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Dagda

        

      

    

    
      “My lord, there’s news from the mortal realm.”

      Dagda glanced up from the intricate wooden puzzle stretched out on the table before him. Through the windows beyond his faithful servant, moonlight splashed onto the polished timber floor. Dagda blinked, surprised. He’d begun this puzzle straight after first light. How had he lost so many hours stuck inside his own mind, fitting corners together, struggling to force the little jagged pieces to match?

      “The mortal realm?” Dagda asked, his booming voice echoing through the silent hall. He rarely had visitors. Once the chosen fae souls arrived at the Court of Death and learned he was no god at all, they cantered off into the wilderness to enjoy their immortal existence without his intrusion. No matter that he’d gifted Tir Na Nog with magic. No matter that he’d found this pocket of land beyond the ley line, all to ensure their future. He was nothing to them now.

      “Aye.” Filobar nodded, his curtain of green hair whispering across his broad forehead. Filobar was a wood fae with an insatiable curiosity and one of the few who had stuck by his side. He wanted to know everything about Fomor and the great fall of the Fire Court.

      The failed Cleaving of the World.

      Unfortunately for the mortal realm, the Cleaving was still upon them. Another fae would come, desperate for Unseelie’s dark magic. And this fae would not fail.

      “You asked me to keep an eye on them. It’s hard to get much information when no one can see or hear me, but I’ve been able to watch.” Filobar frowned. “The Namhaid has finally arrived.”

      Dagda braced his hands on the table and stood, his great dark wings flaring behind him. “What about the Ghaisgeach, the hero?”

      “I can’t be sure,” Filobar said slowly. “There is one who stands out from the rest, but your visions have always been confusing. It’s difficult to tell who fits the signs.”

      With a sigh, Dagda nodded. “Well, thank you, Filobar. I know it’s difficult to return to Tir Na Nog when you can only watch through the ley lines. It’s hard to move on from mortal life when you can still see and hear them all.”

      Which had been the point of the Court of Death all along.

      Filobar sucked in a rattling breath. “My lord, surely there is something we can do. If you’re right about this Namhaid, then the entire world is doomed. What if the Ghaisgeach fails? It’s too great a risk. We have to stop it from happening.”

      “We can’t. You’ve died.”

      “But did you die?” Filobar asked. “When you came here?”

      Dagda sucked in a sharp breath. “You push your boundaries, Filobar. I may not be a god, but I am a Fomorian. And my power is not gone, even in this place.”

      “I just want to understand, my lord. You chose to come here. Not in death but in life. If there was a way for you to travel through the ley line, surely there is a way for us to travel back.”

      “I am done with this conversation,” Dagda said, closing his eyes. “I’ve done everything in my power to protect the mortal realm. It’s no longer up to me whether the world survives. It is up to the Ghaisgeach. Seelie warned me what would happen if I interfered any more than I already have. So, we will sit here and wait while the Cleaving of the World begins.”
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          Reyna

        

      

    

    
      Thorns crept through every inch of the tower. Reyna and Lorcan followed the twisting vines, hand in hand. Every so often, she cast a furtive glance at the king striding beside her. His dark hair curled around his strong jaw where the shadows of his hidden magic pulsed. The power of him washed over her, filling her soul with light.

      They had searched every room of the tower, and none of the quarters seemed quite right for the place they would make their home together. But they had one more chamber to check. Eager, Reyna yanked Lorcan toward a door at the end of the corridor that led up to the highest rooms.

      He chuckled as he followed behind. “Someone seems excited.”

      “This tower sits on a cliff high above the entire kingdom. I can’t wait to see the view.” She meant the forests, of course, but that wasn’t the only view she hoped to see this night.

      A delicious growl was her only answer. They pushed through the door, stumbling forward into a room fit for a king. A grand bed perched beside a floor-to-ceiling window that had no glass at all. The empty expanse looked out upon the western forests. Verdant trees stretched out as far as the eye could see, the full moonlight enveloping the entire realm in a silver glow.

      Moss carpeted the stone floor, and the ceiling had been transformed by vines and lush leaves. There were several doors leading to other rooms inside these chambers, but Reyna did not get a chance to explore.

      Lorcan lifted her from the ground and carried her to the bed. A wicked smile curved his lips, one that sent her heart racing.

      “Shouldn’t we check out the other rooms?” she whispered, breathless.

      “I think we’ve seen enough.” He dropped her onto the bed. The soft mattress pillowed around her. “These are the best quarters in the tower. And here, I can claim you beneath the light of the moon.”

      Adrenaline rushed through her veins. Wetting her lips, she watched him unbuckle his leather belt. He tossed it onto the bed beside her, followed quickly by his trousers and his shirt.

      “Your turn,” he murmured as she drank in the sight of him. Already, his shaft was hard and throbbing, and as eager for her as she was for him. Shuddering, she pushed up onto her elbows and tugged her tunic over her head. Lorcan slid his hands up her thighs, his fingers teasing the waistband of her trousers. Desire flashed through her.

      Slowly, almost agonizingly so, he slipped his fingers into her trousers and tugged them down past her toes. Eyes sparking with heat, he tossed the clothes aside and leaned toward her. She smiled and reached up to wrap her arms around his neck, but he skimmed his fingers along her hips and flipped her over.

      She bounced on the bed, delicious surprise tightening her core. “Well, that was unexpected.”

      “I love you, Reyna Darragh.” He climbed on top of her from behind, his hard length teasing her backside. Leaning down, he caressed her neck with his lips, kissing her so deeply that she moaned.

      “Tell me you want me,” he growled.

      “I want you,” she gasped, arching her back when his tongue slipped across her ear. Tremors of pleasure stormed through her. Her body rocked against his.

      His hand slid between them, his fingers dragging across the wetness that coated her thighs. Cheek pressed against the bed, Reyna shuddered. Need filled her head, drowning out everything else. All she could focus on was his hand. His mouth on her ear. His cock so tantalizingly close to her core.

      “I want you to scream my name.” His teeth skimmed along her ear as his deep voice caressed her very soul. “I want you to be a writhing mess when I’m done with you.”

      “Please,” she whispered.

      The weight of his body vanished. Cool air whipped across her back as his fingers dug into her skin. He lifted her hips from the bed, angling her toward him. With a guttural groan, he plunged inside of her. Her whole body went tight. She gasped, her hands fisting around the sheets.

      Tiny stars danced in her vision as he slowly rocked his hips back and then slid into her slick walls once more.

      “My god, Reyna.” His fingers dug into her flesh as he thrusted harder, his shaft filling her until his body collided with hers. “You have no idea what you to do me.”

      She had a pretty damn good idea because he was doing the exact same thing to her. Nothing had ever felt this good. Not even winning a battle could compare to this.

      Love soothed the frayed edges of her soul as their bodies came together. His thrusts grew faster and deeper. Her pleasure mounted until all she could do was hold on to the sheets and cry out as her climax ripped through her.

      He came seconds later, and the sound of his roar echoed into the night. They curled up on the bed, limbs tangled together, her head on his chest. Her heart still beating hard, she nuzzled in close and basked in the scent of him.

      Leather. Smoke. Steel. All the things she loved.

      “I suppose these are our new quarters now,” she said with a laugh full of lightness. So light she was shocked to hear it from herself.

      “Indeed,” he murmured with a low chuckle, dropping a gentle kiss on her forehead. “And you’ll be happy here in the Wood Court?”

      She let out a heavy breath. “You’re here.”

      “I mean it, Reyna.” He shifted so that he could gaze down at her with those midnight eyes. “I want you to be happy. This isn’t your kingdom. These aren’t your people. Hell, I’m not your king.”

      “It doesn’t have to be that way,” she said in a small voice. She’d been pondering over an idea these past few days. And she wasn’t sure how Lorcan would react to it.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m an ice fae, but that doesn’t mean I have to remain a part of the Ice Court. I could…join yours instead.”

      “Reyna.” He sat up, cradling her in his arms. He stared at her with an intensity that made her heart shake in her chest. Brushing her hair out of her eyes, he searched her face. “You can’t mean that. You love the ice.”

      “I love you more.”

      He sucked in a rattling breath. “You can’t mean that.”

      “I do.” She palmed his cheek, gazing up at him. Suddenly, she’d never been more certain of anything in her life. “I pledge fealty to you, Lorcan Rothach. I want to be by your side always. I want to join your kingdoms.”

      Light danced in his eyes when he smiled. “Not my kingdoms, Reyna. Ours.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you certain this is a good idea?” Reyna smoothed the soft material of Lorcan’s cloak along his shoulders before stepping back to take him in. One of the Wood Court’s seamstresses had fashioned him a new wardrobe, one fit for a dual king. He wore a new breastplate crafted from shadowsteel without a sigil stamped in the center. Instead, the steel had been beaten smooth, leaving behind a blank canvas as clear as a new summer’s day.

      His robe was a mixture of deep greens and blacks with swirls of leaves embroidered along the edges. On one shoulder, he wore a pendant of twisting antlers. On the other, he wore the crossed arrows sigil of the Wood Court. His new court. The one he had somehow conquered despite all odds. Only a few weeks ago, he’d been thought dead by everyone, including Reyna.

      And now, he was the most powerful fae in all of Tir Na Nog.

      “This is the best way for the realms to move forward,” Lorcan said, taking Reyna’s hands in his and holding them to his chest. His skin was warm, like always. His was the only kind of heat that Reyna liked. “We need the wood fae to unite behind me. Some of them will never do that unless I take that Seat of Power as mine. Besides, if I don’t take it, someone else will.”

      He had a point. As uneasy as it made her feel, Lorcan’s coronation was the only path forward. Not unless they wanted another fae to take his place on the throne. Unless, of course, they found someone worthy of the seat.

      “Would that be such a terrible thing?” she couldn’t help but ask. “Surely there is someone else out there. Another ruler who could be good and kind.”

      “I conquered their king, Reyna,” Lorcan said softly, his midnight eyes churning. “What kind of message does it send if I plop someone else on that throne? We’ve taken their realm. The shadow fae have left behind their lands to come here. I have no other choice if I want my people to survive.”

      “You already hold the Seat of Power, by killing the king.”

      “Not truly,” Lorcan murmured, tucking his finger beneath her chin. “Not in the way it counts. I need to go through with the coronation and say the vows. Otherwise, the power isn’t mine. I know you don’t like this, Reyna. But it’s what I have to do.”

      Reyna blew out a breath and nodded, her stomach twisting. “You’re right. I don’t know why I’m so on edge about it all.”

      Reyna had felt uneasy about the Wood Court from the moment she’d first stepped foot inside the Tower of Thorns, the home of the wood fae’s Seat of Power. There was something off about it. Something she could not quite name. Molt had been up to something, searching through Fomorian books. And he’d found something, though she didn’t know what. Not until she could find someone capable of translating the words.

      For now, she’d hidden the book away, just in case one of Molt’s followers went searching for it. She couldn’t risk it falling into the wrong hands.

      “Because after so many years of strife, it’s hard for you to imagine things going right for once.” Lorcan leaned forward and dropped a soft kiss onto her forehead. She leaned into him, breathing in the scent of leather, smoke, and steel. It settled over her like a comforting cloak. “So, what do you think? Am I ready?”

      He stepped back once again, and Reyna could not help but appreciate how the ensemble highlighted the strength in his arms and chest. His broad shoulders flared like wings on either side of him, and the light from the rising sun cast shadows around his sharp jawline. She’d never seen him look so strong, so sure of himself. So powerful.

      “You’re far more ready than I would ever be,” she said with a smile. “You look like a king.”

      “Good.” He grinned. “Because it seems I’m about to become one a second time.”

      Lorcan turned from her, strode across the silent, empty room, and knocked heavily on a thick wooden door. A moment later, it swung wide to reveal a half-empty throne room. Nollaig appeared in the doorway and motioned, with her gloved hand, for them to enter. Lorcan squared his shoulders and stepped forward.

      A hush fell across the room as he made his way toward the throne, Reyna trailing just behind him. They passed aisles dotted with subjects of the two realms, all decked out in their finest attire. Some were clearly wood fae with their emerald hair and matching eyes. Others were shadow fae Reyna recognized from Findius. Banners hung along the walls, flashing verdant hues through the dimly-lit space.

      Several guards stood clustered around the door that led outside into the courtyard. They were facing out instead of in, their swords raised before them. Reyna’s heart thumped. It was impossible to see past them, but she had a pretty good idea of what they were facing. Not every wood fae would be happy about Lorcan’s rise to power. Some would hate it. Rage would burn through their veins.

      And some had come here to try to stop it.

      Reyna continued down the carpet of grass that stretched across the floor. Flowers climbed the stone walls on twisted vines, transforming the hall into an enclosed forest. The throne itself was made up of gnarled branches and coiling vines that sprang from an ancient tree. Thorns grew like ivy around the base of it and stretched across the floor. One had to be careful not to step on them. A single pierce from those sharp, poisoned thorns, and a fae would never walk again.

      Lorcan reached the throne, and Reyna dropped back to join the others in the front row. Nollaig stepped up beside her, face hidden behind the heavy folds of her cloak. Dread whispered through her veins as she watched Lorcan kneel before Druid Aric, a shadow fae who had followed him from Findius. The druid wore a drab brown cloak, and his bare toes curled on the mossy ground. He held a crown in his hands, one never before worn by a fae.

      Brass-encased branches coiled around each other in a perfect circle, twisting together with black antlers, their pointed tips topped with emerald rubies. Another symbol of the joined courts. Another reminder that Lorcan’s vows would soon bind him to this place.

      The sight of it spiked fear into Reyna’s heart, a knife stab of darkness she hadn’t felt since the Ruin had fled her mind.

      The druid murmured the words of the coronation, ancient words kings had repeated for centuries. Lorcan repeated them, his voice a low murmur that echoed through the silent hall. When he was done, Druid Aric lowered the crown on top of Lorcan’s curling dark hair.

      The High King stood, gazing out at his subjects. Tension pounded through the room like a war drum. His eyes locked on hers, and a small smile tugged the corners of his lips. Despite her unease, Reyna could not help but smile back. There was so much hope there, so much determined need for a better life, a better world. And they would build it together.

      Slowly, Lorcan lowered himself to the throne.

      A boom shook the ground. Lorcan stumbled to the side, his eyes flaring wide. The druid caught him with one elbow just as a chunk of stone crashed down onto the dais.

      Reyna’s breath caught. The stone was the size of her head. If Lorcan had been standing there when it had fallen, he’d be dead.

      A murmur swept through the crowd. Several fae cried out in fear.

      Suddenly, the rumbling stopped. The ground went still.

      With a deep breath, Lorcan pulled out of the druid’s grip and brushed off his cloak, ridding himself of the dust that had fallen around him like mist. The druid shook his head, mumbling to himself. The crowd just stared.

      Finally, the druid raised his voice to be heard. “It seems our god has spoken. Never before have I seen such power bestowed upon a High King. Behold Lorcan Rothach, High King of the Shadow and Wood Courts. May his reign be everlasting.”

      Everlasting.

      Fear stabbed Reyna’s heart as the full truth of her reality slammed down around her. All this time, she’d never thought of Lorcan’s reign as everlasting. He’d never wanted to be king, nor had he ever expected to become one. It had fallen on him, unbidden. Unwelcome. She’d always thought it would be a temporary measure. He would take command for a time. Eventually, someone else would take charge.

      But who? There was no one else.

      Lorcan was the High King of two realms. His life would be forever altered.

      Pain squeezed her heart as memories flashed in her mind. Moments stolen beneath the stars, whispered promises that would never be fulfilled, hopes and shattered plans of a normal life with ice beneath their bare feet and smiles in their eyes.

      None of that would ever happen now.

      Was this how Lorcan had felt when he’d learned of her deal with Seelie?

      Pockets of cheers went up through the crowd. Mostly shadow fae. The wood fae were frowning. Reyna scanned the room, a new unease tumbling through her belly. Their eyes flashed. Fisted hands shook by their sides. These fae weren’t just unhappy. They were mad as hell.

      “Now!” a high-pitched voice shouted.

      The throne room exploded into chaos.
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          Reyna

        

      

    

    
      Reyna grabbed her ice glass dagger from the hilt she’d strapped to her thigh, hidden beneath the folds of her flowing silver gown. She whirled toward the shouts, her heart hammering. Several wood fae had whisked bows and arrows out from beneath their cloaks, and they were firing into the crowd. A ginger-haired female lifted her aim toward the dais, and a devilish smile twisted her lips.

      “Lorcan!” Reyna shouted, whirling toward him. He was so far out of her reach, and his gaze was locked on the door of the tower where the song of steel had built to a clamorous crescendo. The wood fae loosed her arrow. Reyna’s breath caught. Out of instinct, she lurched toward it, desperate to throw herself in its path, but she was too far away. The arrow whooshed right past her, straight toward Lorcan’s heart.

      Reyna screamed. His gaze suddenly jerked to the arrow. Cocking his head, he leaned to the side, dodging it like it was nothing more than a pesky fly. It slammed into the ancient tree behind him. Sap bubbled ominously from the hole, dripping down the bark like tears.

      Reyna’s heart shuddered with relief even as confusion clouded her head. How the hell had he managed that? Lorcan had never been able to dodge arrows in the past, and as far as she knew, she was the only Shieldmaiden he’d ever met. It took years of training. And she’d only ever met ice fae who could do it.

      Lorcan wasn’t an ice fae. He was the furthest thing from one he could get.

      No matter. He was alive, and that was the only thing that counted.

      Reyna shook off her unease and stalked toward the wood fae. They’d taken down a few of the shadow fae around them, but not enough to succeed. Guards were closing in tight around them, forcing them to surrender their weapons. With a growl, Reyna grabbed the arm of Lorcan’s would-be killer and wrenched her toward her.

      “You just tried to kill your High King,” Reyna said, anger pounding through her veins like acid.

      “He’s not my High King and never will be,” the wood fae spit back. “The exiled shadows are our enemies, and they should be yours, too, Princess Reyna Darragh. You know what he’s just done to us, don’t you? By taking that Seat of Power and joining our court with his, he’s exiled us, too. Everything that plagues him, plagues us.”

      Reyna’s heart shook. She hadn’t considered that. None of them had. Not that it mattered anymore. Thane would undo the exile as soon as he arrived with her father. “That’s where you’re mistaken. But even if you weren’t, you still committed treason.”

      The wood fae snorted. “I know who you are. And you are not above treason yourself. You act so high and mighty, but you’re just like the rest of us. Selfish. Willing to sacrifice your honor for what you want.”

      Reyna flinched. She dropped the wood fae’s arm and pressed her dagger against her throat. Leaning into her face, she hissed, “You know nothing about me.”

      “Go on then.” The wood fae closed her eyes, steeling herself. “You think it’s your duty to kill me. I can only hope one day you realize where your duty truly lies.”

      Reyna ground her teeth as she stared at the wood fae’s serene face. She did not look like someone who was afraid to die, and yet Reyna hesitated all the same. The other attacking wood fae had all been disarmed. The guards were dragging them away, waiting for Reyna to do her worst.

      “Princess Reyna.” Lorcan’s strong voice rang out in the silent hall. Everyone was watching her. She could feel a hundred eyes on the back of her neck. With a sharp intake of breath, she waited for his words. He’d order her to stand down, to escort this fae to the dungeons. Lorcan wasn’t one for cold-blooded assassination. It was what made him better than his father, better than Molt.

      Lorcan sighed. “Kill this fae immediately. She has committed treason during a time of celebration. Her life is forfeit.”

      Shock slammed into Reyna’s gut. She itched to turn and face him, to search his eyes for the truth. Surely he didn’t want her to do this. She was his lover. Not his executioner. She’d kill for him. Of course she would. She’d done it before. But something about this was different.

      With a deep breath, Reyna dragged her blade across the wood fae’s throat. The enemy collapsed to the ground in silence. Crimson fingers stretched across the carpet of grass. Reyna’s gut twisted as her trembling hand clutched her dagger. Several guards appeared beside her to carry the body away. To where, Reyna didn’t know. She didn’t care.

      She felt numb inside.

      The only thought in her mind was this: Lorcan had commanded her to execute someone in front of his court, and she had obeyed.

      It had been his first task as a dual king.
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        * * *

      

      Reyna paced in their shared quarters while she waited for Lorcan to arrive. He’d been busy with courtly business since his coronation that morning, and he’d barely spoken two words to her. The stunned low fae had been escorted out of the throne room, robbed of a celebratory feast. It was not a fantastic start to Lorcan’s combined reign over two kingdoms.

      She couldn’t help but think of the wood fae’s expression just before Reyna had sliced her blade across her neck. Silent acceptance. Resignation. But there had been something else there as well. A smug self-righteousness. Pointed words meant to burrow deep beneath Reyna’s skin.

      For so long, the Ruin had whispered similar things into her head. She was not the hero she wanted to be. She was the enemy. Reyna tossed her duty and honor into the wind to follow the follies of her heart. She’d sacrifice the world for one male. For her heart.

      Shuddering, Reyna strode toward the window and flung it wide open. She leaned over the parapet and breathed in the cloying scent of the forest. Wingallock swooped to her side and perched on her shoulder. He’d forgiven her so easily for sending him away. It was like it had never happened. If only fae could be as easy-to-forgive as owls. Just pour the water into the stream so that it might flow beneath the bridge. Instead, they piled it up on top of themselves until they drowned in it.

      “What do you reckon, Wingallock?” she whispered as she stared down the jagged cliff where the Tower of Thorns sat above the rest of the realm. “Are we past the worst of it? Is it only up from here?”

      Wingallock hooted. He wasn’t convinced they were out of the woods yet either. There was still Molt’s book, of course. Reyna had taken it from the throne room and hidden it away from prying eyes. She wanted to know what was between those pages, and she intended to find out. Lorcan wanted her to drop it and focus on their future instead of their past.

