan still danced with the other fae. They were as closely-matched as Reyna was with her opponent.

      “You’re harder to kill than I thought you’d be,” she muttered.

      He smiled, and that was when she noticed his teeth were stained red. “The power of blood. It’s a shame you’ll never get to try it. Because I’ll be feasting on your blood next.”

      Footsteps thundered in the distance. Reyna lifted her head, but kept one eye trained on the wood fae.

      “Ah, here they are,” the warrior taunted. “Did you think the clash of steel would not catch the attention of others?”

      Growling, she threw herself back into the fight. If she struggled to take down a single blood-enhanced wood fae, how would they ever take on a dozen or more? She had to end this. Now.

      Reyna called upon the last remaining strength in her bones and lunged forward. She leapt into the air, flashing her blade toward the wood fae’s head. Surprise flashed across his face. Screaming, she slammed the dagger into his neck.

      He fell instantly.

      She twisted toward Finnegan. He was still locked in battle with the third, and the sound of footsteps had grown as loud as thunder.

      “Go, princess! Now!” Finnegan shouted as the wood fae slashed his sword toward Finnegan’s neck. The rebel knocked it aside easily, but exhaustion swirled in his eyes.

      Reyna shook her head and launched toward the wood fae. Together, they took him down in an instant. He fell into the mud to join the others, but the victory would be short-lived.

      “You must go now, princess,” Finnegan said with a hiss. “There are more wood fae on the way. We cannot fight them all.”

      “I can’t just leave you here to face them alone.”

      “I won’t.” He wiped his blade against his tunic and turned toward the street. “I’ll hide in the shadows and distract them away from here. I’ll keep them from following you into the wastes.”

      Reyna’s heart thudded in her chest. “I don’t like this. There are a lot of them, and only one of you.”

      His steady hand landed on her shoulder, and his fingers squeezed tight. “I’ve waited all my life to do something like this. Go. Now. Find Nollaig and that army. This city is counting on you.”

      Unease swirled through her belly, but she nodded and took a step back. Finnegan shot her a wicked smile and then vanished into the shadows like smoke. She shook her head and whirled on her feet. And then she ran with all the last vestiges of strength in her bones.
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        * * *

      

      Reyna slowed, her legs giving way beneath her. She tumbled to the ground, dark sand spraying up into her face. Time had unravelled as she ran. The movement of the moon and stars had lost any meaning to her. Maybe hours had passed, or perhaps a full day. She knew she needed to stop to rest, to drink, to breathe.

      It had been far too long since she’d had Laoise’s brew.

      With a heavy sigh, she climbed onto her knees and dug through Laoise’s leather satchel. Her hands shook as she found the herbs, each clustered together in its own individual pouch.

      I see you found a way to hide from me. For a time.

      Reyna’s fingers tightened on the herb pouches.

      Did you think I would never return? You cannot drink me away, Reyna Darragh. I will always be here, inside of you, until I claim your life. And it looks like that will not be long from now.

      She gritted her teeth as a terrible heat swept through her body, burning her up from the inside out. “You can’t kill me that easily. You said it yourself. Seelie’s powers are keeping me alive.”

      Not anymore, Namhaid. You’ve used it all up.

      Her heart almost shuddered to a stop. Mouth dry, she pushed up from the ground on unsteady feet. “What do you mean?”

      Did you truly believe Seelie had blessed you with unlimited magic? Your great god bestowed enough power within you to destroy the thing you hated most. Me. The more you used that power, the less you had, until now there’s nothing left of it.

      “This doesn’t make any sense,” she argued, knowing full well how deranged she must look, shouting at the darkness all alone in the middle of the barren ash. “I’ve scarcely used Seelie’s powers. Even if you’re right, even if it’s not infinite…”

      But there she was wrong. She had been using Seelie’s powers all this time. The magic had kept her from dying from the Ruin trapped inside of her. And it had protected her from death without her owl familiar by her side. Seelie’s powers had been doing their damnedest to keep her alive for so long that there was nothing left of them now. She could feel it in her very bones. She had for days now.

      All the magic was gone.

      With shaky hands, Reyna ground the herbs and dropped them into her open mouth, hoping swallowing them down would be enough to stop the Ruin’s taunts.

      I die with you, Reyna Darragh. In the end, we both win.

      She closed her eyes, waiting for the herbs to do their magic. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

      And give you a chance to change the course of our future together? I was brought into existence to kill you. And now I will.

      Reyna’s fingers curved against the ground. She’d gone into the birthplace of the gods to ask for help. She’d begged for a way to defeat the Ruin. In the end, she had gotten what she’d asked for, but not in the way she’d thought.

      “If you being inside of me can kill me, then why did Seelie only give me limited magic?” she whispered. “The whole point was that I could survive you. Wasn’t it?”

      Perhaps Seelie knew you are the Namhaid. The destroyer of everything. The scum of this world. The—

      “But that doesn’t make any sense.”

      Reyna’s heart pulsed inside of her as the effects of the herbs finally numbed the pain and guilt. The Ruin’s voice faded away, leaving her alone with nothing but her own thoughts. Relief shuddered through her, but it was short-lived. The Ruin might be silent for now, but it was not gone. It would be the thing to kill her in the end.

      How much longer did she have?

      A familiar flap of wings snatched her attention away from her dark thoughts. Hope jolted her heart. She tipped back her head and looked up. White wings speared the night sky.

      With tears in her eyes, she launched to her feet. “Wingallock!”

      Waves of emotion crashed over her. She stumbled forward, reaching out toward the skies, desperate to feel his talons against her skin. She’d known he was still alive—she’d felt it—but seeing him brought so much relief that she almost crashed to the ground.

      He let out an agitated hoot and continued to soar through the skies, casting a single glance at her face as he did. Frowning, she followed after him, her feet still bruised and aching from running through the night.

      He led her across the Misty Wastes, the intensity of his flight increasing with every moment that passed. Soon, sunrise streaked across the skies, transforming the darkness into red-drenched fields of ash.

      Wingallock slowed. In the distance, Reyna spotted two forms trudging through the mist.

      “Nollaig!” she shouted, picking up the pace. “Commander Segonax!”

      She spotted no army behind them, but in that moment, she did not care. She needed to see their familiar faces. She needed to hear their voices, and wrap her arms around that silly, ever-present cloak. It was the only thing that could keep her going.

      The forms solidified as she raced toward them. One of them—the taller and wider of the two—pulled a sword from his side. They would not know she was a friend and not a foe.

      “It’s me!” she shouted. “It’s Reyna!”

      The forms suddenly stopped.

      “Reyna?”

      Her heart stopped. All the blood in her veins stilled. That deep, melodic voice did not belong to Segonax. It was a voice she’d memorized and imagined a hundred times since the last time she’d heard it, oh so long ago.

      “What?” she whispered, stumbling to a stop. “No. It can’t be.”

      She must have imagined it. The Ruin had gotten into her head, and now it was twisting her senses to hear things that weren’t there. Or the mists had tricked her. Or she was so tired that she didn’t know what she’d heard.

      There were a million explanations for that voice. None of them were the one thing she wanted more than anything else in the world. For it to be real. For it to be true.

      The mists parted. The form came into view.

      Lorcan Rothach stared at her from across the field of ash. His familiar lips tipped up into a smile. Everything within her shattered.

      “Reyna? Is that really you?”

      Her heart exploded inside her chest, and she threw herself toward his open arms.
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      A week before Lorcan found Reyna stumbling through the Misty Wastes, he sat in the Meeting Hall listening to his advisors bicker like siblings. Priest Tighe was convinced they should surrender to the wood king while Commander Segonax wanted to wait it out.

      Lorcan sighed, closing his eyes. “Seg, I’d love to do things your way, but I need more than that. If we wait this out, where will we find food?”

      “I’m not sure, Your Grace,” the old commander replied. “We considered a few options, but none of them are particularly palatable. No pun intended.”

      Lorcan turned to Nollaig. “Have you come up with anything none of us have thought of?”

      “Actually, I have.” Her voice held the hint of a smile. Likely, a smug one. “You remember what I mentioned the other day, Your Highness? About the coastal lords?”

      He nodded. “The lords of the twin towers in Caraid.”

      “Those are the ones.” She shifted on her seat, tracing a line down the realm’s map with her gloved finger. “They’re only three days from Findius. I wonder if we might be able to call on them for aid.”

      Lorcan sat up a little straighter in his chair. Now this was the kind of idea he could get behind. “Go on.”

      “They didn’t come when Bolg called them because they’ve turned away from Unseelie. And so have you. If you could convince them to march their army to Findius, we might have enough warriors to protect ourselves. Plus, they have fish.”

      It almost sounded too good to be true. Caraid had everything they needed. Food. Warriors. Hope.

      “I don’t like this, Your Highness.” Priest Tighe leaned forward, his palms flat against the wooden table. “The wood fae army is strong. Caraid will not have enough fighters for it to make a difference.”

      “You would still have us surrender,” Lorcan said evenly. “Even though we’ve found an alternative, one that means we will not need to bow before a corrupt king.”

      Priest Tighe’s eyebrows slammed down. “You speak as though you believe followers of Unseelie are corrupt.”

      Nollaig snorted. “You said it, not us.”

      Priest Tighe whirled on her, clutching that same ancient tome to his chest. “Be careful, Nollaig. You do not know who you speak to.”

      “Actually, you don’t know who you speak to.”

      Commander Segonax palmed the pommel of his sword.

      “Alright, that’s enough.” Lorcan pushed up from his chair and glared at the lot of them. “We’ll have no bickering amongst ourselves. Let’s save our anger for the enemy.” He turned to Seg. “Nollaig and I will ride to Caraid at once. I’ll need you to take command of the castle. The city is in your hands, Seg. Take good care of it while I’m gone. With any hope, it will be the last time you’ll need to stand watch on that wall.”

      Commander Segonax gave a solemn nod, relief churning in his eyes.

      “Your Highness,” Tighe said. “I can’t convince you to surrender?”

      “No, Tighe. I’ve made up my mind.”

      He huffed. “Very well. Can I at least assist Commander Segonax in your absence? I could work with Heremon on the food rationing.”

      Lorcan met Priest Tighe’s dark gaze. The Unseelie worshipper did not even blink. He should likely turn the priest away. He’d been so insistent about surrender that Lorcan did not think he would stop prattling on about it even if he did return with an army. But he could not forget all the lessons he’d learned from Thane. Keep your enemies close to you.

      “Very well.” Lorcan nodded. “You can help Seg with the food rationing. But that’s it. And I don’t want any more talk of surrender.”
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        * * *

      

      Lorcan and Nollaig arrived in the coastal town of Caraid three days later. Like Findius, Caraid had been built from black stone that glistened beneath the shaded moonlight. They’d considered waiting until morning to approach the gates, but then thought better of it.

      They needed the army as quickly as possible.

      When the shadow fae guards spotted him striding up the dirt street they bowed low and welcomed inside with little fanfare. Fine with him. He’d never been a fan of all Thane’s pomp and circumstance. Lorcan would rather be one with his people, blending in rather than standing apart.

      “Your Highness.” One of the guards, a short male with stubby legs, smiled up at him. “I assume you’re here to see the lords?”

      “That’s right. I realize it’s late, but the matter is of great importance.”

      “Of course.” The guard nodded. “Come with me. I’ll take you to the castle and wake the lords.”

      They trailed through the silent city. Squat black stone buildings lined the tangle of winding roads that spun toward the churning sea. Lorcan breathed in the scent of brine through flared nostrils. The scent took him away from this place. To Tairngire. To Comharra. To the brilliance of Reyna’s smile.

      The guards led him into a square castle built on top of a cliff jutting out over the sea. Much smaller than most, its two slim towers were scarcely taller than the rest of the buildings. Dim light shone through arched windows stained red. It might be late, but they were not the only ones awake.

      “The lords will meet with you here.” The guard motioned at an open door that led into a small study where a flickering hearth waited for them. Lorcan cast a quick glance at Nollaig, who said nothing. It could be some kind of trap, he couldn’t help but think. These lords had been against his father. Who was to say they’d resist stabbing him in the back while they had the chance?

      “Wait here,” the guard said, leaving Lorcan and Nollaig alone in the study.

      “Well?” he asked with a raised brow after the guard shut the door behind him. “What do you think? Are they going to try to kill us?”

      “Unlikely. They’ll be curious more than anything.”

      “They hated my father.”

      “You aren’t your father.”

      “But I’m his son.”

      “That kind of thing doesn’t matter to the shadow fae as much as you think it does.” She shrugged. “We aren’t like those other courts.”

      In both good and terrible ways, Lorcan thought.

      The door reopened a few moments later, and two distinguished lords strode into the study, flanked by several shadow fae guards. The one to Lorcan’s left stood almost as tall as he with a thick black beard twisted together into a dozen braids. The one on the right was a much heartier version of the other, his grin bright, his eyes sparkling. Nollaig had filled him in on their histories and their names during the short journey. The slender, tall fae was Lord Tristin. He was the quiet one of the two. There wasn’t much known about him. Lord Maddox was the other. He enjoyed revels and feasts and had yet to bind himself to a wife, even though his family urged him to produce an heir.

      “Your Highness.” Both lords bowed low. “I must admit, we’re surprised to see you here and at this time of night.”

      “Apologies for the time, but this could not wait,” Lorcan said. “I’ve come to you because Findius is under siege.”

      Lord Maddox slipped his thumbs beneath his bracers. “We’ve heard about the siege, Your Highness. Nasty business from a nasty king.”

      Relief settled warmly in Lorcan’s gut. Perhaps this would be easier than he’d thought. “Lord Maddox, Lord Tristin. My advisors have informed me that you have a substantial army here in Caraid. One that might be our only hope of winning this war against Ulaid Molt.”

      “Ah.” Maddox shifted on his feet and glanced at Tristin. Neither one looked particularly happy about Lorcan’s proposal. “Problem is, we don’t want to send our subjects to their slaughter.”

      Irritation flickered in Lorcan’s gut. “Lord Maddox, I am not asking to send them to slaughter.”

      “Forgive me, Your Highness,” Lord Tristin cut in with an uneasy clearing of his throat. “With all due respect, I don’t believe you understand the full gravity of the situation. How many warriors does the wood king have?”

      Lorcan glanced at Nollaig. “We can’t be certain. He’s using illusions to hide some of them.”

      “Then, he likely has far more than you realize.” Lord Tristin grimaced. “Your advisors are right. We do have an army here, but we do not have enough to win a war against Ulaid Molt.”

      It took all of Lorcan’s strength not to sag beneath the weight of his deflated hope. They’d come all the way here to get this army. It was his only move forward. If he did not have that, he did not know what else he could do. Either the fae of Findius would die of starvation. Or he would have to surrender them all to the Wood Court.

      Both options made him feel as though his heart had been wrung through a meat grinder.

      This was their only hope. As the High King, he could force the issue if he wanted to. And then lose any hope of a peaceful alliance with these coastal lords.

      “However,” Maddox cut in, snatching Lorcan’s attention away from his dark thoughts. “There is one thing we can offer you. Bring your fae here. Flee Findius. We have room, and we can build extra homes if need be.”

      “And we have fresh fish,” Tristin added. “There will be no great feasting, not like we had a hundred years ago. But it will be enough for them to live.”

      Lorcan’s lips settled into a grim line as the reality of his situation squatted on his shoulders like a hulking mass of darkness. He let out a long shudder, realizing that there really was no other way forward. Not one that would end well.

      “What do we do when Ulaid Molt turns his gaze south?” Lorcan asked.

      Maddox and Tristin exchanged a weighted glance before the former spoke. “We’ll decide that when it comes. We may be able to defend the city against him. If not, we have ships. We don’t want to leave Tir Na Nog, but we will if that’s what it takes to save our people.”

      Leave Tir Na Nog. He couldn’t bear the thought of it. Not as long as Reyna Darragh walked these lands.

      “There must be some other way,” he said gruffly.

      “Perhaps there is,” Lord Tristin said with a grim smile. “But right now, this is all we have.”
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        * * *

      

      He and Nollaig left for their return journey when dawn broke through the misty skies. He had no desire to wait around and talk politics with the lords. If his people were going to survive, he needed to get them out of Findius as quickly as possible. Only three days stretched between the two cities, but it would be a hard journey for the low fae. They’d scarcely eaten a thing in weeks. Their bodies would struggle to find the energy.

      “I know you don’t like this, Your Highness,” Nollaig spoke up from beside him. “But I truly believe you’re doing the right thing.”

      He grunted. “Then, why does it feel so wrong?”

      “Because sometimes doing the right thing feels like shit.”

      A strangled laugh choked his throat. Shaking his head, he could not help but smile at his old friend. “Only you could make me smile at a time like this.”

      “That’s not true,” she replied dryly. “Reyna Darragh could.”

      His smile dropped. “I doubt it. She would likely be driving me absolutely mad. She’d get some wild idea in her stubborn head, one that would likely get her killed. And then she’d do it no matter what I said to try and convince her otherwise.”

      “Hmm. A little bird told me you wish to marry her.”

      His heart skipped a beat. He’d never spoken that out loud to a single soul. “What bird? Holas?”

      “I think you should, you know.” She reached up and rustled her familiar’s feathers. “Marry the Shieldmaiden.”

      Lorcan ground his teeth and gazed across the empty fields of ash. “That’s impossible. She’s cursed me to never set eyes on her again.”

      “How odd,” Nollaig said, her voice transforming into a hush.

      “I thought you knew about that,” he said with a frown. “You were there when she agreed to Seelie’s deal.”

      “That’s not what I mean, Your Highness.” Nollaig came to a sudden stop. “Look across the field.”

      Lorcan drew his sword and lifted his eyes, peering through the red mists. In the distance, he spotted a form stumbling toward him. An owl soared through the sky above her head, and the curve of her hips was as familiar to him as the back of his own hand.

      His heart stopped. The mists cleared.

      “Reyna?” He choked out a strangled cry as she raced across the ash and launched herself into his arms.
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      “You’re alive.” She pressed her damp cheeks against his skin, breathing in the scent of leather, smoke, and steel. “You’re alive. You’re alive, you’re alive.”

      She clung on tight, her arms around his neck, her thighs wrapped around his waist. Her entire body trembled from the ferocity of her emotions. She still did not understand what was happening or how he was here or if she had lost her damn mind. All she could do was hold on and never let him go.

      She would never let him go. Not again.

      “Reyna, I don’t understand what’s happening,” he murmured into her ear. His embrace was just as tight as hers, and she swore she saw damp skin beneath his eyes. “Why wouldn’t I be alive?”

      Her heart shattered, even as it was being made whole again. “I saw you…” She swallowed hard and started again, her arms still locked around his neck. “Ulaid Molt has taken the city. You surrendered. He…”

      “Wait.” His voice turned to steel. “Molt has taken the city?”

      Slowly, he lowered her to the ground and extracted himself from her arms, though his furrowed face suggested it was the hardest thing he’d ever had to do in his life. He took her face between his hands and lowered his forehead to hers. His eyes flashed with so many emotions that it took her breath away.

      “I love you,” he whispered. “I love you so much that I would rip the stars from the skies just to have you by my side. I would follow you into darkness even if it meant I’d never see light again. Now that you’re here against all odds, I want nothing more than to throw you on the ground and claim you as mine before the entire world. But first, I need you to tell me what the hell is going on.”

      She shuddered at his words, and her heart leapt toward him, as if it wanted nothing more than to feel his touch.

      “Lorcan, I wish I understood it myself,” she said, grasping his hands. She filled him in as quickly as she could, stopping at nothing. She told him about Thane and the ships, about his plan to march south by Beltane. That was only a few days away now.

      She explained how she’d ended up in the Wood Court and what she’d seen and done. Fighting Ulaid Molt. Chasing him into Findius. Watching Lorcan’s head tumble to the ground by her feet. The pain was still fresh and real in her soul, even though her love stood before her now. Tears streamed down her cheeks, leaving hot trails in their wake. She hated that they did not freeze.

      When she was done, Lorcan stepped back and glanced at Nollaig, who had waited patiently while Reyna spoke. The shadow fae was silent even now, her cloak hiding her expression from view. Reyna could imagine what she thought. It all sounded mad.

      But what Nollaig said surprised her most. “That fucking priest.”

      Darkness flickered across Lorcan’s face. “I never should have trusted him. I should have known he’d never accept my refusal to kneel before his god.”

      Reyna frowned and glanced between them. “What priest? What are you talking about?”

      Lorcan let out a heavy sigh that spoke of his own exhaustion. Weariness lined his eyes. While Reyna had been battling to return to his side, it seemed he’d been fighting his own battles inside of Findius. “I left Commander Segonax in charge of the castle while Nollaig and I went to request assistance from Caraid. Priest Tighe asked if he could help Seg with feeding the city. I agreed.” Lorcan shook his head, pain churning through his eyes. “Priest Tighe is a follower of Unseelie. I don’t know what he did to Seg, but he must have gotten rid of him somehow. And then he took my place, acting as me.”

      “He must have used blood magic to create an illusion of you,” Nollaig added. “And then he pretended to be you. He surrendered the city in your place.”

      Reyna’s mouth dropped open. “But why would he want to surrender?”

      “He thought the low fae of Findius would be better off if we gave in and let the wood king take over. Everyone is starving.” Lorcan’s jaw rippled as he clenched his teeth. “I refused to surrender and chose a different option instead. So, he took it upon himself to do it in my place.”

      Reyna stared, her heart tumbling inside her chest. She still could not quite believe that Lorcan stood before her now. Alive. And real. His breath shuddered from his lungs. His heart still beat. Her entire body itched to launch itself at him once again. She wanted to bury her face in his warm chest and never let go again.

      “You’re alive,” she whispered as fresh tears filled her eyes.

      He stepped in close, took her hand in his rough palm, and brought her fingers to his lips. His soft kiss against her knuckles made her come undone. “I am alive, and I love you.”

      She shuddered, leaning into his touch. “I love you, too. I love you so much that it felt like my entire body shattered when I saw you die. I didn’t think I could go on. I just wanted to curl up in the dirt and wither away while the world burned down around me.”

      His eyes shone; he tucked a finger beneath her chin. “And yet you didn’t. You came here, searching for Nollaig. You still tried to save the city. My god, Reyna, you are the strongest person I have ever met.”

      She trembled beneath the weight of his words, thinking of the Ruin. Reality crashed down around her again, just as a newfound hope had poked up, soothing her soul. “I’m not. Lorcan, there’s something I need to tell you.”

      He furrowed his brows. “What is it, Reyna?”

      “I…” She trailed off and closed her eyes. “I’m going to die, Lorcan. The Ruin, it’s going to kill me.”

      It had been so long since she’d seen him, he did not know the truth about the Ruin. He’d been battling his way through the streets when she’d pulled the Ruin into her body so that she might save the world. In the end, she’d doomed it. The only way to stop herself from transforming into the Namhaid was to let the Ruin swirl through her veins until it tore her apart.

      It would die. And she would die.

      There was nothing else.

      Nollaig stepped closer as Reyna told her story. The shadow fae was silent, but she could still feel the weight of her gaze. When she was finished, it was she who spoke first.

      “But you’re surely not the Namhaid,” Nollaig said. “That’s impossible.”

      Reyna frowned. “You don’t seem surprised by all of this.”

      “Well, of course not. I’ve heard of the Namhaid.” Nollaig shrugged. “Destroyer of the world, all that jazz.”

      Lorcan’s face had remained as blank as stone as if the very act of opening his mouth might shatter the world around him. Reyna understood how he felt. She’d felt the same only days before.

      “Where did you hear this?” Lorcan asked in a slow, measured voice.

      “Never you mind about that,” Nollaig said. “What matters is that Reyna doesn’t fit the prophecy.”

      Not for the first time, Reyna wondered who the hell Nollaig was. She was no normal fae. That much was clear. But she also knew that Nollaig would never reveal it, not until she was ready.

      “Unfortunately, I think you might be wrong about this one, Nollaig,” Reyna said, her dreams flashing in her memory. “The Namhaid is an ice princess with an owl familiar. A warrior, one who wields a bloody axe and cleaves the world.”

      “You don’t have an axe,” Nollaig pointed out.

      “Well, not yet,” she said with a frown. “I had a dream about it, too. It’s Motcha’s Axe that does it.”

      Nollaig crossed her arms. “The one that’s lost in the ruins of the Fire Court?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Again, Shieldmaiden. You don’t have that axe.”

      “That doesn’t mean I won’t one day have it.”

      “And you have plans to go get it, do you? Cooking up a little trip to the fire lands next?”

      “Well, no.” Reyna let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m not the Namhaid yet. My mind has to be twisted by Unseelie first.”

      “You’re not the Namhaid.”

      “Honestly, Nollaig, I don’t know why you’re not paying attention to what I’m saying.” Reyna threw up her hands. “The Ruin was trying to kill me all that time because I am the Namhaid. That was its whole purpose. I have an owl familiar. I’m an ice princess.”

      “Stop.” Lorcan’s commanding tone shot a flame of heat through Reyna’s core. He held up his hands, stepping between her and Nollaig. “I need you two to stop bickering about this like it’s no big deal.”

      “It’s not a big deal,” Nollaig said. “Because she’s not the Namhaid.”

      A low growl erupted from Lorcan’s throat. Nollaig fell silent.

      “Whether or not Reyna is this prophesied Namhaid doesn’t matter right now,” he said with flashing eyes. “What matters is that the Ruin is going to kill Reyna if she does not get rid of it.”

      “I can’t get rid of it,” Reyna said, glancing out at the mists. “If I do, it’ll not only kill me with its storm, it’ll destroy all of Tir Na Nog. The Dagda created the storm to protect the realm, but there’s something wrong with it. He gave it too much power and didn’t keep it under control. It doesn’t care about anything but destruction.”

      Lorcan’s brows pinched tight. “And this thing was created out of Seelie magic?”

      Reyna nodded.

      He sighed, shaking his head. “It doesn’t make sense, Reyna. Seelie is light. Unseelie is darkness. How could the Dagda have twisted light into something as monstrous as the Ruin?”

      Reyna had similar thoughts. The Dagda had clearly made a mistake. He was immortal, but he was no god. Not like Seelie was. But why had Seelie allowed it to happen? Reyna thought back to using Seelie’s powers in the Battle of Fomorian Square. That magic had been destructive, in a way. She’d used the ice against her enemies, killing them. Death was the ultimate destruction, after all.

      “I can’t explain it,” Reyna finally said. “All I know is what I heard and saw when I took the Ruin into my body. Visions of the past and the future.”

      “We’ll figure this out, Reyna. I promise you.” Lorcan clasped her hands in his, tugging her toward him. She leaned into his strength, filling her head with the scent of him. An ache formed around her heart, spreading down into her core where a spark lit that had been dormant for far too long. All her life, Reyna had never thought she would need anything. Especially not anyone else.

      But she needed him.

      Nollaig cleared her throat. “Sorry to interrupt, but we need to make a plan. Fast. The wood king is killing innocents. We need to put a stop to it.”

      Reyna drew back and glanced at the empty mists behind them. “That’s why I came. I thought you would have an army with you. Weren’t you going to the coastal lords for help?”

      Lorcan’s jaw clenched. “We did, but it was not the kind of help I anticipated. Instead of agreeing to march to Findius to help with the siege, the lords have offered a home here for the low fae of Findius.”

      “You mean they want you to flee Findius?” Reyna asked.

      Nollaig nodded, her cloak rustling. “They have food here. Fish from the seas. It’s not much, but it’s better than what we have in Findius.”

      “But how does that help? The wood king would have realized you abandoned Findius. Sooner rather than later.” Reyna’s frown deepened. “Didn’t the coastal lords know this? He would have eventually marched on their gates.”

      “I don’t think the wood king cares about the shadow lands beyond Findius,” Nollaig said quietly. “All he wanted was that throne.”

      “If that’s the case, then why is he killing all the—” Reyna’s eyes widened as realization crashed over her. “That’s why they’re killing every shadow fae they can find. Because you’re still alive. Ulaid Molt doesn’t have the throne.”

      “No, he doesn’t.” Lorcan shook his head, wincing. “As soon as he sat his murderous arse on that throne, he would have realized the male he killed was not the High King of the Shadow Court. Because the throne’s magic would not have transferred to him. He’s killing the shadow fae because he’s trying to find me. He’ll never have the power until I’m dead.”

      “But then what do we do?” Reyna whispered. “If the three of us return to Findius by ourselves, he’ll just kill you. For real, this time. And Lorcan—” Her voice cracked. “I can’t watch you be killed again. I just can’t.”

      He tucked a finger beneath her chin. “Ulaid Molt will not kill me. I don’t plan on getting close enough to him for him to try. At least not until the city is ours once again.”

      “And how do you plan to do that, Your Highness?” Nollaig asked dryly. “Conjure an army out of thin air?”

      He turned to her. “The lords of Caraid refused to march when they thought we were under siege. Things have changed now. Ulaid Molt is in the city. He might not have planned on marching south before, but he will once he realizes I’m not there. The only way for them to save themselves is to join the fight.”

      “I’m not so sure they’ll agree with that.”

      “We’ll make them,” he said fiercely. “I am their king.”
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      Caraid squatted on the western coast of the Shadow Court. Two spiralling towers reached toward the sky, connected by a swinging bridge that melted into the mists. Built of black stone, just like Findius, the small town huddled like a ghost beneath the darkness of the realm.

      Lorcan led them through the gates and up a twisting, rocky path to the castle. Fire flickered from arched windows that dotted the curving walls, and smoke curled up through slits near the top. Waves crashed against a sandy shore, though scarcely any fae were out enjoying the sea. Instead, they were all huddled up inside, just like the citizens of Findius.

      It wasn’t any better here than it was there, Reyna couldn’t help but think. They might have fish, but they did not have hope. They needed more than this to survive.

      They were ushered inside at once, and then led to a Great Hall that showed the first real signs of life Reyna had seen since entering Caraid. Several long tables were packed inside, and a hearth blazed in the far corner. Lords and ladies sat at a head table nearest the fire while the other tables held warriors and other courtiers. Minor lords, druids, and merchants. This place looked more like court than Findius ever had.

      “Ah.” A male stood from the head of the table, drenched in black. His clothing was fine and the broach at his neck polished, gleaming against the light from the fire. With smooth midnight hair that swept down to his chest, he gave off an air of nobility. His thick beard twisted together into braids, each topped with a colorful gem. “Our High King has returned.”

      He bowed low, motioning for the others to do the same. They all stood clumsily from their chairs, bowed, and waited for Lorcan to speak.

      “Lord Tristin,” Lorcan said stiffly. “I appreciate the formality, but it’s not necessary. I need a word with you in private.”

      The shadow fae’s dark brows arched. With a quick glance at his fellow courtiers, he moved away from the table and joined Reyna and Lorcan near the door. His voice dropped low. “Is something the matter? Who is this you’ve brought back with you?”

      “This is not a conversation for many ears,” Lorcan said quietly.

      Lord Tristin nodded. “Alright. Let’s go to my study.”
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        * * *

      

      Lord Tristin’s study reminded Reyna of home. Despite their poverty here, the lord had managed to hang on to fragments of a world they’d once had. Detailed maps adorned the walls, framed in ancient wood. A thick, luxurious carpet stretched across the stone floor, and inviting red velvet sofas sat facing each other beside a wall of books.

      Eislyn would love this room.

      Lord Tristin poured a glass of wine and held it out for Lorcan.

      Lorcan waved it away. “In my absence, it seems one of my priests used dark magic to invite Ulaid Molt into the city. He’s there now, slaughtering innocents.”

      He stopped there, letting his words sink in. Lord Tristin’s neck bobbed. Then, he reached for the glass and downed it himself.

      “How could this have happened?” he asked. “I thought he was staging a siege.”

      “The priest impersonated me and surrendered the city. It ended with his head liberated from his body.” Lorcan’s fierce tone sent a ripple of desire through Reyna’s core. He had always been strong and powerful, but she had never seen him quite like this. His realm had needed him to step up and take on his new role with the dedication he was showing them now. This was never what he’d wanted for himself, and yet he’d done it anyway.

      Her heart grew twice as large.

      Lord Tristin let out a low whistle. “If the priest was impersonating you, then the wood king must have thought he killed you.”

      “That’s exactly what he thought,” Reyna said. “Which is why he’s slaughtering the entire city. He’s looking for your High King.”

      “This changes things,” Lord Tristin muttered to himself as he began to pace the length of his study.

      “We have allies on the way,” Lorcan cut in. “The High Kings of the Air and Ice Courts are marching south as we speak. They’ll be here for Beltane.”

      Lord Tristin glanced up. “Ice and Air combined, you say?”

      “And Sea,” Reyna added. “It seems that after a hundred years of war, the realms are finally uniting to take on a common enemy.”

      “And so once again you’d like to ask the warriors of Caraid to march to Findius, I’m assuming.” Lord Tristin nodded. “Princess Reyna. Did you happen to learn the size of the wood fae army? How many warriors do they have?”

      “Eight thousand,” she replied. “Though there may be fewer now. There was a skirmish outside the Findius gates with some air fae warriors.”

      His eyebrows winged upward. “How many air fae?”

      “About eight thousand as well.”

      Those eyebrows slammed down. “I’m assuming they lost.”

      “It seems that way,” she said, glancing at Lorcan. “But I don’t know exactly what happened. I was already inside Findius by the time the battle ended.”

      “The wood fae were feasting on blood that night,” Nollaig added, filling in some of the details that Reyna had already explained to her and Lorcan. “With a matched army…”

      “The wood fae won,” Lord Tristin muttered with a fierce shake of his head. “And they’ll likely be high on it the next time the battle is brought to them.”

      “That’s why we need all the warriors we can find,” Lorcan said. “With all of our forces combined, it should be enough. But if we hold back at all…”

      Lord Tristin sagged against his desk, his eyelids fluttering shut. “You’re asking me to march my subjects to what might be a certain death.”

      Reyna glanced up at Lorcan. He was their High King. Asking was not what kings did. They ordered. Lord Tristin had only one choice, despite what he might think.

      “I’m asking, fiercely,” Lorcan said. “I will not make the order because I want you to have the freedom to decide. But you must know what this means. Our entire future depends on this, Lord Tristin. I will be returning to Findius, with or without your warriors. If Ulaid Molt kills me, then the power of that throne becomes his. You know as well as I do what will happen if he wins. Unseelie’s power will scatter across this realm. Perhaps all of Tir Na Nog.”

      Lord Tristin shuddered and then clamped his hand on Lorcan’s shoulder. “Give me the evening to discuss this with Lord Maddox. I’ll give you my answer in the morning.”
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        * * *

      

      Nollaig scuttled off to the guest quarters to get some sleep, but Reyna was far too wired to even think of nodding off. She and Lorcan left for the shore, kicking off their boots when they reached the sandy beach. Together, they strode down the quiet bank to the soft lapping of waves. Her heart pulsed anxiously in her chest as she shot him a furtive glance. She still could scarcely believe he was alive.

      “You should not have given him the choice, you know,” she said quietly. It was his realm, and his court, and he could do what he wanted. But she also knew he liked it when she spoke her mind.

      “My reign has not come to me in a typical way,” Lorcan said, tipping back his head to stare up at the starless sky. Even the moon was hidden in the mists this night. “My father took on the title of king after the exile. No one objected. It didn’t really mean anything at the time. Not without the throne. When he advanced on Findius, no one stopped him. I suppose they didn’t think he’d be successful. Once he was, they just ignored him. He might have been the High King by the end of it, but it seems most of the lords never thought of him that way.”

      He stopped to face her and brushed a strand of hair behind her curved ear. Sparks lit along her skin, and a heat coiled deep within her. “He had the power of the seat. He commanded all the armies.”

      “And yet none of that really affected them until now.” Lorcan sighed. “I am the bastard son of a self-made king. I don’t hold command of anything. Ulaid Molt has taken the city. They have no reason to follow me. At least, not from fear. So, I give them the choice. I show them that I am not like my father. I know they cannot love me. I’m nothing to them. But perhaps they can see that I care about this realm. Perhaps respect is all a king needs.”

      Reyna’s heart ballooned as she peered up into his raven eyes. “You are unlike any king I have ever met, and I mean that in the best way possible.”

      His lips curved into a wicked smile. “And you are unlike any princess I’ve ever met.”

      “And you mean that in the best way possible?” she prodded, grinning.

      “Reyna,” he said, sweeping his thumb along the curve of her jaw. “I would not want you to be anything but exactly what you are. Every infuriating, electrifying, stubborn part of you. You charge through the world with a ferocity I have never seen in anyone else. You can be maddening. You often scare the shit out of me, and then do it again ten times over. But all of it, every single part of it, is why I love you so much I swear my heart feels pounded to a bloody pulp most of the time.”

      Her breath caught. She pressed her fingers against his armor. Even with the leather between them, she could feel the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. He leaned into her touch and rested his hand against the back of her neck. Just the feel of his fingers against her skin was enough to send a flare of heat through her core.

      He was alive. She was alive.

      Somehow, despite everything, they’d found their way back to each other.

      He leaned down, and she swore she felt the pulse of his shadows curling around them. Shuddering, she tipped back her head just as his lips caught the skin of her neck. His mouth moved against her throat, delicately at first before becoming more insistent. Sparks dotted her eyes.

      “Lorcan,” she whispered, pressing up onto her toes. Her core ached with need; her heart raced in her chest like a dragon seeking prey. His hands found the bottom edge of her tunic and yanked it over her head. Her breasts popped free of the material, her nipples hardening beneath his dark gaze.

      With trembling hands, she undid the clasps of his armor and watched him toss it onto the sandy shore by their feet. They shimmied out of the rest of their clothes, clashing together when they were both free of the restraints of them.

      The hard planes of his chest shot a new spark of desire through her body. Gasping when his mouth found her nipple, she hooked her leg around his waist and moaned. He buried himself in her breasts, transforming her into a tangle of wild need.

      Winding her arms around his neck, she climbed him like a tree, wrapping her other leg around his waist. His hardness pulsed between them. Growling, he nipped her neck with his teeth.

      “Someone seems eager,” he murmured as he trailed hot kisses along her collarbone.

      She shuddered against him, angling her body so that their hips fit together like the pieces of a complicated puzzle. Reyna had never met anyone like Lorcan Rothach, and she knew she never would again. Tomorrow, they would have to worry about war and blood and fear.

      Tonight, she just wanted to lose herself in him.

      “I’ve dreamt about you for weeks,” she whispered into his ear. “I don’t want to dream of you any longer.”

      He lifted his gaze to hers. Need flashed in the depths of his midnight eyes. “I never thought I’d see you again.”

      Her heart lurched in her chest, beating in time with his. “I was never going to stop fighting to get back to you.”

      His lips collided with hers, fierce and hungry. She lost herself in his kiss. Nothing in the past mattered anymore. Only his touch. Only his mouth. Only the growing hardness between them.

      Shuddering, he slid inside of her. She gasped as her wetness coated his cock. The length of him speared her, hitting the very back of her core. She moaned at the feel of him, a desperate need for more rising up within her like a great, magnificent beast.

      “You have never felt better than you do now.” His fingers dug into her thighs, tugging her even closer to him. With a sigh, she slid along the full length of him until their bodies connected like stars.

      He slammed into her once more. She hooked her arms around his neck and clung on tight while the speed of his thrusts increased with every passing moment. The heat in her core was almost overwhelming. She couldn’t even think straight around the lust for the only male in the world she’d ever wanted.

      Lorcan pressed his lips to her shoulder and bit into her skin. The light pain was electric, charging through her like a storm. She dropped back her head and cried out his name, shuddering when he dragged his tongue along her swollen nipples.

      Her core clenched tight around him. She didn’t want this to end, but she couldn’t stop herself from hurtling faster and faster toward the cliff. At the sound of her pleasure, Lorcan’s thrusts turned frenetic. He needed her just as much as she needed him, and together, they were a hurricane of shadows and ice.

      Every cell in her body turned to light as her need shattered around them. Tremors shook through her, making her come undone. With an eager grunt, Lorcan thrusted once more and released his seed inside her, their bodies becoming one.

      She sagged in his arms as her heart still raced. He kept his cock inside her as he gently laid her down on the sand. Need still pulsed within her core. Even after all that, she wanted more. Staring down at her with adoring eyes, he traced his finger along the curve of her jaw.

      “You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life,” he whispered.

      A tear slipped down her cheek. Reaching up, she brushed his dark curls away from his face. “Does this mean you aren’t done with me yet?”

      His lips curled into a wicked smile. “I will never be done with you.”
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Eislyn

        

      

    

    
      “Why have you come to see me?” Emperor Lir peered down at one of his subjects. The uneasy Fomorian knelt to his knees, his head bowed before his ruler. He was a powerful male, black wings flared wide on either side of his muscular body. The strands of his deep purple hair hung like a curtain around a face that looked as though it had been chiseled from stone.

      And yet, he looked weak compared to the Emperor who had chained Eislyn to him.

      She frowned at the wrist braces. He’d insisted on the bonds after she’d tried to escape yet again. It seemed he didn’t trust her very much.

      Obviously.

      “I can’t pay my taxes this year, Your Excellence,” the Fomorian murmured, eyes cast to the golden floor.

      Eislyn stiffened. Lir had dragged her around with him for the past week, forcing her to witness his every courtly duty. So far, she’d been lucky enough to avoid seeing anything that would transform her mind into putty. She knew what happened to those who could not pay their taxes. Depending on the amount they owed, either everything was taken from them, they were tossed into the dungeons, or…they were executed.

      She really didn’t want to watch the Emperor slice someone’s head off their body.

      “I see.” Emperor Lir leaned back into his golden seat. “Do you know what we do to those who cannot fulfill their duty as a law-abiding citizen of this great empire?”

      The Fomorian swallowed hard. “I do, Your Excellence.”

      “Good.” Lir nodded. Eislyn braced herself, glancing away. “You will leave your home to join my army at once. You may have half a day to say goodbye to any family you might have. Once you have served six years, you may return to them.”

      Eislyn’s head shot up, and she gaped at the Emperor. She’d never heard of such a thing. He was…pardoning the Fomorian? Sure, he had to spend six years fighting in an army, but that wasn’t such a terrible thing. It was an honor.

      Eislyn spent the rest of the day standing quietly by his side while he saw the remaining subjects who had requested time in his presence. Most of the time, he just listened to their concerns. Sometimes, he made commands his guards carried out for him. To stop crime. To help a farmer who had lost it all.

      She hated him, but…she could not lie and say he wasn’t decent to his people.

      Just not to her.

      When they returned to his quarters that night, he ushered in a servant behind him. The serving girl held a silver platter packed full of grilled meats, freshly-baked breads, and fresh fruits and cheese. Eislyn’s stomach grumbled, her mouth watering. It had been a long time since she’d seen food this grand.

      Lir unclasped her chain and motioned at the food. “Eat.”

      She didn’t need to be told twice. Eagerly, she dug into the food and piled everything she could fit onto a plate. She plopped down into a chair beside the hearth and popped a strawberry into her mouth. The juices exploded against her tongue, as sweet as the longest summer day.

      Lir strode to the open window and stared at the burnt orange sunset. “I’m sorry you had to witness that.”

      She paused with a slice of chicken halfway to her mouth. “Witness what?”

      “My punishment,” he said, twisting toward her. “For the baker who could not pay his taxes.”

      “Oh. That.” She shoved the chicken into her mouth, and almost moaned at the tenderness of the meat. “I don’t know why you’re apologizing. You treated him far more fairly than…well, anyone else would have.”

      It burned her up to praise him, especially when that irritating smug smile of his donned his face. “So, you admit it. You don’t think I’m a monster, after all.”

      She held up the shackle-free wrists. “You’re keeping me chained to you all day and night. Of course you’re a monster.”

      His eyes flashed. “All day, yes. All night…not yet. But that can be arranged.”

      Choking around the chicken, Eislyn felt her entire head turn the color of the strawberries. “I thought you said you didn’t want to debase yourself by touching a fae.”

      A wicked smile curled his lips. “Who said anything about touching? Certainly not me. If that’s where your mind went, then one might wonder exactly what’s going on in that pretty little head of yours.”

      She dropped the chicken onto the plate. “Funnily enough, I’m not hungry anymore.”

      “Perhaps that’s because you’re hungry for something else.” He waggled his eyebrows.

      “Okay, now you’re just messing with me.”

      He chuckled.

      “You know, sometimes I really can’t figure you out.” With a roll of her eyes, she turned back to her food. Annoying or not, she wasn’t going to let Lir turn her off from strawberries and chicken. “One minute, you’re dragging me through your palace on a chain. The next you’re making jokes like we’re friends.”

      He strode across the floor and dropped into the seat across from hers. “Perhaps I wish we weren’t enemies.”

      She arched a brow. “You’re the one who made us enemies. Not me.”

      “If I recall correctly, you’re the one who attacked my people with ice.”

      “Ice that they’re immune to. It’s not like it hurt them.”

      He leaned forward and snatched a piece of chicken off her plate.

      “Hey!” She scowled. “There’s more chicken on the platter. That one is mine.”

      Grinning, he popped it into his mouth and chewed. “Whoops.”

      Rolling her eyes, she grabbed a berry and tossed it at his face. It splatted on his cheek. Eislyn’s heart nearly stopped in her chest as it slowly slid down his chin. His eyes flashed with darkness, and she wanted nothing more than to rewind time and take it back.

      He was Emperor Lir, and she was his prisoner wife. He didn’t need to tell her that she’d overstepped her bounds.

      His lips curled. “Well. That settles it then. You will spend the night chained to my wrist, after all.”
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        * * *

      

      Lir hadn’t been joking. After she’d eaten, he slid the bonds around her wrists and led her into his bedchamber. She swallowed hard at the sight of his bed. It was twice the size of hers, and luxurious silk sheets swept across it, inviting her to climb inside and drift into a world of luscious sensations.

      “That’s quite the bed,” she said around a lump of coal in her throat.

      He shot her a wicked grin. “Eager for it, are you?”

      She flushed. “No.”

      “Is that a lie, Princess Eislyn Darragh?” The smile dropped from his face, darkness churning in his eyes.

      “Of course not,” she snapped back. “Stop assuming I’m desperate to be around you. You annoy me. In fact, I’d rather sleep in the dungeons than in the bed with you.”

      “Well, if that isn’t incentive to lock you up in here with me, then I don’t know what is.” His smile widened.

      All she could do was scowl.

      Thankfully, he left the room when she changed into her nightdress, and waited until she’d climbed into the bed to return. Despite her irritation at him, Eislyn couldn’t help but sigh when the soft silk hugged her body like a soft caress. She fell back onto the pillows, her silver hair framing her face like a tangle of wild thorns.

      Emperor Lir strode up to the bed in his silk black trousers, cinched low around his waist. She swallowed hard as her eyes tripped along the ridges of his abs. His glistening bronze skin glowed even in the darkness of the room. Without a word of warning, he climbed into the bed beside her.

      Her heart hammered her ribs as she held out her wrists. “Go on then.”

      “No chains,” he murmured, sliding onto his side to gaze at her. “I fear we’ll both struggle to sleep with them on.”

      She frowned, even as relief soothed her frayed nerves. “I thought that’s why you brought me in here. What changed?”

      “I can keep an eye on you without them.”

      “What if I try to murder you in your sleep?”

      “You won’t.”

      “You’re my enemy. Maybe I will.”

      “I’m your husband,” he said with a lazy smile. “You could not kill me even if you tried.”

      Dammit.

      “You know what? I really hate magic,” she muttered.

      “And yet you fae are so desperate to have it again.” His dark lashes flared across his cheeks as his gaze turned intent. “You think your lives would be better if you could wield the power of ice or shadows or air again.”

      She twisted toward him just as he wet his lips. Her eyes caught on his tongue, nearly stopping her heart in her chest. As her breath came out hot and fast, she struggled to focus on his question. Tension pounded against her skull, tempting to pull her closer to Lir.

      This is ridiculous, she thought. Why are you reacting to him like this?

      “Um.” She cleared her throat and tried to quiet her wild thoughts. “I mean, why wouldn’t it improve our lives? For one, we would live far longer than we can now.”

      “Immortality is not all it is cracked up to be.” Sighing, he closed his eyes. “In fact, it can be quite lonely.”

      Her heart shuddered against her ribs. Was this why he’d married her? Because he was lonely? It made a twisted sort of sense. She’d rarely seen him with any friends. His meetings with others were formal and brief, and he rarely dined in the hall with members of the nobility.

      When she’d first met him, he’d come across so harsh and cruel, but she had to admit that she’d seen a different side of him since then. He cared about his subjects. He didn’t use harsh punishment like the kings of Tir Na Nog did.

      But all of this only confused her even more. He was kind and just. To others. Why not to her?

      “Lir,” she whispered, pressing her cheek against the pillow. He met her gaze with piercing eyes, the corner of his lips tilting up. He didn’t even correct her for failing to use his title. “Will you ever let me go?”

      Anger flashed across his features. Every hint of softness vanished as if it had never even been there at all. “You know the answer to that, Eislyn.”

      “It’s not fair,” she hissed, unbidden tears flooding her eyes. “I’ve seen you. All this time, I’ve watched what you do. You aren’t cruel, like you want me to believe. You try to do the right thing for your people. How could trapping me here be the right thing? How can you think this is just or kind?”

      She held her breath in her throat, a desperate hope plunging through her. Maybe she would get through to him. Maybe he would somehow change his mind and undo the magic that trapped her inside this palace for the rest of her life.

      But all that hope vanished in the blink of an eye. With an irritated sigh, he turned to his other side so that his back now stared her in the face. She glared at him, her fingers itching to reach out and drag their nails down his skin. That would show him!

      “Goodnight, Eislyn. I think that’s enough discussion for one night.”

      “You’re impossible,” she whispered at him. “I take back everything I said. You aren’t a just ruler at all.”

      “Do I need to put the chains on you to get you to be quiet?” His voice had lost every hint of kindness now. All that was left was thorns and steel.

      “No,” she grumbled, twisting to the side so that she didn’t have to look at him any longer. Not even his stupid back. “I hate you by the way.”

      “So you’ve said.”
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Lorcan

        

      

    

    
      Sand scratched his back as he rolled over and draped his arm over Reyna’s body. Her skin was hot, and sweat dripped down her neck. His heart pulsed as he drew her closer to him. The Ruin was wearing her down. Even Wingallock’s presence did not seem to soothe her the way it always did.

      She was stronger than anyone he’d ever met, but she was not indestructible. If she was right, if she’d used up the last scraps of Seelie’s powers, eventually the Ruin would kill her. He did not think she had much longer.

      All she seemed to care about was getting back inside Findius and killing the king. But none of that would matter if she was dead.

      Reyna was not as selfish as he was. She cared about Tir Na Nog in a way that defied the truth of mortal condition. Over and over again, she had sacrificed everything to save her people. To save them all.

      He did not think he had it within him to do the same.

      Gently, he unwound himself from her body, stood, and collected her into his arms. She didn’t even stir. Pale purple lined her eyes, and there was a frailness to her he’d never seen before. Even Wingallock seemed exhausted. He had perched on a nearby rock, nodding off while the rush of the waves drowned out the world beyond.

      He had ignored it all for awhile, but no more. He had to find a way to save her.

      Lorcan carried her up to the tower and tucked her into the bed of his guest quarters, a magnificent room the lords had always kept available for kingly visits—back before the exile when that kind of thing happened frequently.

      He left her to rest while he aimed his feet toward the tower library where he knew he’d find a druid willing to speak. On his way, he woke Nollaig. She might enjoy her secretive nature, but it was time she came clean. About everything.

      The library was small and dark, lit only by a single candle. Cobwebs clung to the leather spines. He could not help but think Eislyn would hate how unkempt it all was.

      “Right.” He crossed his arms. “I need to know everything you can tell me about the Ruin, the Namhaid, and Seelie’s magic.”

      Nollaig shifted uneasily on her feet. “I see you’re done acting as though you think I’m normal.”

      “We both know you’re not normal, Nollaig,” he said. “And you’ve made no attempt to hide it from me.”

      “I’ve also made it clear I don’t wish to speak about my past with anyone.”

      “I don’t give a single toss about your bloody past,” he said, his voice rising despite his intention to present a calm, kingly aura to everyone else. Inside, he was falling apart. With a sigh, he straightened his shoulders and tried again. “I know you have things to hide. You don’t have to share any of that with me. Just tell me what you know. It’s important, Nollaig. It might be the only way to save Reyna’s life.”

      Silence whispered out from the depths of Nollaig’s cloak. She turned toward the other male in the room. “What’s the druid for?”

      “Knowledge of the Dagda,” he muttered. “I thought he might be able to explain why Seelie’s powers are so destructive.”

      Druid Annic frowned. He was a small, bowed fae, almost as hidden in his robes as Nollaig was. His voice was like the rustle of parchment in the wind. “I’m afraid I don’t know anything about Seelie. I didn’t even know there was a god with that name. It makes sense, of course. But all I know are the teachings of the Dagda, and none of those tomes mentions this.”