      But Reyna wasn’t convinced the past was behind them just yet, especially not after this day.

      The door creaked open. Reyna smiled and turned to find Lorcan pushing his way inside. He stopped short when he spotted her, as if surprised to find her here.

      “Long day?” she asked, smiling. “I suppose there’s a lot to learn about a new kingdom.”

      He pursed his lips and closed the door behind him, not meeting her eyes. “The wood fae operate differently than the shadow fae. Did you know they don’t use airgead here?”

      She nodded. “Yes, I learned that from Rhain.”

      Lorcan’s forehead wrinkled. “Rhain?”

      “Someone who helped me sneak into Molt’s army.” She took a step toward him. “Lorcan, are you alright? After what happened earlier? I know that’s not how you wanted to started your reign here.”

      He shrugged out of his cloak and hung it on a peg beside the door. He still wasn’t meeting her gaze, a fact that did little to calm the nerves in her belly. She’d been on pins and needles all day, desperate to speak with him about the attempted attack.

      “That was nothing,” he said as he reached for a goblet of wine tucked into a shelf that ran along the wall beside the hearth. “A few fae tried to cause problems and failed. You and the other guards stopped it easily enough.”

      She frowned. “I’m not a guard, Lorcan.”

      He poured the wine into a goblet and lifted it to his lips, his back still facing her. “You’re a Shieldmaiden. That’s close enough.”

      For some reason, his words stung. Reyna had always taken pride in being a Shieldmaiden, but something in the way he said it made it sound like an insult or a curse.

      Sighing, she strode toward him and wrapped her fingers around his arm. “Is there something wrong?”

      He sipped the wine, his body shuddering. “No. It has just been a very long day. There is so much to do. So many pieces to move into place so that every fae inside this kingdom can find peace and happiness. Not just the shadow fae, but the wood fae as well. It is going to take some time for this to work.”

      “Of course.” She stepped up close to him, resting her cheek against his back. The warmth of him seeped into her skin. “Is there anything I can do to help you? My father taught me a lot about what it means to rule a kingdom.”

      He stiffened, slowly extracted himself from her touch, and stepped away. “I have plenty of advisors. For now, I’d just like some sleep.”

      Reyna pressed her lips together, swallowing down the inexplicable hurt. “Of course.”

      Lorcan trailed over to the bed, dropping his armor and tunic onto the floor. The ridges along his chest flickered with strength, highlighted by the steady glow of the candlelight. When he climbed beneath the covers, Reyna slid in beside him. He shifted away from her. His back was rock hard and solid, like a wall.

      Her heart thumped. She ached to wrap her arms around him and pull him close. He was clearly run ragged. Something was bothering him, even if he refused to say what it was. He’d always confided in her before. He’d never shut her out like this, not even when she’d been a prisoner of his own father.

      This cold, aloof male before her was a stranger.

      Something must have happened. This morning, he had been himself. Light had sparked in his eyes, and that familiar smile curved his lips. He’d kissed her with a ferocity that made her toes curl. And now he couldn’t even bring himself to look into her eyes.

      What had happened? Had it just been that attack? He said it didn’t bother him, but maybe he was too afraid to admit that it did. After so long spent fighting, maybe he’d hoped his reign would start in peace.

      Maybe he was just hurting. Maybe a little sleep was all he needed.

      With a sigh, Reyna rolled onto her back and stared up at the vines crawling along the ceiling. Everything would look brighter at dawn.
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        * * *

      

      The throne suited Lorcan. Twisting vines and thorns spiralled around his cloaked form, his antler crow blending in, as if it were an extension of the throne. Reyna stood at the back of the Great Hall, watching him converse with the lords and ladies of his two courts.

      Two. Reyna could scarcely believe it. When she’d met Lorcan, he’d been a fellow warrior, like herself. A guard to the prince, tasked with keeping the peace…and his head down. Someone meant to blend in with the shadows. Now, he had been thrust into a position far more powerful than the prince he’d once served. Lorcan Rothach was the High King of two ancient courts.

      Nollaig edged up beside Reyna, her face hidden beneath the folds of her ebony cloak, as always. “You look troubled.”

      “That’s because I am troubled.” Reyna frowned as she watched her love converse with the lords. His lips were twisted into a strange, cruel smile she’d never before seen on him. He still did not seem like himself.

      “His Highness mentioned things have been strained between the two of you since the coronation.”

      Her frown deepened. “He told you that?”

      “He said you’re hung up on some book.” Nollaig’s cloak rustled around her face as she shifted toward Reyna. “In fact, he asked me to find it and get rid of it.”

      Reyna stiffened as a strange sense of unease slithered down her spine like a poisonous snake. “He asked you to get rid of Molt’s book? Don’t you think that’s a bit strange, Nollaig?”

      Nollaig shrugged. “His Highness thinks it’s odd you’re so fixated on finding a problem when none exists.”

      “Look at him.” Reyna inclined her head toward Lorcan. He lounged on the throne, his hands dangling off the thorny armrests. One leg was crossed over the other, and he’d pulled his hair back away from his face to accentuate the sharp tips of his ears. “Is that the same bastard boy you plucked from obscurity to become your perfect High King? Has he ever before looked smug? Like he thought he was better than all of them. All of us?”

      When dawn had arrived that morning, Lorcan had not returned to his old self as Reyna had hoped. He’d vanished from the bed before she awoke. When she’d turned to the door just as he was slithering out of their chambers, she’d called after him. He gave her a terse goodbye and nothing more. And she hadn’t seen him since, until now.

      Nollaig was silent for a long moment, and Reyna thought she might have actually gotten through to her. But she merely let out a tired sigh. “You both have been through a lot these past few weeks. It’s no wonder you’re struggling to adjust to this new world spread out before us.”

      “I’m not struggling to adjust, Nollaig,” Reyna said through gritted teeth. Irritation flared within her gut as she turned her attention back on Lorcan. It was no use trying to talk to Nollaig about this. Reyna had a lot of respect for the shadow fae and she appreciated her deep loyalty to her High King, but it meant that she had a veil across her eyes. Lorcan had changed. And Reyna was the only one who could see it.
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          Eislyn

        

      

    

    
      “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen the sky from anything other than a window.” Eislyn stood on the top step of the staircase that led down to the looming doors of Aotrom Palace. Through those doors, she would find the city of Tusail and the world beyond the gleaming golden walls. She hadn’t once left this palace since the Fomorians had captured her. Adrenaline pounded through her veins from anticipation.

      Emperor Lir Lothian cast her a sidelong glance. Things had been tense between them since he’d made the decision for them to go in search of answers. He was drawn to her. She was certain of it. But he was also wary. Eislyn Darragh might be the Namhaid, the one to end everything.

      And if she was, they would soon find out.

      After that…she shuddered to think what he might do.

      “Excited to fly?” he asked with a smile that lit up his bronze face.

      “Well, no.” Instinctively, she lifted her hand to her owl’s mouse-brown feathers, rustling them between their fingers. She still hadn’t named the strange bird. If she did, it would only confirm a truth she wanted to avoid…that he was her familiar. “I wish there were another way we could travel that didn’t mean I’d plummet to my death if you drop me.”

      She pointedly avoided peering at his flared black wings. They were darkness personified, and she ached to reach out and brush her fingers against the soft feathers. But he wouldn’t want her to touch him, especially not in front of so many Fomorian guards. If it were up to them, she’d be dead.

      The Namhaid could never get the chance to destroy the world.

      “I won’t drop you, Eislyn,” he said with mirth in his dark eyes. “This isn’t the first time I’ve flown with someone in my arms.”

      She stiffened. She didn’t want to think about Lir flying with his arms wrapped around someone else, even if it had been nothing. But had it been nothing? He’d never mentioned a paramour to her before, but that didn’t mean he’d never had one. He was a powerful emperor, after all. Extremely handsome. With a voice as smooth as velvet and a scent like spices and the sun.

      She wet her lips.

      Once their belongings were readied, and the crew had gathered in the palace entryway, Emperor Lir led the way out the doors. Eislyn gasped when the steady beams of the sun hit her face. Heat radiated through her, soothing her in a way she’d never once felt. Eislyn loved the snow of her homeland, but she’d never felt connected to it the way her sister did. Reyna’s bones were made of ice. Snow was threaded through her heart. Where dragons blew fire, Reyna breathed frost.

      Eislyn had always loved that about her sister. That passionate love for her elemental home. But she’d never felt the same tug to the frozen lands. Of course, she liked the north. But it was not her soul.

      So, the sun brought a smile onto her face. She shielded her eyes against the glow of it to gaze out at the city ahead. White stone buildings spread across the rocky hills, their orange roofs basking in the sun. The winding streets cut through the hubbub of the old part of town where high stone battlements rose above a rocky cliff that plunged down to the sea.

      “Why is it so warm here?” Reyna asked as they drifted through the palace courtyard. “Tusail is as far north as the Ice Court.”

      “Magic,” Lir said with a smile before opening his arms wide. “Come. It’s time for us to go.”

      Eislyn swallowed hard. This was the part she dreaded the most, besides the whole conversation with a terrifying, powerful god, of course. Taking a deep breath to steady herself, Eislyn stepped into Lir’s bare muscular chest and timidly wrapped her arms around his neck.

      He pulled her against him and pushed off the ground at once, without a word of warning. A squeal shot from her throat, and she buried her face in his chest. The scent of him filled her head, and an intoxicating thrill rushed from her head to her toes. It distracted her from the vanishing ground for a moment.

      Heart pounding, she slowly shifted her face so that her cheek pressed against his chest instead of her nose. The world blurred by them at an impossible speed, and her gut twisted over on itself.

      “I hate this,” she whispered.

      He chuckled. “I won’t drop you. Relax.”

      His velvet voice reverberated against her cheek. It still did little to calm her nerves.

      “How long will it take?” Eislyn asked as she watched the city vanish on the horizon over Emperor Lir’s impressive shoulder. His black wings beat heavily against the air, and her owl spun along beside them.

      “A few days,” Lir murmured into her ear. Even with the incessant wind whipping around their soaring bodies, Eislyn could hear the luscious texture of his voice, like whipped cream. “We’ll need to stop to camp twice. The Empire of Fomor is bigger than most fae believe. Your maps are wrong.”

      Eislyn blinked, surprised. “How much bigger?”

      “Bigger than your wildest dreams,” he said with a chuckle.

      A flush spread up her neck and into her cheeks. She almost smacked his arm out of instinct but caught herself just in time. If she let go, she’d tumble into the vast sky.

      The day passed too slowly for Eislyn’s liking. She yearned for the ground. The wind stung her cheeks, and the fear of death pounded against her skull until her clenched teeth gave her a blinding headache. Night couldn’t come soon enough. When darkness finally fell, she blew out a heavy sigh of relief.

      They touched down on a dirt road that wound through verdant meadows. The tall grass swayed toward a distant sea where the moonlight reflected across the still surface. From her guess, they’d flown far west, away from Tir Na Nog and the sea that separated her homeland from Fomor.

      Lir gently lowered Eislyn so that her feet touched the dirt-packed ground. His arms stayed cinched around her hips as his great wings flared wide like twin shadows. She wet her lips as she gazed up into his strong, square face, her heart pounding. His fellow warriors landed all around them, but Lir’s dark eyes stayed locked on hers. A sudden flush shot through her chest. What was he doing?

      And why didn’t she want him to stop?

      “In the past, when I’ve carried others,” he murmured, “they’ve lost their balance when returning to the ground. I want to make sure you don’t fall over. It would be a shame if you knocked your head against a rock and died before we reached Inishfall.”

      Anger rippled through her as she yanked away from him. “At least then I wouldn’t have to deal with you any longer.” She cast her gaze around. Grass sprang up like strands of hair off a scalp. “Besides, there aren’t any rocks.”

      His lips tipped up. “My mistake.”

      Eislyn was pretty certain that Lir never made any mistakes, not so long as he could help it. So, he was trying to threaten her again. She’d hoped they’d gotten past that, but it seemed he was back to his old tricks. With frustration burning in her veins, she watched the warriors set up camp for the night. Pallets were spread across the ground, a fire was lit, and two winged warriors vanished through the grass to hunt for food.

      “Come sit,” Lir said, patting the ground beside him. Eislyn glared at him. “You can pretend you don’t like the fire, but I know you do.”

      She narrowed her eyes. It was true. “I don’t like it as much as you think.”

      His eyes flashed with a wickedness that made her toes curl in her boots. “One of us is lying then.”

      “Well, it’s not me,” she sad hotly. “I can’t lie, remember? Or do you forget what fae are like, since all you ever do is fly across the Sea of Fomor to kill them?”

      Lir’s smile died, and his eyes burned with darkness. “The Namhaid can lie.”

      Blood pounded through Eislyn’s veins. Her voice was a whisper when she spoke. “Then it can’t be me.”

      “Have you ever tried to lie?” he asked quietly, the crackling fire almost drowning out his voice.

      She pressed her lips together. “I don’t know.”

      “You haven’t tried then.”

      “No, I truly don’t know,” she said, exasperation rising up inside of her and threatening to fill her eyes with tears. She hated this conversation. She hated this whole damn thing. It terrified her. The Namhaid. The destroyer of worlds. Their trip to visit the gods. Just as she had begun to feel as if she had strength inside her bones, she was thrust toward a fate she did not want.

      “How can you not know?” he asked.

      Her hands fisted. “Because I don’t remember more than half of my life.”

      “Ah.” He patted the ground beside him once again. “Come sit, Eislyn.”

      With a heavy sigh, she shuffled toward him and plopped onto the pallet beside him. She stared into the flames, wondering at the oranges and reds. Fire was unlike any other element in the world, even ice. It was vivid. It was powerful. It could sweep across the lands, destroying everything in its path.

      Eislyn turned her gaze toward the darkness beyond the camp. “Those waters. Is that the Muir Sea?”

      “Aye,” he said with a nod. “And far past the horizon, there’s another land. The realm of the dragon shifters. I’m sure you’ve read about them in your books.”

      “A little,” Eislyn admitted. “But our history doesn’t say much about them. Father knew one of the dragon shifters a long time ago, I think, but he rarely speaks of it. I’m not sure why.”

      “Their realm is often in turmoil, much like yours has been.” Lir sighed. “It seems most kingdoms and empires either fail or turn to war. Peace is such a foreign thing for most of this world.”

      Eislyn shifted toward him. “Except for the Empire of Fomor.”

      Lir smiled. “We haven’t always been at peace, Eislyn.”

      “You haven’t?”

      He shook his head. “Once, Fomor was made up of six kingdoms, just like Tir Na Nog. We all fought each other, constantly. Lords would rise up and kill kings. Kings would kill other kings. On and on and on it went.”

      Eislyn pulled her knees to her chest and hugged them tightly. “How did you stop it?”

      “We got tired of the fighting. Tired of the war. The kingdoms signed a treaty and came together as an empire. It took work. It wasn’t easy at first. Not everyone was on board with peace. That’s why Dagda decided to create a curse that would destroy any killer of a king. We have that here, too.”

      “Tir Na Nog will never do that,” Eislyn said with a sigh. “We might be able to get two courts to sign a treaty, but never all of them. No one will ever want to ally with the Shadow Court.”

      “The exiles.” Lir nodded. “Followers of Unseelie. I always wondered if one of them would become the Namhaid. It seems far more likely than an ice fae.”

      Eislyn stayed silent. She didn’t want to speak another word for fear of giving it all away. Her hidden thoughts. Her deepest fears about the true identity of the Namhaid. Reyna had fallen in love with a shadow fae. The Prince of Shadows, in fact. Eislyn’s heart thumped hard against her ribcage. Surely her sister couldn’t be the Namhaid. Reyna Darragh. It made little sense. Eislyn’s sister was stubborn and headstrong and fierce, but she was no host of evil.

      Could Lorcan have turned her into something else? No, that was impossible.

      After they feasted on some roast rabbit and potatoes, the warriors settled in for the night. Sleep came quickly. Exhaustion tugged on Eislyn’s eyelids, dragging her down into darkness. When she awoke, it was with a start. Her heart pounded in her ears as flashes of pain rippled through her chest. She’d been having a dream again. The terror felt real, even though the images in her mind quickly faded.

      Blinking her eyes, she gazed around. Lir was spread on the ground beside her, dead to the world. The rest of the warriors were asleep, including the guard on watch by the fire. His chin rested against his chest, and a sliver of drool dripped down his chin.

      A slow realization swept through her. This camp was out in the open. Danger didn’t lurk in the shadows. Moonlight splashed onto the ground, illuminating the fields. All the warriors were asleep. If there was ever a chance to escape, this was it. And it might be the only chance she ever got.

      Heart thudding as loud as a drum, Eislyn slowly stood, careful not to make any noise. Their quest loomed large before her, like a monster’s shadow, threatening to swallow her whole. If they made it to the birthplace of the gods, Lir would ask a question she did not think she wanted answered.

      Was she the Namhaid? If she was, they would kill her. No matter how much he tried to protect her, it would only be a matter of time before his warriors turned their weapons against her. If she would be the one to destroy the world, they couldn’t let her live.

      And if she wasn’t the Namhaid, the Fomorians would attack her homeland before the next Beltane. They’d find their enemy, no matter what it took.

      Her heart thumped hard. What if the Namhaid was Reyna? It might seem impossible, but the pieces fit. What if the gods told the Fomorians it was her? What would they do then?

      They would kill Reyna Darragh.

      Eislyn couldn’t let that happen.

      Sucking in a deep breath, she tiptoed past the smoldering remains of the fire and vanished into the darkness. She glanced up at the sky, letting the stars guide her way. She needed to go east, back to the coast. Somehow, she’d have to find a ship. She had no idea how, but that didn’t matter right now. All that mattered was getting far enough away and finding some shelter to hide in before the Fomorians woke. As soon as dawn shot pink across the horizon, Lir would take to the skies and try to find her.

      An immense, winged figure landed heavily before her. His dark feathers flashed beneath the moonlight, and so did his sword. Eislyn’s heart stopped as she stumbled back. She fisted her hands, tears in her eyes. With a muttered scream, she whirled on her feet and ran.

      His strong hands caught her arms before she even made it five feet. He yanked her back and pulled her against his chest, rage burning in his dark eyes.

      “Did you truly believe you could run from me?” Lir hissed into her face.

      She stiffened. “You were asleep.”

      “We have a bond,” he growled. “You are my wife. As soon as you left my side, the magic jolted me awake.”

      “Oh.” She hadn’t known that would happen. “I thought it only stopped me from leaving the building you’re inside of.”

      “It stops us from parting,” he said with a sigh, frowning as he glanced over his shoulder at the camp. He slid his sword into the sheathe on his back. Had he really planned to use that against her? “You can’t do things like this. It will make the others angry. You’re lucky you didn’t wake them.”

      “Because they want me dead,” she whispered, her body beginning to tremble. “Tell me the truth. They want to kill me, don’t they?”

      His gaze softened. “I’ve managed to convince them that we should give this quest a chance because you’re willing to give it a try, too. If they think you want to escape, they’ll assume the worst.”

      They’ll assume I’m the Namhaid.

      “I don’t want to do this, Lir,” she whispered fiercely. “What happens if they’re right? What if the gods tell us that I’m the one? What then? They’ll no longer have any reason to hold back. They’ll kill me as soon as they get the chance.”

      Lir released his grip on her arms. “Then, we’ll return to the palace, and you’ll stay there for the rest of your life. As long as we’re bonded, you can’t leave.”

      “And that will be enough?” she asked. “All the Fomorians will accept that?”

      His eyes flashed as he took a step back. “Of course they will. I’m the Emperor of Fomor, and they will fall in line.”

      Eislyn’s lips twisted into a strained smile. “One of us is lying again. And this time, it isn’t me.”
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          Reyna

        

      

    

    
      “Your father will be here in two days,” Lorcan said gruffly from behind her. She stiffened at her place along the table in the empty Great Hall. Lorcan had barely spoken a word to her all day. In truth, she hadn’t expected to see him until bed once more, just like the previous night. Whatever he was going through wasn’t over yet.

      She patted the seat beside her. Reyna had decided to dine by herself. The Great Hall had not been used feasting as of yet, not since they’d arrived in the capital. She’d heard word that Lorcan wanted to wait until after the treaty had been signed. But she’d left out a plate for him anyway, just in case he decided to join her.

      “I won’t be dining,” he said quietly, but he settled onto the seat beside her all the same, bracing his forearms on the table. His fisted hands were tense.

      “You need to eat.”

      “I have some things I need to attend to this evening.”

      “Like lounging on the throne?” she said, arching a brow as she risked a glance at his face. The familiar, handsome, chiseled lines were all hardened into stone.

      “You’re referring to court this morning.”

      “Of course I am. You looked mighty comfortable playing the part of a smug High King.” She couldn’t stop the words from pouring out of her mouth. She’d never been particularly good at biting her tongue, and she’d struggled all day with the urge to storm up to him, shove a finger into his chest, and demand to know what the hell was going on with him.

      Where was her gruff, mischievous warrior?

      Lorcan chuckled. “I have to present an image to the kingdoms or they will not take me seriously. There has been a lot of king killings lately. I wouldn’t want anyone to get any grand ideas into their little heads.”

      “You speak as though you weren’t involved in both those king killings,” she said hotly, and then immediately regretted her words. Nollaig had been the one to kill Bolg Rothach and for good reason. And if Reyna had been given the choice, she would have stabbed Ulaid Molt in the chest herself. “And anyway, I don’t think most fae would be brave or foolish enough to risk the curse.”

      “Ah, the curse.” Lorcan shook his head, his brows pinched. “I daresay the threat of the king killing curse doesn’t hold as much weight as it once did. Three king murders in the past fifty years and what? Sloane Selkirk withered away over several decades. Nollaig is the same as she has always been. And I’m the High King of two courts.”