      Lorcan scowled and turned back to his old friend. “That leaves you, Nollaig. What do you know?”

      Sighing, she leaned back against the table. “I don’t know as much as you’re hoping. In my lifetime, I’ve heard many prophecies about the future of this world. Some of them are steeped in truth. Others seem to be nothing more than fantastical nonsense.”

      “And this whole Namhaid business?” Lorcan asked with a raised brow.

      “I never put much stock in it.” She shrugged. “It relies heavily on Motcha’s Axe, a weapon that has long been lost in the flames of the Fire Court. For someone to get their hands on it, they would have to go in search of it in those ruins. But there’s nothing there. The realm is flames and ash.”

      Lorcan shifted on his feet, and the timber floorboards creaked. “So, you’re saying the Dagda was wrong? That he created this magical storm all for nothing?”

      “I’m saying that I don’t necessarily believe everything a magical storm whispers into someone’s mind.”

      “That’s not helpful.”

      “It might not be helpful, but it’s the truth. Prophecies mean nothing. There’s the one from the Sea Court that speaks of the Ghaisgeach, the hero of the world, who rides in when the ice melts and the seas overflow. There’s the other from some old books I once read in the Wood Court. They speak of two sisters, one a hero, the other an enemy. None of this has yet to happen. Who’s to say any of it is true?”

      “Forget the prophecies then,” Lorcan said, trying to ignore the knowledge that Nollaig had once wandered the entire continent. “What can we do to get this thing out of Reyna’s body?”

      Nollaig was silent for a long while before answering. “You’re not going to want to hear this.”

      “Just tell me.”

      “I’m afraid she might be the only one who can release it. She controls it, remember? It’s a part of her. If she wants it gone, then she has to let it go.”

      “You’re right,” he said through gritted teeth. “That isn’t what I want to hear at all. She’ll never let it go, Nollaig. She’d let it kill her first.”

      Nollaig sighed. “I know. The only way she’d ever let it go is if we find a way to destroy it once it leaves her body.”

      Lorcan’s heart twisted in his chest. “Any ideas on how we can do that?”

      “My only idea is to search Findius for answers. That’s where the Ruin was made. And that’s where Seelie said it must be undone.”

      Lorcan growled, his hands fisting. “There has to be a way to stop this. Reyna Darragh does not have to die in order to save this godforsaken world.”

      He could not see Nollaig’s eyes, but he swore he could feel the sadness in them. “Forgive me, Your Highness, but maybe she does.”
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        * * *

      

      “We’ll send our warriors back to Findius with you,” Lord Maddox announced at the breakfast table the next morning. Lorcan had gotten very little sleep while he held Reyna tightly against his chest. She’d felt as hot as flames until waking. Now, she could do nothing more than poke at her fried fish, her eyes rimmed in red.

      But she perked up at the lord’s words. With a smile, she flicked her gaze toward Lorcan. The pure joy on her face melted through his fear at losing her to the gods forever. “Well, that’s a relief to hear. Isn’t it, Lorcan?”

      “On one condition,” Lord Maddox cut in, dousing all the sudden hope in the packed room full of lords, warriors, and eager courtiers.

      Lorcan frowned. “Let me guess. You wish to be appointed a new title of some sort. Some more land? You know I can’t promise you a damn thing until this war is won. I don’t know what we’ll have by the end of this thing.”

      “All I want is a seat on your council,” the lord said with a tight smile. “And for the warriors from Shademore to join us on the battlefield. They have a thousand trained fighters there. Combined with ours, we stand a much better chance of our warriors surviving the war.”

      Shademore? That was unexpected. He hadn’t even been aware the town had survived through the long, dead years. It sat so close to Findius, he’d assumed the air fae had taken them out at some point during the war.

      “Good.” He nodded. “That I can agree with. We’ll send a bird to let them know when to advance.”

      “We have no birds.” The lord’s eyes cut toward Reyna. “We’ll need to use the owl.”

      Reyna stiffened, reaching up to stroke Wingallock’s feathers.

      “No,” Lorcan said in a low growl that did not welcome disagreement. “The owl is Reyna’s familiar. It stays with her.”

      Beside him, the princess shifted uncomfortably on the wooden bench. He knew what she was thinking. Every bloody word of it. Hell, if she wasn’t, he’d leap off a cliff and dive into the open mouth of a great, mythical beast. She wanted to agree to send her owl. Even if it shattered her completely.

      “He won’t be going, Princess Reyna” Lorcan said in a voice lined with steel, using her title in front of the lords, even though he hated how formal it sounded. “You know you can’t survive his absence. Not anymore.”

      She pressed her lips together. He expected her to argue, but instead, she crushed up some herbs and threw them into her mouth. Her complexion seemed to brighten instantly.

      “I know I can’t send him,” she admitted after she’d swallowed the herbs. “But I also refuse to sit around and be helpless. I’ll go to Shademore and gather their warriors.”

      Lorcan glared at her. “Absolutely not.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Are you trying to order me around?”

      “Yes, Princess Reyna. I am. I only just found you again.”

      “I want to help you,” she said fiercely, her eyes flashing in the way that only Reyna Darragh’s eyes could flash. “I need to help you.”

      Lorcan huffed. She was doing it again. That maddening, infuriating Reyna thing that made him love her with the ferocity of a thousand burning suns. But it also made him want to shout at the skies and beg the gods to save his soul from utter destruction.

      “You’re not feeling like yourself,” he said, trying to keep a handle on his frustration. “You’re not at full strength, like it or not. I know you hate hearing that, but it’s the truth.”

      “I know it is.” She stabbed the fish, and then popped a piece of it into her mouth. “Which is why I’m going to gather the army. Right now, I don’t know how well I’d fare in a fight, so I won’t be much help when we reach Findius. This is something I can actually do, Lorcan. And I won’t take no for an answer.”

      A low growl rumbled in Lorcan’s throat.

      Nollaig tapped the table with a gloved fist. “Oh, hi there. Remember me? I’m Nollaig, and I am very helpful. In fact, I’m so helpful that I’ll go with Reyna. That way, everyone wins. Am I right?”

      Reyna narrowed her eyes. “I don’t need a minder.”

      “What if the Ruin weakens you too much for you to go on?” Nollaig snapped. “I have a lot of respect for you, Shieldmaiden, but let’s not forget what’s happening to you right now.”

      “Listen.” Lorcan palmed the table. “I’ll go gather the army.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Your Grace.” Lord Maddox’s voice sent a jolt of alarm through Lorcan. He’d almost forgotten he was there, along with the two dozen other courtiers hanging on to their every word. “Our army is pleased to fight by their High King’s side. But they won’t feel that way if you’re not there to lead them to Findius.”

      Lorcan cut his eyes toward the lord. This was a test. He’d passed the first one by allowing the lord to make his own decision about his army. Now, another test stretched out before him. Would Lorcan abandon his people when they were willing to die for him, or would he fight beside them in the battle?

      His eyes slid shut. Dammit all to hell.

      “Fine,” he said through gritted teeth. “But I swear to the gods, Reyna, if you die, I will bring you back to life just so that I might kill you all over again.”
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      “A storm is coming.” Reyna stood on the cliff overlooking the sea, a strange, exhilarating wind rustling the hair around her face. Finally, it was beginning to look silver again, Thane’s green dye vanishing with every bath she took. She felt Lorcan’s steady presence as he strode up behind her. Shadows seemed to pulse along her skin, as though some unseen magic reached out to her soul.

      Was that his newfound power, formed from the strength of the throne?

      Or was that just him? She’d seen the shadows on him before.

      “The storm is already here,” he said pointedly, taking a spot on the cliff beside her. “It’s a part of you now, which means it’s a part of us.”

      Reyna dropped back her head to gaze up at him, her heart thumping. “You don’t need to take on this storm. It’s my burden. Not yours.”

      He wrapped his arm around her shoulder and tugged her close. “Don’t you see? Any burden of yours is mine. I will gladly take it on.”

      Tears swarmed into her eyes. She could hear the hurt in his voice, and she hated it. And she knew why. “Please don’t be angry. You know I have to do something to help.”

      He let out a tired sigh that seemed to shudder from the very depths of his soul. “Reyna Darragh. Shieldmaiden. Princess. Protector of Tir Na Nog.”

      Pain flickered in her heart. “No, Destructor of Tir Na Nog. The Namhaid. The Enemy. I am no hero, Lorcan. I’m the end of us all.”

      “That’s why you’re doing this, isn’t it?” he murmured against her hair. “You’re so afraid of turning into the Namhaid that you have to prove to yourself you won’t. You want to believe you’re willing to sacrifice yourself instead.”

      “I’m not sacrificing myself, Lorcan. I’m not even fighting. All I’m doing is gathering an army.”

      “I won’t let that damn Ruin kill you, Reyna.”

      “I don’t think it’s up to you,” she whispered.

      Suddenly, he grabbed her shoulders and twisted her toward him. His eyes flashed with a dangerous intensity that shook the breath in her lungs. Looming over her, he was the very image of a shadow king. Dark, powerful, his entire being pulsing with a ferocious kind of strength.

      “I will make this vow to you. Here and now, in front of the whole damn world if that’s what I have to do,” he said, gripping her tight. “You are mine and I am yours. Nothing will change that. No vicious kings. No terrifying prophecies. No deals with gods.” He lowered his eyes to hers. “And no storms. I will find a way to save you. And I will rip apart Findius if that’s what it takes.”

      Reyna’s breath shuddered from her lungs. His words warmed her in a way that she did not think possible. She loved the ice, but he was fire. Her body curved toward his instinctively as her heart struggled to beat. Every word he said was everything she wanted to hear, but it scared her, too.

      He would tear apart the world for her.

      She’d been willing to do the same, and others had died because of it. As she’d clawed her way back to his side, the Ruin had whispered words in her ears, warning her that her love for him might be the undoing of them all.

      What if his love was the same?

      “I don’t want you to rip apart Findius,” she said. “No one else should die, especially not because of me.”

      “You still don’t see it, do you?” he asked, shaking his head as the edges of his lips tilted up. “I don’t care what the Ruin says, Reyna. You’re too stubborn. You’re too brave. You’re too strong. Unseelie will never twist your mind. You are not the Namhaid.”

      Her hands fisted. “You don’t believe me. You think I’m making it all up.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “I believe every word you say, but I think there is more to this Ruin than you think.”

      Her heart thudded in her chest. She’d used up the second-to-last batch of herbs at dinner. She only had enough left to last her another day. And then the Ruin would storm back into her mind, dragging her under with its vicious words.

      “You don’t know what it’s like,” she whispered, tears falling onto her cheeks. “It says things about me. It knows my weaknesses. It knows what makes me hurt. The things it has told me about myself…”

      Lorcan wrapped his arms around her and pulled her to his chest. She nestled her head against his leather armor, breathing in the steady scent of him. “You have to let it go, Reyna. You have to release it.”

      “I can’t. It would kill everyone.”

      “We’ll find a way to stop it. We’ll find a way to destroy it for good.”

      She let out a bitter laugh. “How? Seelie’s powers didn’t destroy it. What’s more powerful than the magic of a god?”

      “I don’t know, but we will figure it out,” he said, his voice firm and unyielding. “Nollaig thinks there might be answers in Findius. We will march on the city, kill that damn king, and then find a way to save you.” He tucked his finger beneath her chin and forced her gaze to meet his eyes. “I swear it, Reyna. I will do whatever it takes to keep you alive. I lost you once. I’m not losing you again.”

      She clung on to him like a rock in the middle of a wave-tossed sea. “What about my deal with Seelie?”

      “Fuck the deal,” he growled, a sound that pebbled her skin with goosebumps. “If he didn’t give you enough power to sustain you indefinitely, then the deal is moot in my eyes.”

      She melted against him, losing herself in the strength of his words. She knew it wouldn’t be as easy as that. Just because he wanted to save her didn’t mean he could. But for a moment, a snapshot in time, she wanted to believe in the dream of it all. She wanted to forget about the Ruin, the wood king, all of it. In the morning, they would part. And then the war would come.

      For now, they had each other.

      Lorcan’s mouth found hers. His kiss was hungry and electric, and she curled herself against him, linking her arms around his neck. She shuddered as he trailed his lips down her jaw. Each kiss was hungrier than the last.

      “Being outside seems to excite you,” he murmured against her skin before pulling back to gaze into her eyes with a fierce heat. He shot her a wicked smile, one steeped in a need as great as hers. “Do you have something against beds?”

      Reyna flushed. “I’ve never been a fan of stuffy castles. Give me fresh air, a bed of snow, and some stars.”

      “I can only give you one of those things, I’m afraid.” He slid his hand down her side, cupping the curve of her hip. “And I might never be able to give you snow.”

      She knew what he meant. He was the High King of the Shadow Court. If she stayed by his side, and she would, the north was not in her future. Her icy home would remain as far away from her as it did now. But she could not help but think of the storm raging inside of her. The reason she’d never see her homeland had nothing to do with Lorcan. It was because she’d never make it there alive.

      The Ruin would destroy her first.

      Desperation twisted around her heart. She palmed Lorcan’s armor, leaning into him. “I want you. Not the snow. Or the stars. All I want is you.”

      Lorcan fumbled with her garments, pulling the soft material over her head. She snatched at his armor and desperately threw them aside so that she could feel his skin beneath her hands. Their bodies clashed together with a feverish hunger. Her lips teased the hard planes of his stomach. She ran her fingers along his smooth skin, relishing in every inch of him.

      She lowered herself to her knees before him and took his shaft in her mouth. Lorcan let out a guttural moan, shuddering as she slid her mouth up the length of him. His hardness pulsed against her tongue, so thick that she could barely fit him inside her.

      “Reyna,” he groaned out.

      The sound of her name on his tongue tightened her core. Her own need clenched between her thighs, but she wanted to give to him what he’d given to her so many times before. She took him deeply into her mouth once more, flicking her tongue along his head.

      “Oh my gods.” He growled, fisting her hair in his hand.

      Electric need drove her forward. Her lips slid down his cock, and her fingers teased the soft sacks beneath it. That was all it took for him to come undone. He grunted, pulsing when his shaft hit the back of her throat. His fingers tightened on her hair, the salty taste of him filling her mouth.

      Slowly, he pulled out of her and she swallowed down his seed.

      He lowered himself to the ground before her, his cheeks flushed, his eyes sparking with wild need. Even after that, he wanted more of her.

      “Your turn,” he growled, flipping her onto her back. She landed on the soft grass and gasped when he dragged his tongue across her breast. Her nipples hardened, her back arching toward him.

      He palmed the apex between her thighs, and everything within her clenched tight. She gasped, digging her fingernails into the dirt. Lorcan’s tongue slid down the length of her, past her bellybutton, and right to the edge of her core. His grip on her tightened, his tongue spiralling closer and closer and—

      “Please,” she gasped, barely able to think around the need shuddering through her body. “Taste me.”

      “Is that a command or a request?” he murmured, nipping at her skin. Sparks lit her eyes. She arched closer to him, but his mouth danced away. She pushed herself against his palm, relishing in the pressure of it.

      “Both,” she breathed. “I need you to lick me or I’m going to come undone.”

      He chuckled, pressing harder. His skin brushed her clit, and pleasure shuddered through her. “That’s the idea.”

      The pressure vanished. And then his head dropped between her spread thighs. His tongue swept across the tension in her core, soft and wet and achingly good. A storm of sensations plowed over her. A heady moan escaped her throat, desperate desire driving her toward the cliff.

      His mouth moved against her core, tasting her fully. His tongue dove between the folds, and shockwaves of pleasure pounded through her body like thunder. She reached down and tangled his hair in her fingers.

      The pressure deepened. Wetness coated his lips. She looked down at him to find him staring right back at her, hunger flashing in his midnight eyes. Something about the look on his face drove her pleasure to newfound heights. She clung on to him, angling her hips toward him.

      Instinctively, her body began to shift against him, riding his mouth even after he continued to drag his tongue across her clit. A wild need tore through her. All that existed in the world was Lorcan’s tongue, his mouth, that sweet, sweet ache building to an excruciating climax.

      She couldn’t take much more of this.

      Lorcan’s hands gripped her hips. His fingers dug into her skin, and the pressure of it threw her off the cliff. Reyna shattered. The world exploded all around her. Her body shook as great, violent tremors tore through her. Her ears rang from the force of it, and her chest shook as her lungs struggled to find air.

      The tremors slowed. An electric lightness buzzed across her bare skin. Shadows whispered in her hair. She sagged against the ground, pressing her fingers to her racing heart.

      “Wow,” was all she could whisper.

      Lorcan edged up her body and braced his palms against the ground on either side of her head. The smile on his face had never been more smug. “I think I’ll have to do that more often.”

      “Yes, please.” She wrapped her hands around his neck and shot him a drunkard’s smile, ignoring the incessant reminder in the back of her head. She didn’t have much longer in this world. But that didn’t matter right now. “Maybe in a few minutes.”

      He chuckled, leaning down to caress her ear with his warm lips. “Which do you love more? My tongue or my cock?”

      Reyna couldn’t help the smile that lifted her lips—and her heart. “I think I’m going to need to test both to give you an accurate answer. ”

      Fire flickered in his eyes. “Oh, of course.”

      “I hope you weren’t planning on sleeping tonight.” She spread her thighs, feeling a thrill at the hardness of him already.

      His cock speared her. A soft moan escaped through her parted lips.

      “You are mine,” he growled, shuddering as she clenched around him. He thrusted deep within her, and rivers of pleasure washed over her. She gasped, arching and fitting the pieces of herself around him.

      And their bodies came together as one as they danced beneath the cloud-soaked skies.
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      After they dressed, they stumbled back to the castle and climbed into Lorcan’s oversized bed. Reyna laughed at the idea they’d even bothered. As soon as they were in the privacy of his quarters, all the garments flew off again.

      They spent the night wrapped up in each other’s arms, making love until the rising sun splashed orange rays through the arched windows. Reyna rolled onto her back, gazing up at Lorcan’s chiseled face, an unfamiliar sense of rightness settling into her bones.

      “This is a dream I never want to end,” Lorcan murmured against her hair, his fingers drawing light circles on her bare stomach. “Your skin, your eyes, your breasts. Every single part of you is perfection. Do you know what I said to Thane the moment I first laid eyes on you?

      Reyna flushed. “Do I want to know?”

      They hadn’t met in ideal circumstances. Thane had journeyed to the Ice Court to take Glencora’s hand as his betrothed. Instead, he’d been saddled to the wild Shieldmaiden who’d rather stab things than smile at lords. And she’d made his life a living hell for a good long while.

      Probably because she’d planned on murdering him in his sleep one day.

      “I said you were a great beauty.” Lorcan smiled down at her, the corners of his eyes crinkling in the way they only did when he looked at her. “I’d never seen anyone like you before. I thought you were more likely to eat Thane alive than agree to marry him.”

      “Hmph,” Reyna said, biting back a smile. “That doesn’t sound like a great first impression. Except for the whole beauty part. I think you might be the only one to ever say that about me. That kind of compliment is usually reserved for Glencora.”

      Her heart sank at the thought of her sister. The Sea Court had received a letter from her father mentioning her improved condition. Reyna wished she’d been by her sister’s side when she’d awoken from her illness. It had been her fault that they’d been caught up in the Ruin. And, in the end, Glencora had been the one to pay for it.

      “How are your sisters?” Lorcan asked gently, knowing just how much of a tender subject it was for her.

      “Glencora is healing, which is a miracle,” Reyna said. “Eislyn is…somewhere. Likely with my father. Thane was able to get some news from his spies inside of Tairngire. They said she escaped, and rumor had it she went north. I hope the spies were right.”

      “Of course she went north. I’m sure she’s back in Falias with her books.”

      “Aengus mentioned something when I ran into him in the Wood Court,” she said with a frown. “He said he left the court in the hands of someone else. A girl.”

      “Aengus was a human. He was probably lying about that.”

      “Yes, but who would he have left in charge?” she asked. “It would have been someone loyal to him. Otherwise, why would he ever leave? To be honest, I can’t make sense of it all.”

      “I doubt it’s anything to worry about,” Lorcan said, trailing a finger down her skin. “It wouldn’t have been Eislyn. She’s the High King’s betrothed. Aengus was a weaselly one and far too smart to do that.”

      “You’re right.” Still, her frown deepened. The rumors Eislyn had fled north had lightened her spirits, but she hated that they were nothing more than stories passed from ear to ear. She wanted confirmation of Eislyn’s safety. Word from her father that she was by his side. But it was impossible to do anything but guess where she was. Until the wood king was gone, it was impossible to send a letter north.

      She lifted her head when red light speared her face. The sun had fully risen, and a new day had dawned on the Shadow Court. Her heart thumped in her chest. The time had finally come. She and Lorcan had barely slept a wink all night, too caught up in each other, too terrified to miss even a single moment of these last hours in Caraid. But the time for war had come.
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        * * *

      

      They didn’t say goodbye. Lorcan kissed her fiercely before she set off with Nollaig and Wingallock across the Misty Wastes. Neither one of them wanted to speak the word aloud for fear it would feel too final, like the end of everything. Instead, they both pretended that their departure was nothing more than a brief moment, a slip in the fabric of time.

      Reyna could only hope they were right.

      She and Nollaig took two horses for their journey. Once they were well on their way to Shademore, Nollaig held out a tankard full of sloshing pink liquid that inexplicably appeared from the depths of her cloak. “Want some Buntata?”

      “Sure,” she said dryly. “Why not?”

      Reyna took the drink and tipped it down her throat. She braced herself for the burn of it, but instead, it tasted quite sweet. Like strawberries.

      “You know, you didn’t need to volunteer to watch over me like I’m a small child,” Reyna said, handing the Buntata back to the cloaked shadow fae.. “I can manage fine on my own.”

      “You’re hurting far more than you want anyone to think,” Nollaig replied. “You think you hide it well, but I can see it in your eyes. That magic has a hold on you, and it’s not going to let go until you’re dead.”

      Reyna winced and glanced away. “You don’t know how close to the truth you are.”

      “Do you know what I think?” Nollaig asked over the steady clopping of hooves.

      “No, but I’m certain you’re going to tell me.”

      “I think you are the Dionadair.”

      Reyna snorted out a laugh. “Nice try. Lorcan told me you don’t even believe in prophecies. You don’t think any of it is real.”

      “He misinterpreted me,” she said. “What I said was that I never took much stock in the Namhaid prophecy. Some of the wording is very vague, but there’s one part that’s clear as day. And that’s the axe. The one that’s gone. You don’t have it, love.”

      “I keep having dreams about that axe.”

      “That doesn’t make you the wielder, Shieldmaiden.” Nollaig turned toward Reyna, her face hidden in shadows. “Perhaps your dreams are warning you of what’s to come.”

      Reyna shivered. “I think you might be wrong this time, Nollaig.”

      “I hope I’m not,” she said with a tone of voice that could freeze the very ground beneath their feet. “Because if you are what you think you are, then I truly am afraid we’re doomed. You’re more powerful than you realize, even now. If Unseelie ever gets control of your mind, he will destroy us all.”
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      “I can’t believe he would attack his own city.” Mariel’s brother stood beside her, staring out the windows at the burning city. She had yet to leave to join the battle. When she’d tried, the lords had blocked her way out and had refused to let anyone else in. Only Mavis had been given free rein to join her in her quarters.

      They feared for their future queen’s life.

      “I must say, I have misjudged him horribly,” Mariel muttered, swallowing down the bitter twang in her mouth. She thought of the letter, the one she’d allowed Lord Neil to burn. Thane had offered surrender, and yet she’d ignored it, certain he would never go so far as to kill his own people.

      “You said you met him.”

      “Aye.” She sighed, closing her eyes. “He seemed honorable and kind.”

      “He fled the realm. He hid.”

      “He was cowardly,” she replied. “That’s a far cry from what he is now.”

      “We have to stop him,” Mavis said fiercely, pointing at the distant glow near the gates. “The entire city will burn down if this doesn’t end now.”

      “How do we stop him, Mavis?” she asked, turning toward him. She stared up into her brother’s tense face. She thought of Drunkard’s Pit, of her old tavern she’d abandoned to come play at courtly life. And for what? To lose the entire city to an angry king who had turned out to be far more vicious than even his own father?

      She had done all this to save Tairngire. Instead, she had doomed it to utter destruction.

      “Aren’t there more warriors?” he asked. “Shouldn’t there be more fighters?”

      “They’re not here.” Mariel’s lips flattened. “The ones we have are already at the walls. We thought it would be enough to protect us from the Ice Court.”

      He pointed out at the battle. “That’s not the Ice Court.”

      “That is the Ice Court. And the Sea Court. They’re both out there.”

      A knock sounded on the door, but it swung wide before Mariel could cross the room to open it herself. Several of the courtiers strode inside, their faces flashing with anger.

      “Mavis,” Mariel said, flinching at the fearful edge in her voice. “Why don’t you go find me some good wine? I have a feeling I’m going to want a drink shortly.”

      Mavis frowned, but he did as his sister asked. As soon as he left the room, the courtiers turned on her with daggers in their eyes.

      Lady Regan lifted a finger toward the window overlooking the city. “Do you know who I saw out there?”

      Mariel’s heart thumped. The time had come. She had known it would eventually.

      “High King Thane Selkirk, the ruler of this realm.” Lady Regan shook her head with a bitter laugh. “He’s alive, and he’s come to claim this city as his. Did you know about it? Did you know he’d come?”

      Gritting her teeth, Mariel stood her ground. There was no sense in weaving her words. These courtiers already knew the truth of it. They just wanted to hear it come from her own mouth.

      “I did.” She kept her chin held high. “I thought it didn’t matter.”

      Lord Neil cleared his throat. “Mariel, love, you should have told us. This changes everything.”

      Shock punched her in the gut. Her eyes met his across the room, though he suddenly seemed a stranger. She opened her mouth to choke out her words, to shout to the others that he knew, but then she snapped it shut.

      It wouldn’t help. Pointing the finger at someone else would do her little good. They would be angry at her regardless of who else had been involved. It wasn’t as though she would have chosen to tell them anyway.

      “He is not a good king,” Mariel argued. “He abandoned his kingdom when they needed him the most. He fled. Kings do not flee.”

      Lady Regan pressed her lips together and strode across the floor. She settled a heavy hand on Mariel’s shoulder, reminding her that while they might have stood behind her once, they did not now.

      Mariel did not hold the Seat of Power.

      “Good queens do not hole up inside the castle while their city falls,” the lady said.

      Angry tears flooded Mariel’s eyes. “I would have gladly fought by our warriors’ sides, but you stopped me from leaving my quarters.”

      “Good queens are never stopped.”