      Reyna frowned. “You don’t believe in the curse?”

      “Maybe it doesn’t exist. And if I doubt it exists, others do as well.”

      Dread washed down her spine. He was right. She’d scarcely taken the curse seriously herself. If a bolt of lightning slammed down from the skies, sent by the gods, the fae might take it seriously. But it almost seemed as if nothing happened at all. Sloane’s fate could be tied to many things. His destruction might have been his own damn fault all this time.

      But even as a new bolt of unease slammed into her gut, warmth and hope flooded through her, washing it away. There might be danger ahead. They might not be out of the woods yet. But Lorcan was finally speaking to her again.

      “Is this what’s been troubling you?” she asked, popping a berry into her mouth. “You know you don’t have to hide your worries from me, Lorcan. You can speak to me about anything.”

      His eyes shuttered, and he twisted away. “Nothing is troubling me at all.”

      Her heart flipped. She shouldn’t have mentioned anything. It had only set him on edge again. If he was going to talk to her about whatever was going on, it would have to be on his terms. She pushed the plate toward him. “Stay and eat with me. I had the servants put together a plate of all your favorite—”

      He stood from the table. The chair scraped against the stone floor, releasing a screech that cut through the conversation like a knife. “I have something I need to do. I’ll likely be quite late. Don’t wait up on me.”

      Lorcan strode out of the Great Hall, his cloak billowing behind him like an emerald cloud. Reyna stared after him, her hope shattered like ice glass. As soon as he vanished through the doorway, she pushed up from the table and followed after him. If he wouldn’t tell her what was wrong, she’d find out herself. It was enough to transform him into someone she didn’t even recognize as Lorcan Rothach, which meant it was far worse than he wanted her to know.

      And so she followed him, her feet like mice against the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Lorcan returned to the throne room and settled into his Seat of Power. Reyna watched from behind a pillar, her breath steady in her lungs. He dropped back his head to gaze up at the ceiling. The branches disappeared into the stone above where they grew through each floor of the tower, sprouting through the roof and into the sky.

      He sighed and closed his eyes. Reyna frowned. This was what he had to attend to? This was his urgent business?

      After several long moments of brutal silence, Lorcan’s hand drifted toward the table on his right, the one that had once held all of Molt’s notes and books. Nothing more than a chalice of wine sat there now. Lorcan took it and drank deeply, downing the contents in a single swig.

      Her frown deepened. Ever since his coronation, he hadn’t stop drinking that damn wine as if it were made of water itself. Hopelessness settled over her, heavy and dark.

      Suddenly, he pushed up from the throne and strode through a door at the back, leading to the ground floor of the tower. She waited until his footsteps began to fade, and then flew from the shadows to follow after him.

      When she reached the doorframe, she poked one eye around the corner. Her heart raced; her palms were sweaty. Lorcan hovered outside of an open doorway, his fists clenched by his sides. Reyna frowned. If she were right, that was Molt’s study.

      Lorcan pushed inside.

      Reyna tiptoed after him, holding her breath tight in her throat. She whispered down the corridor, as silent as a mouse. When she reached the door to Molt’s study, she pressed her back against the wall and waited, listening.

      “Where the hell is it?” Lorcan growled.

      Goosebumps shimmered across her skin as she heard something clatter to the floor. Who the hell was he shouting out? Should she rush in there and stop this? Or would that only make things worse?

      “It has to be here somewhere,” he muttered.

      Glass crashed onto the floor.

      Steeling herself, Reyna peeked around the edge of the doorframe before jerking her head back to the wall. Lorcan was alone in there. He was only shouting at himself.

      Or something in his head.

      And he was searching for something in the midst of all Molt’s books.

      “Where would she have hidden it?” he grumbled. “Think, Lorcan, think!”

      All the blood drained from her face. At once, she understood what he was doing here. He wanted the book, the one he kept pleading with her to forget.

      “Molt’s book is unimportant,” he’d said to her. “You need to move on from it. There aren’t any conspiracies, Reyna. It’s just a book. Forget about it. There’s nothing in it.”

      He’d said all those things and more, and here he was, ripping apart Molt’s study trying to find it. Did he really think she’d hide it somewhere so obvious?

      It isn’t as though he’s in his right mind, she thought grimly. Something had been off. She’d felt it deep in her soul. Ever since the coronation, he’d been different.

      Did that have something to do with it? Had he changed because of the coronation? Had some sort of dark magic been released that day?

      It wasn’t impossible. And clearly, there was something about it in Molt’s book.

      Taking a deep breath, Reyna took one last furtive glance around the corner. Lorcan still raged through the study, ripping shelves off the wall and throwing books onto the floor. The room no longer looked like a study. It looked like the remnants of a war.

      Reyna’s heart ached. She had no idea what had happened to him, but she had to fix this. Ulaid Molt had left behind a legacy, and this was it. She should have seen it coming.
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        * * *

      

      “Would you like some wine?” Lorcan lifted the lid from a crystal decanter and poured the deep crimson liquid into one of the two chalices set out before him. “This has been imported from the Empire of Fomor.”

      “I’d rather have this discussion sober,” Reyna replied from where she leaned up against the curving wall. After Lorcan’s hasty search through Molt’s study, she’d followed him up to their quarters at the top of the tower. Their great luxurious bed squatted in the center of the room, built into the tree that grew through the entirety of the tower itself. Moss spread across the floor, dotted with new red and golden flowers in full bloom.

      It was beautiful, but Reyna hated it. She yearned to sink her toes into snow, and to breathe in the fresh, biting morning frost. Instead, a cloying heat followed her wherever she went, along with dread.

      Frowning, Lorcan turned to her with raised eyebrows, his chalice halfway to his lips. “What discussion?”

      “Something is wrong,” she said tightly. “It’s been wrong ever since we got here. Because of that book.”

      Lorcan let out a heavy sigh and tipped the crimson liquid into his open mouth. “Not this again. It’s just a book, Reyna. A book and some old parchment. None of it means anything. The wood king is dead. The Ruin is gone. We won. Your father will be here any day now, along with Thane. We’ll all sign the treaty and unite our courts once and for all.”

      So, then why were you trying to find it?

      “All of that is true,” she said, pushing away from the wall. “But it’s also true that something has changed. You’ve changed. You’re not acting like yourself toward anyone but especially not toward me. We haven’t made love since the first night we got here.”

      It had only been a week, but there was something so strange in it all. They’d spent so long apart that she’d wanted nothing more than to lose days wrapped up in his arms. And Lorcan had no interest in intimacy at all. They’d shared a bed each night, but not once had he reached out to touch her skin.

      Lorcan turned away, and a knife stabbed her heart. The warrior she had fallen in love with would never turn his back on her like this. “Have you ever considered that it isn’t me, Reyna? That maybe it’s you instead? You’re so focused on finding something to fight against that you can’t see who’s standing right in front of you?”

      Reyna’s hands fisted, and she fought the tears that threatened to fill her eyes. “I see who’s standing right in front of me, and I don’t recognize him at all.”

      He whirled on her then, his eyes flashing with an anger that he’d never directed at her before. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I have changed, because the world has changed. I’ve had to adapt. I’ve had to step up and lead.” He took a step toward her, growling. “And all you’ve done is stay the same, stuck in your little world. So, yes, you’re right. There is a problem here, Reyna, but it’s not me. It’s you.”

      Her heart jolted in her chest, flickers of pain building to a roar of fire. Shaking her head, she turned away from him so that he wouldn’t see the fresh tears springing into her eyes. Something was wrong. She’d known it before, but she was even more certain now.

      Lorcan Rothach would never speak to her this way.

      He stepped up behind her, and the pulsing hum of his shadow magic pounded against her back. Potent, vicious, cruel. His hand cupped the back of her neck, and his fingers brushed against the delicate skin around her throat. Her heart thundered, though it was not from desire for once. Lorcan had touched her a hundred times by now, but it had never once felt like this.

      Wrong.

      “Reyna,” he murmured, stepping closer so that his lips brushed against the tips of her curved ears. “Where did you hide Molt’s book?”

      She spun out of his embrace, whirling on him. Everything within her clenched tight from a pain almost too great for her to bear. She’d given her heart and soul to this male…no, that wasn’t right. This was not who she’d given her heart to. Lorcan was slowly becoming something else.

      “Why do you want the book so badly?” she asked in a voice as icy as her heart. “I thought you told me to stop worrying about it. You told me to forget about it and move on.”

      “I did.” He advanced toward her, his familiar midnight eyes flashing with an emotion she didn’t recognize. “Which is why I find it so concerning that it’s gone missing. Someone took it. I can’t imagine that someone would be anyone but you.”

      “So what if I took it?” She cast her gaze at the open door. It was only a few steps away, but Lorcan blocked her escape.

      His lip curled back in a snarl. “Because I ordered you to forget about it.”

      She choked out a strained laugh. “You ordered me?”

      Lorcan slammed her against the wall and braced both hands on the smooth stone on either side of her head. He leaned forward, his entire body brimming with barely-contained rage. The scent of him surrounded her, but it wasn’t leather, smoke, and steel, the scent she’d dreamed of all those weeks they’d spent apart. It was something else. Ozone, iron, death.

      “Give me back the book, Princess Reyna,” he hissed into her mouth. The scent of the iron burned her nostrils, and a horrible, twisted realization stormed through her. Her eyes flicked to the chalice. The red wine gleamed beneath the flickering candlelight.

      It wasn’t wine at all. Reyna had memorized that scent. She’d spent too much time on battlefields to ever forget it. The chalice didn’t hold wine. It was blood.

      The shock of it all hit her like a weighted fist. Her mouth dropped open, and a strangled gasp escaped from her parted lips. She’d known something was wrong with Lorcan. She’d sensed a shift in him. Something dark. Something cruel. But she had never once suspected this.

      “What has this place done to you?” she whispered, the unbidden tears streaming down her cheeks.

      He leaned so close that his nose brushed against her damp skin. Shuddering, she tried to pull away, but she had no place to go, not so long as he kept her trapped here. “I have become what I was always meant to be, and you, Princess Reyna, will not stand in my way any longer.”

      She braced herself for the impact, for a knife in her gut or in her heart. But instead of death, freedom came. The weight of his body vanished as he stepped away from her. His eyes churned with hatred, and his jaw clenched hard. Shaking his head, he pointed at his open door. “Leave. Get out of here.”

      Her veins filled with ice. “You want me to move to different quarters?”

      “No,” he growled. “Leave Murias. Leave the Wood Court. Go home, Reyna. If you don’t, I can’t promise you that I won’t end up draining the blood from your veins until there is nothing left of you.”

      She stared at him in horror, the male she loved. Never in her worst nightmares had she imagined that he would be the one to break her into a million pieces, that he would one day threaten to take her life.

      “Please tell me what’s happened to you,” she whispered through the tears. “I know you’re in there somewhere. I can see it in your eyes, even if it’s hidden beneath shadows thicker than the mists. Just tell me what I need to do to help you, and I will. Lorcan…I…”

      “Get out,” he said through gritted teeth, soft as a whisper, before he rose his voice to a shout. “Get out of here now, Reyna!”

      Shaking her head, she stumbled back toward the open door. The world slowed to an excruciating stop as she stared into his eyes. Reyna hadn’t been lying. Lorcan was in there. In the soft specks of brown mixed in with the impenetrable darkness. But he was fading fast. Something else was taking over his mind, and there was nothing she could do to stop it.

      At least not here.

      “I will find a way to save you,” she whispered before turning on her heels and racing down the corridor. She flew past courtiers, lords and ladies clinking chalices and dancing beneath the moonlight streaming in through the windows. Reyna’s stomach turned as she ran. Was that wine in their chalices? Or had they turned to blood as well? Were they the reason Lorcan had drank it in the first place?

      No.

      It had to be more than that. He would never succumb to that kind of pressure. He would never drink blood to play the games of court. Lorcan had never even wanted power to begin with. Something else had made him do this, and Reyna was determined to find out what.

      Reyna flew through the corridors and raced out into the courtyard beyond the tower. Just along the edge, there was a grove of ancient trees whose trunks were wider than she was tall. With a deep breath, she plunged into the trees and slid before a small hole that creatures had burrowed into the base of the oldest and largest of them all. She dipped her hand inside and pulled out the book.

      She clutched it to her chest, her heart hammering. Whatever was happening to Lorcan had something to do with whatever was in this book. Reyna was certain of it, in a bone-deep way she could not ignore. The only problem was, she couldn’t read the damn thing herself. It was all written in the ancient language of the Fomorians, and she only knew a few important words.

      Nollaig might be able to translate some of it, but she’d taken her king’s side. There was only one other person Reyna could think of, someone who was part-Fomorian himself. It was still a long shot. Even if he did know the language, there was no guarantee he’d be willing to tell her what it said.

      Still, Reyna didn’t have any other choice. This place had turned Lorcan into someone he was not. She had to get him back. She had to remind him of who he was. If she didn’t, if he kept drinking this blood, she might lose him to Unseelie forever.

      The cruel dark god was trying to take him away from her. And she would never let that happen.
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      Lorcan struggled to remember why he had hated Ulaid Molt. The former High King of the Wood Court had done so much for his people. He’d transformed their lives. The Wood Court was far richer than Lorcan had ever realized. The cities were prosperous. Trade was booming. Even the poorest low fae wanted for nothing.

      Yes, there was the pesky blood issue. Molt had killed a few of his loyal followers over the years. More than a few, actually. But the blood had given him power beyond imagination. Without it, Molt never would have been able to give the wood fae what they’d needed to survive.

      It was just blood, after all.

      Every great ruler sacrificed something. A few lives were nothing compared to the many he had saved.

      Lorcan took another sip of the blood in his chalice. The first time he’d tried it, he’d almost gagged it back up. Now, it almost tasted sweet. Sometimes, his stomach twisted in on itself, craving more.

      Nollaig suddenly bustled into the room. A flash of irritation went through his gut as he put down the chalice and stepped in front of it. He was doing nothing wrong, of course, but he knew the shadow fae wouldn’t approve. Eventually, he would have to replace her. She’d been against Unseelie from the start.

      So had he.

      But things had changed. It was as if a veil had finally been lifted from before his eyes. He saw everything clearly for the first time in his life.

      “You called for me, Your Highness?” There was an eagerness in her voice that almost made him laugh. So pathetic. She would do anything to please him. He bet she’d even prostrate herself before him if he asked. Hell, she’d probably lie back and spread her legs.

      “Princess Reyna Darragh has been banished,” he said with a smile. “She committed treason against this court, and I refuse to allow her to cause any more chaos than she already has.”

      “W-w-what?” Nollaig took a step back. “You banished Reyna?”

      Another flash of irritation went through him. He understood her shock. Before the fog had cleared from his head, he’d been truly, madly, deeply in love with the ice princess. It was laughable now. Her? And him?

      “She committed treason. I cannot allow that to stand.”

      Nollaig stood eerily still for a moment before she finally spoke. “What treason did she commit, Your Highness?”

      “She has been plotting against me,” he said. “And she stole Molt’s book when she ran. She will use it against me somehow. I need you to go after her, get the book, and kill her so that she can never return to the Tower of Thorns and fulfill her plot.”

      “You want me to kill Reyna Darragh,” Nollaig said quietly.

      “Is that a problem?” Lorcan asked. “Or should I find someone else to do it for me?”

      Nollaig cleared her throat. “You know I am loyal to you and will do whatever you command. I’ll go after Reyna.”

      “Good. Be sure you don’t fail.”

      As Nollaig drifted out of the room, his vision blurred. He gasped, clutching his throat as a bubbling nausea clawed its way up. Gritting his teeth, he tried to push the feeling away. He knew what it was, or who it is. And he couldn’t let him get control.

      Suddenly, his vision cleared. Lorcan grasped the table and sucked in great gasps of air. He choked out a call to Nollaig, desperate to bring her back. But nothing came out. Shuddering, he took a step toward the door but tumbled forward, his face slamming against the wood. Blood spurted from his nose.

      Groaning, he rolled onto his back and stared up at the vines that twisted overhead, spiralling across the domed ceiling. His heart was heavy in his chest. He tried to move, to stand up, to do anything, but he couldn’t. The magic wouldn’t let him.

      He’d managed to get control of himself, to push the curse down where it liked to keep him locked up tight, but he knew it wouldn’t last. It was too strong, far stronger than he was. For all his life, Lorcan had thought he knew magic. Those beautiful shadows would come to him when he needed them the most, curling around his body like writhing snakes.

      But this was something else. Something far beyond anything he’d ever crafted himself.

      “I have to get control,” he hissed through clenched teeth, body bucking on the floor. “For Reyna.”

      He thought of her face, those wide silver eyes, the fire he saw inside of her. Even though the magic had pushed Lorcan down out of sight, he’d seen and heard everything that had happened since the curse had taken control of him. She’d been so hurt. So angry. If he’d been anyone else, she would have stabbed him in the heart.

      Footsteps thudded in the corridor outside. Lorcan jerked his head toward the door, hope lifting his chest. If someone found him like this, if Nollaig had come back, she’d see that he wasn’t okay at all. She would understand at once that something had happened to him. He might not be able to tell her. He seemed to have lost the ability to speak. But he would make her understand.

      And she could go tell Reyna.

      The curse slammed into his skull, knocking him back, forcing him away from the edges of his consciousness. Growling, he fought against it, desperate to stay in control. But it was too strong. It pushed and pushed until he slipped, plunging back into the darkness.

      When Nollaig pushed inside his quarters, Lorcan stood calmly and quietly beside his table, wine glass in hand. She frowned as he took a sip. “Is everything alright? I thought I heard something.”

      He stretched his lips into a smile, chuckling as the fae he’d once been screamed at him to stop. The Pathetic One actually thought he could regain control. What an idiot. “Everything is fine. Now, I gave you an order. Kill Reyna Darragh.”
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      The dense woods were as silent as the dead of winter. As she pushed through a tangled patch of briars, several thorns scraped along her bare arms. Blood burst along the path of the wound, fresh and bright, like the crimson liquid she’d seen Lorcan drinking in the Tower of Thorns.

      Frustration tore through her like a storm. It wasn’t the pain. It wasn’t even the blood. It was the fresh reminder that her love had banished her from his side.

      “Lorcan would never do that,” she muttered to herself as she tore off a scrap of her linen tunic. Because he wouldn’t, and she couldn’t forget the truth. The look on his face when he’d learned of her deal with Seelie, when she’d given up a normal life with him for the magic that would save the world from the Ruin…he’d been devastated by the idea that they couldn’t spend the rest of their lives side by side.

      He would never do this.

      But knowing that did little to dull the sharp pain that had been flickering in her heart as she ran.

      With a heavy sigh, she stumbled back onto the skinny path that twisted through the depths of the forest. Eventually, it would lead her to Craobhan, but it would take days. Her feet ached almost as much as her heart, and she hadn’t eaten since fleeing Murias. Night was drawing in, and as Wingallock swooped down to perch on her shoulder, she admitted to herself that it might be time for a break.

      She continued forward until she found a small clearing off the edge of the road. In the Before Times, when all the kingdoms had been at war, she never would have set up camp so close to a road, but things were different now. No longer did she roam through enemy territory. If any fae passed her by, they would not be out for blood. Most likely. The wood fae who had attacked the throne room during the coronation had been dealt with. The realm had been at peace ever since.

      Reyna had nothing to fear.

      So, why did she still feel so on edge?

      Lorcan’s words echoed in her ears, from before he’d transformed into a twisted version of himself. You can’t relax. You want something to be wrong. You can’t accept that we’ve won.

      It was all true. But that didn’t mean that everything was right.

      Reyna crunched through the underbrush and squatted beneath the canopy of trees. Her stomach growled as she glanced around, wishing she’d brought a pack of supplies along with her. “What do you reckon, Wingallock?”

      Her familiar hooted softly into her ear and then took off through the trees, his white wings flared wide. She smiled fondly at her owl. He knew she was hungry, same as he. He’d hunt for some mice while she got a fire started.

      As she threw some sticks together and got the flame growing, something silver and shining caught the corner of her eye. She twisted toward it, frowning. Was Wingallock back already? That was fast.

      “What?” Her jaw dropped open when her eyes landed on a very familiar cloak hanging from a branch just along the edge of the clearing. Heart hammering, she pushed up from the ground and stared at it like it was a ghost.

      “It can’t be,” she whispered, reaching down to her belt to grab her ice dagger. It was her mother’s hoarfrost cloak, the one Reyna had inherited after she’d died. It had been months since she’d seen that cloak. She couldn’t even be certain where she saw it last. In the Air Court, perhaps, before she’d been stolen away to the Shadow Court.

      Reyna thought it had been long lost, that she’d never see it again.

      An eerie chill danced down her spine. How the hell had it ended up here? A deep, aching part of her begged to reach out, to feel the soft material slip through her shaking fingers. This had been her mother’s cloak. Just like the ice glass ring she wore on a chain around her neck, it felt like one of the only connections Reyna had to her mother. It was like an anchor, holding her steady amidst all the storms that had blown her way. It reminded her of who she was and where she’d come from.

      It reminded of her why she fought so hard to survive.

      Chills sweeping along her arms, Reyna took an unsteady step toward the cloak. It rippled in a light wind, the black-and-silver shimmering like the moon. She’d lost this cloak twice now. And it always came back.

      “Mother,” Reyna whispered, tilting her face up to a sky blocked by the dense canopy. “Are you out there somehow? Are you watching me?”

      Or was she slowly losing her mind, just like Lorcan?

      With trembling fingers, Reyna slipped the cloak off the branch and pulled it around her shoulders. The scent of frost filled her head, taking her back to home. The ice, the snow, the looming mountains drenched in silver light. Her soul ached for it, even now. After all this time, the cold called for her bones.