      Mariel’s heart thumped. The worst thing about it all was that the lady was right. “What is it you wish for me to do?”

      “You need to surrender to the High King,” Lord Neil said, refusing to meet her gaze. “Raise the white banners. Call down the warriors. It is the only way we can ever move forward.”

      “If I surrender, Thane will kill me,” Mariel whispered. “Is that what you truly want? The Dalais heir to die?”

      Lady Regan let out a sad sigh. “Things have changed. Our High King has returned to us, and we must fall in line. He and his armies will burn this whole place down if we don’t. I won’t sacrifice myself or my people for your reign. You’re on your own, Mariel Dalais.”
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      “We must discuss Beltane, Your Excellence,” one of Lir’s many advisors droned on in the middle of the fifth meeting of the day. Eislyn stood beside the Emperor, bored as hell. He’d barely spoken a word to her, and the chains locked around her wrists once more.

      Any hope she’d had of them reaching common ground was gone.

      He hated her. That much was clear. The Emperor who loved his people, bestowing kindness and grace upon them. It was infuriating.

      “Emperor Lir let out a heavy sigh. “Yes, the Hunt. I’m not certain it’s necessary anymore.”

      The lords all turned to gaze at Eislyn. She shifted on her feet, frowning.

      “I thought you weren’t sure about her,” a lord in deep mahogany robes said, peering down the table at her. “She looks the part, but…”

      Eislyn ground her teeth together, her heart hammering. What the hell were they talking about? She knew all about the Hunt, of course. Lorcan had even seen one with his own eyes. Fomorians swept into Tir Na Nog from across the sea on their beautiful wings and murdered every fae they came across. They did it every year, the night of Beltane.

      No one had ever known why.

      And somehow, it had something to do with her? Impossible.

      The lords ended the meeting shortly after, agreeing to think on their Beltane plans until the morning. Once they were back in the privacy of Lir’s chambers, Eislyn finally let out the stream of thoughts that had been building inside of her head.

      “What were you talking about? What does Beltane have to do with me? How are you not sure about me? Why do you even do the Hunt in the first place? Do you really kill so many fae?” Her fisted hands trembled by her sides as the words rushed out of her.

      Lir released her shackles and strode across the room, the tension in the room so thick that she could taste it. “You shouldn’t have been in that meeting.”

      She threw up her hands. “You were the one who took me to it!”

      His answer was nothing but silence.

      “If you won’t tell me anything, fine. All I ask is that you call off the Hunt this year,” she whispered, tears filling her eyes at the thought of the Fomorians murdering everyone she knew and loved. “You think I’m somehow connected to it. Well, I’m here now. Right? You don’t have to do anything anymore.”

      He spun on his heels, facing her. His eyes flashed with a torment so great that it took Eislyn’s breath away. “You don’t understand, Eislyn.”

      “Then, make me understand.”

      He closed his eyes. When he reopened them, the golden light speared her soul. “You ask about the Dionadair, the thing you call the Ruin.”

      Hope formed a knot in her throat. She nodded, wetting her lips. Was he finally going to tell her something? Was he finally going to explain what the hell was going on?

      “Dionadair means Protector in our tongue.” His hands fell heavily to his sides. “A Fomorian scholar named Dagda once left these lands to explore the world. He came across Tir Na Nog, and he gifted those lands with our magic. But that gift came with a terrible cost. He had visions of a time when that magic would turn dark, when an enemy would rise, twist it for her own aims, and destroy the very fabric of the world.”

      Eislyn’s heart pulsed, and all the blood drained from her face. She had a strange, prickling feeling where he was going with this, and it shook her to her very core. “Her?”

      Lir nodded, his jaw clenching. “We call her the Namhaid. All this time, we have not known who she was, but we have details. Signs that give us an idea. An ice princess. One who has an owl familiar and glistening silver hair. One who pretends to be something other than herself. One who has dark dreams. And one who still has magic when all is lost.”

      Eislyn’s mouth went dry as she swallowed hard. That described her. Perfectly. She’d tried to ignore the brown owl’s sudden presence in her life, but it was impossible. Somehow, she was linked to him. Eislyn had shaved off her hair, pretending to be a human boy when she was anything but. And her magic…

      “The only problem is, the visions have always been unclear.” At that, he shook his head and sighed. “There is another fae that Dagda saw in his dreams. A hero. The Ghaisgeach. Sometimes, I’m not certain whether the ice fae princess is the hero or the enemy of us all, but I know she is one or the other.”

      “The Ghaisgeach? You mean, the hero from the Sea Court legends?”

      Lir’s lips flattened. “You’ve heard of this hero then.”

      She nodded.

      “Some of the visions suggest that the Ghaisgeach and the Namhaid will enter a battle of sorts. Whoever wins decides the fate of the world.”

      Eislyn’s heart pounded. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Not only did he seem to believe these prophecies—these visions—were real, but he seemed to think that she was…

      “You think I’m the Namhaid.” Her blood roared in her ears.

      “All signs point to it, Eislyn.” He took a step toward her. “In truth, my subjects have been pleading with me to kill you. That’s why I’ve worked so hard to protect you from them. They’re terrified you will destroy the world. When the Namhaid gains power, she will not stop at Tir Na Nog. She will ruin us all.”

      Hot tears splashed onto her cheeks, and she whispered, “If you really think I’m going to destroy the world, why haven’t you killed me then?”

      “Because Dagda wrote his visions in books that have been passed down through the centuries. We’ve translated them as best we could, but we are not perfect beings who can read minds. I find the wording of the prophecies confusing.” He let out a sigh that seemed to shake the very core of him. “I believe you could be the Namhaid, but there’s a chance you’re something else entirely. You might be the Ghaisgeach instead. And if I execute you, I could be dooming us all.”

      Eislyn took a step back, shaking her head. “This is madness.”

      “I assure you, it is anything but.”

      “I’m not what you think I am,” she argued, her raised voice reflecting all the frenetic panic charging through her veins. “I’m just a princess. I like books and cats and blankets and quiet nights. I’m not the Namhaid. I’m not your hero either. I’m just a normal girl.”

      “Eislyn, you may think yourself normal, but you’re anything but. The fae of Tir Na Nog lost their magic a hundred years ago, but you have not. Tell me how that’s possible if there isn’t something special about you.”

      She brushed the tears off her face, trying her best to hold it together. Darkness pulsed in the back of her mind, reminding her that she was far from normal. She never had been. She’d always been plagued by that madness that lurked inside of her memories. Half of her life was a forgotten blank slate. Sometimes, she saw things that weren’t there.

      And the magic of the ice slithered through her skin.

      “I don’t want there to be something wrong with me,” she whispered fiercely. “I don’t want to be the Namhaid. I don’t want to destroy anything at all!”

      “And now you understand why I’ve married you and kept you here. If you are the Namhaid, you can never leave these lands.”
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      The fire crackled. Sparks flickered toward the dark sky, the twin moons hidden behind bulbous clouds. Reyna sat back away from it, her arms wrapped around her knees. She and Nollaig had ridden deep into the night, their horses tiring from the intensity of the charge. Reyna wanted to keep going, but Nollaig insisted they camp for the night.

      “I forgot you ice fae don’t like fire,” Nollaig said, settling onto the ground beside her. Her cloak bunched up around her legs, but she didn’t seem to notice. Reyna wondered if the cloak now felt like an extension of her own body at this point.

      “It’s not my favorite element,” Reyna said, sliding a glance her way. “Do you take off your cloak when you sleep?”

      Nollaig stiffened. “That’s a personal question, Shieldmaiden.”

      “You can’t blame me for being curious.”

      “I could if I wanted to, but no. I haven’t removed this cloak since the moment I first donned it.”

      Reyna stared at the shadow fae. The orange glow flickered across her hidden face. Everything about her was steeped in shadows. And yet she trusted Nollaig more than almost anyone else in the world.

      Nollaig shifted sideways, the folds of the cloak dropping down in front of her face. “I could ask you something similar, you know. What’s really going on inside your head, Shieldmaiden?”

      Reyna’s arms tensed around her knees. She turned her gaze, her eyes locking on the flames. “You know what’s going on. The Ruin. It wants me dead.”

      “And you’re going to let it kill you. Why?”

      “Because I’m the Namhaid. I know you don’t believe it, but I am.”

      “You only believe it because of what the Ruin has been whispering into your head for weeks. Did you ever stop to question it? You’ve let it get to you. It’s burrowed itself beneath your skin. Not every terrible and cruel thing it’s said about you is true. You have to fight through the storm and see the clear skies ahead. You are not what the Ruin says you are.”

      Reyna’s heart ached. She wanted to believe Nollaig, more than anything else. “But if it’s not me, then who is it?”

      “I don’t know,” the shadow fae whispered, her words almost drowned out by the roar of the fire. “But you should take those herbs you brought with you. It quiets that voice, does it not?”

      Reyna nodded. “It’s my last dose, at least until we get back to the city.”

      “Well, then make it count, Shieldmaiden.” Suddenly, Nollaig’s head jerked up. Her hood swivelled to the side, and her gloved hand vanished into the folds of her cloak.

      Frowning, Reyna unwound herself and stood. She gazed in the same direction, but she could scarcely see beyond the glow of the fire, much less further than that. Her ears caught nothing but the flames. Her body had grown so weak.

      “What is it?” she hissed.

      “There’s something out there,” Nollaig murmured as she pressed up from the ground. A bow and arrow appeared in her hands. Reyna blinked. How the hell had she hidden that inside her cloak?

      “Something?” Reyna asked. “Or someone?”

      Nollaig hissed as she notched an arrow. “Whatever it is, there’s more than one of them. Grab your dagger, Shieldmaiden.”

      Reyna groaned as she found her footing, wincing as a sharp pain rippled through her belly. It felt like a stab, one that echoed several times over. She’d been getting those flickers of pain for the past several hours, and she knew what it meant. Her body was breaking down. She doubted she had more than a week left to live.

      Lorcan hadn’t understood why she’d wanted to go on this quest. Or maybe he did understand but just didn’t want to. Confronted with her looming mortality, Reyna could not just curl up and die. She had to fight. She had to do something to help. That meant gathering this army. That meant doing whatever she could to ensure Lorcan’s survival and his victory against Ulaid Molt.

      She couldn’t stay still even when she was falling apart.

      The Ruin wanted her to give up, which meant she had to try.

      Reyna whistled for Wingallock as she whipped her dagger out from its sheath. Her owl swept down from the skies and landed on her shoulder. His talons pierced her skin; his beak nuzzled her cheek. Sparks of life shot through her body, rejuvenating her.

      An arrow shot out of the mists and punched the ground by Reyna’s feet. Frowning, Reyna grabbed her blanket and tossed it over the flames. The light vanished within seconds, plunging her into darkness. Nollaig cursed beneath her breath.

      “Move away from the dying embers,” she muttered. “There’s still enough of a glow for them to spot us.”

      Nodding, Reyna stepped away and cocked her head, listening for any sound of footsteps. None came. It was as silent and as dark as the belly of a great beast.

      Suddenly, the whistle of an arrow shot through the night. Gritting her teeth, Reyna tried to listen, letting her body move instinctively. She steeled herself and stepped to the left. The arrow thunked into the ground, coming nowhere near her face.

      Reyna’s heart thumped. Wingallock’s talons tightened on her shoulder. She sucked in a breath and ducked down. An arrow whizzed over her head.

      Heart shaking in her chest, she rose once more. “Thanks, Wingallock. You okay out there, Nollaig?”

      There was no answer. Reyna’s stomach turned over itself. The shadow fae had blended in with the darkness after they’d doused the flames, her cloak transforming her into the night itself. Reyna hadn’t heard a peep from her since.

      “Nollaig?” Reyna hissed, clenching her dagger tighter.

      Surely she hadn’t been hit. She couldn’t have been. Reyna did not understand the shadow fae’s true nature, but she was too strong, too powerful, too Nollaig to go down from a single arrow shot from the shadows.

      Reyna reached up and ruffled Wingallock’s feathers before slowly edging forward into the darkness. Her footsteps were silent, but her ragged breath spilled from her lungs so loudly that she swore the sound echoed across the Misty Wastes. Smoke filled her nose, choking her throat. It burned her eyes as it whorled through the ashen fields.

      Suddenly, footsteps thundered to her right. She whirled toward them, her dagger raised. A figure loomed out of the shadows. Green-dyed armor flashed in her vision, and a sword arced through the air toward her head.

      Growling, she ducked down, her heart lurching into her throat. Wingallock’s talons tightened on her shoulder as he barked out an agitated hoot. Reyna wrapped her arm around him and pulled him to her chest, and her dagger slipped from her fingers.

      The wood fae swung his sword once more. The blade whistled in the night air. She stumbled back, clutching her familiar to her chest. Her body felt slow and sluggish, even with his feathers pressing against her skin.

      “Nollaig!” she shouted, hating that she had to call for help.

      The wood fae’s lips curled as she stalked toward Reyna. “Your little friend is busy. You’ll be coming with me.”

      Reyna narrowed her eyes. “Yeah, that’s not happening.”

      The wood fae smiled. “You don’t have much of a choice.” She knelt and grabbed Reyna’s dagger from the dirt before pocketing it in her waistband.

      “That was a mistake,” Reyna said through gritted teeth. “You have no idea who you’re fighting against. I don’t need a dagger to take you on.”

      Meaningless lies. Reyna was in no shape to fight someone who had a sword when she had nothing at all. But the wood fae didn’t know that. Maybe if she showed enough bravado, the enemy would think twice about going up against the bloody hero of the Battle of Fomorian Square.

      “I know exactly who you are, Princess Reyna Darragh,” the wood fae hissed as she stalked forward. “Which means I also know your weaknesses. You may have once had powers, but you don’t have them now. And your stupid familiar can do nothing to save you. If he could, you wouldn’t be holding on to him like he’s life itself.”

      Reyna’s heart thundered. She cut her gaze left and then right, hoping against all hope to spot Nollaig looming out of the shadows to take down the enemy. But there was nothing there other than darkness.

      “Besides,” the wood fae cut in, laughing. “If you refuse to come with me willingly, we’ll kill your friend.”

      Reyna froze.

      “That’s right.” The wood fae nodded as she inched even closer, her blade flashing even in the heavy darkness. “You want to know what happened to your cloaked friend? We have her.”

      “That’s impossible,” Reyna whispered. Nollaig couldn’t be that easy to trap. She’d heard the wood fae coming far before they’d advanced on their camp. How could they have caught her off guard so easily?

      But…wood fae couldn’t lie. Could they?

      Now that they had charged into the shadow lands, had they somehow found a way to toss off the restrictions of Tir Na Nog? That didn’t seem possible. That wasn’t how the laws of the realms worked.

      Which meant they truly did have Nollaig.

      “Come with us,” the wood fae hissed. “And we will let your friend live. Refuse, and we will chop off her head.”
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      Findius rose in the distance, but there was no sign of the army from Shademore. Unease churned in Lorcan’s gut as he gazed across the empty expanse of the Misty Wastes. Where the hell was Nollaig and Reyna? He glanced over his shoulder at Lord Tristin and Lord Maddox. Tristin’s face had grown increasingly pinched as the hours stretched on. The lords had only agreed to fight if they got reinforcements.

      And those reinforcements were nowhere to be seen.

      Where the hell are they? He gripped the reins tight in his fists. If something had happened to Reyna…

      “Your Grace,” Lord Tristin said, inching his horse forward to trot alongside Lorcan’s mare. “I’m concerned that we’ve seen no signs of the other army. With Findius in sight, we should make camp. Otherwise, the wood king will see us coming.”

      Irritation flared its ugly head. They didn’t have time to wait. More citizens of Findius were being slaughtered with every hour that passed. The wood king and his warriors grew stronger with every ounce of blood they drank. And Reyna was getting weaker. He needed to get inside that city, kill that king, and find a way to save his lover from the Ruin.

      “I’m afraid it may be too late for that.” He rolled back his shoulders, sitting tall and commanding on his horse. “If we can see the castle, they can see us.”

      “Beltane is tomorrow,” the lord argued. “We agreed we would wait for the army from Shademore, and that we would attack in unison with the kings and queens of the northern courts. They won’t be here until Beltane.”

      Lorcan ground his teeth. He hated this. His skin itched with the need to do something, anything. He was beginning to understand exactly how Reyna felt most of the time. She was just the same, always desperate to move, desperate to launch into action, even if that action was nothing good.

      She always stubbornly rushed headlong into danger.

      Gods, he loved her.

      He shifted on his horse to gaze back at the army. Two thousand warriors marched behind them, their gazes locked on the city ahead. They looked uneasy yet eager. Eyes flickered with pride. They wanted to fight for their king. They wanted to save the people of this dying realm.

      If Lorcan forced them ahead before it was time, he would be sacrificing their lives for the hope of saving Reyna’s. He closed his eyes, the weight of his reign almost suffocating.

      “Alright,” he said tightly, and hating himself for it. “We will make camp for the night and wait for Beltane.”

      One more night. Perhaps it wouldn’t matter. Perhaps Reyna and Nollaig were only hours away with the army. They would reunite and march on the city together as soon as dawn stretched across the skies.

      Just as he’d jumped down from his horse, a figure hurtled across the Misty Wastes, her cloak whipping out behind her like wings. Lorcan’s heart jumped into his throat as he left the camp behind, his boots churning through the thick ash.

      “Lorcan!” Nollaig shouted as she stumbled forward. Dirt caked the bottom edges of her cloak, and blood painted her hood. His heart leapt into his throat as he rushed toward her, wildly searching for Reyna. She wasn’t there. Neither was Wingallock. Terror tripped through his veins.

      “Nollaig.” Lorcan grunted as the shadow fae sagged into his arms. He held her tight, gently lowering to the ground. She hunched over, sucking in sharp breaths that rattled in her throat. “What’s happened? Where’s Reyna?”

      “The wood fae found us when we made camp.” Nollaig scratched out the words, her entire body shaking. “They were in the shadows, and we were in the light. We doused the flames so they couldn’t see us. It didn’t work.” Nollaig shook her head. “The blood magic, it must be enhancing their senses. They were able to surround us easily. They trapped me, knocked me out. The next thing I knew, it was morning and Reyna was gone.”

      “Dammit,” Lorcan growled, whipping his head toward the black stone city. His heart ripped in half as he imagined an arrow punching into Reyna’s gut. With a shuddering breath, he slowly stood, jaw clenching and unclenching. Tears built in his eyes, threatening to spill down his face. He wanted to rip open his own chest and shout at the skies until his voice died.

      “I don’t think they killed her, Lorcan,” Nollaig wheezed, clutching at the ground with her single gloved hand. “If they’d wanted to kill her, they wouldn’t have sneaked up on us like they did. The knocked me out so they could take her.”

      “But why would they do that?” he asked through gritted teeth, too scared to dare to hope.

      “Because you love her,” Nollaig muttered, shaking her head. “You bloody fool, they know what she means to you.”

      Sudden realization dawned. The wood king was desperate to find Lorcan. It was the only way for him to gain the power of the throne. And so he’d done the one thing guaranteed to get Lorcan’s singular attention.

      “If the wood king wants me to ride into Findius so that he might fight me himself, then so be it,” Lorcan growled. “Forget the bloody army. I’m riding there now.”
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      Reyna awoke on a platform suspended above a river of molten iron. The churning red rushed below her, transforming the caverns into pits of death. For a moment, she could only stare, certain that she was trapped inside another dream, another nightmare. She’d been in this place once before. With Nollaig. With Lorcan.

      And she’d almost fallen to her death.

      Shaking her head, she slowly pressed up from the slick stone ground to glance around. Wingallock perched next to her, his body curved over with the same pain Reyna felt inside her gut. He hooted sadly.

      Her body groaned as she held herself up with trembling arms. Several other platforms were suspended above the river while a stretch of dimly-lit cells lined the distant wall. This was not the tunnel she’d encountered before, she realized. This was something else.

      A prison of some sorts.

      Memories flooded into her mind. The last thing she remembered was huddling in the darkness while wood fae surrounded her. Nollaig had vanished, seemingly into thin air. Or she was dead.

      Reyna dropped her head into her hands. She’d been captured by the wood fae. They’d brought her to these dungeons—likely located beneath Findius. After all their searching, they had finally found her.

      And Lorcan would not get his army.

      Shit. She climbed to her feet with a wild panic building in her throat. Lorcan needed that army, or the lords might very well take their warriors, turn around, and head back to the coast. He needed them if he wanted to get his city back. Knowing Lorcan, he would charge right in, with or without them.

      Her heart thundered as her mind whirled. Would he realize she’d been taken? Would he go in search of her? Would he storm into the castle, trying to save her life?

      He would get himself killed.

      She had to get out of here before he ran straight to his death.

      “Fuck,” she muttered beneath her breath, sizing up the gap between the levitating platforms. With Seelie’s powers, she might be able to make the leap. Without them, she was far more likely to fall to her death. To make matters worse, she could barely stand up straight without her knees trembling. The Ruin was weakening her, and—

      You will be dead within the day, the familiar voice hissed into her mind. Just give up, Reyna Darragh. It is time for the Namhaid to die.

      She squeezed her eyes tight, trying to block it out, but it was no use. Her strength had packed up its bags and left. The herbs were gone. Wingallock had barely moved an inch since she’d awoken.

      “You say you were made to protect this realm,” Reyna said, her voice shaky. “You were created to save the fae.”

      I was created to protect Tir Na Nog from the Namhaid.

      Tir Na Nog, she noted. The realms. The continent. Not the dwellers, the living things that made the lands what they were. “But your storms destroy it. Your ash kills everything it touches.”

      Only for a time. Whatever dies now can be remade. Life will return to these lands, even if it ceases to exist for a moment.

      “So, you’re destroying it…to save it.” The logic was missing, but the Ruin was not a living, breathing thing the same way she was. It was an entity, a power, a magic built for one thing and nothing else. It didn’t have a soul. It didn’t have a heart. It could not understand the difference between light and dark. If it could, it would not have done the things it had.

      Footsteps echoed through the cavernous space. Reyna knelt down and pulled her owl into her arms, keeping his soft, warm body close to hers. Several armed figures strode into view. Wood fae, donned in head to toe shadowsteel armor they’d painted with their own sigil. They all held bows in their hands, notched with iron-tipped arrows.

      Those arrows were pointed right at her head.

      A stone path shuddered out from the wall, linking the platforms over the molten river. Several wood fae strode forward, their eyes narrowed down their aims. She clutched Wingallock tighter.

      “What are you doing? Stay back.”

      The nearest wood fae sneered. “Or you’ll what? Kill us with your owl?”

      “Maybe,” she shot back the lie. She wouldn’t let Wingallock get anywhere near those fae, not when he was even weaker than she was.

      The wood fae chuckled as another platform slid out behind Reyna. More warriors crossed the space, trapping her. They were both behind and ahead of her now. She had nowhere to go but down.

      “You’re coming with us.” The blunt end of the sword slammed against her skull. All went black.
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        * * *

      

      Something kicked her in the face. Pain lanced through her skull as daylight pierced her vision. Coughing, she cracked open her eyes to find the emerald-haired king looming over where she was spread across the ground. Her gaze drifted past him, landing on the throne. It seemed to thrum with barely-contained power.

      “Princess Reyna Darragh, we meet again.” He knelt before her and spit into her face. Saliva splat against her cheek and dripped down her chin. “You look like shit.”

      “Thanks. So do you.”

      He fisted her tunic and yanked her up from the ground. Her feet dangled beneath her. “Where’s Lorcan?”

      Relief shuddered through her, despite her situation. The wood king hadn’t gotten his hands on Lorcan yet. Thank the gods. “I don’t know where he is.”

      He let go and strode away from her. Body trembling, she tried to catch her breath, casting her gaze around for Wingallock. She found him in the arms of a nearby warrior, caged and unconscious. Just like she was. Unable to keep herself upright, she slid to her knees.

      “You were found wandering the Misty Wastes. What were you doing out there?”

      “Trying to get the hell away from you, for one.”

      He whirled back toward her, eyebrows raised. “You didn’t find your lover out in those fields?”

      “Nope. You’re barking up the wrong tree this time, Molt. I don’t know where Lorcan is. I haven’t seen him.”

      “And yet you don’t seem surprised to find out I’m looking for him. Didn’t you watch me kill him? Didn’t you scream like your soul had been ripped apart?”

      Reyna’s heart thumped. “Why would I be surprised? You didn’t do a very good job of keeping it a secret. You’ve been searching the city for days trying to find him.” At that, she smiled. “The throne won’t accept you as long as he’s alive.”

      Ulaid Molt’s thin lips twisted into a cruel smile. “It’s only a matter of time before I chop off his head. I know you’re protecting him, Reyna Darragh. You can lie, the same as the rest of us. Been feasting on blood yourself, have you?”

      Reyna wet her lips and swallowed hard. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “These godforsaken lands are free of the bloody Tir Na Nog curse, so long as you’re a shadow fae or you feast on blood and bone.” He smiled at the look on her face. “But you clearly didn’t know that. You might be able to lie, but you’re terrible at hiding the truth. It’s written all over you.”

      “What do you want, Molt?” she asked through gritted teeth. “Why have you brought me here?”

      He stalked toward her. “I want you to tell me where Lorcan Rothach is hiding. The coward. Too afraid to take me on himself? He has to rely on a bloody ice fae to do his dirty work for him, eh?”

      Reyna just smiled. “Your tricks won’t work on me. Trying to make me angry, so that I’ll defend his honor? I don’t need to do that. I know what kind of king he is, especially compared to you. I’m sure you see it, too, or you wouldn’t be so afraid of him.”

      Molt growled as he advanced on her, sliding his sword from its shadowsteel sheath. “It is a mistake to antagonize me, princess. You’re my prisoner. I don’t need you alive.”

      Her heart struggled to pump as she clutched at the ground. The room spun around her, the Ruin’s words whispering in her mind. Her time in this world no longer stretched out before her with endless potential. She had only hours left. Maybe only moments. Nothing the wood king could do to her would matter.

      “So, then kill me,” she whispered. “I’m never going to give you what you want.”

      He raised his sword over his head. Reyna stared up at him, her heart in her throat. She braced herself for his blow, knowing it would come at any moment. Suddenly, a strange stubborn determination rose up inside of her as death knocked so closely against her mind. She knew it was all over. She’d come to the end of the line, and yet—

      She couldn’t give up.

      Shakily, she pushed herself up off the ground to stand before the king. His eyes widened just a fraction of an inch before his brows slammed down. He stalked around her in a slow circle, sizing her up. He didn’t know how weak she was. He had no idea about the storm that raged inside her mind, ripping her apart as each moment stretched by.