      Sucking in a breath through flared nostrils, she returned to the fire. She sank onto the ground and stared into the flames. She hated the way they hissed and curled their heat into the night air. There was something so wrong about it. She’d always felt strange around fire, but she’d never quite understood why. For a long time, she thought it was just because she’d been born of the ice, but Eislyn didn’t seem to have a problem with flames. Only Reyna did. And now with her mother’s cloak pulled tightly around her body, that strange sense of wrong permeated the clearing like a dense mist.

      And here she’d thought she’d left the mists behind.

      A crack sounded in the forest, and Reyna leapt to her feet by deep-seated instinct. Her dagger was in her hand before she even thought to grab it, and a low whistle emanated from her throat. Wingallock darted through the trees and settled on her shoulder, digging his talons into her skin.

      “Did you see anything?” she whispered to him.

      The owl nuzzled her cheek, his beak pressing into her skin just once. The signal for no. Her familiar could not speak, but they’d learned long ago how to communicate.

      Reyna’s heart tripped in her chest as she slowly crept forward. The fire blazed behind her, and she knew that no matter how quiet she might be now, if anyone was out there, they’d already seen her. She gripped her dagger tighter as fear robbed her breath. Perhaps she’d been wrong to assume enemies no longer lurked in the shadows.

      A shadow fae slithered out of the woods. She thought he was a shadow fae, at least. His long dark hair curtained a face full of menace and scorn. He wore shadowsteel armor stamped with the antler sigil, and his eyes were pools of black. His grin spread wide, revealing two rows of stained, crimson teeth.

      Her heart jolted. The shadow fae had been drinking blood.

      Just like Lorcan.

      “You’re the High King’s whore,” the shadow fae hissed as he darted closer. He moved so fast that he was nothing more than a smudge of grey.

      Still, she managed to track him. He cut through the trees and then darted toward her from behind. She whirled toward him, her dagger raised. Her breath fogged before her like frost. “Call me a whore again, and I’ll slice off your tongue.”

      The shadow fae snickered, and his eyes glanced off to the side. Another crack sounded behind her. She didn’t have to turn to know there were two others entering the clearing, and both were in the same state as this shadow fae. Blood-crazed, angry. And maybe hungry.

      Her mind whirled as she tensed her body for an attack. These shadow fae were drinking blood, too. Had the kingdom somehow found out about Lorcan’s new taste for it, and they were copying him? Falling in line? That seemed impossible. She’d not heard word of it herself. But what were the odds that others would have turned to darkness like this? The shadow fae had fought so hard to survive. For decades. And only a few had ever chosen to follow Unseelie to madness.

      Why would they choose it now?

      It made no sense at all. Nothing about any of this did.

      It was that damn book. There was something in it.

      “Your blood must taste so sweet,” the shadow fae said as he inched closer, his body like a coiled spring, poised to launch into the air. “If the High King likes you, then you must be grand. How does he drink it? From your neck? Or from your wrist?”

      “The High King doesn’t drink my damn blood,” she snapped, gripping her dagger tighter. “Now, get the hell away from me. Go back to your little hidey hole, or wherever it is you came from. I don’t want to kill you, but I will if you don’t leave me in peace.”

      It was true. She didn’t want to kill them, but they were likely too far gone to head her warning. Their pupils were so large that there was barely anything else to their eyes. They hunched over like wild animals, their long fingernails coated in dirt. How much blood had they drank to transform as quickly as this?

      She didn’t have long to wonder at it. The shadow fae leapt toward her, his teeth bared. With a grunt, Reyna dodged to the side and hissed at Wingallock to take flight. She whirled behind the shadow fae as he caught his balance. Her arm whistled through the air as she plunged the dagger into the back of his neck. Bones crunched; blood splattered her face. The shadow fae’s eyes rolled into the back of his head. Nostrils flared, Reyna yanked the dagger out of his flesh and watched him crumple onto the leaf-strewn ground.

      Slowly, she raised her eyes toward the two silent shadow fae watching her from the nebulous woods. A male and a female, both wearing plain linen clothes, like those worn inside of Findius. The grey garments were faded with holes rubbed through the knees. Reyna’s heart slammed against her ribcage. While the fae she’d just fought had been a warrior, these two were low fae. Citizens of Findius. The very people she’d fought so hard to save.

      “Run. Get out of here.” She waved her dagger at them. “I don’t want to fight you.”

      The two shadow fae blinked at her. And then they turned to each other and laughed. The female slithered forward. Her dark hair was shorn close to her scalp, and a constellation of freckles spread across her cheeks like stars. She glared up at Reyna with a piercing, inhuman smile. Reyna gripped her dagger tighter.

      “Unfortunately, we want to fight you,” the fae said, her voice as rough as ancient parchment. A shiver went down Reyna’s spine. She’d heard a voice that sounded just like that. It had been imprinted into her mind.

      Molt’s voice. He had always sounded as though his throat was made of crackling pages, like sand brushing up against ice.

      “You’re not in your right mind,” Reyna said with narrowed eyes. “You’ve lost yourselves. Stop for a moment and think about what you’re doing. Try to see through the haze of the blood.”

      But the shadow fae just laughed. “My eyes are wide open now. Yours are the ones that are shut.”

      The two enemies lunged forward. Reyna spotted the dagger in the female’s hands just in time. She ducked out of the way a second before the dagger would have nicked her skin. With a shuddering breath, Reyna stalked sideways, tossing her own weapon from one hand to another, hoping her ease with the blade would put the fear of the gods into their hearts.

      No such luck.

      Their fear had been bled dry.

      As if in unison, the two shadow fae rushed her at once. Reyna’s body moved with an impossible speed. She whirled toward the male, her dagger slicing through the air. The tip dragged across his throat, spraying blood. She ducked down as he fell, kicking out her leg to take on the other. The female’s back thudded against the ground, her breath hurtling from her parched lungs.

      Reyna was on her in an instant, her dagger pressed hard against her bobbing throat. She peered down into the shadow fae’s eyes, anger and fear churning through her gut like a storm. “I told you not to attack me. I don’t want to hurt you. Now, will you calm down and let me help you?”

      “Never.” The female spat into Reyna’s face. A bloody glob of saliva hit her square in the cheek just as the shadow fae lifted a second dagger in the air, one Reyna had not noticed until now.

      Gritting her teeth, Reyna dug the blade into the shadow fae’s neck, her heart raging like a bonfire. She glanced away as the blood drenched the ground. Her throat ached; her entire soul felt split wide open and ripped to shreds. She hated this. All of it.

      How had she fought so hard to save their lives only to be the one to end them? It was damn Ulaid Molt, she thought fiercely. He’d done something to the shadow fae. He’d caused some irreparable harm. Even in his death, he’d carried on. Was he watching them from the depths of Ifrinn, still weaving his dark magic over them all?

      If he was, she’d track him down. She’d follow him down into the flames of Ifrinn if she must. He wouldn’t escape her, no matter where he went. Even if she had to kill him a second time, she would.
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      She barely slept a wink that night and the nights after that. In the darkest parts of the gloom, the forest filled screams. Sometimes, she went in search of the source. Other times, she laid wide awake staring into the burning embers of her godforsaken fire as if they might drag her away from the new reality of her world.

      Lorcan had been wrong. The war wasn’t over yet. Danger still lived on.

      They had not won. If anything, they’d lost.

      When she finally spied the white stone buildings through the trees, profound relief tugged at her tired bones. The old city looked just as it had the last time she’d been here. Every building was scrubbed clean, the cobblestones glistened beneath the sunlight, and music drifted through the humid air. Past the gates, she strode through milling crowds buzzing and trading, happy as could be. It almost felt as though the world outside those walls didn’t exist, like they were in a different time and a different place.

      No one paid her much notice as she trailed through the streets toward the old pub called The Green Rose. And, this time, she didn’t even have her dyed hair to hide her truth. Her silver locks practically glowed beneath the beaming sun, her owl familiar spinning through the air by her side.

      When she pushed into the pub, she held her breath, too afraid to hope for the best. But there he was, the old male with faded green hair and eyes as clear as glass, sitting at the table, nestled between two battered shields that hung along the back wall. He lifted his gaze from his tankard, and his eyes widened slightly.

      Without a word to the curious tavern wench, Reyna strode to his table and dropped onto the bench across from him.

      “Well, look who it is.” He let out a low whistle. “The savior of us all.”

      “I wouldn’t be so hasty,” she said in a clipped tone, though her irritation wasn’t aimed at him at all. It was everything else. The whole damn lot of it.

      His grey bushy brows shot to his forehead. “You killed Ulaid Molt, did you not?”

      “Me? No. Your new High King did that,” she said, wincing at the formality of her words. He was Lorcan to her and nothing more. Even if he one day ruled the entire world, he would always be Lorcan in her heart.

      “Sure, sure, I heard the story.” Rhain nodded. “You put the dark power inside the king. Lorcan Rothach swung the blade.”

      She nodded. Lorcan swung the blade. Not her. He’d been the one to kill the High King. And now, he suffered for it.

      Reyna leaned forward. “I think there have been some unanticipated consequences of our actions.”

      “The king killing curse, you mean?” Rhain asked, rubbing his bearded jaw. “Yes, I did wonder about that. It would have been better for you to finish him off instead of our new High King. A ruler can never truly reign with a curse hanging over his head.” With a sigh, Rhain shrugged. “But it is what it is, and as I’ve seen it, those curses take a long time to sink their teeth into the killer. Look what happened to Sloane Selkirk. He ruled a good thirty-odd years before it took his life. Or was it fifty? It’s hard to keep track.”

      Reyna pressed her lips together just as the tavern wench bustled up to the table. Without evening asking, she dumped a tankard of Wood Whiskey on the table before her. Even the scent of it burned Reyna’s nose.

      “Thanks.” Reyna drummed her fingers on the table. “You still refusing to accept airgead?”

      Suse blew out a breath the ruffled the frizzy orange bangs hanging in her eyes. “I haven’t the foggiest. Our High King hasn’t made a ruling on that yet, I hear. I suppose we’ll keep to the old ways for now.”

      Reyna nodded and frowned after Suse as she returned to her spot behind the bar. The finances of the kingdom were boring business, but they should have been on top of Lorcan’s list of priorities when he’d taken over from Molt. What the hell had he been up to all this time? What else did he keep discussing with the lords?

      “Princess,” Rhain said, his voice snatching her mind away from her troubled thoughts. “You look like your bones are about to jump out of your body. I have to say, I’m surprised to find you in a similar state as the last time I saw you. Didn’t you get what you wanted? Molt’s dead. Your shadow fae friends are free. And, from what I’ve heard, the northern kings are on their way to sign a binding treaty. Thane Selkirk’s undoing the exile. What could possibly be wrong now? Other than this curse business, of course.”

      “The curse business is what I’m worried about,” Reyna said, digging through her satchel. When her fingers brushed against the smooth leather book, she pulled it out and tossed it on top of the table where it fell with a loud thunk.

      Rhain’s eyes widened, and he leaned forward to scan the cover. “That there looks like a Fomorian book.”

      “That’s because it is,” she said, her heartbeat speeding up in anticipation. “I found it in the Tower of Thorns when we arrived. It was sitting right by Molt’s throne. There was parchment all around it. Notes written down. But it was all in Fomorian.”

      “Huh.” Grunting, Rhain leaned back against the wall, his hairy arms crossed over his thick chest. His head thunked back against the wall between the two shields. A move she knew he must have done a hundred times by now. “I admit that’s peculiar. I didn’t know Molt could read Fomorian.”

      “Well, he could.” She stabbed the tome with an insistent finger. “And he found something in there, something that is changing Lorcan and turning him into someone else.”

      Rhain’s eyes softened. “Ah, I see what this is about now. I heard the rumors. You and our new High King were lovers once. Before all this. When he was just a simple warrior with a sword and a shield.”

      Her heart pounded her ribs. “Yes, but—”

      “Things change, Princess,” Rhain edged in. “You should know that better than anyone else. Duty calls. It often demands a price. Most every king I’ve ever known has had to give up things he loved. Though, I’ll admit, he might be making a mistake. You’d be a good match for him, being a princess and all.”

      Reyna frowned. “That’s not what this is about.”

      “Isn’t it?” Rhain leaned forward and braced his forearms on the table. “Let me guess. Your lover is acting differently toward you. He doesn’t spend much time by your side anymore. He’s busy with lords and meetings and advisors. Sometimes, he speaks sharply to you. Sometimes, he has little patience. Sometimes, he is bone weary tired, and just wants to rest for the night.”

      “Yes, but no.” Frustrated, she blew a sharp breath out through her flared nostrils. Rhain’s words were steeped in truth. That was how Lorcan had been this past week, but it had nothing to do with duty or honor and everything to do with Ulaid Molt. “He’s been drinking blood, okay? I don’t know where he’s getting it, and I’m not sure I want to know. All I know is that he’s had it, probably more than once. And the Lorcan Rothach I know, the one who does believe in duty and honor, like you said, would never do such a thing.”

      Rhain stilled. His eyes went dark. Without another word, he pulled the tome over to his side of the table and flipped open the cover. A high-pitched whistle escaped through Reyna’s throat.

      “Can you read Fomorian?” she asked. “You were the only one I thought might be able to understand what this book says.”

      He glanced up. “Because of what I told you about myself?”

      “Well, yes. If anyone can read this book, it’s someone who’s Fomorian. I thought maybe you looked into your heritage.”

      A strange expression flickered across his face. “You are Fomorian, too, Princess Reyna Darragh. Just like me.”

      Reyna rolled her eyes. “Yeah, about that. I think you’re barking up the wrong tree, don’t you think? You didn’t know who I was when you told me that, but you do now. Don’t you see how that’s impossible? My father’s family—”

      He gave a dismissive wave. “I know all about your father and the Darragh family. But it’s your mother that’s a mystery, Princess. What do you know about her? Have you ever met your grandparents? Cousins? Aunts? Anyone related to you on that side?”

      Her heart shuddered.

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” she argued.

      “Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if your mother was a full Fomorian, which would make you half,” Rhain said, leaning back against the wall once more. His eyes flicked across Reyna’s face. “You’ve survived things no one else could. You’ve done things that are seemingly impossible.”

      “There are reasons for that.” She grabbed the tankard and tipped the whiskey into her mouth, suddenly eager to be anything but sober. “Seelie gifted me his power in the birthplace of the gods. That’s the only way I was able to do any of it.”

      “Right. And how were you able to withstand Seelie’s godlike powers running through your veins?” He arched his brows. “Rumor has it you even survived without your familiar by your side.”

      “Because it was a gift.” Her frown deepened. “And I survived my familiar’s absence because of Seelie, just like everything else. The godlike power is his, not mine. And it’s all gone now anyway. I don’t have access to it anymore.”

      “You know who can survive being separated from their familiars?” His lips tipped up in the corners. “Fomorians.”

      She let out a huff of irritation. “So, I’m guessing this means you can’t read this book.”

      “Ah, quite the contrary. I can.” His eyes twinkled. “And so can you.”

      “I absolutely cannot.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “I tried.”

      “You didn’t try hard enough.”

      “You’re just saying this because you think I’m Fomorian. This proves I’m not.”

      “Here’s another Wood Whiskey.” Suse dropped it in front of Reyna with a smile. “I couldn’t help but overhear your discussion.”

      Rhain chuckled. “That’s because she’s shouting like a lunatic.”

      Reyna narrowed her eyes. “I’m not shouting.”

      “Close enough.”

      “You should listen to what Rhain says,” Suse said gently. “I’ve never once known him to be wrong. About anything.”

      Suse drifted away, and for a moment, Reyna could do nothing but glare after her. With a huff, she turned back to Rhain. “This is annoying. I came here because I’m worried about your High King—and hell, the realm itself—but somehow we’ve gotten way off track.”

      Rhain pushed the tome toward her with the edge of his thumb. “Try reading it.”

      “How?” she snapped.

      His eyes dipped toward her chest. “Where’d you get that ring?”

      Reyna instinctively reached up to her neck and wrapped her fingers around the ice glass ring. “From my mother.”

      “You should wear it on your hand, not around your neck. It’ll give you more power that way.”

      A strange humming sensation prickled the back of her neck. A sense of knowing, of eerie realization. A tumble of thoughts fell into place like puzzle pieces that had been scattered to the far corners of the world. She’d held onto this necklace when she was in danger. More than once. The Ruin had even told her to touch it when she’d forced the dark magic out of her body and into Ulaid Molt.

      “The ring holds power,” she whispered, mentally kicking herself for not understanding sooner. “Time and time again, it’s helped me. Hasn’t it?”

      “Likely so. Your mother may have put a bit of her power inside of it. And it will help you far more if it’s touching your skin.”

      Reyna yanked the necklace. The chain broke, and the pulse of the ice against her palm made her sit up straight. She slipped the ring onto her middle finger and appreciated the way it glinted beneath the light. Why had she ever taken it off?

      “Now, try reading the book,” Rhain suggested gently.

      With a deep breath, Reyna flipped open the cover and stared at the words. At first, they were nothing more than a jumble of letters, just like they always had been. But as she continued to stare, the letters almost shifted in her mind, rearranging themselves into something she understood.

      A strangled gasp exploded from her throat. “I can read this. Oh my gods, Rhain. You were right.” She glanced up, heart banging her ribs. “I can read this.”

      He grinned. “‘Course you can. You’re Fomorian.”

      Her bones quivered. She hadn’t wanted to face this truth before. It scared the living daylights out of her. Princess Reyna Darragh, part Fomorian. She thought of those great winged creatures from across the Sea of Fomor, who came each year on Beltane to cut down the fae of Tir Na Nog. Myths or monsters, maybe both.

      How could that be her?

      Swallowing hard, she shook away those thoughts. She would have to face them eventually, but right now, she had a book to read. While Rhain settled against the wall, sipping on his Wood Whiskey, Reyna flipped through the book, her dread growing deeper and darker with every turn of the page.

      Finally, she snapped the book shut. She’d only read a small portion of it, and it was already worse than she’d thought.

      “It is a curse. But it’s not the king killing one. It’s something else,” she whispered, tears filling her eyes. “He found an ancient curse, one he could use against anyone who killed him. A way to ensure that if someone fought him, they would forever suffer for it.”

      Rhain’s brows pinched together. “I fear your next words.”

      “He cursed his killer’s soul. To be forever bound to Unseelie. Darkness would sweep through him, transforming him into a servant of blood and bone. It will spread to everyone who binds themselves to him. That’s the whole kingdom, Rhain. Every wood and shadow fae alive. And if the northern kings sign the treaty, it’s all of Tir na Nog.”
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      “This can’t be happening,” Reyna whispered. It felt as if the floor itself had turned to molten lava, and it was swallowing her whole. She’d known something was wrong with Lorcan, but she’d thought it would be something she could fix. Something simple, or at least simple compared to everything they’d endured together so far.

      Rhain snatched the book and twisted it so that he could read the words himself. She was silent as she watched him flip through the pages, hopeful that he might somehow read far different words than she had. Maybe the letters would rearrange themselves again. Maybe they would tell a different tale. Anything but this.

      “Fuck.” Rhain slammed the book shut and grasped at the tankard before him. Whiskey sloshed out of the top, splashing onto the wood. “I should have known Molt would do something like this. He was always two steps ahead of everyone else. Thinking, scheming, dreaming. He always had a plan, and a back-up plan after that. All this time, he was even plotting his own damn death.”

      Reyna gripped the table, holding back a scream of desperation and rage. She should have been the one to kill Molt. Lorcan never should have been anywhere near him. It had been her responsibility. Not his.

      “I’ve doomed him.” For a moment, she almost got lost in her sorrow, in her regret. It felt like the Ruin all over again, peppering her with insults and accusations. She’d done this. She’d caused all this pain. She was the reason everything would go down in flames. Even though the storm was no longer inside of her, she hadn’t fully rid herself of its wind and rain. Sometimes, the thoughts were overwhelming. And this time, they were all hers.

      Rhain’s frown deepened. “It’s not your fault, lass, but we do need to find a way to stop this. Or we really will be doomed, your lover included.”

      “How?” she whispered, her eyes drifting to the book. Pages had never before looked more like scorpions. “Even in his death, the Namhaid lives on. He was going to destroy the world one way or another.”

      “Of course he lives on,” Rhain said grimly. “Death is but a journey to another place.”

      “Ifrinn,” Reyna whispered. “The hellscape of fire of blood, of endless burning heat.”

      To an ice fae, it was the worst fate imaginable. To someone like Ulaid Molt…he might even enjoy it.

      “Or the Court of Death,” Rhain replied.

      “Molt would never make it into the Court of Death. Only the followers of the Dagda end up there.” There was little known about the afterlife, where Dagda had travelled oh so long ago, to live out eternal life in peace. But it was believed to be the home of the souls of his followers, taken there after death. Once, a fae had returned from the Court of Death and lived to tell the tale. Many had believed him. Others had been convinced he’d found a way to lie.

      Rhain sighed and settled his forearms on the table. “I will believe nothing about the afterlife until I see it with my own eyes. Until then, we can never truly know what happened to Ulaid Molt or where he is.”

      A shiver bolted down Reyna’s spine. “That’s not at all terrifying. Are you saying you think he’ll come back?”

      “No.” Rhain shook his head. “Maybe. Most likely not, but who am I to truly know? All I can say for certainty is that no one is ever fully gone. He’s here in this kingdom. If anything, his memory lingers on. He’s in the minds of the wood fae. He’s in the blood that drenches that dirt. And if he lives on, then there will always be a way to stop him. Nothing is ever impossible.”

      Reyna palmed the table and leaned forward. “But how, Rhain? How do we stop this?”

      “I don’t know.” He sighed. “But what I do know is you’re going to have to stop that treaty from getting signed, at least for now. If your father makes a vow to Lorcan Rothach, your entire kingdom could fall.”
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        * * *

      

      Reyna stayed at the tavern for the night, though she didn’t manage to sleep any better than she had in the wilderness. Her mind whirred with a thousand different scenarios. She imagined darkness spreading through the ice lands, transforming the snow into dust. The silver eyes wide and unseeing as they sought out fresh blood. Crimson staining the frost.

      It was nightmarish.

      Rhain was right. She had to stop it, even if that meant telling her father about the curse. She shuddered to think of his reaction. The war had gone on for so long. The dirt itself was weary of battle. Tir Na Nog needed this treaty, just as they needed air to breathe and water to drink and food on their tables.

      She left the next morning at dawn and trekked through the forest, taking the same path she’d already walked. Rhain came with her. They’d made it half a day from Craobhan when a familiar form stepped from the shadows of the forest with an arrow aimed right at Reyna’s chest. Steel whistled through the air as Rhain drew his sword.

      Reyna held out a hand, her eyes locked on the cloaked form that stood before her. “No need. This is Nollaig. She’s a friend, not an enemy.”

      “Friends don’t aim arrows at each other, Princess,” Rhain said in a low growl.

      “This one does,” Reyna said, frowning. “Apparently. Nollaig, what are you doing?”

      “You fled with the High King’s property. He wants it back, and he wanted me to ensure that you never return to the Tower of Thorns.”

      Pain stabbed Reyna’s gut, but she gritted her teeth against it. These were not Lorcan’s words. She could not let them hurt her. “So, you thought killing me was the answer?”

      “He believes you’re committing treason,” Nollaig said slowly. “So, yes. It seems so.”

      Reyna merely stayed rooted to the spot, staring calmly at Nollaig’s darkened hood. The shadow fae was loyal to her High King, but she’d also once stood by Bolg Rothach’s side. Before stabbing him to death.

      “And you think that’s normal, do you?” Reyna finally asked. “That Lorcan would want me dead?”

      Nollaig cleared her throat. “You’ve betrayed him.”

      She arched a brow. “Have I truly?”

      “You stole Molt’s book.”

      “Yes, so that I could read it,” Reyna said. “And do you want to know what it says? It includes instructions for a curse, one cast upon anyone who killed the wielder. It’s a curse of darkness, of Unseelie. It’s inside of Lorcan, and it’s spreading through the kingdom. Through the Wood Court and the Shadow Court.”

      “We all know you can lie, Shieldmaiden,” Nollaig said in a low voice. “In fact, I was the first to figure it out.”

      “I wouldn’t lie about this. You know it, too. Or you would have already shot that arrow into my chest.”

      Nollaig snorted. “I haven’t shot it because I know you’d just dodge it.”

      Reyna’s lips tipped up in the corners. “Then why’d you choose a bow and arrow to begin with?”

      Nollaig sighed and lowered the bow. The arrow clattered onto the ground. “Because I never intended to kill you, Shieldmaiden, and you know it. I just…”

      “You’re loyal to Lorcan,” Reyna said, taking a step closer to the shadow fae. “I am, too, you know. I’m not your enemy, no matter what he’s said.”

      “Because there’s something wrong with him,” Nollaig hissed. She shook her head, the folds of her cloak rustling around her hidden face. “I didn’t want to believe it, but it’s true, isn’t it? I heard Molt talking about a curse. Just before Lorcan killed him. I knew there was more to it. I just knew it. I should have stopped the High King before he—”

      “Don’t go down that road,” Reyna said in a rush of words. “Trust me. We’ll get lost in the weeds if we do. It doesn’t matter what we could have done. What matters is what happens now.” Reyna filled Nollaig in on the full implications of the curse and what it meant for the rest of the kingdoms of Tir Na Nog. When she was finished, Nollaig cursed.

      “So, you’re saying we need to stop the alliance? The High King will not react well to that.”

      “Oh, I have no doubt he’s doing to lose his goddamn mind, but we don’t have much of a choice,” Rhain said. “Until we find a way to undo this curse, that treaty cannot be signed. We can’t let the curse spread out of these lands. If we do, it will only get worse.”

      “So, then what?” Nollaig asked. “After we stop the treaty, what do we do next?”

      Reyna blew out a weighted breath. Rhain fumbled with the hilt of his sword.

      “You don’t know, do you?” Nollaig asked suspiciously.

      “We don’t know how to undo it,” Reyna said quietly. “Not yet. After we stop the treaty, we’ll figure it out.”

      “The High King will never let you do this. He’ll end up killing us all.”
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        * * *

      

      They stopped to camp halfway through the night. The forest was thick and full of darkness and shadows. It was impossible to see where they were going with the dense canopy blocking the moons and stars from view. They built a small fire and clustered around it in a circle, watching the rabbit meat crackle over the flames.

      As they ate, a scream echoed through the forest. Reyna stopped chewing and glanced at Nollaig. “You hear that?”

      “It would be impossible to miss it, Shieldmaiden.”

      “I heard screams like that my entire journey to Craobhan,” Reyna said. “A few times, I went after them. Wood fae and shadow fae were killing each other and drinking their blood.”

      Rhain nodded. “It’s already spreading then.”

      “I heard some, too,” Nollaig whispered. “Last night, when I camped.”

      Reyna dropped her meal and stood, brushing the dirt from her trousers. “This one was nearby. I’m going to go put a stop to it.”

      Nollaig hesitated for only a moment before standing by her side. Rhain jumped up as well, and together, the three of them stalked through the forest toward the piercing sound.

      After several moments, they reached the edge of a clearing where several fae stood around a blazing fire. They danced and whorled around the flames, hands linked, eyes turned up to the canopy above. Blood painted their faces. Their eyes were black and hollow. A shiver went through Reyna as they watched.

      Several bodies littered the ground. Necks torn open. Eyes wide and unseeing. Chests still. Death had already come to this place, and there was nothing they could do to stop it now.

      Reyna motioned for the others to follow her away from the clearing. When they were well out of earshot of the blood worshippers, Reyna let out a harsh hiss. “What should we do? If we let them live, they’ll only kill more people.”

      Rhain’s eyes slid shut. “They’re not in their right minds. They don’t know what they’re doing.”

      “But we can’t just let them roam through the forest night after night, killing everyone they meet.”

      “They likely killed others just like them. So many fae already seem affected by this curse,” Nollaig muttered.

      “Not us,” Reyna pointed out with a frown. “Not the citizens of Craobhan.”

      “They have protection,” Rhain said. “Ancient magic, built into the bedrock of the city. Nothing can cross the wall that means them harm. That’s likely what’s stopping them from getting sick.”

      Reyna’s heart thumped. “But that doesn’t explain us.”

      “You’re an ice princess,” Rhain pointed out. “You have not pledged fealty to our High King. Besides, the curse won’t spread through the lands that quickly. It will take time.”

      Tears filled Reyna’s eyes, hot and full of nettles. She’d kept a secret close to her chest for days. She hadn’t told a single soul, and it appeared he hadn’t either.

      “I have pledged fealty to him,” she finally whispered. “I joined his Shadow Court. I’m one of you now.”

      Both Rhain and Nollaig were silent for so long that Reyna thought they might not have heard her words. Did they think her foolish? Did Nollaig now agree that she’d committed treason against her king? Would she forsake her now, drag her back to Murias, or slice open her neck?

      But it was Rhain who spoke first. “There’s only one explanation then. We’re immune to this curse because we’re part Fomorian.”

      Nollaig choked on her breath. She took a step back into the brush. Brows raised, Reyna turned to her. “If you’re part Fomorian, too, that explains a lot.”

      A low whistle echoed out of Nollaig’s cloak. “Shieldmaiden, I’m warning you—”

      “You have strength that is rare among the fallen fae. You know things others do not. And you don’t want anyone to see your face.” Reyna stepped closer. “You’re just like me and Rhain, aren’t you? You have Fomorian blood running through your veins.”

      Nollaig’s shoulders slumped. “Well, there you’re wrong. I’m not just part Fomorian, Shieldmaiden. That’s all I am. So, now you know my big secret. Just keep it to yourself, alright?”
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      “Lorcan!” Thane appeared in the doorway of the Tower of Thorns, as golden as the dawn of a new day. Lorcan bit back his disgust, smiling as he stood from the throne. Thane stretched his arms wide and strode toward the dais, the dim light glinting off his gold-dyed leather armor.

      Not much about Thane had changed, it seemed. He still wore smugness like the golden crown perched atop his head. His elaborate tattoo matched his superiority, and everything about him was crystal clean and unmarred.

      He’d had the world tossed before his feet from the moment he was born. And he’d squandered it. Still, Lorcan smiled. He could not afford for Thane to know the true depths of his hatred for him.

      “Thane.” Lorcan threw his arms wide and slammed into the air king, hugging him like he might hug a brother. As they thunked each other on the backs, Lorcan drew in a small sniff. Leather and salt, like the sea. Lorcan eyes drifted down the side of him. The air king carried a sword, but he wouldn’t anticipate an attack. Lorcan could kill him here and now if he truly wanted. He pulled back and grinned. “The crown suits you.”

      Thank the gods I can lie.

      “And that crown suits…ah, you wear it well, but I must admit, it’s not how I envisioned you.” He chuckled. “You, a dual king. Who would have ever guessed it?”

      Annoyance flared in his gut, desperate to release itself in the form of a fist on Thane’s golden cheek. Lorcan had been born to rule. Not that idiot trapped in the back of his mind, the fae he’d once been. The Pathetic One. But the fae he was now.

      “Is everything alright?” Thane asked, his tattooed forehead crinkling.

      Lorcan grinned broadly. “Of course not. My oldest friend is here with me now. We’ll join our courts and put an end to this bloody war once and for all.”

      Thane thunked him on the back once more. “It’s about damn time. It only took the both of us to put an end to it. And Reyna, of course.” His gaze drifted through the empty throne room. “Where is she?”

      “Reyna,” Lorcan said, biting back the rage building in his chest. She was the biggest weakness for the fae he’d once been. And she had the book. If she figured out what had happened to him, she’d try to reverse it. The sooner she was dead, the better. “I’m not sure. She vanished a few days ago. I worry some wood fae got to her. Truth be told, Thane, she might be dead.”

      “Dead?” Thane’s face blanched. “Are you certain?”

      “I’ve sent out a search party,” he lied. “They’ve found no sign of her.”

      A deep frown pulled down Thane’s lips. That was interesting. Neither of them had been particularly fond of each other back in Tairngire. Hell, Reyna had wanted to kill Thane at one point. And Thane had no idea.

      Lorcan filed that memory away for later use.

      “Let’s not mention this to Glencora just yet,” he murmured, glancing behind him at the open door. “She’s been through a lot. Eislyn is missing, too. I don’t want to scare her until we know what’s happened.”

      “Glencora.” Lorcan’s brows shot up his forehead.

      Thane flushed. “You won’t believe it, but I ended up marrying the girl. Her father wanted to secure our alliance. So, now she’s my wife. Can you believe it?”

      “What about Eislyn?” Lorcan asked slowly, swallowing down the urge to punch the wall. He needed to be in control of every aspect of the alliances. It was his treaty. They would ally with him, not with each other. He needed every court dependent on him. This would not do.

      This would not do at all.

      “No one knows where Eislyn is. Her father seems to think she’s dead.” Thane winced. “It’s possible Aengus got to her before she reached safety.”

      “And you?”

      “I don’t know, Lorcan. I cared for the girl, but we never made any promises to each other. And now, we have to forge a path forward. All of us, together. This seemed like the only way to do it. The last thing I want is to be at odds with Cos Darragh. I made a promise to him ages ago to marry one of his daughters. He held me to that promise.”

      Lorcan couldn’t hold back the roll of his eyes. He sounded so much like the honorable king he wanted to be, even though he would likely break the poor girl’s damn heart whenever she resurfaced. Even as hard as he tried, Thane was doomed.

      But Unseelie would take care of it all soon enough.

      “And where is their father?” Lorcan asked.

      “He’s right behind me with his army.”

      Lorcan hissed. “He brought his army?”

      Thane nodded. “I told him not to, but he wouldn’t listen to me. He wanted some assurance that you didn’t intend to kill us all and take our courts while we were at your mercy. My uncle brought his, too. All this ships are in the bay.”

      It was all Lorcan could do not to rip Thane’s head off. Murdock was the first king on his list to kill. If he could gain control of the Sea Court, he would have hundreds of ships at his disposal. Eventually, he would need to cross the Sea of Fomor and confront the Empire. He would need those ships.

      “I see,” Lorcan said quietly. “Some might say that goes against the spirit of the treaty.”

      “But not us, eh?” Thane grinned and thumped his hand against Lorcan’s back. “I think we both want peace far too much for a couple of wary kings to change things.”

      “Of course.” Lorcan gave him a thin smile.

      “Now, come. They’ll be here soon. I want to see what I can of Murias before our peace talks begin in earnest.” Thane strode toward the open door, motioning for Lorcan to follow. The dual king stared after his old friend—friend no longer. Thane was the enemy. He always had been. If he’d ever known the truth about Lorcan—what he was and where he’d come from—he would have never allowed him inside his court.

      He’d hated shadow fae.

      Palming the hilt of his sword, he strode after the air king. Soon, the time would come. All the kings of Tir Na Nog would die, and Unseelie would rule.
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      Reyna blinked at Nollaig. “You’re a Fomorian?”

      Her heart pounded in her chest as she gaped at her hooded friend. For so long, the truth about her past—and her very existence—had evaded Reyna like a mouse escaping the fangs of a hungry snake. She’d always known that Nollaig was hiding something. Something big. But she’d never expected this.

      Nollaig’s sigh escaped from her hood. “Aye. By blood, at least. Not by power. Most of my magic has been drained from me, and I don’t remember much from my past. Only shadows remain in my mind.”

      Reyna shook her head. “How long ago did this happen?”

      “I’m not certain. I’ve lived in Tir Na Nog for at least a century. Perhaps longer than that.”

      “But…why?” Reyna asked. “Someone must have done something to you to erase all your memories. Who?”

      She wanted to ask about the cloak and the hood, but she knew it had taken a lot for Nollaig to share even this much with her. Demanding more wasn’t fair.

      “Again, I don’t know.” Nollaig threw up her hands. Well…hand. A single gloved hand. Reyna had never seen the other one. “My memories are vague and meaningless. There are some things I recall. Facts and details about the world. Histories. Songs of old. Prophecies. Ancient lore. But I know nothing about myself and how I came to be here..”

      “Well, I’ll be,” Rhain said, smiling. “We’ve got a full-blooded Fomorian on our side. That should count for something.”

      “Not without my powers,” Nollaig warned. “I can sense things off you. Lies and truths. I’m fast. I’m strong. I’m good with weapons. But that only goes so far.”

      “It’s enough,” Rhain said firmly, glancing at Reyna. “It has to be. We’re all we’ve got.”
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        * * *

      

      When they arrived in Murias, the northern kings were already there. Reyna spotted her father’s flag rippling in the breeze, a solemn soldier standing watch beside the castle stables. Her heart twisting, she strode up to the tower. She’d hoped to sneak in and out without catching Lorcan’s notice, but there was no such hope of that now.

      She threw open the Great Hall doors and stormed inside. Lorcan lounged on his throne, his gilded antler crown askew on his head. The emeralds sparkled in the dappled sunlight. A few lords stood clustered around him. None she recognized. The coastal lords from Caraid were nowhere to be seen. She didn’t want to think about what that might mean.

      They’d both been opposed to all things Unseelie. What would they think now that their new High King had followed in the footsteps of his cruel, twisted father?

      Cos Darragh stood at the foot of the dais. The sight of his familiar form almost brought her to her knees. His long gleaming hair swished against his waist, his head topped with a crown of silver branches. The cloak he always wore hung from his broad shoulders. She’d seen him look just like this a thousand times before. And now all she wanted to do was rush into his arms and place her cheek against her beating heart.

      Thane stood next to him, along with Murdock Leaghan, the High King of the Sea Court. Every single one of them twisted toward her, their eyes wide with shock.

      “Reyna?” Her father stepped forward and stared, his lined face full of shock. He looked like he’d seen a ghost. “You’re alive?”

      Her heart raged in her chest. She glanced from his face to Thane’s and frowned. “Of course I’m alive.”

      “But Lorcan said…” Thane shook his head, brows furrowed.

      “He said I was dead?” Reyna pressed her lips together, swallowing down the hurt. Of course he’d said she was dead. He might have even thought she was. Without Seelie’s powers, she might not fare well against Nollaig’s attack. The shadow fae was a strong fighter. So was Reyna. But Nollaig was a friend. Reyna wouldn’t have wanted to fight her. Which was probably why Lorcan had sent her. “Sorry to burst your bubble, Lorcan, but I am very much alive.”

      Thane’s entire face screwed up in confusion, causing the Hawthorne tree tattoo on his forehead to twist into battered ancient limbs. “I don’t understand what’s going on.” Slowly, he turned toward his old friend, as if a strange realization was sweeping through him. Out of everyone here, he was the most likely to sense something was wrong. The two of them were like brothers. They’d formed a bond so strong that not even magic had been able to break it down.

      While the pieces slid into place, Reyna swept her gaze across the gathered courtiers, a flash of hope in her heart. Had Eislyn come? Would she finally get to see her sister once again? But no, only warriors surrounded her father. He might not have thought it safe for her here. After everything she’d been through, he’d want to keep her wrapped up tight at home.

      Home.

      Ice, snow, frost. She ached for it.

      “Reyna,” Thane said quietly. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      Suddenly, Lorcan stood, his eyes flashing with rage. “Guards, seize Princess Reyna at once. She is a traitor to this crown.”

      “What is the damn meaning of this?” Cos Darragh barked, glaring up at the High King of the Wood and Shadow Courts. “How dare you raise a hand toward my daughter.”

      “Your daughter is a traitor,” Lorcan hissed in a voice that was so unfamiliar that it made Reyna’s skin crawl. “She’s been plotting against me, working with others to overthrow my reign.”

      “Careful,” Thane warned. “Let’s all just calm down now.”

      “What the bloody hell is going on?” Cos snapped back. “For weeks, you’ve been telling me what a good male this fae is.”

      “He’s been cursed,” Reyna said. “Molt did it. A parting gift at his death. Molt’s darkness and madness has filled Lorcan’s soul. It’s transforming him into something he never wanted to become. And now, that same madness is spreading throughout this realm.”

      Cos drew his sword. The steel whistled through the air. “If you’re right about this, we’re all in danger.”

      Reyna’s heart jolted as she gasped. “Put your sword away.”

      Lorcan laughed and pointed at her father. “See? It’s the whole Darragh family. They want me dead.” He turned his glittering eyes her way. “Nollaig, take the book away from Reyna.”

      “Not happening, Lorcan.”

      “I agree with Cos,” the High King of the Sea Court said, drawing his own sword. “We owe no loyalty to this bastard king. If he’s cursed with madness, there’s nothing to it. We need to stop this before it spreads north.”

      “No,” Reyna hissed, fear clenching her heart like an iron fist.

      This, she hadn’t expected. All she’d wanted was to stop the signing of the treaty. Even then, it was only a temporary measure. Eventually, she’d undo the curse, Lorcan would become himself again, and then they could all move forward. In peace. As one allied continent instead of five kingdoms at war. Her eyes drifted toward Thane. Surely, he wouldn’t agree with this. Lorcan had put himself in danger time and time again to save the air king’s life. He would never abandon his friend to death.

      “Thane?” She twisted toward him. His face was screwed up in pain. She’d seen him look that way once before, when his sea fae family had insisted on sailing north, to Tairngire, rather than sail to Lorcan’s aid.

      “You’re sure about this curse, Reyna? It sounds…unlikely.” he asked quietly, forsaking titles and formalities. Reyna heard her father gasp, but she didn’t care. They were beyond all that now.

      She nodded. “I read it myself. In this book Molt left behind. It’s something he planned a really long time, so that he could weaponize his death. If anyone crossed him, they would pay for it. He reigned with chaos and darkness, so chaos and darkness was what he left behind.”

      “What does that mean, Reyna?” her father hissed, stalking toward her.

      Reyna glanced at Lorcan, whose eyes were pools of shadows. “It means you need to leave. All of you. Now. Without signing the treaty.”

      “You don’t want us to sign the treaty?” Thane shook his head, confused. “But it was your idea.”

      “Reyna has gone mad.” Lorcan’s commanding voice boomed through the tower. Slowly, he stood from the throne, shadows seeping from the skin at his neck. “I was hoping she hadn’t, that I was wrong, but it’s clear the Ruin has destroyed every last shred of her sanity.”

      Shock slammed into her like the blunt end of a sword. Reyna’s hands fisted. She pulled a deep breath in through flared nostrils, swallowing down the pain. Staring at her love across the hall, she scarcely recognized him. The hatred in his eyes. The rage boiling beneath the surface. She couldn’t let his words get to her. It wasn’t him.

      Murdock frowned, the lines around his eyes deepening. “High King Thane did inform us of your issues with that Ruin. He said it got into your mind, almost destroyed you.”

      She cut her eyes toward the golden king. When she’d sent him a letter, informing him of the successful fight against Molt, she’d clearly told him far too much. “Almost is the key word here. It didn’t destroy me, and it’s gone from me now. Nothing I say is influenced by its dark power.”

      “You will never truly rid yourself of it,” Lorcan cut in, a strange smile flickering against the corners of his lips, one no one saw but her. They were all too busy watching her face. “You told me that yourself, only a few days ago.”

      Dammit.

      “Reyna, is this true?” her father asked. “Did the Ruin cloud your mind? Are you still suffering from it?”

      “Yes, but—”

      Lorcan lifted his finger and pointed straight her heart. “Princess Reyna Darragh is the enemy here, as long as her mind is affected by dark magic. Not me. Guards, remove her from our presence immediately. She’s attempting to sabotage the treaty. The alliance of peace we have all fought so hard for.”