      She curled her hands into fists and waited. If he wanted a fight, she would give him one. Even if she did not win, she would do her best to take him down with her.

      But then he lowered his sword, smiling. “You want me to fight you.”

      Dammit. She did.

      She’d rather go down fighting than anything else.

      “I won’t give you the satisfaction.” He flicked his fingers toward the warriors behind her. “Guards. Return her to the dungeons and prepare the gallows.” He cut his flashing eyes back to her face. “I sentence you to death, Reyna Darragh. By hanging. In front of all of Findius, so that they might watch their precious Hero of Fomorian Square choke on her own blood.”
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      Rough hands shoved her forward. Iron chains circled her wrists, burning her skin, but she could scarcely feel the pain. Every single inch of her body ached. The pain was unyielding, but it also meant that it blocked out the worst of it.

      It was impossible to focus on her wrists when every part of her hurt.

      The guard tossed her into a cage behind the gallows. She stumbled forward, her knees sinking into mud. Rain poured down from the skies, transforming Findius into a dank, dark pit of misery. Mist still swirled through the streets, mixing with the torrential downpour. It made the entire city look like it was haunted by wraiths.

      Reyna crawled forward and curled up against one wall of the cage. She peered through the bars at the other cages lined up behind the galley’s wooden frame. She counted four others in total, all empty but the one that squatted beside her. The other prisoner looked familiar. It was one of the rebels from the Illusion House. Duana was her name.

      The fae twisted her head to the side, revealing a face bruised and bloody. Reyna’s gut twisted. Saliva dripped down her chin from parched lips, her entire body curving over itself. Anger flashed through Reyna, slashing away her own exhaustion. The wood king had to be stopped. She had to hope that Lorcan would soon be on his way.

      “Hey, Duana,” Reyna hissed, pressing herself up to the bars. There were only a few inches between their cages. Duana’s head popped up, and her glassy eyes swept across Reyna. Her lips dropped when she saw who had called her name.

      “Princess.” She sighed. “You got caught.”

      “It seems you did, too.”

      “They found our house and raided it.” Her head dropped against the bars, and a twang echoed between them. “Some of the rebels got away. But not all of us.”

      “Laoise?” Reyna asked, heart in her throat. “Finnegan?

      “As far as I know, they’re safe.” Duana’s eyes slid shut. “But I doubt they will be for long. Ulaid Molt won’t stop until we’re all dead and bled dry. We’re cattle, all lined up for slaughter. He’ll use the shadow fae for the blood he needs, now that he’s here. It’s the perfect situation for him. His followers no longer have to worry he’ll kill them.”

      Reyna’s heart thumped. And here she was, powerless to stop him. “At least there’s hope. You won’t believe what I found when I went in search of Nollaig.”

      Duana barely moved an inch. She was clearly beyond caring.

      “I found Lorcan,” Reyna whispered.

      Duana’s eyes flipped open as she launched up onto her knees. She curled her fingers around the bars, gripping them tight. Wild hope flashed in her eyes. “The High King is alive?”

      “He’s alive and well and marching here with an army as we speak.” Reyna leaned as close to the bars as she could. Their gazes locked. “Do not lose hope. He is coming here to save you all.”

      Duana’s eyes widened, but then she slumped back down, like a puppet whose strings had been slashed. “It’s no use. Ulaid Molt is far too strong. Magic burns in his blood. There is no way to stop him. Not with the largest army. Not with the best sword. Only magic can take him down. It’s the only thing that can stop him.”

      Reyna pursed her lips and opened her mouth to argue. But then she stopped, sinking back onto her heels. Duana was right. She’d fought the wood king herself, and she’d seen what his warriors could do now that they’d begun feasting on blood themselves. He was an unstoppable force. His magic-fuelled fighters were worth five or ten normal fae. Without magic, they would fall.

      Just like the air fae army had on the fields beneath the shadow of the Findius wall.

      “What day is it?” Reyna asked. “I’ve lost track of time.”

      “It’s the day before Beltane,” Duana said with a sigh. “Not that it matters. There will be no celebrations this year. No feasting and singing. No dancing as we clink our tankards full of mead and wine. Beltane will bring us nothing but death.”

      “Oh, thank the Dagda,” she muttered. When Duana cast her a curious glance, Reyna elaborated. “The High King of the Air Court is coming, along with warriors from Sea and Ice. My father…” Hope bloomed in her chest at the thought of her father, but that hope deflated just as quickly. She would never get to see him again. Him, Eislyn, Glencora. By the time they’d won the city, it would be too late. For her, at least.

      Duana shook her head. “I don’t think he’s coming. I was up on the wall when I got caught. I didn’t see an army for miles. Besides, you don’t understand, princess. It doesn’t matter. None of it matters. Unless they have magic, they will not beat this king. All these armies will fall, and then there will be no one left to stop him. The entire continent will be destroyed. He’s the enemy of us all.”

      The enemy of us all. A wild thought suddenly sprang into her mind. Her heart pounded against her ribs.

      “What if he’s the Namhaid?” Reyna whispered.

      “The what?” Duana frowned.

      “The Namhaid. It’s…” How could she explain it? “There’s a prophecy. It goes back to when the Dagda first walked these lands. It speaks of a time when an enemy will rise up, emboldened by Unseelie. She will be the end of everything.”

      Duana arched a brow. “She?”

      “Yeah, the prophecy said there would be an ice princess involved,” Reyna admitted.

      Yes, the Ruin whispered. Because you are the Namhaid, Reyna Darragh. No one else.

      “Shut up,” she said through gritted teeth before remembering that she was locked up in a cage next to someone else, someone who would no doubt think of her as mad.

      Duana pressed up against the bars. “Who are you talking to?”

      “Nothing, it doesn’t matter.” Reyna glanced away.

      Be ashamed, Reyna Darragh. What will she think of you? The very last person who will ever hear your voice will think you’ve gone mad!

      She squeezed her eyes tight, and a tear slipped down her cheek.

      “It’s that magic, isn’t it?” Duana asked, cutting through Reyna’s dark thoughts. Or was it the Ruin’s thoughts? It was difficult to tell now. They’d become so blended together in her mind that she scarcely knew the difference anymore.

      Reyna sighed, turning back toward Duana’s dirt-caked face. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You don’t need to hide it, princess,” she said in a tone of voice much softer than Reyna had expected. “I know all about it. Laoise told us. She called it your storm, but…it’s that magic, isn’t it? The one that destroyed our army. The one that swept across the ice fae lands. The Ruin.”

      Reyna’s heart pulsed. She had not realized that Laoise had known exactly what lived inside of her. With a shuddering breath, she nodded. “I pulled it into my body that day in the Fomorian Square. It was the only way to stop it from destroying the entire city. Ever since then, it has been tearing me apart, piece by piece.”

      Gods, it was a relief to speak it out loud.

      “Do you know what it is? Where it came from?” Duana peered at her with watery eyes as a scream rang out in the distance. Reyna focused on Duana, understanding at once what that scream meant. The Wood Court had killed another shadow fae, sacrificing their life to Unseelie.

      “The Dagda created it when he first came to these lands. He had visions of a future enemy, someone who used Unseelie’s powers for her own aims.” Reyna swallowed hard, knowing that when she spoke of the enemy, she was speaking of herself. She was the dark thing the world should fear. “The Ruin was put here to destroy that enemy…I’ve only been able to withstand it because of a gift I got from another god…it’s a long story. But basically, the magic I used in Fomorian Square was a gift given to me, a power and a strength to survive even with the Ruin inside of me. But now that power has run out.” Her gaze drifted to the left, toward the back of the erected gallows. They could only see a wooden wall from where their cages sat, but Reyna knew all too well what would sit on the other side. Ropes. Axes. Death.

      Duana furrowed her eyebrows. “Can you use the Ruin yourself? Let it out of you and use it like a weapon?”

      Yes, can you use me, Reyna Darragh? The Ruin laughed in her ears. Even after all this time, even with her death hanging before them, he wanted her to let him go so that he might sweep across the realm.

      “I could, but I’m not strong enough to control it,” Reyna whispered. “It will kill everyone it touches.”

      “You need to use it,” Duana said, her eyes lighting with a feverish intensity. She gripped the bars tight, flinching when the iron bit her skin. “Use it against the wood king. He’s this enemy you speak of. He has to be.”

      Reyna’s lips flattened. “I had my own questions about that, but the wood king doesn’t fit the visions.”

      “How can you know?”

      “Because I know. I’ve seen all the visions myself.”

      “Then, who does fit the visions?”

      Reyna sighed and closed her eyes. “Me.”

      Suddenly, a guard rounded the corner of the gallows. He strode right for Duana’s cell, his boots squelching in the muddy ground. Duana shrieked and scrabbled back to the opposite end of her cage, her body shaking like a leaf. A knife of horror slipped into Reyna’s gut with a sharpness that made her gasp.

      “Stop. Leave her,” Reyna said, pressing up onto all fours. “Take me instead.”

      The guard snorted. “This isn’t some kind of either-or situation, princess. You’ll both be coming with me.”

      Several more guards rounded the corner, surrounding the two cages. Reyna’s hands fisted, and her mind began to whirl with thoughts of an escape. Maybe if she slammed her fists hard enough, she’d knock them out. Or she could grab one of their weapons before they got their hands on her. All she needed was a sword. She might be weak, but she hadn’t lost her skills.

      She hoped.

      But just as soon as they opened her cage, they slammed a rock against her head.
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        * * *

      

      Reyna peeled open her eyes as pain flashed across her forehead. Blearily, she gazed out at a silent mob of shadow fae that had been corralled into the square beneath the gallows. They all peered up at her with horror-stricken faces. Some sobbed. Others sagged against each other, all the fight and hope gone from their eyes.

      Reyna’s hands were bound behind her back by rough rope that bit into her skin. The Ruin was silent, but she could feel its pleasure. As she glanced around, she noted the guards on either side of her, the rope hanging just above her head, and the wooden platform beneath her aching knees.

      Wingallock sat beside her, his eyes shut to the world. She could still feel his life force pulsing between them, but he was slipping away. Tears filled her raw eyes. If only he could live. If only he could stretch his wings wide and escape this brutal fate.

      “Princess Reyna Darragh of the Ice Court.” A pair of boots appeared before her eyes. She craned her head to glare up at the wood fae towering over her. He was nothing more than one of Ulaid Molt’s many guards, his face hidden behind a thick shadowsteel helmet, a curving sword in his hands.

      “Where’s your king?” she hissed around a throat that felt as though it had been scraped by a thousand swords. “Is he too cowardly to take care of me himself?”

      “Our High King has better things to do than stand watch over a meaningless execution,” the guard hissed back. “You’re lucky you even get a chance to voice your final words.”

      Reyna’s mouth felt dry. She stared out at the crowd, flinching at the whimpering cries of Duana drifting toward her from where she knelt halfway down the platform. Her fading green hair hung in her eyes, frazzled and soaked with mud. This would be her end. Not in the glory of battle but here, like this. An axe against the hope of all these shadow fae.

      She would die here in this place. The entire city would be destroyed. And then the wood king would turn his gleaming gaze north, killing everyone in his path. Tir Na Nog would become the very thing the Dagda had feared.

      Her heart thumped. Maybe the Ruin truly had been wrong all this time. The visions had gotten twisted. Or the prophecy had been wrong.

      I am not wrong, the Ruin hissed into her ears. You’re just desperate to find a way to live.

      She closed her eyes, images of the past and her imagined future flashing in her mind. A reel of memories that twisted together with dreams. None of that would ever come to pass, but maybe she could save the future of everyone here. Maybe Duana was right. Reyna had been too frightened to use the Ruin all this time, but if she could keep control of it just long enough to stop these wood fae, to kill the king…

      The Ruin might be the only thing that could stop him.

      Suddenly, the noose slid around her neck. The wood fae flashed her a wicked smile, signalling to the guard just behind her. “You have one moment to speak your last words, Princess Reyna Darragh of the Ice Court. And then you shall die.”
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      Lorcan rushed through the streets with his sword raised high. Up ahead, he heard the distinctive sound of screams. Nollaig and Lord Maddox flanked his sides while the army from the twins hacked at the wood fae who had been guarding the gates. He’d managed to convince them to rush on the city at once.

      He left them behind, fighting his way toward the square just ahead. He spotted several figures clustered together on a raised platform. As he drew closer, his feet pounding the ground, his heart ripped out of his chest. That was no mere platform. Ropes hung from wooden crosses, swinging in the misty wind. It was a gallows.

      And there was Reyna, her knees pressed against the floor, her head bowed. Her long hair fell across her face, stringy and faded green. Caked in mud. She looked nothing like the wild, fierce Shieldmaiden he’d fallen so deeply in love with, but he would have recognized her anywhere. His heart twisted at the sight of her poor owl lying motionless beside her.

      He roared, his feet picking up speed.

      A shadowsteel-clad wood fae stood behind her and dropped a noose over her head. The rope tightened around her neck. Lorcan saw her mouth move, but he couldn’t hear her words over the chaotic clamor of the battle, the pounding of his own feet, and the brutal ripping of his heart.

      They were going to kill her.

      “Reyna!” he shouted, throwing out his words with a ferocity that left behind shards of ice in his throat. “Guards! Stop this now!”

      Reyna’s head jerked up, her gaze sweeping across the square. She found him within an instant, and every single part of him lit with inexplicable fire. His breath shuddered from his lungs; his hand tightened like a vice around his sword. Something passed between them then. A sorrow so profound that Lorcan could scarcely stand beneath the weight of it.

      He took a step forward, determined to reach her before the platform swallowed her whole. Hundreds of shadow fae were clustered together beneath the gallows, watching, sobbing. Reyna’s lips flattened into a grim line. She mouthed something to him, but he could not make out her words.

      But he swore it was goodbye.

      Heart thundering, he threw his feet toward the gallows. Nollaig threw out a hand to stop him, but he shook her off. Lorcan knew what his old friend would say. Stay back. Wait for the army. If these wood fae warriors killed Lorcan, it was all over. The city had no hope of survival if they did not have him.

      But he couldn’t think of his duties, not when Reyna was two seconds away from death. He raced into the crowd, throwing back his cloak to reveal the crown on top of his head. Shadow fae gasped, falling back to give him space. He strode up to the gallows with a confidence and strength he had not known he had.

      “I am the High King of the Shadow Court. Lay down your weapons. Step away from the princess. Now.” His voice boomed with confident assurance, like a king fully in command. But he knew the wood fae would not listen. He was not their king. They thought him dead. And they’d come here to conquer, not to parley.

      Hell, their king had already chopped off his head.

      The wood fae warriors frowned, stumbling toward the back edge of the platform, leaving Reyna with the noose still cinched around her throat. She’d started mumbling to herself, as if she were speaking to an invisible foe. His heart ached. She probably was. Even now, the Ruin would not leave her alone.

      Lorcan grabbed the edge of the wooden platform and leapt up beside Reyna. She peered up at him with watery eyes shot through with red. Anger flashed through him, toward the wood fae who had done this to her. He would make them pay for this.

      He lifted the noose from her neck and pulled her to his chest. She collapsed into him, trembling. Her entire body shook as great heaving sobs poured from her frail frame. He could feel the bones beneath her skin. She was scarcely alive, a ghost of her former self.

      “Are you alright,” he said softly, pressing his lips to her dirt-caked forehead.

      “No, Lorcan,” she whispered back. “I’m really not. And you won’t be either. You have to get out of here. There’s no way to beat the king or his warriors. They’ve all been drinking blood for days. They’ll kill you all.”

      He ground his teeth together. He’d never heard her sound so hopeless. Her fire was gone. Her stubbornness trampled down.

      “What have they done to you?” he asked, his voice cracking along with a piece of his soul.

      “It’s not them.” A tear slipped down her reddened cheek. “It’s the magic inside me. And I think I need to use it, Lorcan. If I let it go, if I use it against the wood king…”

      “It might kill you,” he growled.

      “I’m going to die no matter what I do.”

      “No,” he said, pushing up from the ground just as two of the wood fae guards rushed toward them. “I won’t allow it to happen.”

      The wood fae guards flung themselves at him. They both had swords, rather than bows, which made Lorcan’s work easier than it would have been otherwise. Anger burning through him like fire, he roared, shoving the sharp blade right into the first guard’s gut. Nollaig launched up onto the gallows, joining the fight. Within seconds, both guards were dead. Their blood painted the wooden platform, and a twisted sense of victory rose its ugly head inside of Lorcan’s mind.

      They never should have looked twice at Reyna Darragh, let alone put a noose around her neck. Anyone else who so much as blinked at her would join them in the Court of Death.

      Gasps rose up like an orchestra from behind him. Lorcan spun on his feet to find every fae inside the square bowing before him, their knees digging into the dirt. Adoring eyes glistened beneath the red light of the sun. Desperate hope flashed across gaunt faces.

      “Your Highness,” Nollaig muttered from beside him. “It seems your subjects are relieved that you have come home..”

      Home. That heavy burden of his title settled back onto his shoulders. The power of the throne pulsed within him, anchoring him to this place, these fae. He gazed across the crowd, understanding at once the importance of what he had done. And desperately hoping that he would not fail them now. These fae had been beaten down. They’d been ripped from their homes and killed. Death had stared them in the face, and not for the first time in their tumultuous lives.

      Now, their king had returned from the dead to save them.

      He cleared his throat and lifted his hand, thinking of Thane and what he might say to the people who needed him. “I am so sorry for what has happened to you all. Ulaid Molt stole through our gates by the trickery of the Unseelie priests. The fae he murdered was a pretender attempting to surrender our realm so that we might join with the Wood Court. So that we might return to the dark ways of Unseelie.”

      Lorcan growled as he shook his head, the anger still fresh and raw within him. He stepped closer to Reyna, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder. “I have returned with an army. Our new allies, the Ice, Sea, and Air Courts have marched south with theirs. We will rip Ulaid Molt out of that castle and this city. And then we will take his lands for ours. There, we will find food, and sunlight, and hope of a brighter future. This, I promise you.”

      The crowd roared. The weary shadow fae of Findius jumped to their feet and pounded their fists at the misty skies. Their jubilant faces made Lorcan’s troubled heart double in size.

      Suddenly, wood fae warriors streamed in from nearby streets, aiming their bows as the celebrating fae. But the shadows, now emboldened by hope and desperate determination, grabbed their own weapons and joined the fray. Chaos exploded in the square. Lorcan reached for his weapon, heart thumping.

      “Wait.” Reyna wrapped her hand around his wrist, peering up at him. “I don’t think Thane is coming.”

      The world tipped sideways beneath Lorcan’s feet. “What?”

      “He’s not coming. Neither is my father. There’s been no sign of either army.”

      Lorcan shuddered. Surely this couldn’t be true.

      Thane had to come. Lorcan had been counting on it. Without his army, without the Ice and Sea Court warriors, there weren’t enough fighters on their side to win this battle against the wood king. Even then, he knew it would be next to impossible. Like Reyna had said, the wood king had blood magic on his side.

      “He would not abandon me like this.”

      “Of course he wouldn’t,” Reyna said, sadness flooding her silver eyes. “Something must have stopped him.”

      A new pain ripped through Lorcan’s heart. “No. He can’t be dead.”

      “And I hope to the gods he’s not. But we can’t count on him to save us, Lorcan. We’re going to have to find a way to save ourselves.”

      We. Thank the gods she hadn’t given up completely.

      Lorcan shifted his gaze to the square. The army he’d brought across the Misty Wastes had now battled their way inside. They’d joined the low fae of Findius, fighting beside them, slashing down wood fae. Right now, theirs was the greater army, but it wouldn’t stay that way for long. Molt had thousands more, likely guarding the castle. Eventually, the tide would turn and not for the better.

      “And how the hell are we supposed to do that?” he said wearily.

      “You get me into the castle,” she whispered, struggling to stand. She swept Wingallock into her arms and gently cradled him against her chest. “Get me in front of the king. I’m going to use the Ruin to kill him.”

      His frown deepened. “But won’t that kill you, too?”

      “No.”

      “But I thought—”

      She grasped his hands. “Please. I think we’ve been wrong all this time. The Ruin was confused, or maybe I was. But I don’t think I’m the Namhaid anymore. I think it’s Ulaid Molt. And if I don’t use the Ruin against him, he will destroy this entire world. Get me inside that castle, Lorcan. The future of every living thing is at stake.”

      Lorcan swallowed hard and nodded. He hated this, but she was right. If they didn’t do something, Ulaid Molt would win. “Alright, but I’m not going to let you face this alone.”

      Reyna moaned, panic flickering in her silver eyes. “You have to let me do this by myself, Lorcan.”

      “Why?” He took her hands in his and brought them to his lips. “You said it wouldn’t kill you, but I know you, Reyna. I can tell when you’re lying. You think you’ll die if you use that magic, and yet you’re going to do it anyway because you are so bloody single-minded. But I’m not going to let that happen.”

      “Lorcan, please,” she whispered. “This isn’t about me. It’s not about any single one of us. It’s everything. Everyone.”

      “Which is why I am going to be there with you.” He tightened his grip on her hands. “You think this burden is yours and yours alone, but it isn’t. It’s ours. So, if you’re going to go down fighting, so will I.”
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      After freeing Duana from her bonds, Lorcan lifted Reyna into his arms and rushed down the wooden stairs. Wingallock had awoken, almost as though he’d gotten a sudden burst of second wind. He perched on Lorcan’s shoulder, hooting in agitation each time an arrow whistled past them. The fighting raged on around them, wood fae against shadow fae. She hated leaving them to fight for themselves, but they had an entire army by their side.

      And she had a duty to fulfill once and for all.

      Duana’s words had resonated with Reyna in a way that had caught her off guard. She’d begun to piece the visions together in a different order, one that transformed the puzzle into an entirely different image. The Namhaid. The ice princess. She’d been in the visions because she was meant to be there, at the end of everything. She was a part of this, but she was not the Namhaid.

      She was the one who would either stop him or fail.

      Of course, that didn’t explain her dreams. In them, she was the one who wielded the axe, the ice princess with a deep-seated rage. But perhaps those had been nothing more than figments of her own imagination, or ways for the Ruin to trick her into believing his mistaken beliefs.

      Whatever it was, she’d moved past it now. She knew what she had to do.

      Two streets past the battle, Lorcan finally lowered Reyna back onto her feet. She took a few unsteady breaths, her head spinning. Somehow, her heart still beat. She still breathed. She could still move her legs. In truth, she should have been dead by now.

      Footsteps thundered through the city. By now, the wood fae army would have been alerted of the battle raging in the square. Soon, warriors would stream through the streets, blocking the path to the castle. If she and Lorcan were going to make it there alive, they would have to be quick.

      “I don’t like this,” he murmured as he pulled her into the shadows of a nearby alley. Reyna knew he did not mean the fighting.

      “I can’t say I like it either, Lorcan, but it’s what I have to do.” She sucked in a deep breath. “I think it’s what I’ve been meant to do my entire life.”

      There had to be a reason the Ruin had dogged her all her life, a reason it had locked its gaze on her instead of on anyone else. It had interpreted the visions poorly, same as she had. Now, she knew the truth of it all. She had a role to fulfill.

      “There must be something else we can do.” He pulled her to his armored chest, and she could feel the steady thump of his heart against her cheek. She breathed him in. Leather. Smoke. Steel. It was her favorite scent in the entire world. “This feels too much like the end of everything.”

      “Not everything,” she whispered as a tear slipped down her cheek. Just her.

      Suddenly, her deal with Seelie made horrible, twisted sense. The god of light had been testing her, just like she’d always thought. But for a different reason than she’d ever anticipated. Seelie had wanted to know if she would do the right thing when the time came for her to finally face the Namhaid. Would she cower away from her fate or would she embrace it? Could she find it within herself to do the one thing she knew would destroy her if it meant the world could be saved?

      Seelie hadn’t forced her to part with Lorcan. He’d never been controlling their separation. None of it had been a punishment for accepting his power. It was the result of it. This was always going to lead her down one path: the day she had to use the Ruin against the wood king.

      It would be the thing that would part them forever. Because she didn’t think she would survive it.

      Shut up, the Ruin hissed. Stop thinking these things. You are the Namhaid, Reyna Darragh. You’re the destroyer, not the savior. You are meant to end the world, not save it like you think. You’re terrible and wicked and cruel. You are—

      “Except I’m not,” she said out loud, no longer concerned if Lorcan heard her talking to herself. She pulled herself out of his arms and stood a little straighter, fighting tooth and nail against the weariness trying to knock her down. “I’ve made mistakes. I’m not perfect. But I’m not the fae you say I am.”

      Your mind will be twisted by Unseelie.

      “You’re wrong,” she said, fisting her hands. “I’ve stared Unseelie in the face, and here I am. I’m nothing like what you’ve said I’d become, but you know who is? Ulaid Molt. He feasts on blood and bone. Unseelie’s power fuels him and his warriors. They’re ripping this city to shreds, and then they’ll move on to the rest of the continent. The other kingdoms will fall, and then what? Will he stop there? He is the Namhaid. You’ve been wrong this entire time.”

      NO. The Ruin shouted the word. It rang in her head so loud that she winced, covering her ears. And then suddenly, he fell silent. She could feel his rage churning beneath her skin, alive and writhing like a thousand snakes, but his words had vanished like wraiths.

      Lorcan frowned, running his hands up and down her bare arms, like he was desperately trying to keep her warm. “What’s it saying?”

      “It doesn’t believe me,” she muttered. “The Ruin is an imperfect magic created by an imperfect Fomorian. Logic isn’t its strong point. Destruction is.”

      His frown deepened. “What if it refuses to attack the wood king?”

      Reyna’s heart pulsed. Would it? She’d never seen the Ruin spare anyone. That was the one thing she’d always been able to count on with its magic. Wherever it went, nothing would survive.

      You’re wrong. I spared those children, it whispered.

      Those children. “In the Ice Court village? Didn’t they survive by hiding from you?”

      They stared me in the face and begged me not to kill them. I saw them for what they were. Innocents.

      “But then…” Frustration poured through Reyna’s heart. “Why do you kill everything else? You’ve never spared children before.”

      Because…sometimes I cannot see who is who. The Ruin’s voice was nothing more than a harsh whisper. Sometimes, I see nothing more than silver. When they stood amidst my storm and stared up into my face, I could see that they weren’t you.

      “So, you can reason.” She fisted her hands. “Which means that you can understand that I am not—”

      The Ruin roared. It screamed into her mind until its voice broke, shattering like ice glass. The writhing beneath her skin ceased. All went calm and still. Her hands shaking, she clutched onto Lorcan’s strong shoulders and peered up at him.