      Guards rushed across the room and surrounded her in an instant. Panic clawed up her throat, but she forced herself to stay still. She turned to her father, hoping to find a measure of trust in his eyes. Surely he would never believe a stranger over her.

      “Father,” she said in a hiss. “You must stop this now.”

      He pressed his lips together until they were as white as the Ice Court’s snow. “I’m so sorry, Reyna, but this is for the best. You’ll feel better about this someday, when your mind has recovered from the Ruin.”

      Reyna blinked as the guards shackled her wrists behind her back. Anger burned her cheeks, even as fear threatened to consume her mind. If she didn’t stop this, the curse would spread north. The entire continent would be doomed. And then, perhaps the entire world. Unseelie had played her once again. Just like Molt, he was always two steps ahead.

      “You can’t do this,” she hissed, turning to Thane.

      Wincing, he glanced away. “If you could only hear yourself, you’d understand why we can’t let you do this, Reyna. You would never object to us signing a treaty with Lorcan. Not if you were in your right mind. You fought so hard to get back to his side. And now you want to turn us against him? It makes little sense.”

      A shiver skittered down her spine. Swallowing hard, her gaze swept across the hall and landed on Lorcan. His face beamed with triumph. He’d won, and they both knew it.

      She whirled on her feet, hands still shackled behind her back. With a grunt, she slammed her foot into the nearest guard’s knee. He fell onto his back, giving her an opening. She took it, while she had the chance. Throwing herself across the floor, she raced to the open door leading her outside to safety.

      “Reyna!” her father shouted. “Stop this madness now.”

      Tears burned her eyes as she kept moving, foot after foot across the moss-carpeted floor. She had no idea what she would do now—or where she could go. The treaty still had to be stopped. Running wouldn’t solve a thing. But she couldn’t stop it if she was trapped behind iron bars either.

      A hand curled around her ankle, and her legs tumbled out from beneath her. She hurtled toward the ground, getting her elbows up only a second before her face smashed against the mossy stone. But it was no use. As she scrabbled away from the guard, a dozen more swarmed her. A sword hurtled toward her face.

      It slammed into her forehead. And darkness filled her mind.
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Thane

        

      

    

    
      Thane’s heart beat madly in his chest as he stared up at his old friend. The secret shadow fae who had saved his life on more than one occasion. If it weren’t for Lorcan, Thane would be dead. And yet, distrust churned in his veins like venom.

      Lorcan seemed…off. That much was true. But so did Reyna. Her eyes had been hollow and wild, and the fire he’d always feared in her had transformed into a conflagration since the last time he’d seen her. Did that mean she was mad? He shook his head. If she wasn’t, that meant Lorcan truly was cursed. And their entire world was in danger.

      Could Molt have even done such a thing? Curses required magic. Not the kind stolen by blood. The kind the fallen fae of Tir Na Nog had once had. And Molt had never shown that kind of power.

      “What’s happening?” Glencora whispered up beside him, appearing from the shadows beyond the dais. While the kings all talked politics, she’d decided to wait in their guest chambers, and she’d missed all of the unfortunate excitement. It was for the best. Thane doubted she’d enjoy watching her sister get carted off to the dungeons.

      Still, he could not hide the truth from her. If anyone would understand the Ruin’s magic, it was her. “Your sister. She tried to stop us signing the treaty. Lorcan believes the Ruin has twisted her mind inside out.”

      Glencora’s silver eyes widened. “Stop the treaty? But wasn’t it Reyna’s idea to begin with?”

      Thane nodded grimly. “That’s why we believe she might be suffering still.” He cleared his throat, unsure of how to broach the subject without offending his new bride. “When you, ah…had your encounter with the Ruin…did you, ah…”

      “You wish to ask me if I went mad.” Her voice was clipped, her carefully-constructed civility slipping for once. He had not quite learned what made his wife tick.

      “I mean no offense. I just thought you might have some insight into your sister’s frame of mind.”

      Glencora sighed, twisting away. In the distance, Thane could hear the steady murmur Cos and Murdock in deep conversation. After Reyna was dragged out of the throne room, they’d called a break to the negotiations while Lorcan followed his guards out of the hall. Cos’s voice was pitched high, but his words were too hushed for Thane to overhear them.

      “My father is angry,” Glencora said. “He’s not a very sentimental male, but he does care deeply for his daughters, in his own way. He won’t be happy about this.”

      “I’m not particularly happy about it either,” Thane replied. “Lorcan and Reyna are both my friends, and I trust them more than I trust almost anyone else. And yet, they are strangely at odds over something as important as the future of our realms. Which is why I’ve asked you about the Ruin.”

      Glencora let out a heavy sigh, shuddering beneath her elaborate golden gown. Unlike Reyna, she had taken to her courtly duties as if they’d always been hers, and she always looked the part. “I had a lot of terrible dreams while I was suffering from my encounter with the Ruin, but it was never inside of me the way it got inside of Reyna. Eislyn, though…” she whispered, twisting toward Thane with a face screwed up in pain. “She suffered greatly. For years, she didn’t speak. Even now, she doesn’t remember her years spent in silence. She often saw things that weren’t there. Hallucinations. So, yes. Reyna’s mind has no doubt been twisted by the Ruin. I daresay, it will be a very long time before she is fully healed.”

      A ragged breath whistled from Thane’s throat. His shoulders folded in on themselves, like a roll of parchment. He realized he’d hoped for a far different answer, though the result wouldn’t have been any better than this. Neither option was bearable. But Reyna…he’d always thought she was a fire that could never be doused. Thane hated that the Ruin had managed to do it.

      “Right,” he murmured. “I suppose that tells me everything I need to know.”

      Glencora stepped forward and peered up at him with her twin pools of moonlight. “You’re trying to decide if you should sign the treaty with Lorcan and the other courts.”

      He nodded.

      She took his hand in hers. Her skin was cold to the touch, like ice. His gaze locked on their linked hands, the silver bands of their wedding rings glittering on their fingers. They’d married in haste, and they’d yet to spend the night together. Thane had not pushed it. She’d married him out of a sense of duty for her homeland. And he had done the same.

      Love would come. In time.

      “I love my sister,” she whispered up to him. “But I doubt she even knows what she’s saying right now. With her mind so far gone, we cannot believe her, which means there is no reason why you shouldn’t sign that treaty and every reason why you should. Without it, Tir Na Nog could descend into war once more. It would only take the tiniest spark to light a bonfire once more.”

      Thane’s hand gripped hers. With a shuddering breath, he nodded. In his gut, he knew she was right. Tir Na Nog needed this treaty. A hundred years of war was enough. It had been more than enough. The time of bloodshed was over. To leave the darkness behind, they must face the dawn, even if it had not come without its own set of problems.

      “You wait here,” he said, dropping a kiss on her forehead. “I’ll go speak with the other kings.”

      “I should come with you,” she said. “My father will be more inclined to agree if I show support.”

      Thane nodded. Together, they strode toward the dais and joined the other kings where they waited for Lorcan’s return. Their hushed conversation died on their lips.

      Cos dragged a hand down his face, glancing toward his daughter. “I suppose you filled Glencora in on everything that’s happened.”

      “She deserves to know,” Thane said.

      “Indeed.” Cos frowned. “Murdock and I were trying to decide what to do. I have to admit, Thane, I’m none too happy about what’s happened here. I was on board with the treaty, and then that bastard knocked out my daughter and took her captive.”

      Thane winced. The scuffle in the throne room had certainly not improved the situation. “If I may, I must point out it was one of the guards that knocked her out. Lorcan would never raise a hand against her.”

      Cos’s silver eyes narrowed. “Unless he was cursed.”

      “I thought you didn’t believe all that,” Thane said. “You said you wanted to sign the treaty anyway.”

      “I did. And then he let his guards attack my daughter,” he said gruffly.

      Glencora stepped forward, placing a comforting hand on her father’s arm. “You know how Reyna is. She never goes down without a fight. They would have escorted her out of here calmly if she hadn’t kicked a guard in the knee.”

      Thane frowned. She’d seen that?

      “You truly think we should still sign the damn thing?” Cos asked.

      “Remember Eislyn,” Glencora whispered. “Remember what she was like.”

      Pain flickered across the ice king’s face. “Trust me, Glencora. I will never forget it, not even if I live two hundred years more.”

      “That’s what Reyna is now. She doesn’t know what she’s doing. You can’t let her mad words stop you from doing the one thing that will save our people.”

      Cos winced and turned to Murdock. “You speak sense. If Murdock signs, I’ll sign, too.”

      Murdock relented with a nod. “My only living daughter got killed trying to end this war. I won’t let her death be in vain because some godforsaken magic is trying to stop us.”

      Thane glanced away. Murdock still had no idea how Iona had died, and Thane had no intention of ever letting him find out. Blood ran deep in the Sea Court lands. Thane might be his nephew, but he did not come before his own daughter. Murdock would cut him down before he ever let Thane get away with it.

      The heavy thud of footsteps drew their attention back to the throne. Lorcan appeared from behind a thick tapestry embroidered with the sigils of both the Wood and Shadow Courts. It had not taken Lorcan long to transform this tower into an elaborate display of his rule. It was not what Thane would have expected from his old friend, but that did not mean he was cursed.

      Lorcan sighed and settled back into the throne, looking down on the assembled kings. “I hate what has happened to Reyna’s mind. Hopefully, in time, she will be her old self once again. For now, I have ordered the guards to keep her safe inside comfortable quarters. I thought it best. I don’t think any of us want to see her rotting inside an iron-barred cell in the dungeons.”

      Thane released a breath of relief. This was evidence they’d made the right choice. His old friend would never throw Reyna Darragh into a dungeon cell. He glanced at Cos. The tension on the ice king’s face still pinched his brows, but the deep lines around his mouth had vanished.

      “Good.” Cos gave a nod. “If we’re going to go through with this treaty, I will do so under one condition.”

      Thane tensed.

      “You will bring no harm to my daughter.”

      Lorcan frowned. “Of course, I would never harm your daughter. She’s done nothing wrong. It isn’t her fault what the Ruin has done to her.”

      “Then, you have my signature.”

      Lorcan’s eyes drifted to the sea king, who merely nodded. And then he turned his dark gaze upon Thane. He shifted on his feet, torn even though he knew this was the right choice. They’d all agreed. They’d all seen what had become of Reyna. Unease still pounded against his skull, as incessant as an axe against wood.

      Finally, he loosed a breath. “I agree.”

      “Good.” Lorcan grinned broadly and motioned toward the corner. A druid bustled out from the shadows, an ancient slip of parchment in his hands. He brought it before the kings, where they all peered down at the looping handwriting. It said as much as they’d all agreed. The five kingdoms of Tir Na Nog—not six, since the Fire Court had long since been destroyed—were now allied. They agreed to peace, to trade, and to open communication. No more strife, no more war, no more bloodshed.

      Hope bloomed in Thane’s chest as he scrawled his name across the line for the High King of the Air Court. Cos followed suit, and then Murdock. Finally, Lorcan scrawled his own name in the slot for his two combined kingdoms. The kings all met each other’s solemn gazes, determined hope churning between them.

      It was up to them to make this right. They would forge a new land, together.

      “Now.” Lorcan grinned at Thane, and a flicker of his old familiar friend flashed before him. “It’s time to undo the exile.”

      Thane’s heart thumped. “Of course. But I’ll have to do that when I return to Tairngire. I can’t do it without the power of the throne.”

      The smile died from Lorcan’s lips. “I see. Then, you must return at once. Or I’ll throw this treaty into the fire. The exile must be undone.”
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      Reyna jolted awake. She curled her hands into fists and leapt to her feet, ready to punch the living daylights out of anyone who so much as blinked at her wrong. The guards who had tried to drag to her to the dungeons would think twice about ever messing with a trained Shieldmaiden again.

      Only…no one was there.

      Her fisted hands fell heavily to her sides as she spun in a slow circle. A familiar bed squatted near the open windows, overlooking the dense forests of the Wood Court. An owl perch sat just beside it, empty. Wingallock would be waiting for her in the woods.

      She crossed the floor to the open window and stared down the jagged cliff. If only she had her wings, she would spread them wide and soar across the skies in search of help. Not that she knew where to find it. Thane was on Lorcan’s side. Even her father seemed to trust him more than he believed his own daughter.

      She closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath of mossy air. It was because he’d seen this before. Not just once, with Eislyn, but twice. The Ruin had kept Glencora bedridden for months. She was awake now, but she no doubt suffered still.

      And it wasn’t as though they were wrong. Reyna did feel plagued by remnants of the magic. She hadn’t fully shaken it yet, if she ever would. But that did not mean she was mad.

      The door creaked on its hinges, cutting through her thoughts. Her heart rattled in her chest as she swung toward the noise. Lorcan filled the doorway, his armor glinting in the darkness. He strode inside and slammed the door behind him. Silence bounced between them.

      “It looks like you got what you wanted,” she hissed. “They believed you instead of me.”

      “You never should have come back here, Reyna,” he said in a low growl. “I gave you a chance to walk away from this. I should have known you’d be too stubborn to follow through with it.”

      She snorted, coughing out a bitter laugh. “You can’t be serious. You sent Nollaig after me. To kill me. I’d hardly call that letting me walk away from anything.”

      His eyes clouded over with a filmy haze of darkness. Like mist. “She shouldn’t have told you that.”

      “Well, she did,” Reyna said through gritted teeth, thankful that the cloaked fae had waited for her in the woods. If she’d come with Reyna, there was no telling what Lorcan would have done to her.

      The only reason he hadn’t killed Reyna yet was to appease Cos Darragh. He needed the High King of the Ice Court to sign the treaty, giving him access to the northern kingdom and the innocent fae inside of it. Her father would never give him that if he lifted his sword in Reyna’s direction. She and her father might have disagreed on almost everything in her life, but she was still his blood.

      But as soon as Lorcan got that signature, she’d be dead.

      “Where is our mutual friend?” he asked in a voice that slithered over her skin like writhing shadows. “And where is that little book you stole from this place?”

      Her brows winged upward. “Careful, Lorcan. You’re giving yourself away. I thought the book was unimportant. I thought you told me to forget about it, to move on from the past.”

      His eyes sparked as he stalked across the room. Reyna held herself steady, refusing to move from her spot beside the window. Intimidation would not work on her. She’d faced far worse enemies than a cursed fae. “Give me the book, Reyna.”

      “Why?” she asked, her heart thumping. “I think we both know what’s in there, but I don’t know why you’d be so determined to get it back. To destroy the evidence? Or because there’s something else in there you don’t want me to find?”

      She and Rhain hadn’t had time to comb through every page of the tome. Could there be a cure inside those pages? If she could escape these tower walls and return to the forest, would she find a way to bring him back from this magic that had a hold on his mind?

      He sneered. “You’re so consumed by the Ruin that you can’t see the truth, even when it’s standing right in front of you.”

      “That might work on my father, Lorcan, but that won’t work on me.” She squared her shoulders.

      He took one step closer. Shadows stretched out from his muscular form, pulsing against her skin. “You are too far gone to even recognize how badly the magic has twisted you. All this time, you’ve fought so hard for peace. And now, here we are. It was in your grasp, and you refused to take it.”

      Her hands fisted, and she shook her head. “Your lies are going to catch up to you one day. If your force the kings to sign the treaty, and if Thane undoes the exile as he promised, you’ll finally have to face the truth, like all the rest of us.”

      “Us?” He barked out a vicious laugh. “Last time I checked, you’re the one who lies. And that has nothing to do with an exile. It’s because of who you are inside. Broken. Twisted.” His voice slid over her, velvet and cruel. She stared up at him, horrified by how the magic could have transformed him into this. It was as if he was no longer Lorcan Rothach at all. Like he was gone.

      She squeezed her eyes tight. No, she couldn’t believe that. He was still in there, somewhere. And she had to do whatever it took to get him back.

      Suddenly, he snatched her wrist in his hand and squeezed so tight her bones ached. Gritting her teeth, she yanked away, but his fingers refused to relent. “Let go of me, Lorcan. If you harm me, my father will destroy you, no matter what you try to make him believe about my mind.”

      He pulled her to his chest, leaned down, and dragged his nose across her cheek, breathing her in deeply. Reyna shuddered from his touch. Despite everything, she yearned to feel his skin against hers, to feel his lips caressing her the way they always had. She could get lost in his touch, for hours, for days.

      His teeth nipped her neck. “I bet your blood tastes so sweet.”

      She gasped and stumbled out of his embrace. Heart pounding, she stared up at him. “You will have to kill me if you want to drink me.”

      Danger curled his lips. “Not if I give you my blood first. Do you know what it would do to you? How it would drown your thoughts in mist?”

      She stepped back. Reyna knew all about the blood. When she’d been sneaking through Molt’s war camp, she’d gotten an eyeful of it. Every fae who drank it had transformed into wild, beastly versions of themselves. At times, they’d seemed as if they were in a trance, lost to the blood magic’s effect on them.

      If Lorcan fed her his blood, she shuddered to think what she’d do.

      “I will never drink it,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “Give me the book, and I won’t force you to.”

      “It’s not here,” Reyna hissed. “And you’ll never find it. I’ve made sure of that.”

      A warm breeze rustled the loose hair around Reyna’s shoulders, tumbling over her breasts. Lorcan reached out and snatched a strand between his thumb and forefinger. He rubbed the silver, eyes locked on the flush of her chest. Reyna didn’t dare breathe. She wanted to smack his hand away, even as she wanted to drag it down the curves of her body. Trapped, torn between hatred and love, she watched the way his familiar lips frowned, almost in confusion.

      They stood like that for a good long while. Lorcan, fingering her hair. Reyna, stock-still. Their bodies so close that she would only have to lean forward for their chests to collide. The curse had clearly driven Lorcan away from her, but as they locked their gazes on each other, a flicker of hope threatened to dull the pain around her heart. Maybe seeing her, maybe touching her…it reminded him of who he was.

      His fingers slowed, and then they curled into a fist around her hair. He tugged on the ends, and a sharp pain radiated through her skull. “I tire of these games. I need the book, Reyna. I’ll kill you if you don’t tell me where it is.”

      “Ah,” she whispered. “And there it is. The truth.”

      “Where is it?”

      “My father will never sign your treaty if you kill me,” she replied.

      He chuckled. “Your father will never know it was me. Reyna Darragh, the warrior princess, has been twisted by the Ruin. She escaped the tower and ran off into the woods. No one would struggle to believe that. You’ve run off into the woods more than once.”

      Chills swept across her arms. “He’d never believe it.”

      “Wouldn’t he?” He arched a brow. “His princess of a daughter who forsake her duties to dodge arrows in the woods with Shieldmaidens.”

      “Fine.” She took her own hair into her fist and ripped it out of his. Sharp pain exploded in her skull. “Maybe he’d believe you. And maybe he wouldn’t take off after me to hunt me down and drag me back to Falias. But your threats still don’t work on me. I won’t give you what you need in order to destroy this world.”

      “I’m not trying to destroy this world,” he said in a low growl. “I’m trying to save it. Haven’t you seen what’s become of us? We’re worse than humans. Unseelie’s power needs to flood these lands and purify it. Only then can these courts begin anew. He will rise from the ashes and build a better world from the bones of us.”

      Reyna shuddered as an iron fist of fear clamped around her heart. So, this was Unseelie’s plan. He wanted to destroy the world in order to rebuild it in his own image. He’d attempted it with Molt, but it hadn’t worked. And now, he was attempting to do it through Lorcan. A horrible, twisted thought sprang into her mind. During the battle against the Wood Court, she’d convinced herself the Ruin was wrong about the Namhaid. That the true enemy was Ulaid Molt instead of her.

      But what if she’d been wrong, even when she’d been right?

      What if the Namhaid hadn’t been Ulaid Molt? What if it was Lorcan instead?

      Swallowing hard, she tried to shake away her fears. It just wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be. If Lorcan was the Namhaid…

      “I wish you could hear yourself,” she whispered to him, her heart aching. “The Lorcan I know would never say these things.”

      A wicked smile curved his lips. He did not need to say what they both were thinking. The male before her was no longer the Lorcan she knew. But she would not give up on him. He was still in there, even if his mind had been transformed by the curse. He had to be.

      “There’s just one thing I want to know,” she asked after flicking her eyes toward the door. She hadn’t heard a single rustle from the corridor since he’d arrived. As far as she could tell, it was empty. “If you’re so intent on destroying the world, why have you let all the other kings live? Why didn’t you kill them the moment they stepped foot inside your tower?”

      “Didn’t you see?” He scowled. “They brought their armies with them. The wood fae barely accept my reign as it is. If I killed the other kings, the sea fae would rebel. And the ice fae? You know your realm would never accept a shadow fae as their ruler, not one who killed their beloved Darragh king. Your family has ruled the Ice Court for centuries.”

      But he had another plan. He must. Or his face wouldn’t be wearing that smug confidence of someone who had won.

      Nevermind all that. Reyna wouldn’t allow any of it to happen. Slowly, she inched her hands together, and she palmed her ice glass ring. Magic buzzed beneath her skin with an electric charge that made her bones shake. With a deep breath, she blasted ice at his chest, aiming for his steel armor. It vaulted him across the room, crackling in the heat. His body slammed against the wall. He grunted, eyes flying wide. And then he crumpled to the ground.

      Reyna waited, her heart flickering wildly in her chest. When he didn’t move, she stole across the floor and cracked the door to peer into the corridor. It was empty, just as she had suspected. With one last glance over her shoulder, she made her escape. Lorcan would wake soon. She hadn’t hit him hard enough to do any permanent damage.

      She had just enough time to find Thane, and then get the hell out of this cursed tower.

    

  







            13

          

          

      

    

    






Mariel

        

      

    

    
      Mariel peeled open her eyes. The shadows were thin, creeping things that paced the corridor outside of her dungeon cell. At least, she thought they were shadows. Perhaps they were ghosts, remnants of long-lost fae sent here by the Dagda. They would take her away to the Court of Death just as soon as she took her last breath.

      Because she would die in this place.

      She had no idea how many days had passed since Thane Selkirk had locked her up inside this iron-barred corner beneath the ground. It could be weeks or even months. It was impossible to keep track of the days. No sunlight. No fresh air. No hope.

      The guards brought her food occasionally, but by the gnawing ache inside her gut, she knew it wasn’t every day.

      Sighing, she dropped her head back against the grimy wall and breathed in the stench of decay. There were others in here. Occasionally, she heard the echo of screams. Were they warriors who had fought for her? Desperate hope flared within her. Surely Thane Selkirk wouldn’t punish his own people for supporting someone they mistakenly trusted to lead them.

      It wasn’t their fault. They’d only done what they thought they were supposed to do. They’d only followed orders, like all good warriors did.

      But she hadn’t thought Thane Selkirk would launch an attack on his own city either.

      They were terrible, cruel people, the both of them. Mariel had failed Tairngire. She deserved to be in this godforsaken hole. But so did Thane.

      The door to the dungeons swung wide, creaking on its hinges. A splash of light filled the dank cell but vanished quickly. Her stomach growled in response, and as much as she wanted to act nonchalant, she scrambled to her feet.

      She swayed. Trying to steady herself, she reached out for support, and her fingers slipped across the cell’s bars. The iron burned through her. Hissing, she snatched her hand back to her chest and hugged it close. That hadn’t been the first time she’d accidentally touched the bars, and she knew it wouldn’t be the last. The longer she was down here, the weaker she grew. Soon, she would struggle to stand.

      It had been far too long since Mariel had tasted the sap of the Witchlight Woods. The magic in it gave her strength. It solidified her bones and smoothed her skin. Mariel was old. And without the magic to keep her young, she’d soon wither and die.

      “Gods, Mariel.”

      Blearily, she turned her gaze toward the guard. She must have been less lucid than she thought she was because the guard looked so much like her Mavis now. Blonde hair. Bright, sparkling eyes lined in copper. A cutting jawline just like hers. His features were Dalais through and through, and she yearned to reach out and brush her knuckles against his cheek.

      Her poor brother. He would be so wrought with regret and concern. Mavis had never wanted her to do any of this, and she should have listened to him. If she had, she’d be tucked inside The Bloody Dagger now, sloshing tankards overflowing with mead.

      “Did you bring me dinner?” She frowned as she glanced at his empty hands. Her heart sank. “Not even some water?”

      “Mar, it’s me.” The guard pressed up to the iron bars, as close as he could get without touching them. His eyes searched hers, so achingly familiar. “It’s Mavis.”

      “Wait.” She shook out the cobwebs. “It’s really you? Mavis?”

      “Yes, Mar. It’s me,” he said insistently. “And by gods, you look like death.”

      A smile lifted her tired lips. “I feel like death, too. Although, not so much now that you’re here.”

      The sight of him filled her with hope. The High King had kept his promise. He’d vowed to protect Mavis from harm, and he’d followed through on that. She might hate Thane Selkirk for what he’d done to this city, but deep down, she knew he was not an evil male.

      Just…misguided.

      Mavis suddenly froze and gazed down the corridor. “We don’t have time for a teary reunion, Mar. I have to get you out of here, now, before the guards come back.”

      Her hands fell to her sides. “What are you talking about?”

      “I distracted the guards with an attack on one of the towers. Some of the patrons of The Bloody Dagger helped me out.” He pulled a set of rattling keys out of his pocket. “They drew the guards away from here, so we could hatch an escape.”

      He shoved the keys into the lock and twisted sideway. The door swung wide with an ominous creak. Mariel’s eyes widened. Trembling, she stepped back.

      Confusion furrowed Mavis’s brows. “Come on, Mar. We don’t have any time to waste. There’s a hidden passageway nearby that leads to the woods, but we need to go now.”

      “I deserve to die in here, Mavis,” she whispered, tears pooling in the corners of her eyes. “I shouldn’t have tried to steal the throne from the rightful ruler. My quest for power led to so many innocent deaths. I am a traitor, brother.”

      His lips flatlined. “You were trying to do the right thing. That’s all that matters.”

      “But was I?” she asked. “Or was I just telling myself that?”

      “Mariel.” He let out a tense sigh. “Listen to me. You don’t deserve to die in here. You’ve helped so many people over the course of your life, and I’m certain you’ll help even more. Just trust me on this, even if you never listen to anything else I say for the rest of our lives. You need to come with me and save yourself. You can’t give up and die in here!”

      Anguish shook her brother’s voice. Heart lifting, she took a step toward him. “But where do I go, Mavis? What do I do? I can’t stay in Tairngire. Once the guards realize I’m gone, they will search the whole city for me. And if they find me in Drunkard’s Pit, they could burn the whole place down.”

      “You’ll go to the Witchlight Woods,” he said, holding a hand out toward her. “Our ancestors’ homeland. You’ll be safe up in the trees.”

      Mariel nodded. He was right. She could spend years hidden in the woods and no one would ever find out. The trees would protect her. They always had. Taking a deep breath, she took her brother’s hand and stepped out into the light.
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Eislyn

        

      

    

    
      If the Fomorian guards heard her attempted escape, none of them acknowledged it. They continued on their journey at dawn, flying down the western coast toward the southern region of the continent. The sun grew warmer as the day pressed on, until Eislyn wished she’d brought some lighter clothes along with her.

      That night, they set down for their final camp before reaching the portal that would take them into Inishfall. The fields here had grown dry, wheat and barley replacing the verdant grass. It reminded Eislyn of the Air Court. At the thought of Thane, her gut twisted.

      Was he even alive?

      What would he think if he knew his betrothed had wed the Emperor of Fomor? Would he ever find out? News rarely passed between the two continents. What would he think had happened to her instead?

      Would he even care?

      Her heart ached for the High King of the Air Court, but not in the way a wife missed her husband. He’d been the first male to ever pay her attention, and she’d gotten swept up in the excitement of it all. When he’d offered to help her fight the Ruin, he’d seemed so honorable and brave. Eislyn liked Thane Selkirk very, very much.

      As a friend.

      Vreis had become something more to her, but he was gone now. His jewel still hung around her neck, reminding her of his words and his belief in her. She could be her own shield.

      “You look troubled.” Lir settled onto the ground beside her where she’d spread her pallet far back from the fire. Normally, she enjoyed the heat of the flames, but tonight was different. She wanted to be alone.

      “There was a warrior who helped me escape the Air Court,” Eislyn said softly, dropping her chin onto the knees she hugged to her chest. “He also helped me get to Snowport. I have family there, and they killed him. Brutally. Right in front of me.”

      “Ah.” Lir’s jaw clenched. “This male, you cared for him?”

      “He taught me how to be strong.”

      “That’s not something that can be taught, Eislyn,” Lir said gently. “If you’re stronger now, it’s because of you and no one else.”

      She closed her eyes. “Sometimes, you say things that sound just like him. He always told me I was strong, that I could protect myself. To be my own shield. Until I met Vreis, I relied on everyone else. For everything. I never would have come to the Empire of Fomor if it weren’t for him.”

      Lir’s brows arched. “You sound as though you’re happy you came here. A pretty strange sentiment coming from the girl who tried to run away last night.”

      “I was trying to save myself. You can’t blame me for that.”

      “By being your own shield,” Lir murmured.

      “Still, Reyna wouldn’t have run. She probably would have tried to kill you all in your sleep.”

      “And who is Reyna?”

      “No one,” she said quickly.

      “Hmm. She doesn’t sound like no one.”

      “I’d rather not talk of such sad things,” she said. “Please, let’s move on to something else.”

      “Alright then, Eislyn,” he said softly as he shifted toward her. “How is this for lighter things? I would like to lie with my wife tonight.”

      Blood rushed into her ears. Her lips parted as she turned to gaze up at his face, backlit by the highest of the twin moons. “Sleep by my side, you mean…?”

      His gaze went dark. He lifted a finger to her cheek and rubbed his thumb along her jaw. That was all it took for her to come undone. She leaned into his touch, inhaling him deeply. She’d dreamt of this. Even though she hated him, she yearned for his touch. Sometimes, thoughts of his mouth on hers flooded her mind. It was all she could think of most nights.

      “Do you want the same?” he asked.

      Shivering, she nodded.

      “I need you to say it out loud.”

      “I want the same,” she said in a rush, and then bit her bottom lip. “But what about the others?”

      “They’re busy with their meat. They’ll pay us no mind.”

      Gently, Lir pushed her back onto the ground. He climbed to his feet and towered over her, his wide, muscular body blocking out the stars above his head. Her entire body trembled as she watched him undress. He removed his tunic first, revealing sculpted abs that resembled two tall mountain ridges. With a thudding heart, Eislyn pushed up onto her elbows, beckoning him closer. He smiled and wagged a finger at her.

      His trousers joined his shirt on the ground, and his rock hard length sprang into view. She squirmed in anticipation as he knelt before her, tugging her own clothes off her body.

      Eislyn did not quite know what to do. She’d never laid with a male before, and her mother never had the chance to explain things to her. But Lir was gentle and patient. Once she was naked, he spread out on the ground beside her and skimmed his fingers up and down the length of her stomach. She shivered every time those hands grew closer and closer to her sex.

      “You are so beautiful, Eislyn,” he murmured into her ear between the soft kisses he planted on her neck, on her lips, and on her cheeks. “I can’t stop thinking about your eyes and your heart. Your smile.”

      He cupped her breast and dragged his thumb across her aching nipple.

      She cried out, unable to stop herself.

      “You like that, do you?” he murmured into her ear.

      Still cupping her breast, Lir slid his strong body on top her hers, spreading open her thighs with his legs. She trembled beneath him, lost in the sensations pooling in her core. It was as though a fire had been lit inside of her, and it burned hotter than any flames she’d ever felt.

      He dropped his mouth to her breast and sucked on her nipple. Pleasure shook through her, and tension built between her thighs. Lir dragged his tongue up the side of her neck. His lips collided with hers, hungry and rough.

      Gripping the back of her neck, Lir slowly pushed his length inside of her. She gasped, pain and pleasure tangling together in her core. He took a shuddering breath and waited for her gasps to subside. And then he slid inside her once more, slowly and gently until he found the very back of her.

      “Oh my gods,” she gasped.

      Lir took her beneath the stars, claiming her as his once and for all. His thrusts quickened, but he moved gently, as if he were trying to hold himself back. The pain between Eislyn’s thighs quickly subsided, replaced by an aching pleasure that drove every last worry from her mind.

      She cried out as her climax took her over the edge. Lir followed close behind her, his entire body shuddering, sweat glistening across his sculpted chest. When they were finished, he laid on his back and held her until she felt sleep call her into the abyss. The last thing she heard was his heartbeat. It reminded her of something, but she couldn’t quite place it. A sound she’d heard before. Her mind drifted into darkness before she could remember what it was.
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        * * *

      

      Lir shifted away. Eislyn cracked open her eyes. He gathered his clothing from the ground, his muscles rippling beneath the moonlight. Her heart pounded just at the sight of him. Even with his flared wings hidden, she’d never seen anyone look more powerful than Lir. It was no wonder he had become the Emperor of Fomor. She doubted anyone in the world would ever want to go up against him.

      After he’d tugged his golden tunic over his head, he drifted toward the fire where several of his warriors were still awake, snacking on roasted rabbit. He settled in beside them and quickly glanced her way. Eislyn snapped her eyes shut.

      One of the warriors cleared his throat. Barbin, Eislyn thought he was called. He had curly golden hair that matched his bronze skin, and a pair of red-tipped black wings. “Lir, can I make a suggestion?”

      Eislyn stiffened. She’d never heard anyone call Lir by his given name until now. It was always Emperor this or Your Excellence that.

      “You can tell me anything, Barbin. That doesn’t mean I’ll listen,” Lir said with mirth in his voice. He almost sounded at ease. Ever since Eislyn had arrived in Fomor, she’d not once seen him with a friend. She’d started to think he didn’t have any.

      Barbin chuckled. “You rarely do.”

      “So, what is it?” Lir asked. “No, I don’t need to ask. I know what you’re going to say.”

      “You shouldn’t get close to the fae girl,” Barbin said.

      Eislyn sucked in a sharp breath and held her body still.

      “I’ve already married her. I think the damage is done.”

      “That does not mean you should lie with her.”

      “Isn’t that what husband do with their wives?” Lir asked, some of the laughter dying from his voice. “She will be by my side for a long time to come. Once you get to know her, you’ll realize she is not the fae you fear she is.”

      “She’s likely the Namhaid, Lir,” Barbin said quietly. “She’s the destroyer of this entire world. None of us will exist once Unseelie fills her soul and twists her mind. You can’t forget that, no matter how pleasing you might find her.”

      “Look at her,” Lir snapped. “She’s not what you accuse her to be.”

      “She fits the prophecy.”

      “The prophecies are confusing,” Lir argued. “It’s clear she has something to do with the Namhaid, but that doesn’t mean it’s her. She could be the Ghaisgeach, which means she saves this world, not ends it.”

      “Oh, Lir.” Barbin let out a heavy sigh. “I fear your feelings for the girl are blinding you to reality. If you aren’t careful, this will tear us all apart. What happens when you get her in front of the gods and they tell you what she is? You cannot allow her to live. Fomor will rip itself apart if you do. Half of the kingdoms will rise up against you. Half will take your side. We fought so hard for peace. You cannot sacrifice everything for one girl. No matter if she’s your wife and you like to fuck her.”

      Tears filled Eislyn’s eyes as her heart raged inside her chest. The Fomorians wanted to kill her. She’d known that. But she had never considered the full weight of her presence here. Lir’s protection came at a cost. A big one.

      She couldn’t let him sacrifice his empire’s peace. But how could she even stop him? She couldn’t escape. He’d made that achingly clear. Her heart pounded hard. Maybe she could ask the gods for help. They had power still, strong enough to break a marriage bond.

      Maybe Seelie would help her get away…if he didn’t kill her first.
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      Reyna stole through the snaking corridors, her footsteps as loud as thunder in her ears. She didn’t dare slow to cast a glance over her shoulder. There would only be a small window of time to stop the kings from signing the treaty with Lorcan.

      Most of the guest quarters were in a separate tower on the castle grounds, but there were a few vacant rooms in the Tower of Thorns she wanted to check first. Lorcan would want Thane close, or so she hoped. She passed flickering torches and raced down the circular stairwell until she found the door where she hoped to find the air king.

      She lifted her knuckles to the door and rapped lightly. He might be asleep, but she didn’t want to risk a nearby guard hearing her. Several moments passed in brutal silence, until the door finally creaked and swung wide.

      The golden king peered out at her, his curtain of hair sweeping across his face. He widened his eyes, and his hand drifted to his side where he normally wore his sword. But it was gone now, replaced by a simple beige tunic and silken trousers.

      “Reyna, what are you doing here?” he murmured, leaning out to cast a wary glance down the corridor. “You should be…”

      “Trapped in my chambers?” she asked with an arched brow. “According to Lorcan, yes, I should be. Let me inside. I need to speak with you.”

      He shifted on his bare feet, wariness flickering in the depths of his eyes. “You’ve escaped, haven’t you? I should alert the guards.”

      “Maybe you should, but you won’t,” she hissed. “You need to hear what I have to say.”

      “You should let her in,” a soft voice said from behind him. A female voice. Reyna’s chin jerked up just as a small form drifted out of the shadows of the darkened room. Shock jolted through her. The silver-haired female with beaming eyes and curving lips was her sister.

      “Glencora?” Reyna gasped. “What…” Her gaze jerked toward Thane. “What in the name of the Dagda are you doing here? In Thane’s bedchamber?”

      “Come inside, and we’ll explain.” Glencora stepped up to the door and pulled it wider, welcoming Reyna inside.

      Stunned, Reyna trailed through the door, her gaze locked on her sister. She looked good. Color flooded her cheeks. Life sparked in her eyes. Her body was firm and strong, though there was a hint of haunted darkness in her expression. She’d gotten lucky.

      Glencora softly shut the door behind them and sagged against the wood. She gave Reyna a timid smile. “Hello, sister. It’s been a long time.”

      Reyna’s heart leapt into her throat and she threw herself toward her sister. Their bodies collided, arms linking around each other, hair cascading around them as if they were one. Reyna breathed her in. Snow and ice. Frost and starlight. Her heart swelled, hope filling her in a way she had not felt in a very long time.

      “Glencora,” Reyna whispered, tears springing forth from the corners of her eyes. “I’m so sorry. I never should have forced you to go search that village. I—”

      “It’s okay,” Glencora whispered back. “What happened to me was not your fault.”

      “It really was.”

      Glencora pulled back and shook her head. “It was the Ruin’s. And besides, look at me now. I’m fine. Truly, I’m better than fine. I’ve even married a king!”

      Reyna’s jaw nearly dropped open. She swung her gaze toward Thane, who had gone suspiciously pale and silent. Obviously, she had guessed something had happened here. Glencora was in Thane’s room. But the shock of it all still hit her square in the gut.

      “I’m sorry, did you say you’re married?” Reyna asked, struggling to keep her voice to a hush. “What about Eislyn?”

      Thane’s brows pinched. He glanced away. “No one knows where she is, Reyna. Your father has tried finding her, but…”

      Reyna took a step back. “You think she’s dead.”

      “No,” he said, clearing his throat. “I don’t know. You have to admit that it’s possible.”

      “So, that’s why you’ve married my other sister. Because you think Eislyn is dead.” She fisted her hands. “I’m trying very hard not to shout at you right now, Thane, but I have to admit, I’m finding it extremely difficult. You made a promise to my—”

      “No, I didn’t,” he said hoarsely, his golden eyes flickering with pain. “We never got the chance to make promises to each other. The Wood Court attacked us before we could. And then, your father wanted us to secure our alliance. He thought the only way to ensure it was through marriage.”

      “I see,” Reyna said quietly. And she did see. Her damn father, still focused on alliances and politics, even when his youngest daughter was lost to the wilds of the ice fae forests. Or, at least, that was where everyone thought she’d gone. She shouldn’t be surprised that he’d set the marriage up between Glencora and Thane again. Now that his prized eldest daughter was well again, he’d shipped her off to court.

      At least she seemed happy about it.

      And Reyna didn’t have time to dwell on it.

      “Anyway, that’s not why I’ve come here,” Reyna said quickly, casting a glance over her shoulder at the closed door. When Lorcan awoke, he would likely think to check Thane’s quarters for her. He knew she’d do whatever it took to stop the treaty. “I know you want to trust Lorcan. You have all your life. But you have to believe me on this, Thane, he’s not himself. He’s been cursed. If you sign that treaty, all of Tir Na Nog will fall.”

      Thane pursed his lips. “You escaped from your quarters to put a stop to the treaty.”

      “Of course.” She threw up her hands. “Why else would I have done it?”

      “I’ve already signed the treaty, Reyna,” he said quietly. “We signed it as soon as Lorcan escorted you back to your chambers.”

      All the blood drained from Reyna’s face. Her hands dropped heavily to her sides as the full weight of his words crashed down upon her. “You can’t have already signed it.”

      “I can, and I did,” he said firmly. “Reyna, I know you believe that you’re saving us all somehow, but can’t you see that the Ruin has twisted your mind and made you see things that aren’t—”

      “Thane.” Reyna squared her shoulders and stood tall, the way she’d learned in her Shieldmaiden training. “Look at me and tell me you think I’m not myself. Forget Lorcan’s words and really look at me. I know I wasn’t your choice as a bride, but we became friends along the way. You know me. You see me. Am I not the same fae you met all those months ago?”

      Thane let out a heavy sigh, and his eyelids fluttered shut, lashes splashed across his pale cheeks. “You do seem yourself, but you also seem haunted. The Ruin did touch you, Reyna, whether you want to admit it or not. Is that driving you to madness?” His eyes flipped open. “I don’t think so. I truly don’t. But it’s hard for me to imagine that Lorcan is who you say he is.”

      “Cursed,” Reyna said.

      He nodded. “If he truly is cursed, then we’re all doomed.”

      “You shouldn’t have signed the treaty,” she whispered. “Refusing to sign it wouldn’t have stopped the curse from spreading eventually, but it would have given us more time.”

      “More time to what, Reyna?” Glencora asked gently, edging up to Thane’s side. The two stood together, facing Reyna, like a shield or a wall that she could not breach.

      “I need to undo Lorcan’s curse,” she said. “And we all need to leave here before he decides to turn his knives your way. At the moment, he’s still reasonable enough not to murder you. I don’t know how long that will last.”

      Thane snorted. “You can’t be serious. Lorcan would never murder us.”

      “I also thought he’d never have his guards knock me out and lock me up. But that happened. You saw it with your own eyes.”

      Thane sighed, turning to Glencora. “Lorcan did make a threat. I wasn’t sure I heard him right when he said it, but…you heard him, didn’t you?”

      Glencora pressed her lips together. “When he said you needed to reverse the exile? I thought it was a joke.”

      “What did he say?” Reyna asked.

      Thane winced. “He said that if I didn’t return to Tairngire and undo the exile on the shadow fae, then he would burn the treaty.”

      Reyna’s heart pulsed. “And he made that threat against you. Don’t you see, Thane? Could you ever imagine Lorcan saying something like that to you?”

      Silence was his only answer.

      “So, now you understand the gravity of our situation,” Reyna whispered. “Grab your things. Quickly if you can. We need to find my father and tell him to flee this place. I’m sure you’ll want to warn your grandfather, too.”

      “And then what?” Thane asked.

      “You’ll go north. Don’t undo the exile right away. I’ll send you a letter when it’s safe, but hopefully by the time you’ve returned home, I’ll have found a way to cure him.”

      “Absolutely not.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “I want to help you.”