      “It’s angry. We need to go now before…”

      “Before what?” he growled, his midnight eyes flashing with worry.

      “I think it’s scared I’m right.” She sucked in a lungful of misty air. “I don’t know how much time I have left before it finishes me off for good. We have to get inside that castle and kill Molt before it’s too late.” Because the Ruin would die with her, and no one would be able to stop the wood king then.

      Lorcan wrapped his arms around her and kissed her with an intensity that made her toes curl. Hunger rose up inside of her, and a desperate need clenched her core. She leaned into him, relishing in his soft lips, the steady strength of his leather armor, the thick curls that brushed against her cheek.

      He pulled back and gazed into her eyes. Heat and anger and desperate hope all churned together in the darkness of them. “We will get through this. I swear this to you.”

      A sharp ache speared her heart. “Please don’t make promises you cannot keep.”

      “I will keep this promise.” He grabbed the back of her neck, gripping her hair tight. “I will fight by your side until my breath is stolen from my lungs and until my heart stops beating. Until every star in the sky dies. Nothing will take you from me ever again. Not even the strongest magic in the world.”

      She curled her hands around his armor and pressed up onto her toes, kissing him one last time. She wished he were right. Surviving this and spending her life by his side was the only way she wanted her story to end.

      “Come on,” she whispered. “As much as I wish I could stand here kissing you forever, the king grows stronger while I grow weaker.”

      Lorcan hesitated before finally nodding and handing her a small dagger he’d strapped to his thigh. Reyna wished for her own weapon, but it was locked up somewhere inside that castle. With a deep breath, she wrapped her hand around the ice glass ring at her throat and sent up a prayer to whatever god might be looking down on them now.

      They pressed out into the streets, joining the chaos of the battle. Warriors rushed past, screaming. Swords clashed against each other while arrows whistled through the air. Blood splashed against the black stone buildings. Bodies littered the ground.

      Swallowing hard, she ran beside Lorcan as they dodged clusters of fighting fae. Her feet moved despite her weariness as a strange new lightness filled her limbs and heart. With her breath in her throat, she raised her eyes to the looming castle cast against the harsh red light of the sky. Ulaid Molt was squatting inside that castle, hiding away from the fight and likely feeding on another fae’s blood.

      Anger rose like a storm, blocking out her exhaustion. She gripped the dagger tighter, just as a cluster of wood fae leapt in their path. Lorcan grunted, swinging his sword before they could react. Wingallock leapt into the sky, circling overhead.

      “Reyna, stay back!” he shouted as the trio surrounded him. His first blow made contact, felling the wood fae with little effort. But the two others had seen him now, and they would not be so easily caught off guard.

      “I mean, of course I’m not going to listen to you,” she shot back, whipping the dagger sideways, slashing it toward the nearest wood fae’s neck. The warrior leaned to the side, easily dodging her blow with a suspicious speed.

      Reyna narrowed her eyes and sized him up. His pupils were dilated, and fresh blood painted his lips. Her stomach turned. “You know what my theory is about all these wood fae who drink blood before a battle?”

      “You’re Reyna Darragh. And the High King.” The wood fae smiled, displaying teeth coated in crimson. “I can’t believe my luck.”

      She ducked down as he swung his sword at her chest. The heavy steel shuddered past him, knocking him off balance. Reyna whipped back up, whirled behind him, and slid her dagger against his throat. He stilled.

      “I think,” she said with a smile, “that only cowards drink blood. Too scared to fight us without it?”

      He grunted, his neck bobbing against her blade. “I could say the same thing about you. Aren’t you the one who fought us in Fomorian Square with powers that aren’t your own?”

      “That’s different,” she hissed, digging the blade in deeper. In the background, she heard the heavy thunk of Lorcan felling another enemy.

      “How is it different, princess?” he hissed back. “Because from where I’m standing, it’s the same damn thing.”

      “Because I fought you all with ice. And I already had that power flowing through my veins.”

      The wood fae frowned. “But that’s impossible. You can’t—”

      Reyna was done talking. She sliced her dagger through the wood fae’s neck and watched him crumple to the ground. Something about his question had unnerved her, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on why. Despite her newfound energy, the fog in her mind had yet to clear. She was only going through the motions, relying on her training and her instincts to get her through this fight.

      Lorcan stepped up to her side, his chest heaving. Blood dripped from his sword. “I said to stay back.”

      “And here I thought you knew me better than anyone else in the world.”

      “You’re injured, Reyna,” he grumbled as he knelt to grab a second sword from one of the fallen warriors. “Your wound might be internal, but that doesn’t make it any less real.”

      The distant clatter of swords grew louder. Reyna glanced over her shoulder toward the corner of the street. “More warriors will be here soon.”

      He pushed up from the ground and tossed her the sword. Smiling, she took it and pocketed the dagger. “We should make a move for the castle. But when I say stay back, stay back.”

      “Nope.” She twisted the sword this way and that, appreciating the glint of the red light against it. “I will do no such thing.”

      He growled. “You really are impossible. You know that, right?”

      “And you wouldn’t want me any other way.”

      Wingallock swooped down from the sky and settled on her shoulder. He pressed his beak against her face and cooed. Lorcan watched, his eyebrows knitting together. “You both looked like you were on the brink of death a few moments ago. And now he’s flying and you’re fighting. What the hell is going on?”

      Reyna shook her head and gazed back at the castle once again. She felt more ready than she ever had. Something had given her hope, even if she had no idea where it had come from. “I don’t know, but I don’t want to wait around in case it decides to pack its bags and go. I’m ready to kill a king.”
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      The castle was quiet. Almost too quiet. Their footsteps echoed off the black stone walls as they crept down the corridor toward the throne room. They’d passed a few more bands of warriors in the streets, but they’d managed to fight through them. And yet, no one had been there to stop them when they finally strode through the yawning castle gates. The place felt as still as a graveyard and just as free of life.

      “This is creepy,” Reyna whispered, glancing at a statue of an ancient shadow fae king. He hunkered in the shadows like he was ready to spring to life at any moment, stone sword raised high. “I feel like he’s going to morph from one of these statues and start hacking at us with a stone blade.”

      Lorcan’s lips twitched. “You sound like you’ve been reading too many of Eislyn’s books.”

      “What I would give to see my sister’s face again.” There had been no reply to Reyna’s letters, not that she’d expected them. Even if Thane had sent back a bird, it would have had no way of finding her. Being locked up in a cell suspended above a river of molten lava had seen to that.

      “I’m certain she’s fine. Thane—and your father—would never let anything happen to her,” Lorcan murmured.

      She wanted to believe him. Desperately so. But neither of them had any idea what the hell had been going on up north. Had Thane attacked Tairngire? Did he have the castle again? Where had Eislyn gone? Was she with her father? Had Cos Darragh marched to war for Thane?

      And where were they all now?

      Surely Aengus’s meager army he’d left behind inside the capitol city hadn’t been enough to fight off two powerful armies.

      But then why hadn’t they marched south? Thane had promised.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Lorcan whispered. “I’ve been thinking it, too. Where’s Thane? I can only hope the battle took longer than hoped, and that’s the only reason he’s late.”

      “Optimism,” she said with a sigh as they inched further down the dimly-lit corridor. “Impressive you can still cling onto it when we’re walking straight into what appears to be a trap.”

      He cut his eyes her way. “So, we’ve had the same thought.”

      “Great minds think alike,” she said with a smile that was part-grimace. “This has all been far too easy. There were no guards at the gates. We haven’t seen a single living soul since we stepped inside the castle. Ulaid Molt is a hell of a lot of terrible things, but he’s not stupid. He wouldn’t sit in the throne room unguarded during the middle of a war.”

      “Do you think he’s even in there at all?”

      “Oh yes.” Her gaze locked on the looming doors at the end of the corridor. “I think he got word that you arrived with your army, and now he’s waiting in there for you to show your face to him. He wants to be the one to kill you.”

      “And curse himself.”

      “He doesn’t care about being cursed.”

      “Nollaig didn’t either.” Lorcan frowned, slowing to a stop a stone’s throw from the door. “She said she’s already cursed.”

      “Truth be told, Lorcan, most of us are.” She sighed, trying to imagine a time before the war, but found nothing in her memory, not even from the Ruin. She’d been born after the Fall when the courts had already been warring for decades. She did not know peace, not truly. There had always been the threat of battle hanging over her head.

      What must it have been like before all of this? A quiet calmness. A steady existence day-by-day. Light and laughter. Feasting and dancing. Travelling the entire continent without the ever-present fear of others who were not like yourself. Reyna could only hope that when all of this was over, whether she survived this fight or not, that Tir Na Nog could find a way to come together again.

      “What should I expect?” he murmured. “What will he try to do?”

      “I don’t know,” Reyna whispered, which was the terrifying thing about it. The wood king was unpredictable, and he had power on his side that she knew she didn’t truly understand. “He’ll find a way to use his magic. And he’ll definitely want to drink your blood. He also has a crazy sword that you don’t want to get anywhere near. It looks like a saw. A massive one.”

      “Noted,” Lorcan muttered. “And how much time do you need to do your thing?”

      “My thing being force the Ruin on him and hope it kills him and not us?” she asked with a wry smile.

      His brows slammed down. “You don’t sound very confident.”

      She cast her gaze at the heavy doors. Everything was silent and still. And very creepy. “I’ll have to push it out of me. That could take a few minutes. After that, I’m not sure. It’s not like I’ve had a chance to practice.”

      “Do you think you can control it?”

      “The Ruin?” Reyna reached inside of herself, opening her mind to the magic she’d tried so hard to block out. But the storm stayed silent. “I don’t think it can be controlled. Not even the Dagda could manage that, and he was its creator. A Fomorian with far greater strength than me.”

      “Reyna.” His voice dropped low. “This is a mistake. If you have no hope of controlling it, you know what it will do. As soon as you release it, it will turn its storm right on you. It’s desperate to destroy you. It’s been ripping you apart all this time. You were scarcely able to stand when I found you, all because it’s slowly been eating at you for weeks. It has one purpose and one purpose only, and that’s to kill you.”

      “No,” she whispered, her chest lifting as she sucked in a deep breath. “It’s sole purpose is to kill the Namhaid, and that’s not me.”

      “But it thinks you are.”

      “So, all I can hope is that I’ve been able to convince it otherwise,” she whispered. “It has lived inside my head for weeks, like you said. It knows my thoughts. It’s heard my darkest fears and has seen the worst parts of me. I’ve thought and done things I’m not proud of, but that doesn’t make me the Namhaid. I’m staring the Ruin in the face and asking it to really look at me. Maybe it will realize I’m not the one it needs to kill.”

      “We’re pinning a lot on a maybe, Reyna.”

      “It’s all we have, Lorcan. And you know it.”

      He let out a low growl. His entire body seemed to vibrate with an anger she knew wasn’t directed toward her. It was this impossible situation. It was the wood king. It was the magic storming through her veins. He grasped her hand in his, and together, they approached the throne room door.

      With a shuddering breath, his dark gaze locked on hers. “Are you ready?”

      No.

      “Let’s go in,” she whispered back.

      She raised her leg and slammed her boot against the wood. It splintered beneath the force, knocking the door wide open. It creaked as it swung inward, revealing a long dark hall, the arched ceiling held aloft by pillars of midnight. The throne squatted menacingly on the empty dais. The sleek stone seemed to glimmer in the darkness. Not a single torch was lit. Shadows swirled through the hall like eager wraiths.

      Reyna’s heart slammed against her ribs as they edged inside. “He’s not here.”

      Lorcan’s brows pinched together. “Where else would he be?”

      Frustration rose up in the back of her throat with a bitter twang. They’d rushed through the battle, fighting their way here, leaving behind everyone else to fend for themselves. All for what? An empty throne room. An absent king.

      A splash of red in the corner of her vision caught her eye. Reyna twisted toward it to find hundreds of rose petals carpeting the stone floor. They formed a circle in the far corner beneath a banner embroidered with the Shadow Court sigil. In the center of it all sat two life-size antlers, tied together with black ribbon.

      “Lorcan,” she whispered as dread pooled in her gut. Lifting a finger, she pointed at the strange symbol in the midst of all the roses. “What’s that?”

      Lorcan stiffened when his gaze landed on the symbol. “Those antlers are from the first shadow king’s stag. It was his familiar. The people of this city kept the antlers after he died to show him honor.”

      Reyna’s mouth went dry. She clutched Lorcan’s hand tighter in hers before she forced herself to pull away. “I think there is more going on here than meets the eye.”

      “I think you’re right.”

      She pulled the sword out of its scabbard and rose it before her eyes. “Come on out, Molt. We know you’re hiding in here somewhere. You wanted to fight us, didn’t you? Well, here we are.”

      Suddenly, the air before her seemed to ripple. Images flashed before her, settling into shape. Ulaid Molt stood before the throne with a wicked grin pulling up the thin corners of his lips. He was surrounded by at least ten warriors. Dozens more shuddered out of the shadows behind Reyna and Lorcan, surrounding the two of them in an instant. Reyna’s heart thundered as all her blood drained from her face. Those damn illusions.

      “Welcome to the Shadow Court again, Your Highness.” Ulaid Molt flashed an angry glance at Reyna. “You are very hard to kill.”

      “Thank you,” she said with a smug smile that betrayed none of the tormented unease storming through her gut. “I try.”

      Molt raised his fingers and flicked them toward the guards edging closer from behind. Reyna growled and tightened her grip on her sword, whirling toward them, readying herself for a fight.

      “Ah, ah,” Molt sang. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. If you do not lay down your weapons, we will kill your friends.”

      A finger of dread scraped down Reyna’s spine. Slowly, she turned back to gaze up at Molt’s cruel face. Who did he mean? Her fellow Shieldmaidens from home? How could he have gotten his hands on them? Is that why Thane and her father never showed? Molt had somehow snagged control of the north? It seemed impossible.

      Heart pounding, she swallowed hard. “You’re lying. You don’t have any of my friends.”

      “Not your friends,” he said with a smile, shifting his gaze to the High King at her side. “I mean his. I have your precious commander and that cloaked female with her stupid bird. Surrender now, or they die.”
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Mariel

        

      

    

    
      Mariel sagged into the Air Court’s throne, feeling the hum of its power pulse beneath her. She sighed and closed her eyes, and memories of the past flipped through her mind like haunted paintings. But even as the throne beat its steady rhythm, it rippled with anger.

      She did not hold its power in her hands. If she stayed much longer, it would tear her limb from limb.

      “Just a few more minutes,” she whispered. She’d raised the flags, and she’d send the scouts to break the news to the enemy army. The city had surrendered to Thane. It was only a matter of time before he strode into the Great Hall and liberated her head from her body.

      Mavis had no idea. She’d fled her quarters before he returned. He would fight her on this. Even though he’d been against her plots and her schemes, the last thing he wanted was for her to end up dead. He’d likely sacrifice himself trying to save her, and she wanted—no, needed—him to survive. None of this had been his fault. She could not let him die for her crimes.

      In the end, Mavis had been right. She should have stayed The Bloody Dagger. She’d done far more good for the city when she’d skulked through the streets, felling foes who passed as friends. She could have continued that way for decades. Centuries, even, as long as the Witchlight Woods continued to provide her with the nourishment of magic.

      In the end, she’d let her quest for power corrupt her. She’d become the very thing she’d fought so hard against.

      The throne shuddered beneath her. It was losing its patience.

      The Great Hall doors swung wide, and Thane Selkirk strode inside, his golden armor gleaming in the sunlight that poured in through the windows. Mariel stiffened. Even though she’d braced herself for this moment, her heart still tripped with dread.

      She didn’t want to die.

      Confusion rippled across his face when he spotted her on the throne. “Wait. Mariel? Why are you here? Where’s Aengus?”

      He glanced around as if he expected the Grand Alderman to pop out of the shadows at any moment.

      Sighing, she stood, dragging herself away from the throne. “Aengus went south. He wanted to join the Wood Court’s army.”

      Thane’s golden brows slammed down. He strode forward, and a hundred sea and ice fae warriors spilled into the hall behind him. She swallowed hard. If she’d had any hope of making it out of here alive, that was gone. There were far too many for her to fight alone.

      “But then…who has been leading your fight here? Why…” Clarity rippled in his eyes. “You? But I don’t understand. You helped us before. You helped Reyna.”

      Mariel gave him a sad smile. “I helped you once because I thought you would be a better High King than your father. I never thought you’d flee from duty or hide inside an enemy court. My name is Mariel Dalais. I’ve been leading this fight. I wanted to reclaim this castle and this city as mine.”

      Confusion stormed across Thane’s face before it hardened into stone. “Dalais.”

      She nodded, bracing herself. “That’s right. I’m the true heir to the throne.”

      With a low growl, he lifted his sword and strode toward her. “That’s where you’re wrong, Mariel Dalais. I’m the High King of this court, and you have committed treason.”

      She fell to her knees before him as he rushed across the floor. This was it. The end of it all. Only seconds sat between her and death. She cast one last glance behind her at the throne, the one that should be hers, and she waited for the sting of steel against her neck.
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      “Reyna,” Lorcan hissed. “Can you do it?”

      She wet her lips and considered their position. The wood king was all the way across the hall. There were dozens of guards between her and them. That wouldn’t matter if the Ruin turned its sights on him, but if it wanted to battle with her instead, they’d only be even more trapped than they already were.

      “Not yet.”

      Molt’s eyes narrowed into thin slits. “Can you do what? What are you whispering about?” An eerie laugh slipped from his parted lips. “Are you trying to scheme against me? Don’t bother. Neither one of you stands a chance. Not as long as I have Unseelie’s powers coursing through my body, and you have nothing.”

      But they didn’t have nothing. And the wood king didn’t seem to realize that.

      Slowly, Lorcan lowered his sword to the floor. Wild fear tangled inside her gut. She hissed at him. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “He has Nollaig and Seg.”

      “But you can’t—”

      “You would do the same thing. For Eislyn.”

      Her heart thumped. He was right. Dammit.

      With a sigh, she dropped her sword to the floor. The guards quickly surrounded them, roughly tying their hands behind their backs and shoving them toward four cages that shifted into view from the shadows. Nollaig and Segonax sat in two of them, faces bloodied but alive.

      Another illusion then. The king had been hiding these cages from view all this time.

      “Your Highness.” Nollaig dropped her cloaked head into her gloved hand. “You shouldn’t have done this. He’s only going to end up killing us all.”

      “I will never sacrifice you just to save myself, Nollaig,” he said through gritted teeth, shooting the guards a glare when they shoved him forward.

      Reyna was silent. She kept her eyes glued to the wood king’s face, curious. He’d clearly set this trap for a reason, but why? The last time ‘Lorcan’ had stood before him, the wood king hadn’t hesitated even a moment to bring his sword down onto his neck. He wanted the throne’s power, a power he couldn’t have as long as Lorcan lived. So, why was he throwing him into a cage instead of killing him?

      Molt’s eyes sparked with intensity as he watched his guards push her into a cage with Wingallock clinging tightly to her shoulder. They shoved Lorcan into the one next to hers. For a moment, she dragged her gaze away from the king, latching her eyes on Lorcan. He trembled with anger. His muscles tensed. His jaw rippled from the force of his clenched teeth. When he caught her gazing at him, his face relaxed. He shook his head, a signal that she understood in an instant. He didn’t want her to do anything reckless. Ha!

      “Right.” The wood king sighed, leaning against one of the many black stone pillars. Rings glinted on his fingers with gems of crimson and ebony. He curled his hand around a goblet that sloshed with wine—or blood. His lips curled into a relaxed smile. He was enjoying this. “I see we’ve all finally joined the party. Welcome to my court. I realize I misspoke before. This is no longer the Shadow Court. Now, it’s the Court of Blood.”

      Reyna rolled her eyes. “Of course it is. You know nothing of nuance.”

      He arched a thin brow. “And the Ice Court is a nuanced name, is it?”

      “Not really, but I didn’t name it.”

      “And what would you have called your dear home if you’d had the chance?”

      “The Court of Shards I Can’t Wait To Stab Into Your Heart.”

      He blinked, and then chuckled. “That’s oddly specific.”

      “And accurate,” she said with a vicious smile. “Did you know that ice can create deadly weapons? Deadly enough to kill a wood king.”

      He pushed away from the pillar, waving his hand dismissively. “You and your misplaced moral outrage bores me. Guards, bring me the commander. What’s his name? Segonax?”

      Fear spiked her heart as the guards rushed to Segonax’s cage. Reyna pressed up against the bars, wincing at the sudden sting of iron against her skin. The guards ripped open the cage and dragged Seg out. Her eyes swam with tears as they tossed him before the king, his knees knocking loudly against the hard floor.

      “Leave him out of this,” Lorcan said in a voice as cold as the north, but Reyna knew that he would be breaking inside. Lorcan loved the commander more than he loved almost anyone in the world. “He has nothing to do with your quest for power. I do.”

      Reyna fisted her hands. Nollaig started banging against the bars, mindless of the iron burn of them.

      “Yes, but you see, this whole thing,” Molt said, waving his hand at the window that overlooked the battle-ravaged city, “has deeply annoyed me. You and your army from Caraid have interrupted my plans. And I need more blood.”

      “Then, take mine,” Lorcan said, his voice insistent. “You want that throne? I’m the one you need to kill. Not Commander Segonax.”

      A snake squeezed Reyna’s heart. She wanted to shout at Lorcan to stop trying to sacrifice himself for the commander, but she knew he wouldn’t listen. No more than she would have if she’d been in his place.

      The wood king laughed. “All this begging only makes me desire his blood even more.” The king’s smile glinted. He hauled back his leg and slammed his boot into Seg’s face. The old commander sputtered, blood spraying onto the stone floor. Reyna’s heart twisted. She reached out instinctively, desperate to help him. She’d never gotten to know the commander well, but she knew he was a good male. He’d didn’t deserve this. None of them did.

      Trembling with anger, Reyna measured the space between the cage and the king. He was still too far away from her. Could she manage to force the Ruin in that direction? Or would it be trapped inside this cage just like her and Wingallock?

      She glanced at Lorcan. His face had gone pale. With a shuddering sigh, she shook her head. She might try it, if not for him. But she could not risk the Ruin killing the one she loved. It was too close; too tight. And the Ruin was angry. It wanted blood.

      Fisting her hands, she opened herself up to the storm once again.

      Where are you? she asked.

      No answer.

      If I let you go, will you attack the wood king?

      Silence.

      She let out an irritated huff. All this time, it had barked its twisted words at her fragile mind. Now that she actually wanted to hear from it, it spoke nothing. But even if it did, could she believe it? Would it not just say whatever it thought Reyna wanted to hear so that she might finally let it out of her body?

      But the Ruin had also never lied…it only spoke the truth, as far as it could tell. It had been wrong about a lot of things, but only because that was what it believed.

      Can’t you at least say something?

      The Ruin sighed. You shouldn’t let me out while you’re inside this cage.

      Her heart thumped. Why not?

      The iron will trap me in here. I won’t be able to get out unless someone opens the door. And I doubt any of the wood fae will do that once they see what I am.

      Reyna nodded. So, you do have a weakness.

      The same weakness as you. I am built of fae magic, after all.

      If only she’d known that before, she could have prevented all of this from happening. She would have used iron against the storm ages ago. Why are you telling me this? Isn’t that what you want? Being trapped in here with me?

      The Ruin was silent for a good long while, and the only sound in the hall was the echo of the wood king’s fist against Segonax’s face. Bones crunched. Lorcan roared.

      Your words have confused me, it admitted. You were right. I’ve lived inside your body for weeks. I’ve heard what’s in your mind. You have dark thoughts, but you are not the twisted monster of the Dagda’s visions.

      Hope pulsed in Reyna’s veins. She sucked in a sharp breath, terrified to speak a word for fear of changing the Ruin’s mind. But she needed to hear more. So, you’ve realized I’m not the Namhaid, after all.

      The Ruin’s attention seemed to shift. Instinctively, Reyna lifted her head toward Ulaid Molt. He towered over a broken Segonax, who whimpered on the ground. It made Reyna’s heart break. She itched to flatten herself into an impossible pancake and squeeze through the bars so that she might stop the wood king from causing him any further pain.

      Molt’s eyes had transformed. They gleamed crimson, as if the blood he’d swallowed had spun through his body, filling every single part of him. Spittle dripped down his long, sharp chin. His body trembled with quiet rage.

      Don’t you see, Reyna thought to the storm inside of her. It’s not me. It’s him.

      The Ruin’s whispers filled her mind. He is not the Namhaid, but he is something almost as terrible.

      Her hope shattered. Even after everything, the Ruin still clung to his beliefs with ragged fingernails. You have such blinders on. Look at him. He—

      Does not fit the visions, the Ruin argued. There is more to the visions than I’ve shown you, and this male cannot be the one.

      Reyna slumped to the floor, hugging her knees tight to her chest. Molt had begun to walk around Segonax in slow circles, like a tiger waiting to pounce. Her chest deflated. For a moment, she thought she’d gotten through to the Ruin. The magic finally saw beyond its narrow vision. She’d hoped it would turn its sights on the wood king, using its terrible power to finally defeat the true enemy of the world.

      But she’d been wrong. It was no use. The Ruin had spent far too long in its own mind, believing in a false truth. It was hard for anyone to take off their blinders, no matter how hard reality stared them in the face. Reyna had not met many fae who could get past their own prejudices. And the Ruin wasn’t even fae. It was just power, magic, a destructive force of nature.

      She should have known she could never convince it. And now it was trapped inside this cage with her until the very end. How could she use it against the king, if she couldn’t even get it out of here?

      The answer was, she couldn’t. There was no way out of this.

      Not unless she could get out of this cage before Ulaid Molt killed them all.
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Lorcan

        

      

    

    
      Lorcan’s chest heaved as he glared through the iron bars at the wood king. Ulaid Molt stood over Segonax, whose broken body split Lorcan’s heart into a thousand battered pieces. Seg had never been anything but strong and steady, a comforting presence in Lorcan’s rocky life. He’d never imagined him anything other than a permanent fixture of the Shadow Court, like an immovable rock. Unbreakable.

      Lorcan’s hands fisted as Ulaid Molt slowly circled Seg’s body. There had to be something he could do. He couldn’t just stand here in this fucking cage and watch his oldest friend in the world bleed out on the stones beneath the throne he’d fought so hard to protect.

      Lorcan slid his eyes toward Reyna, but her gaze was as distant as the ice fae lands. That look on her face, he recognized it. She was locked in a mental battle with the storm inside her head. He turned to Nollaig instead. His cloaked friend sagged forward on the bars. Her gloved hand curved around the iron, and her hot breath fogged from the depths of her hood. Lorcan shifted to the other side of his cage, closer to her, trying to catch her attention.

      “Nollaig,” he murmured.

      Nollaig flinched, barely shifting her hooded face toward his.

      “We have to do something,” he said, moving as close to the bars as he could. “If you have any powers, now would be the time to use them.”

      “I don’t have any real power. Not to use in a situation like this,” she whispered back, sadness tinging her words. “And Segonax is going to die because of me. He is my best and oldest friend. This is part of my curse. If I hadn’t killed Bolg Rothach, none of this would be happening. My actions have brought destruction down upon us all.”

      Her last word choked off as her body shook. Lorcan’s lips flatlined. He turned back to the king, anger and sadness tangling together in his gut. He’d never felt more hopeless in his life. Not even when his father had forced him to join the Shadow Court. Not even when that damn mark had pulsed in his skin, controlling him.

      Now, he was fully in control of his every action, but that made it worse. Because he should have been able to do something. He was the High King of the Shadow Court. He held the power of the throne. And yet all he could do was stand there, watching his friend whither beneath the fists of the wood king.

      Molt whipped his gruesome blade from where it had been leaning against the throne and stalked toward Segonax. Lorcan gripped the bars, ignoring the burn of the iron. Molt’s eyes gleamed with darkness, and fear stabbed Lorcan in the gut.

      “No!” Lorcan shouted, gritting his teeth as he pulled at the bars, a horror-stricken desperation shooting through him.

      Ulaid Molt raised his saw-like sword over his head. Nollaig screamed as the blade hurtled down. Lorcan lurched forward, a harsh cry choking his throat. Horror pounded through him. The blade slashed through Segonax’s throat. Blood sprayed Molt’s face, droplets landing on his bared teeth. Seg’s head tumbled onto the floor.

      Lorcan slammed a hand over his mouth, biting back an inhuman roar. His entire body shook, and a terrible darkness creeped into the corners of his vision. All he could do was stare. At the head. At the body. At all the blood.

      “Oh god,” Nollaig moaned. “Oh god, oh god, oh god.”

      Nollaig sank to the floor, sobbing. On the other side of him, Reyna stared ahead at the slaughter, horror rippling across her pinched face. His head swivelled back to Molt. The wood king was laughing, and his eyes gleamed with pure madness.

      Lorcan struggled to comprehend it. One moment the wood king had been circling Seg, and then…

      Commander Segonax was dead.

      Rage clawed up Lorcan’s throat, a twisted, bitter taste that made him want to rip the very world apart. Flashes of desire shook him to his core. A thirst for violence. A hunger for blood. He didn’t just want to kill Ulaid Molt. He wanted to annihilate him, to rip open his chest and pull out his heart.

      “Lorcan.” Reyna’s soft voice knocked the rage away. It vanished in the blink of an eye, but it left him feeling hollow. With burning eyes, he turned toward her. She peered at him, head cocked, as if she could see into the terrible depths of his soul. Did she know the monstrous things he’d been thinking? Did she understand?

      Or would she think him as terrible and wicked and cruel as their enemies?

      Had the madness taken him as well?

      “Keep it together,” she whispered. “Just stay—”

      “There will be no talking.” Molt appeared in front of Reyna’s cage, daggers in his emerald eyes. Reyna glared right back, edging up to the bars and lifting her lip to snarl right in his face. Even her owl hooted at the king.

      Molt growled and spun on his feet. He strode back to Seg’s fallen body and held his hand out to the nearest guard. The silent guard passed a tankard into his ringed fingers. When Molt knelt beside the body, Lorcan’s gut twisted. He was going to drink Seg’s blood.

      “No,” Lorcan choked out, hating himself for showing the wood king any hint of emotion. “Please don’t drink his blood. You’ve killed him. Isn’t that enough?”

      The wood king chuckled, scooped up some blood, and tipped it down his throat. Lorcan shuddered. He couldn’t bear to watch. Gritting his teeth, he glanced away.

      But then the wood king appeared before his cage once more. Only this time…a pair of grey eyes peered in at him, framed by salt-and-pepper hair. The lined face was achingly familiar. The stern, yet friendly, smile made his whole body tremble from pain.

      “Hello, Your Highness.” Segonax’s lips twisted cruelly, ruining the illusion. Commander Segonax would never look at his High King like that. Still, Lorcan shuddered and stepped back, his heart thumping. He’d known the wood king could take on the appearance of someone else, but he’d never seen it with his own eyes. It chilled him to his bones.

      “Stop it,” Nollaig screamed. “You have no right. Segonax—”

      “Is dead.” The wood king whipped his head toward her, still wearing Seg’s achingly familiar face. “His blood now rushes through my veins. He is mine. Every last drop of him. And you’ll be next.”

      “No.” Reyna’s voice was loud and clear with none of her earlier weakness. “I’ll be next.”

      “Reyna,” Lorcan growled, stepping toward her, but those damn bars stood in the way.

      “You want to hit him where it hurts? Take me?” She motioned at herself, smiling. “Didn’t you know? We’re lovers.”

      The wood king arched his brows, the illusion momentarily flickering away from Segonax to reveal his true face. “Trust me, you’ve made it abundantly clear.” He laughed, shaking his head. “An ice fae princess? And a shadow fae king? You’re a terrible match.”

      A quick flash of anger flickered across Reyna’s face, but she hid it just as quickly with a smile. “You’re right. Look where it’s led me. I’m trapped in a cage, destined to die in a horrible, excruciating way. I should have listened to you when you offered me a place by your side.”

      “He did what?” Lorcan asked, his voice a dangerous growl. The thought of the wood king being anywhere remotely close to Reyna made his skin crawl.

      “Oh, that’s right.” The wood king said in a singsong voice, turning Lorcan’s way. “Or did she not tell you? I asked her to become one of mine.”

      “One of your what?” he demanded through gritted teeth. “Your mistresses? Did you really think—”

      “One of my guards.” The wood king tipped back his head and laughed. “Though your idea is not a terrible one at all. With a warm bath and a flowing gown, she could be quite comely. Not a great beauty by any means, but—”

      “If you can’t see that Reyna is a great beauty, then you’re even more insane than I thought you were.”

      “Careful.” The wood king tsked. “You’re betraying yourself, Lorcan Rothach.”

      His face rippled as Segonax’s familiar smile shuddered back into place. Horror tripped through Lorcan’s veins. He growled, fisting his hands by his sides. “I am going to rip your heart out of your chest.”

      “You’re welcome to try,” Molt-as-Segonax said with that cruel, twisted smile. “Once you’ve watched everyone you love be taken from you. Once you’ve seen all of their faces on mine. But be warned, Lorcan Rothach. I’m a High King. I’ve been gifted the power of my throne. Kill me, and you’re cursed.”

      Lorcan ground his teeth together. “I could say the same to you.”

      “Ah.” The wood king strode closer, his eyes flashing. “But your cloaked friend here is not a High King. Neither is your lover of an ice princess. I’ll start with them.”

      The wood king spun on his feet, his emerald cloak billowing behind him. He strode back to his guards where they’d been cleaning up the mess. Gratefully, Seg’s body had been removed from the hall, though some of his blood still painted the stones. The guards had already put some of the crimson liquid in the king’s tankard. He took another long gulp, and then wiped the remnants from his lips with the back of his hand.

      Lorcan watched, his body poised to strike. Reyna was painfully silent. Nollaig still sobbed, knees to the ground. There was no way out of this. Not unless Thane magically arrived at the gates. Even then, they were out of time. Thane couldn’t fight his way to the throne room before Molt had killed them all.

      “Reyna,” he murmured, but she wouldn’t meet his gaze. “You can’t do this. We made a promise to each other.”

      Her glittering silver eyes met his. “I know what I have to do.”

      “Reyna, please.” His voice broke. He knew what that meant. He’d seen it in her eyes when he’d rescued her from the gallows. Reyna already thought her life was forfeit, that she was some prophesied hero meant to vanquish the Namhaid. She was going to sacrifice herself to save everyone.

      And there was nothing he could do to stop her.
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Eislyn

        

      

    

    
      Battle-hardened Fomorians had gathered in the palace. Eislyn stood next to Emperor Lir at the top of the curving marble staircase, watching the warriors of the Hunt cluster in the entranceway. Her heartbeat was frenetic; her mouth was dry. Terror sank its poisonous veins into her soul.

      “Lir,” she whispered, careful not to speak his name without his title loudly enough for the others to hear.

      He stiffened beside her. Even now that he’d told her the truth, he would not relax his barriers between them. To him, she was the enemy. The worst fae to ever breathe the air.

      “What is it, Eislyn?”

      “Can we go somewhere private?”

      His dark gaze swept across her, and goosebumps stormed her skin. “Why, exactly, would you wish to do that?”

      “I want to speak with you about the Hunt.” She ignored the flush in her cheeks, the pull of his gravity. None of that mattered when he planned on sending his warriors to Tir Na Nog for Beltane. She was his enemy, and he was hers.

      He let out a heavy sigh. “If you were anyone else, I’d say no, but for some mad reason, I cannot hold back from you.”

      She frowned as he led her through the maze of corridors and pushed open the door to his quarters. What a ridiculous thing for him to say. He’d held himself back from her ever since she’d stepped foot in this place. It was all he ever did!

      Lir stood tall before her and crossed his arms over his bare, bronze chest. “Go on then. Say what you want to say.”

      “Don’t do the Hunt this year.” She stepped close to him and pleaded with her eyes. “You only do this because of the Namhaid, right?”

      He pursed his lips, but then nodded. “The visions are often confusing, but they are clear on one thing. The Namhaid cleaves the world on the night of Beltane. We fly to your shores each year, hoping to stop it.”

      It made sense, in a twisted, brutal way. “But you don’t need to stop it this year. You’ve caught me. I’m here. I can’t cleave the world if I’m trapped inside your palace during Beltane.”

      Lir’s gaze darkened. He reached out a hand, but then froze when his fingers were only inches from her cheek. His hand fell heavily to his side. “Only a few days ago, you were shouting at me to believe you aren’t the Namhaid.”

      She cast her gaze to the floor. “I worry you might be right.”

      “How so?” he asked in a quiet, dangerous voice that sent skitters of alarm across her skin.

      “There’s something wrong with me,” she whispered. “There always has been. When I was a child, I saw the Ruin kill my mother. I didn’t speak for ages after that, but what’s worse is that I don’t remember anything but her screams. Years of my life are gone from my mind. In their place is only darkness. Sometimes, I see things that aren’t there. Sometimes, I feel shadows scratching at my skin. I have terrible dreams that feel real.”

      Lir’s palm cupped her cheek, and she glanced up to find him gazing down at her with concern. There was a softness in his expression, one he rarely showed her. With a sigh, he opened his arms. Timidly, she stepped into them.

      He pulled her to his chest, his strong arms wrapping around her like a cocoon of safety and warmth. Closing her eyes, she breathed him in. The scent of spices filled her nose, along with the burnt scent of ozone. Her heart hammered her ribcage as her cheek pressed into the ridges of his chest.

      “I thought you hated me,” she whispered.

      “I don’t hate you, which is part of my problem,” he murmured back. “But I do hate what you’ll become.”

      Her heart thumped hard. “You wish you could kill me so that you could just get it over with.”

      “That would certainly make things easier.”

      She pulled back and frowned up at him. “You don’t really think I’m the Ghaisgeach, do you? You’ve kept me alive because I might be the hero of this world, but you don’t actually believe I could be.”

      “I don’t know, Eislyn. I just don’t know.” He sighed. “To be honest, it’s unlikely. The Ghaisgeach is meant to be a warrior. You are strong in your own way, but you’ve told me yourself that you’ve never fought in a battle. You prefer books to swords.”

      A warrior, Eislyn thought. Like her sister. Reyna with her owl and her sword. But Eislyn did not dare mention her Shieldmaiden sister to Lir. If he knew there was another ice princess out there, roaming the lands with her owl, Eislyn would never be able to stop him from going on the Hunt.

      Her hands fisted. “So, that means I’m the thing we both hope I’m not.”

      Lir’s jaw clenched as he swept his gaze across her face. “It’s just so unimaginable to me. You have a fire within you, but you’re good and you’re kind. You’re nothing like what I expected.”

      “I don’t want to be the Namhaid, Lir,” she said as fresh tears filled her eyes, burning them. “I don’t want to destroy the world.”

      “I know you don’t.” He gathered her against his chest again, his warmth enveloping her. “Not yet.”

      “But that time will come,” she choked out. Sooner rather than later. Eislyn had seen how fast things could change. It wasn’t that long ago that she could barely lift a sword. Now, she could not only fight but she could kill grown males with ice shards. She could watch their blood paint the ground and feel no regret at all. Just vengeance.

      “You don’t need to send the Hunt to Tir Na Nog looking for me,” she said, hoping that, if anything, her words could get through to him. “I’m already here.”

      Lir settled his chin on top of her head. For a moment, he was silent. Eislyn knew she had done all she could. She’d tried to protect her people, even from afar. Even if she one day tried to rip their world apart.

      She hoped Lir was wrong about the Namhaid. Maybe it would never come to that. Maybe the enemy of the world was nothing more than a dream.

      “Alright,” he finally said with a heavy sigh. “We will cancel the Hunt just this once. I hope I don’t live to regret this.”
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      Reyna’s skin buzzed with anticipation. Somehow, she’d managed to convince the wood king to turn his eye on her instead of Nollaig. The whole bit about being lovers had really cinched it for him. It seemed he’d do anything to cause Lorcan pain. She couldn’t wait to stab her blade into his heart.

      Ulaid Molt lazily strode up to her cage, his tankard sloshing with fresh blood. She wrinkled her nose, catching the scent of it. He leaned forward and flashed his teeth. They were stained with the same red that painted the floor.

      “Princess Reyna Darragh.” He motioned for the guards to unlock her cage. Reyna tried to keep her face blank, her heart steady. She didn’t want to give him any hint of her true emotions. “You should be dead.”

      “So should you.”

      He dropped Segonax’s face, revealing his true form. It had been eerie seeing him don the commander like a uniform. She couldn’t imagine what Lorcan felt. The look on his face had been heartbreaking, and she’d seen a rage in him she’d never seen until now. She understood what the wood king was trying to do to him. Break him down, piece by piece, until he was nothing more than the husk of the male she’d come to love.

      And she wasn’t going to let him do that.

      The cage door swung wide. Dozens of guards pointed their arrows at her heart. With a shaky breath, she stepped out but left Wingallock inside, whispering one last thought to the Ruin.

      I’ve gotten us out of the cage. Please. I know you don’t think he’s the Namhaid, but he is. Hell, even if he isn’t, he’s going to destroy this entire continent with Unseelie’s magic. I know that’s not your quest, or whatever you call it, but I can’t imagine the Dagda would have wanted this to happen.

      No answer. Her frustration burned like iron.

      “Come.” Ulaid Molt beckoned Reyna forward. He pointed to the blood-stained stone in the middle of the hall. “Stand here.”

      Reyna balked at his command, her instinct to fight rising within her like the crashing waves against the shore. But she held it back, knowing that she would only get one chance at this.

      She slowly stepped one foot in front of the other. Lorcan muttered out a curse, and she heard the unmistakable hiss when his skin touched the bars. As Reyna drew closer to the king, his guards stepped back. She was unarmed. She’d been through hell and back, and she knew she looked like she was nothing more than a sack of disintegrating bones. In their eyes, she doubted she looked like a threat.

      She came to a stop just before the wood king, her heart thudding. His eyes glinted with need as he raked his gaze across her, but it was not the same need she’d ever seen from Lorcan. This was a desire for blood and bone. For her flesh. For any last vestiges of magic in her veins.

      She sized him up in turn. His body radiated power, even in an enemy court where the throne belonged to another. Quickly, she cut her eyes Lorcan’s way and then toward the dais where the black throne hunkered quietly.

      “Too scared to look your murderer in the face?” Molt’s chilling voice snatched her attention away from the throne, but her thoughts stayed locked on its presence.

      Even after the Fall, the power of the thrones had been undeniable. The magic had weakened, but it had never vanished, not like the powers of the fae. The throne gifted strength upon its king, particularly when they were in the same room together.

      She’d seen it from her own father. He never saw his subjects unless he sat on his throne.

      If the Ruin wouldn’t help her…

      Molt’s hand smacked her cheek. The sting radiated down her chin, knocking her back. She whipped her head toward him as a low growl built in her throat.

      His eyes flashed, and his fisted hands shook by his sides. “Why won’t you look at me? Huh?” He advanced toward her, and Reyna had to take several steps back to avoid his next blow. Heart hammering, she glanced from side to side, watching the warriors that surrounded him.

      His hand shot out again, his knuckles slamming into her chin. Pain rocketed through her face. “I said look at me! Not at them!”

      “I’m just wondering,” she said in a voice as frozen as the icy north. “Why you feel the need to have your warriors training their arrows on me? Do you think you can’t take me down yourself? Even though I’m unarmed? And you have…that thing.”

      She tried not to look at his razor-like sword. The teeth still gleamed with Segonax’s blood.

      Molt chuckled. “You think I’m as stupid as you are. That trick won’t work on me. My warriors will shoot you if you try anything.”

      “Hmph.” She turned inward as the king began his slow stalk around her. He was sizing her up, just like he’d done to Segonax. She only had seconds before he launched his attack.

      Please. She whispered to the Ruin. This is your chance. I’m going to release you, but you have to do the right thing.

      You can’t, the magic hissed back, springing back to force inside her mind. His emotions were a kaleidoscope, storming through her like a hurricane. You’ve been weakened by my magic. Seelie no longer strengthens your bones. You won’t survive me storming out of your skin.

      She blinked, shock and hope slamming into each other. This was the first time the Ruin had given any indication that it cared whether she lived or died. You have to do it anyway.

      You won’t be able to control me.

      Well, then you have to control yourself!

      I can’t, the Ruin whispered with a strangled sigh. You have to do it. Use your ice glass ring, the gift from your mother. Whether you realize it or not, it gives you strength. Force me onto the wood king. Push me into his body. It will rip him to shreds.

      The Ruin suddenly fell silent, and Reyna jerked up her head just in time to see the sword swinging toward her face. She gasped and ducked down, her knees slamming into the hard stone. In the background, Lorcan roared. He slammed his hands against the bars, and strangely, the iron began to bend.

      “REYNA!” The fear in his voice matched her own. She scuttled back as the wood king’s sword hurtled toward her once more.

      With a racing heart, she jumped to her feet and opened every single part of her to the Ruin. She ground her teeth together as the magic surged through her blood. She pushed at that power, shoving it toward the edges of her skin. Magic hissed as it slipped from her, swirling out of her body like a thousand tiny ants. The ash rushed through the hall, swirling with a vengeance that knocked the closest warriors to the floor. The ash rained down on their faces, burning them instantly.

      Reyna pushed, squeezing her eyes shut tight as her head began to spin. She reached up to her neck and clutched the ice glass, just like the Ruin had said.

      The dizziness stopped. The Ruin spun from her body, swirling before her, and blocking the wood king’s advance.

      “What the hell is this?” he asked, his voice full of fear for the first time since Reyna had laid eyes on him. He stumbled away from her as the storm continued to bleed out of her body, rushing and whorling through the hall.

      The ash blew toward the cages along the back wall.

      “NO,” she gritted out, her vision faltering. “That way.”

      She lifted a finger and pointed at the king. The Ruin slowed to a stop. The ash swirled away from Lorcan. More of the magic seeped from her skin. The dizziness slammed into her head once again with full force. She clutched at the ring as she fell to her knees, bowing over at the blinding pain crashing through her head.

      She heaved as the final remnants of the power left her. The world spun beneath her, turning her upside down until she was no longer sure where the sky ended and the ground began. Through bleary eyes, she looked up.

      The wood king growled, his face blurred by the swirling ash. “You think you can take me out with some dark magic? I have Unseelie’s power inside me. I am blessed by the gods.”

      “You aren’t blessed by anything,” she ground out, sagging against the floor. Her cheek hit the stone, providing her a view of the Ruin’s destruction. Almost every wood fae warrior inside the hall had vanished into piles of ash. Char stretched up the walls, melting together with the black stone that had built this castle.

      “Reyna!” Lorcan shouted. She could hear the creak of the iron bars bending beneath his force. How was he doing that?

      She wanted to crane her head toward him, but she couldn’t. She had to command the Ruin before it turned its ash on her.

      “In,” she commanded it, trying to force her will upon the wild magic that had never listened to anyone else before now. “Go inside Ulaid Molt. And end this, once and for all. Become the protector you were always meant to be.”

      Electric magic shattered her mind. Sparks of fire blazed on her skin, burning her up completely. And then all her strength left her. The entire world went dark.
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      Lorcan ripped open the iron bars and grabbed a fallen sword from the ground. He raced toward Reyna, where she’d collapsed beneath the force of the magic whorling from her skin. He had never seen anything like it before. Dark shadows had drifted from her body, spinning up into a whirlwind of ash. It had swept through the entire hall, killing everyone but the shadow fae trapped inside the cages.

      And now it was hurtling straight toward the wood king.

      The magic shoved inside of him, punching into his armor like a steel fist. The wood king’s eyes went wide as the Ruin filled his form. Lorcan slid to a stop beside Reyna, pressing a hand to her cold cheek. She was still breathing.

      With a growl, he flicked his gaze up at the king.

      Molt’s eyes were wild; his cheeks were pale. When he spoke, his voice sounded like the scratch of a pen against parchment. “What is this?”

      Lorcan slowly stood, clutching the sword in both his hands. “You never should have gone up against Reyna Darragh. She’s given you a little gift. It’s called the Ruin.”

      Molt shuddered as the magic stormed through him. Soon, the Ruin would rip him apart, shattering his soul into a million pieces. But as Lorcan waited for the inevitable, Molt began to laugh. The eerie sound echoed off the stone walls.

      “You think you can kill me that easily?” Molt’s body shook as his eyes rolled into the back of his head. “Do you not know what I am? What I have living inside of me?”

      Lorcan edged closer to the king, his heart thumping. “I know exactly what you are, Molt, which is why you won’t survive another day.”

      “The Ruin can’t kill me,” Molt sneered. “I feast on blood and bone. Unseelie’s powerful magic fills my lungs with air. It breathes life into my limbs. And it protects me from magic just like this.”

      Frowning, Lorcan watched as the king shuddered against the force of the Ruin. But he did not fall. If anything, the smile on his face made it seem like he enjoyed it.

      Dread pooled in Lorcan’s gut as Reyna’s words began to echo in his head. She’d survived the Ruin, too. Because she’d been gifted Seelie’s magic to protect her. He wet his lips, edging closer to Molt. If Unseelie’s powers were inside him, protecting him…

      Fuck.

      Realization rushed over Lorcan like a tidal wave. The Ruin wouldn’t kill Ulaid Molt, not so long as Unseelie’s magic burned within him. This whole plan was doomed. If Lorcan didn’t do something—and fast—Molt might even try to bend the storm to his will. He could force it out onto the city, killing everyone.

      Steeling himself, Lorcan glanced at his throne. The power pulsed between them, filling his bones with a strength he had not known he had. It was how he’d been able to bend the iron to his will. A mere blade could not kill Ulaid Molt. Not even the Ruin. But a High King in the presence of his Seat of Power might.

      And when the wood king died, the storm would, too.

      He danced toward the wood king. From behind him, Nollaig let out a strangled cry. “No, Lorcan, don’t! The curse!”

      But he didn’t care about the curse. No one did anymore. Sloane Selkirk had fallen prey to it, but it had been a slow death. If that was Lorcan’s fate, then so be it.

      He swung his sword at the wood king. His enemy caught his blade with his own, the steel teeth shuddering as it dragged up the length of it. Lorcan narrowed his eyes and jumped back. The wood king laughed, his eyes so wild they looked as though they might pop right out of his head.

      “You can’t kill me,” Molt said with a sneer. “You are nothing compared to me.”

      Lorcan roared and charged toward the king. He raised his sword overhead and brought it down on top of Molt’s skull. Molt darted to the side, but not fast enough. The blade ripped through his shoulder, spraying blood.

      Molt screamed and stumbled back, gripping his shoulder. Lorcan smiled and stalked toward him, readying himself for another blow.

      “Wait!” Molt shouted. “You can’t kill me!”

      “I can,” Lorcan growled, feeling the pulse of the throne’s magic against his skin. It made him feel invincible. “And I will.”

      “You’ll be cursed.” Molt released his grip on his shoulder and lifted his own sword once again. Blood poured out of his wound, painting his shadowsteel armor.

      “I don’t care about the damn curse,” Lorcan muttered. “And neither do you.”

      Molt’s smile stretched across his entire face. “You might not now, but you will. You have no idea just how much you’ll regret spilling my blood.”

      Lorcan didn’t care to hear any more of Molt’s pleadings. The wood king was trying to distract him from the fight, likely hoping to recover before the next blow. Lorcan wouldn’t give him the chance.

      He swung wide, his blade arcing toward Molt’s gut. The sword slammed hard into the steel. Lorcan shook his head and tried again, this time aiming for Molt’s other arm. Molt danced back, sweat beading on his brow. A pale sheen spread across his face.

      Chest heaving, Lorcan raced forward just as Molt’s legs gave out. He threw all his weight behind his blow. The sword made contact, splitting through Molt’s arm. The limb launched through the air, hitting the wall with a sickening crunch.

      Molt tumbled to the floor. He held himself up with his good arm, but he’d already lost so much blood. Trembling, he fell forward onto the stones, his tongue eagerly darting out of his mouth to gather droplets of blood leftover from Segonax’s death.

      Lorcan brought his sword down on Molt’s head. The sword crunched through bones, twisting Lorcan’s gut into knotted rope. He winced as the weight of his sword crushed the wood king’s head.

      “You,” Molt breathed, alive in spite of all of it. His emerald eyes peered up at Lorcan as blood drenched his mottled face. “You are cursed.”

      With one last rattling breath, the wood king died.

      Lorcan shuddered as a strange magic suddenly swirled across his skin. Dizziness slammed into his skull. His feet slipped beneath him, and the ground rose up to meet his face. The very last thing he saw was Reyna Darragh’s silver eyes flipping open in shock.

      She had survived.
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      “Lorcan.” She shook his shoulder. His dark eyelashes flared across his blanched cheeks, transforming him into a ghostly version of himself. Tears streamed down her face, plopping heavily onto the blood-stained floor. He’d fought so hard.

      In the end, he’d saved them all.

      The wood king had shattered into a hundred pieces, his body melting into ash. The only thing left of him now was a pile of soot where he’d once stood. Reyna had only seen the very end of the fight. She had no idea how he’d done it.

      All this time, she thought she’d had to carry the burden alone. But they’d taken him down together. She and Lorcan…and the Ruin.

      Bending over his still body, she draped the back of her hand against his cheek. His skin burned. Frowning, she brushed his damp hair away from his face. “Lorcan. Please come back to me.”

      Suddenly, his eyes flew wide. Great gasps shook his body as he clutched her hand. A terrified hope crashed over her. She curled over him, wrapping her arms around his body, pulling him close to her chest. He latched onto her, the scent of his smoke and steel filling her head.

      When she pulled back, he gazed up at her with fear in his eyes. “Is he gone? Is he dead?”

      “Yes,” she whispered fiercely. “The wood king is dead. You killed him.”

      He sagged in relief before groaning and pushing himself up from the floor. Wincing, he pressed a hand to his head. She held him steady, but he didn’t seem to need her help. Without another word, he strode purposely to Nollaig’s cell and ripped the door open wide. Without using the key.

      Interesting, Reyna thought, glancing at the silent throne. Its magic seemed to have come to his aid, after all.

      Nollaig stumbled out. She didn’t say a word, and Reyna could not see her face to know what she was thinking.

      “Are you alright, Nollaig?” Reyna asked, taking a step toward the cloaked fae.

      “I’m as fine as I can be, considering the circumstances,” she said grimly. “That whole thing was…far worse than anything I could have dreamed.”

      “I’m so sorry about Segonax,” Reyna said softly.

      “It was not your fault, Shieldmaiden.” Nollaig turned toward the pile of ash that had once been the wood king. She pointed a long, gloved finger at it. “It was his.”

      “What even happened? I can’t remember anything.”

      “After you pushed the Ruin into the king’s body, you collapsed. And then…well, somehow Lorcan got out of his cell. He fought the king and won.” Nollaig shook her head. “It was a miracle, even then. The king was bloody strong.”

      Reyna lifted her eyes to her lover’s face. Lorcan’s lips had flattened.

      “And the Ruin?” Reyna asked, heart thumping. “Did it…escape?”

      Even after everything the Ruin had done to help them, she didn’t trust the magic. It was still a threat. In its twisted mind, it believed the Namhaid was still out there somewhere, plotting a way to take control of the world and bend it to her will.

      If the Ruin had somehow escaped…Reyna would have to track it down once again. And next time, she might not be able to stop it.

      “It’s gone,” Nollaig answered. “When Lorcan killed the wood king, the Ruin was still inside of him. It shattered along with Molt. The magic is gone.”

      Reyna let out a shuddering breath. Relief settled into her bones, but with it came a strange sense of unease…and almost sadness. Which was ridiculous. The Ruin had been her enemy for as long as she could remember. It had killed her own mother. It had blinded her sister. It had destroyed so many lives.

      In the end, the Ruin had become the very thing it claimed it was against. The destructor of Tir Na Nog. So, why did she feel like something terrible had just happened? Why did it feel like they were in so much more danger than they had ever been in before?

      She frowned, peering up at Lorcan. “Did anything strange happen when you fought the wood king?”

      His lips twitched as he gazed down at her with that beautiful intensity flickering in the depths of his midnight eyes. “Even now, after we’ve won, you still worry.”

      “Don’t you?” she asked, heart thumping.

      “Reyna, we’ve won.” He tucked his finger beneath her chin. “The wood king is dead. All the other courts have allied. Do you know what this means? Our hundred years of war are over.”

      Hope ballooned inside of her, chasing away the fear. “You’re right. I’m not thinking straight.”

      The Ruin might be gone from her body, but it had left its imprint behind. The worry, the unease, the constant feeling that something wasn’t right. It had spent so long stirring up her doubts and fears that it only made sense for it to linger for a time. Maybe it would stay with her forever.

      It no longer squatted on her shoulders like a menacing beast, but it was there. A ghost of it, haunting her mind.

      She smiled. “It’s just so hard to believe, you know? We’ve been fighting this war for so long. It’s almost impossible to imagine our world without it.”

      “Well, start imagining it, Reyna Darragh.” He leaned down and brushed his lips across hers. Reyna’s toes curled in her boots. Sighing, she leaned into him, clutching his armor in her fists.

      This…this was exactly what she had dreamed of. And now she had it. The realms would finally find peace, and she could stay wrapped up in her lover’s arms. Nothing could stand in their way anymore.

      Their lives might never be normal, but at least they would have each other.

      Reyna pushed up onto her toes, wrapped her arms around Lorcan’s neck, and pulled him against her. Chuckling, he lifted her from the ground, tugging her even closer. She spread her thighs wide and hooked them around his hips, sighing in contentment.

      Nollaig cleared her throat. “I think I’ll go see how the city is faring. The wood king might be dead, but there’s still a battle raging outside.”

      Frowning, Reyna pulled back and watched as Nollaig made her way over to the window to peer out at the streets. After a moment, she turned back, and Reyna swore she saw a glimpse of a smile beneath the cloak.

      “It looks like the wood fae army have surrendered. They’ve laid down their weapons. I can’t believe it, Your Highness. You’re right. We actually won.”
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      “Beltane has come and gone, and the world still stands.” Emperor Lir gazed out the windows at the purple-pink sunset splashing its colors on the white stone buildings of his city. He reached out a hand and motioned for Eislyn to join him.

      She stepped up to his side, her heart trembling. Relief and fear tangled in her gut. “Would we know this soon? If the world was ending?”

      “I believe so,” he murmured. “If the Namhaid cleaves the world, the ripple of it will be felt through all the lands. No one knows what will happen after that. How long will it take for the world to fall? How many will survive it? The prophecies aren’t clear on that.”

      “It sounds like these prophecies aren’t clear on much.”

      “You’re right.” Lir turned to her then, his bronze chest gleaming beneath the dying light. Eislyn had quickly realized he rarely wore a tunic. It was very distracting, even now when the fate of the world was on both their minds.

      “I have a proposal I want to make,” he said.

      Heat shot up Eislyn’s neck. “Don’t tell me you want to marry me for real.”

      Lir chuckled. “We’re already married for real, Eislyn.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Do I?” He arched a brow.

      “I mean, saying the vows and meaning them.” Eislyn pressed her lips together. She really shouldn’t have said that out loud. Right now would be a great time for the marble floor to yawn wide and swallow her whole.

      “I thought you hated me.” A wicked smile curled his lips. “Has something changed?”

      “No.” Her face and neck felt hot. Dammit, this entire conversation had gotten away from her. “I was just saying…nevermind. Forget about that. What’s your proposal?”

      She held her breath, desperately hoping he’d move on from her dumb marriage comment. The whole thing was mortifying, particularly because she did hate him. Mostly.

      “Beltane will return quicker than you think,” he said, turning once again to gaze out at the sunset sky. “I can’t sit inside this palace and wait around not knowing what’s coming. You are something, Eislyn, whether you believe it or not. We need to know if you’re a hero or an enemy.”

      Her heart shuddered to a stop. “But how can we figure it out?”

      “There’s an island across the sea that holds the power of the gods. That’s where Dagda first had his visions.” Emperor Lir turned to her with flashing eyes. “You and I will go there. We’ll present you before Seelie and ask him for his help. If any power in the world can tell us what you are, it’s his.”

      Fear tumbled through her gut. “You want to take me to a god and ask him if I’m the enemy he tried to warn the world about?”

      “That’s right.”

      “But if I am…won’t he kill me?”

      “The gods don’t kill.” He held out a hand. “You say you want to save the world. If you’re the Namhaid, we need to make sure you never escape these walls. And if you’re the Ghaisgeach, that means the real enemy lurks in your lands. We have a year until Beltane. If the Namhaid out there, we need to find her first.”

      Eislyn took a breath and reached for his hand.

    

  







            50

          

          

      

    

    






Thane

        

      

    

    
      Thane curled his hands around the ancient vines as he leaned back in his throne. The seat hummed beneath him, content. It damn well better be, he thought. He’d sacrificed far too much to return to its side. His hands were covered in blood. They would never scrub clean.

      Sighing, he pushed up from the seat and lumbered out of the Great Hall. His guards pulled open the doors, moving in silence. They all kept their heads bowed, their eyes low to the ground. He did not blame them. He’d become the very thing he’d hoped he never would.

      His father.

      Instead of love, Thane now inspired fear.

      With a heavy sigh, he strode through the corridors, down the winding stairs, and through the dungeons until he found the cell. Mariel crouched inside the dank darkness, blinking up at him with red-lined eyes. She made no move to get up when he stopped outside her cell. Instead, she glared up at him.

      “Good evening, Mariel.”

      She rolled her eyes and leaned back against the dirt-caked wall. “What are you doing here?”

      “I wanted to make certain you’re as comfortable as you can be, given the circumstances,” he said tightly.

      She choked out a laugh. “You’ve thrown me in a dungeon cell. What do you expect from me, Thane?”

      “High King Thane Selkirk.”

      “You don’t deserve that title,” she shot back. “You ran from your responsibility to this realm. And then you took it back by force. Half the city has burned to the ground.”

      He winced. “That was never my intention. The Sea Court—”

      “Only came here because you brought them with you.”

      “They would have invaded regardless of what I’d said or done.” He shook his head. “But that doesn’t matter. You’re right. I’ve done some terrible things, but so have you. You speak of protecting the people, of keeping them safe. But I offered you surrender. You refused it.”

      Mariel tipped her head back against the wall and closed her eyes. “I have no wish to have this discussion with you.”

      “You think I’m evil, but I’m just trying to do my best for this realm.” He reached for the bars but stopped short just in time, the iron buzzing with magic. “I could have killed you, Mariel. If anyone else had been in my place, you’d be dead.”

      “You speak as though you did me a favor.”

      “Didn’t I?”

      “I’d rather be dead than trapped in this cell for the rest of my life. The decades stretch out before me, endless days of nothing more than darkness and dirt. Put me out of my misery.”

      Thane stepped back. “I won’t do that.”

      She let out a bitter chuckle. “And why not? I’m your enemy in every way imaginable. I tried to steal your court from you. You should hang me before a crowd to make a point. Treason always ends in death. I knew that when I chose to go against your reign. I never expected both of us to live.”

      Thane sighed. He knew it had been a terrible idea to come down here. “I’m not going to execute you, Mariel. That’s not the kind of king I wish to be.”

      “Then, what are you going to do with me? Keep me here forever?”

      “I don’t know,” he murmured. And he really didn’t. When he’d found Mariel sitting on his throne, rage had burned through his veins. In the end, he hadn’t been able to bring himself to kill her. All the rage had vanished like smoke. With a heavy sigh, he spun on his heels and left the dungeons behind.
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        * * *

      

      Thane dropped back into the throne, weariness tugging on his tired bones. His conversation with Mariel had gone nothing like he’d wanted, though he couldn’t say what he’d expected to gain from it either.

      She was right. He didn’t deserve the throne.

      But neither did she.

      “Your Grace,” one of the guards at the doors spoke up. Thane sat up a little straighter. He didn’t know any of these fae. He would need to remedy that, as soon as possible. “High King Cos Darragh is here, and he wishes to speak with you.”

      Thane arched a brow. “Send him in.”

      Cos Darragh strode into the Great Hall with his silver hoarfrost cloak billowing behind him. He stood tall, wearing a refined, powerful air as if it were a second skin. Another ice fae stood beside him. She was the spitting image of Eislyn, only there was a confidence in the set of her shoulders that the youngest Darragh sister had never had.

      “Thank you for seeing us. This is my daughter, Princess Glencora Darragh,” Cos said proudly, though there was a flicker of something dark in his eyes. It came almost as quickly as it went. Likely memories of before, of that terrible illness that had plagued his daughter for months. “You were unable to meet with her when you visited our home several months ago.”

      “I remember,” Thane said gently, flicking his eyes over Glencora. She was just as he’d always imagined. Her silver hair had been braided and then piled on top of her head in a pristine bun. A few stray strands curled around her face, highlighting the sharp tips of her ears. Her face was clear and smooth. Pink dotted her cheeks, but not too much. Her fine, embroidered gown fit her curves, each inch of fabric pristine and free of dirt.

      She truly was the opposite of Reyna Darragh.

      “You look well, Princess Glencora,” Thane said, wondering if he should mention what had happened. It had likely been a dark time for her, and he did not wish to cause her unnecessary grief.

      “Thank you, Your Grace.” She curtsied perfectly, bowing her head his way, even though she did not need to. He was not her king, nor would he ever be. The High Kings had all decided to keep their own crowns and their own titles. They were equal allies, and no court would bow before the other. “My father and I are grateful for your allyship. We are so pleased that the war between our great realms can now be over.”

      And it would stay that way, as long as no one ever found out what Thane had done on the battlefield. No one had seen him kill his aunt. If they ever discovered the truth, the Sea Court would rip their treaty to shreds.

      “I feel the same,” he said with a nod. “There is no need for fighting anymore. It is a time for peace. Otherwise, I fear our realms will never survive the next winter.”

      Glencora exchanged a nervous glance with her father. Thane lifted his brows, shifting on the throne. They’d clearly come here for something. What on earth could it be?

      Glencora cleared her throat. “My father and I…well…there’s something we need to speak with you about before you head south to the meeting with the High King of the Shadow Court.”

      Thane nodded. They would leave at dawn for the journey. Thane couldn’t wait to meet his old friend and celebrate his victory against the wood king. He’d somehow won his war against Molt, even though the wood king had intercepted letters between them all. Molt had even sent Wingallock with a false note, halting Thane’s plans to march south on Beltane. They were all lucky to be alive.

      “I’d like to make an agreement with you, Thane,” Cos said, cutting through Glencora’s rambling speech.

      Thane noted the lack of title. It did not bother him, but it was a statement all the same.

      “I see.” Thane laced his hands. “Well, go on then. Make your proposal.”

      “We came to your aid when your city and your throne had been taken from you,” Cos said evenly. “It seems the war has ended, but peace will be harder than we think. I want a guarantee that your realm and mine will always be joined. I want assurance that the strife between us is over.”

      Thane frowned. “You have my word. Is that not enough?”

      “Word is never enough, not even in Tir Na Nog.” Cos drew Glencora closer to the throne. “You once promised to wed one of my daughters to assure an alliance between our realms. Reyna clearly has her own wild mind, and Eislyn is…lost.”

      Cos’s voice went rough, and a sharp stab of pain went through Thane’s gut. No one had seen Eislyn Darragh in weeks. She’d fled to the north but had never arrived in Falias or any of the other ice fae cities. No one knew what had happened to her. The truth was, she was likely dead.

      A heaviness settled over his heart.

      “Glencora was always meant to be your bride. Before…the accident.” Cos cleared his throat, blinking away unshed tears. “Thankfully, she has made a miraculous recovery and can take up her position as your queen now. We should join our families together, Thane. Once and for all.”
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      The shadow fae left their doomed lands behind for hope. They streamed out of the gates of Findius and spilled onto the fields beyond, rushing toward the warmth and safety of the looming forest. Tears left wet trails down dirt-stained cheeks. Smiles were as blinding as the stars.

      Reyna rode beside Lorcan, their horses aimed for Murias. They’d received letters from the north. It seemed the wood king had played far more tricks than one. Wingallock had never made it to Lorcan because the wood king had spotted him first. He’d intercepted the letter, and then sent a false one to Thane, telling him not to march south on Beltane.

      Thane was on his way now, along with Reyna’s father and the High King of the Sea Court. Lorcan had agreed to share the wood fae lands, to broker peace and unity with the rest of the continent. In return, his fae would have free rein. They could live with Lorcan in Murias, or they could sail across the sea, trek through the snowy mountains, or find a home inside the grasslands. Tir Na Nog was theirs for the taking.

      Peace truly had come. Reyna grinned as the horse swayed beneath her. Every day, she had expected a hammer of truth to fall. For Motcha’s Axe to suddenly appear in someone’s hand. But it seemed the world had rid itself of terrible things.

      And all that mattered was her future by Lorcan’s side.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Murias was built into the very fabric of the forest. There were no houses here. All the homes were constructed in the branches of the trees, elevated above the forest floor. A waterfall cascaded into a nearby pool, lush green leaves reflected off its crystalline surface. The castle was set up on a distant hill that overlooked the city. The only way to reach it was across a thin rope bridge that dangled between two looming cliffs.

      Reyna trailed into the Tower of Thorns, home to the Wood Court throne, while Lorcan went to talk politics with the lords in one of the many empty halls. He would have to divvy up some land and make some promises. She did not envy him. Now that the war was over, the internal bickering would commence.

      Court. Reyna rolled her eyes. She wanted nothing to do with it. Perhaps she would find some shadow fae who wanted to learn how to fight. She could teach them Shieldmaiden things, maybe even get them dodging arrows in time.

      With a nod, she trailed through the abandoned tower. She liked that idea. Training others to be strong. She wouldn’t even have to leave Lorcan’s side to do it. There would be plenty of shadow fae who wanted to take up residence here, in the capitol. And if the wood fae had a problem with that, she had a feeling they wouldn’t for long. Lorcan held the Seat of Power now. He was their new High King. The Conquerer of Thorns.

      The throne loomed before her as she made her way through the Great Hall. It reminded her of the Air Court throne, covered in gnarled vines and branches that twisted together and climbed up the wall. It had been built into an ancient tree, and the roots went deep. A carpet of grass stretched across the floor, dotted with blossoms of pink and gold.

      The hall looked as though it hadn’t been used for quite some time. The tables were dusty, and dirty plates had been left behind. Frowning, she strode up to the throne. The wood king had pulled a table up beside it. It was covered in papers. And blood.

      Scrunching up her nose, she picked up the top piece of parchment with the very tips of her fingers, careful not to touch the blood. Even now, she wanted nothing to do with it.

      The words on the page were in a foreign language but one she recognized.

      “Fomorian?” she murmured, her eyes catching on a few familiar words. Tuath, the word for north. Deigh, which meant ice. Most she didn’t understand.

      She’d always wondered why the fae had inherited certain Fomorian speak. Only recently had she put the puzzle pieces together. The Dagda had brought his own customs and language along with him when he’d first walked these lands. Over time, it had transformed into what it was now.

      But why would the king have a Fomorian book? How had he even gotten his hands on it?

      With a frustrated sigh, she lowered it back onto the table. She couldn’t read it. Most of those words were nothing but gibberish to her. But one word had leapt off the page.

      Namhaid.

      Surely it didn’t mean anything. It was just a coincidence. Besides, maybe Ulaid Molt had found details about the Namhaid and had realized that was who he was. And now he was dead. There was no longer anything to fear.

      The Namhaid was gone. The Ruin was gone. The war was over.

      Everything was fine.
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Lorcan

        

      

    

    
      After his meeting with the lords, Lorcan found Reyna wandering through the Tower of Thorns. Her eyebrows were pinched together, and tension still clung to her shoulders. She’d carried it with her all the way from Findius. Her cheeks were flush with color, and her muscles had once again begun to flesh out. She was recovering well from her ordeal, but something still followed her around like a storm cloud.

      It was as though the Ruin had not fully let go of her, even if she insisted it had.

      “Reyna.” He edged up beside her and slung an arm around her shoulder. “Why are you staring at the throne like it might jump up and bite you on the face.”

      “Maybe it will,” she muttered.

      His lips twitched into a smile. “That seems unlikely.”

      “I found some books the wood king left behind.” She pointed at a pile of scattered papers and books propped up on a table beside the throne. “One of them mentions the Namhaid. And something about a prophecy, but I can’t translate most of it.”

      “You said you thought Ulaid Molt was the Namhaid. Maybe he figured that out, too.”

      “Maybe.”

      She didn’t sound convinced.

      “Reyna.” He gently placed his hands on her shoulders and spun her to face him. He brushed her cheek with his knuckle, dropping his forehead to hers. She buzzed with life, filling up his head with the scent of her. He did not know how they’d been so lucky. Both of them had survived. The city had won. And now they were here, waiting for their allies to arrive from the north.

      Everything was fine.

      “You don’t understand.” She whispered the words, her breath frosting on her full lips. “Something isn’t right. I can feel it in my bones.”

      “Are you sure a part of the Ruin didn’t get stuck inside of you, and now it’s messing with your thoughts again?”

      She shook her head fiercely. “No. It’s not there. Trust me on this. I would know if it was.”

      “Well, then you are just worrying needlessly. Look around us. There’s nothing to fear.”

      Reyna gazed around, and then her eyes landed on the books. “We need to find someone who can translate Fomorian.”

      Lorcan let out a heavy sigh and pulled back. “I wish you’d accept what I’m trying to tell you. I’m starting to feel like you don’t want peace. Not when you refuse to accept that we have it. It’s like you’re looking for something to be wrong, inventing things just so you have an enemy to fight.”

      Reyna blinked and stepped back, flinching as though she’d been slapped. “I thought you of all people would understand.”

      He frowned. “I do understand, but I still think you need to calm down.”

      She threw up her hands. “I am calm!”

      Rubbing his jaw, he turned away. This was not how he’d expected victory to feel. He had dreamt of it for so long, tangling his reunion with Reyna along with it. Now, they had everything they’d both said they wanted. Time together with nothing to keep them apart. And yet it felt like the distance between them had yawned wider than it ever had. She was here with him, but her mind was somewhere else.

      “I wish you could just be happy that we have a chance to be together now,” he said quietly. “After everything we’ve been through, after how hard we’ve both fought to get to each other. I’m standing before you now, Reyna. You have nowhere else you need to be. I have no more enemies to fight. Neither do you. We can just be us. There’s no reason to invent an enemy.”

      “And after everything we’ve been through, I would think you’d trust me by now.” Tears filled her eyes, splashing onto her flushed cheeks. Instantly, he regretted everything he’d said. Sighing, he wrapped her up in his arms, his heart beating hard against her cheek.

      “I’m sorry,” he murmured into her hair, once again the brilliant silver it had always been. “I didn’t mean to upset you. All I want is you by my side while our realms know peace. A simple life where we can wake up next to each other in the morning and kiss each other goodnight. I thought it was impossible for so long. Now that we have that chance, I want nothing more than to take it.”

      She squeezed him back, pressing her face against his chest. “I want the same thing, Lorcan.”

      “But?”

      She was silent for a good long while before she finally sighed. Pulling away, she tipped back her head and smiled up at him, but he swore the lightness did not reach her eyes. “But nothing. I’m just being silly, like you said. The hundred years of war are over. We should do something to celebrate it.”

      The corners of his lips lifted. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Well…” She flushed, biting her bottom lip. “Have you picked out your quarters yet?”

      “Our quarters, you mean.” Need pulsed between them. “Not yet. But I think it’s time we did.”
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THE KING OF ERETIA

        

      

    

    
      “I received another letter from Aengus.” Prince Cyril dropped a slip of parchment onto the table in front of his father. The King of Eretia sighed and leaned back in his leather chair. He flicked his gaze across his troublesome son. He kept trying to find ways to redeem himself in his father’s eyes, and then he’d pluck new playthings from the streets. And then murder them.

      He was giving the Kingdom of Eretia a terrible reputation.

      “Aengus is a smuggler,” Adonis said, flicking the parchment away from him. “I am tired of his schemes. All he wants is power. Playing with the fae is a terrible idea. The worst he’s ever had.”

      “His schemes are working,” Prince Cyril said with a raised brow. “You should read what he’s written.”

      “And why is that, my son?” Adonis asked with a roll of his eyes. Cyril had forgone the princely garb for some kind of ridiculous merchant get-up. His floppy hat hung over his golden eyes, making him look like a fool. “You seem to have little interest in court. Why start now?”

      Cyril leaned forward, bracing his fisted hand on the wooden desk. “Because this isn’t about court. This is about power. The kind of power that humans have never dared dream of. Fae power.”

      Adonis snorted. “The fae lost their powers a hundred years ago. Or at least that’s what they’ve led us to believe, and you know they cannot lie.”

      “Read the letter, father. Please, I’m begging you just this once. Listen to me.”

      Adonis frowned. Through all his cruel schemes, Cyril had never once begged his father for anything. Most of the time, he shrugged him off, desperate to prove he did not need a kingly father to improve his life.

      With a sigh, Adonis acquiesced. He snatched the parchment from the desk and unfolded the letter. His eyes skimmed the words, and his frown deepened with every passing beat. When he’d finally read the last line, he turned and tossed it into the flames.

      “Well?” Cyril asked. “Why did you throw it in the fire?”

      “I can’t risk anyone else getting their hands on these words,” Adonis murmured, slowly rubbing his thick beard. It had grown rough as he’d aged, now peppered with far more grey than brown. He felt that age in his bones as well. He moved slower now. His back often ached. Occasionally, even his knees would pop.

      Cyril let out an impatient huff. “What do you think?”

      “I think I underestimated your little smuggler friend,” Adonis said, pursing his lips. “He seems to have infiltrated the fae courts and passed himself off as one of them. Using something he calls Unseelie magic. Magic that we can get. All of us.”

      “We should take it, father.” Cyril leaned forward, his eyes flashing. “Think of what we can do with that. Humanity, saved. Immortality would be ours for the taking.”

      “Yes, but we’d have to sail our armies there,” Adonis pointed out. “The fae would fight us.”

      “They’ve been fighting each other for decades. There won’t be enough of them left to take on our entire army.”

      Adonis slowly nodded. He turned to gaze out the window at the western horizon, toward the fae lands that waited on the other side of the Mag Mell Sea. Adonis had never met a fae in his life, but he’d hated them for as long as he could remember. They took humans as slaves. His mother had been one of them, stolen when he’d only been a boy of five. He could barely even remember her face.

      And now humanity had a chance to turn the tide.

      “Prepare the armies,” Adonis said, pushing up from his desk with fisted hands. “The time for us to sail to Tir Na Nog has come.”
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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

      

      Buntata - a strong drink brewed from spirits, potatoes, sugar, pink coloring and egg whites

      

      Court of Death - the mysterious home of the Dagda

      

      Dagda - the god worshipped by all of those in Tir Na Nog, other than the shadow fae

      

      Danu - one of the two moons

      

      The Dionadair - the true name of the magic plaguing the lands of Tir Na Nog, created to protect the world from Unseelie

      

      Dryads - tree nymphs who live in the wood fae lands, who tend to avoid courtly politics so that they might live in peace

      

      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

      

      Ghaisgeach - a hero spoken of in the lore of the sea fae

      

      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

      

      Ifrinn - the fae underworld where damned souls are forced to live for eternity

      

      The Namhaid - the enemy of the Fomorians, according to an ancient prophecy

      

      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

      

      Seelie - the god of light who has long been forgotten by the fae of Tir Na Nog

      

      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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