      “You will be helping me, especially if we get out of the Tower of Thorns as soon as possible.” Reyna wet her lips and glanced at the door again. “I may have knocked him out during my escape. It won’t be long before he wakes.”

      It was risky, sharing this information with Thane. But she had no other choice.

      “I wish you wouldn’t have done that.” Thane let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t want to go north. I want to stay here and help you with the curse. Do you have any idea where to start?”

      “Yes.” Reyna nodded. “The book I found the curse inside, I’m hoping it will detail some kind of cure. I’ve left it in a safe place. We just need to get there.”

      “Well, if you’re going to stay in the Wood Court, then I am, too,” Glencora announced.

      Reyna and Thane frowned simultaneously.

      “Absolutely not,” Reyna said. “This could be dangerous, and I don’t want to risk you getting hurt.”

      “It’s not up to you, dear sister,” Glencora said. “It’s my life. I can make my own decisions, and I’m coming with you.”

      Reyna’s brows shot to the top of her forehead. “Well. You’ve certainly changed.”

      Thane did not share Reyna’s amusement. “I don’t think it’s a good idea either, Glencora.”

      “I’m coming with you two, and there’s nothing either of you can say to stop me.”

      Reyna laid a hand on Thane’s arm. “Come on. It’s not worth the argument, and we have very little time. We need to find my father. If Lorcan finds out what we’re up to, we’ll have hell to pay.”
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      In the silence of the moonless night, Reyna and Thane found Cos Darragh and convinced him to climb out of his bed and join them in the woods outside of Murias. Reyna hadn’t been entirely certain her father would agree without alerting the guards. He’d done little to stand up for her when Lorcan had thrown accusations into her face.

      The leaves crunched under their boots as they clustered beneath the dense canopy, the twinkle of birdsong echoing in the distance. Cos frowned at her, the deep creases around his eyes emphasizing his disapproval. Reyna had always been a problem for him.

      “I shouldn’t have agreed to this folly,” he said in a soft growl. “If you weren’t my daughter, you’d be bound in chains and tossed into the dungeon right about now. I’m guessing you aren’t free because High King Lorcan let you go.”

      “That’s not important,” she said quickly, brushing aside his concerns. “What’s important is that you’ve made a mistake. And I can prove it.”

      She knelt onto the ground and pulled a thick tome from a deep hole in the ground. Hefting it into her arms, she flipped open the cover and rustled through the parchment until she reached the page with Lorcan’s curse.

      “This is the book everyone is losing their minds over,” she whispered. “It talks about the curse, what it’ll do to the fae who kills the creator of the curse.”

      Cos peered down at the pages, frowned. “It’s in Fomorian, lass. I can’t read that.”

      No, Reyna thought. Because Cos Darragh didn’t have Fomorian blood running through his veins. Her mother had.

      “I know about Mother’s family,” she said, glancing at Glencora. This would be news to her as well.

      “Mother?” Glencora asked, alarmed. “What does she have to do with any of this?”

      “Try reading the book, Glencora. Tell me what you see.” Reyna held onto the book while Glencora gazed down at it with a frown. “You should be able to read it. Like Mother. Like me.”

      “Reyna.” Her father took a step back, eyes narrowed. “What in the name of the Dagda is the meaning of this?”

      “I know Mother was a Fomorian. That makes me one, too. At least partly. Which means I can read this book. So, I know exactly what it says about the curse.”

      Cos’s face paled, and he shot a furtive glance in Thane’s direction. “Reyna, I’d stop what you’re saying right now. You may think you know what you speak of, but…”

      “But what?” she asked frankly. “Are you going to tell me that I’m wrong? That Mother wasn’t Fomorian? Because that would be a lie, Father, and I’m fairly certain that’s impossible for you.”

      “You shouldn’t speak of your mother like this,” he hissed, those deep groves around his eyes deepening like the slashes from a sword. “You shouldn’t say these things. It’s not right to her. To speak of her like this after her death.”

      “Tell me I’m wrong, and I’ll never speak of it again.”

      “Reyna.” Cos winced and turned away.

      “You can’t, can you?” she demanded, her hands fisting. “Because I speak the truth. And you can’t lie about it.”

      “You’ve made a mistake,” Cos whispered. “Speaking this out loud will come to haunt us all.”

      “I can read it!” Glencora exclaimed.

      They all turned her way. Reyna’s gaze sharpened on her sister’s face. Glencora pursed her lips, looked at Thane, and then shifted toward Reyna. “It does say there is a curse, but it doesn’t say how to cure it.”

      “Dammit.” Cos punched the nearest tree. Bark splintered beneath the force of his fist, echoing through the forest. “We already signed the damn treaty.”

      Relief shook through Reyna, even as irritation bubbled up within her. Her father had doubted her from the very beginning. He’d let Lorcan lock her up. It wasn’t until Glencora took her side that he truly wanted to listen.

      But at least she finally had his attention.

      “I’ll fix this.” Reyna cast a glance up at the tower, hulking on the distant cliff. “Once I undo the curse, it won’t matter that you signed the treaty. Hell, it will be a good thing. Tir Na Nog will finally know peace without anything at all hanging over them. No battles. No curses. No kings driven mad by blood and bone.”

      Cos shook his head, his silver hair rustling around his shoulders. “We can’t risk that.”

      Reyna’s heart thumped. “What do you mean?”

      “We can’t risk it,” he insisted. “You said this curse will spread north now that we’ve attached ourselves to Lorcan. There’s no way to undo that. We gave our word. The only way we can save ourselves is to kill High King Lorcan before the curse spreads into our lands.”

      Reyna drew herself up tall, sucking in a rattling breath. “No. You can’t do that.”

      “I can, and I will. You aren’t the High King. You’re not even a queen. This is my decision, Reyna, and I will hear no argument against it.”

      “At least give me a chance,” she said quickly, twisting her hands together. “I’m certain I can curse this curse, but I need a little time to do it.”

      A beat passed before he spoke. “How much time?”

      She glanced at Thane for an answer, but he only shrugged. He didn’t know any more than she did.

      “A month. Maybe two.” She shook her head. “No, perhaps longer. I don’t know where I’ll have to travel to find the answer to this. Six months?”

      If she had to return to Inishfall—and she just might—that alone could take several months, depending on how they got there. Unless they could steal one of Lorcan’s ships, they’d have to go on foot.

      “Absolutely not,” Cos said through gritted teeth. “Six months could be enough time for the curse to drown the entire continent. I’ll give you a month and no longer.”

      Reyna’s breath rattled in her lungs. “But that might not be enough.”

      “You’re right. It might not be,” he said firmly. “But think of the Ice Court, Reyna. What will happen to your people if we do not put a stop to this? You fought the Ruin will all your heart, just to protect them. This is not the fight you want now, but it’s the one you have. It’s a month. I’ll pull my army back across the mountains and wait there. Send a bird by dawn in one month’s time, or we will launch an assault on these lands. And Lorcan Rothach will die.”
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Lorcan

        

      

    

    
      Lorcan awoke with fury burning in his veins. The cool floor whispered across his forehead as he rolled onto his back. Blinking, he tried to make sense of his surroundings. Vines overhead. Blood pounding in his ears. The scent of blooming flowers on the warm wind.

      Ah, he thought grimly. That was right. He was inside the Wood Court, having taken the throne. Molt had cursed him, and he was only in control of his own mind and body in small snippets scattered throughout the day.

      Groaning, he pushed up to his feet and gazed around. He remembered clearly now. Reyna had returned from her flight into the forest, and she’d brought with her accusations and anger. She’d found out about the curse and had tried to stop Thane and Cos from signing the treaty.

      And she’d failed.

      A slight smile ghosted his lips. He’d tried to lock her up, but he should have known nothing would stop Reyna Darragh from doing something once she set her mind to it. She’d blasted him with ice. It had been one of the sexiest things he’d ever seen.

      The other version of himself certainly didn’t think so. The Cursed One, Lorcan was beginning to call him.

      Lorcan’s smile vanished. It wouldn’t take long for that part of him to take over again. He was only in control now because the magic had knocked him out.

      He needed to warn the others before it was too late. Cos and Thane needed to leave Murias as quickly as possible. The cursed monster within him wanted to kill them all. They could still survive this, but they had to go now.

      Lorcan strode out of his chambers, squaring his shoulders. He would put a stop to this. As he stormed down the corridor, his mind began to blur. His vision went dark. Blood rushed through his ears. The curse flared to life and Lorcan vanished back into the depths of his soul.

      Dammit, the Cursed One thought to himself as he regained control of Lorcan. That had been far too close. The Pathetic One had almost taken over again. If he managed to warn the other kings, they’d no doubt join their forces against him. He might have two courts under his rule, but the shadow fae could scarcely fight after everything they’d been through. Both armies had lost too many warriors.

      He went to Thane’s room. It was empty. He tried Cos Darragh next, and then Murdock, the sea king. All of them had vanished. When he strode out into the courtyard, only vines and thorns welcomed him. The kings were gone, and so were there armies.

      Rage rushed through him like a storm.

      “Reyna Darragh,” he hissed, fisting his hands. This was all her fault. She’d rushed straight to the kings and convinced them to flee. Cowards, the lot of them. They couldn’t face an enemy, not even when he was right in front of them.

      He would make her pay for this. With every last drop of her bitter blood.

      Blood.

      Desire bloomed in his gut. Twisting on his heels, he stalked back into the tower, finding several of his loyal guards waiting for him. They stood at attention by the throne, their eyes cast onto the carpet of moss.

      “Where have the kings gone?” Lorcan barked, storming toward them. “Where are their armies?”

      Maxis, one of the shadow fae warriors who had followed him from Falias, shifted uneasily on his feet. “They left in the middle of the night. We thought it was odd, but they’re our allies now, so we saw no reason to prevent them from doing what they wanted to do.”

      “You let them leave,” he growled through gritted teeth. Reaching the guards, he grabbed Maxis around the throat and lifted him from the ground. His feet dangled beneath him like a mindless puppet. “Do you not realize what you’ve done? Traitor.”

      “No, Your Grace,” Maxis sputtered, his eyes wide as Lorcan’s grip tightened around his throat. “I’m no traitor. I’m loyal to you. I’m so sorry, Your Grace. I had no idea that—”

      Lorcan tightened his fist around Maxis’s throat and held him there until all the breath rushed from his lungs. The shadow fae warrior’s eyes rolled into the back of his head. His hands went still. With a smile, Lorcan dropped the fae. He crumpled onto the floor like a helpless idiot. One who was now dead.

      The other two guards stared at him, mouths ajar. He whirled on them. “Did either of you have anything to do with this?”

      “No, Your Grace,” one of them sputtered. A female with dark hair. He didn’t know her name, and he didn’t care to learn it. She was likely lying.

      No matter. Maxis would give him enough blood for now.

      “You’re both pathetic. I’ll have you replaced immediately.” He grabbed Maxis beneath the arms and dragged him from the room, depositing him in the meeting hall just beyond the throne. Hunger swirled in his gut as he stared down at the fallen fae. His teeth ached. His eyes burned. He’d never been hungrier in his life, and potatoes or rabbit would not do a world of good now. He needed blood.

      Kneeling to the floor, he bent over Maxis and drove his teeth into his neck. The blood pooled on his tongue, sparking desire in his gut. He moaned as he drank deeply. The tang of iron coated his tongue, driving him into a frenzy. Teeth slicing into Maxis’s neck, he grabbed the body and hugged it tightly against him. My god, he’d never wanted anything more than he wanted this. The blood, the flesh, the bones.

      He would cut off his own arm if it meant he could have more of it. He shuddered as he swallowed gulp after gulp. All of it, every last drop. Moaning, he ripped through the flesh, biting hard into it. When his teeth hit bone, excitement tripped through him. He’d never feasted upon bone. Not yet. In the back of his mind, Unseelie urged him on. Beautiful, mysterious Unseelie, with his untold power over all.

      Together, they would turn this world to ash.

      With a deep growl, Lorcan crunched into bone and shuddered as a new power filled his veins. Nothing and no one could defeat him now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He awoke delirious, drunk, and craving blood and bone. The past few hours were a blur. All he could remember was Maxis and the way the power had sizzled on his tongue. At some point, he’d blacked out, lost to the frenzy of his feasting.

      He’d never felt anything like it before.

      And he hated it.

      Lorcan bent over, wiping the blood from his face. There was so much of it. His tunic was drenched in it, and it coated his hands. Grief and horrible regret tangled together in his gut. Somehow, he had to stop this. The curse wanted to destroy him and everyone around him. And it would, if he didn’t somehow find a way to regain control permanently.

      The only reason he had control now was because the Cursed One was so drunk on the power of the blood. Gritting his teeth, he stood, swaying on his feet.

      “Reyna will stop this,” he whispered out loud, grateful that he could actually speak for once. “She won’t let you get away with this.”

      The Cursed One slumbering inside of him had no reply.

      Averting his eyes from the mess on the floor, he stumbled out of the meeting hall and headed to the Roost where the court kept their messenger birds. He had to find a way to warn Reyna of what was coming. The Cursed One wouldn’t stand for her escape. He would find her, and he would kill her. With this newfound power singing in his veins, she might not stand a chance against him.

      What was worse, the Cursed One knew everything about Reyna Darragh. He could read Lorcan’s memories, his thoughts. He knew what made her tick. He knew her strengths. But he also knew her weaknesses. She didn’t have many, but it would only take one.

      He shuffled into the Roost where the Wood Court’s Falconer was tending to the birds. She turned to him, confusion rippling in her eyes at the state of him. He hadn’t stopped to change, even though he looked as though he’d just bathed in blood. At any moment, the slumbering Cursed One would awake inside of him and regain control.

      “Your Highness?” Lily frowned, her amber hair flowing around her strong shoulders. She reminded him a lot of Reyna. Strength and power radiated from her body due to all her time spent hunting in the woods.

      “I need to send a letter,” he said through gritted teeth. The words were harder to get out now.

      “To whom?” she asked, reaching up toward the nearest owl. It was a small, brown thing with wings the size of her head.

      “Reyna.”

      Alarm flickered through her eyes. “I thought Reyna was a traitor. She turned on us.”

      “No,” he grunted out, staggering to the side. “Whatever you heard is wrong. Please, hurry. I need to send a letter before…” He trailed off, unsure how much he should tell her. If he warned Lily of what had happened to him, the Cursed One would no doubt want to kill her before she could tell anyone else. It was best he kept it to himself, for now. Once Reyna got his letter, she would know what to do.

      “Alright. What do you wish to say to her, Your Grace? And where should I send it.”

      “Tell the owl to find Wingallock. He’ll be somewhere in the forest, though I don’t know where.”

      “And the letter?” she asked.

      “Tell her that’s he angry. And that he’s coming.”
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      After her father went to fetch the sea king and withdraw their troops from Murias, Reyna stole through the forest with Thane and Glencora just behind her. Cos hadn’t wanted Glencora rushing off on a godforsaken quest any more than Reyna did, but she’d made up her mind. She was along for the journey.

      On the way, Wingallock brought her a note.

      We’re going to destroy you.

      She crumpled it up and burnt it in the fire, anger pulsing in her veins. She knew who it was from, even though it had no signature. Lorcan had woken and found them all gone, and he’d made his threat clear. If he had his way, he’d kill them all.

      They met Rhain and Nollaig halfway to Craobhan and set up camp, filling them in on everything that had happened. Glencora kept casting curious glances at the cloaked fae. Reyna could hardly blame her. Nollaig was an odd one. Reyna had long since grown accustomed to her presence, but she’d been caught off guard when she’d first met her, too.

      They all settled on the ground around the crackling fire, staring into the flames. Nollaig was the first to speak.

      “So,” she announced after taking a swig of her tankard, no doubt filled with her favorite beverage, Buntata. “How are we going to stop this curse then? Any brilliant ideas?”

      “We’ll have to read the rest of the book.” Reyna tapped the leather cover of the tome, swallowing down her dread. “There are a lot of pages. It could take awhile.”

      Rhain held out a hand, his rings glinting against the light of the fire. “Might as well start now. I’ll take the first shift. You should get some rest. You’ve been running all night.”

      Rhain was right. As much as she hated to admit weakness, weariness dragged her bones into the dirt. The three of them hadn’t dared to stop when they’d fled from Murias. If Lorcan caught them, all of this would be for nought. Either he would fall, or Tir Na Nog would.

      And Reyna couldn’t let either of those things happen.

      Reyna handed over the book, took her pallet, and dragged it away from the fire where she could scarcely feel the heated glow of it. The dense, humid air still clung to her skin like a second cloak, but at least back here she would be away from the blazing heat of it all. Glencora followed just behind her, dropping her own pallet next to her sister’s.

      “You don’t like the fire either then?” Reyna asked as Glencora settled on the ground with her legs crossed beneath her.

      “I don’t love it. I don’t hate it either. It never really bothered me the way it bothers you.”

      “Is this about Thane then? You don’t want to sleep beside him?”

      A slight smile lifted the corner of her sister’s lips. “I don’t mind his presence, but we haven’t consummated our marriage yet, if that’s what you’re trying to ask.”

      Reyna snorted. “Don’t let anyone else hear you say that, or they’ll question the validity of it. You know how the courts are. They like unions. They like heirs.”

      “In time,” Glencora said, turning her bulbous silver eyes onto Reyna. “The reason I joined you back here is because I need to tell you something. And I’m afraid that you aren’t going to like it one bit.”

      Dread crept down Reyna’s spine. “What are you talking about?”

      “When the Ruin was inside of you, did you have any visions?”

      Reyna’s hands tightened around the soft pallet. “Visions.”

      “Yes, visions. Of the past. Or of the future.”

      Heart hammering, Reyna forced her breathing to steady. A dull roar built in her ears, an insistent reminder of everything she’d seen, everything she’d done, and everything she’d feared. The Ruin had crowed into her mind, filling every inch of her with its all-consuming magic, twisting her mind onto itself. And it had shown her things. Terrible, cruel things. Dreams or visions, she did not know. But some of it had been true.

      And if Glencora knew about it…

      “It showed you things, too,” Reyna whispered, horror churning in her gut. “When the Ruin pierced your eye, it got inside of you.”

      “For awhile,” Glencora whispered beneath the steady crackle of the flames. The flickering light cast shadows onto her pale face, highlighting a hollowness to her cheeks that had never been there before. “But I couldn’t fight it off, not like you could. In the end, it showed me terrible things.”

      “What did you see, Glencora?” A rope squeezed tight around her heart, almost suffocating her.

      “Sisters. Two ice princesses. One of you is killing the other, but I couldn’t tell who.” She pressed her lips tightly together. “One of you is the Namhaid, Reyna. And I think we both probably know it’s you.”

      Reyna’s breath hissed as she dragged a breath in through her flared nostrils. She had the urge to jump up, to shout, to scream, but she held it all back. Glencora did not know what she was saying.

      “You know I would never hurt Eislyn,” she said in a fierce whisper. “I would die before I harmed a hair on her head. Hell, I would sacrifice my very soul to Ifrinn if it meant she would live.”

      “Which is why I don’t think you’ll be the one to kill her.” Glencora’s silver eyes looked like pools of moonlight, reflecting Reyna’s shocked face. “You’re the Namhaid. She’s the Ghaisgeach. She will kill you to save the world.”

      “You can’t mean this,” Reyna said, fighting the urge to shout. She’d thought she’d left all this behind. The insistent worry that she would somehow rip the world apart by the force of Unseelie’s brutal magic. She’d found the true Namhaid. Ulaid Molt. He was gone.

      And yet Unseelie’s curses still lived on. He had not been vanquished.

      Her heart battered her ribcage. Fear burned her veins. “This can’t be right, Glencora. The Ruin must have twisted your mind, the same way it tried to twist mine. It spent its entire existence believing an ice princess would become the Namhaid, but it was wrong. It was Ulaid Molt. I’m certain of it. Besides, Eislyn wouldn’t harm a fly. She hates conflict. If I you are right and I am the Namhaid, Eislyn would never kill me.”

      She couldn’t kill me, Reyna thought grimly. As much as she loved her sister, she couldn’t pretend that she knew how to fight. Hell, Reyna doubted she’d ever held a sword, much less swung one. If someone was going to defeat the Namhaid, it would be a warrior…wouldn’t it?

      “I can’t explain the hows and the whys,” Glencora whispered, hugging her knees to her chest. “All I know is that it happens. And I wanted to warn you. Even though you might be the fae who ends everything, you’re still my sister. Maybe we can find a way to stop it. Together.”
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        * * *

      

      The scent of death swirled through the parched air. Reyna knelt on a mound of ash, the breeze tossing the black sand into her face. She scanned the horizon. Bodies piled on top of each other, unmoving. Her stomach flipped over. She’d seen this sight before. Time and time again in her dreams.

      Slowly, she stood. Her silver hair hung in a single braid over her right shoulder where Wingallock usually perched. He was nowhere to be seen.

      “Hello?” she called out. As far as she could tell, she was the only thing alive in this godforsaken land.

      “Hello, Reyna Darragh,” a voice whispered into her ear. She whirled toward it, her heart hammering. But all she found was another pile of bodies surrounded by flies.

      She’d heard that voice before. Unseelie.

      “Go away,” she hissed, pulling a long gleaming sword from a sheath strapped to her back. Reyna had never seen this sword before. It buzzed with power beneath her fingertips. Silver etchings rippled across the sharp blade. The pommel was curved and long and tipped in ice. “You’re not welcome here.”

      Unseelie laughed. “You will never win against me, Reyna Darragh. How can you fight a god you can’t even see?”

      She growled. “I’ve fought you before. And I beat you. Your precious Namhaid is gone.”

      A long pause followed. Reyna rolled back her shoulders and smiled.

      And then he laughed, a deep eerie melodic sound that washed dread down her spine. “You believe Ulaid Molt was my Namhaid? You are very much mistaken.”

      Reyna took a step back, shaking her head. Alarm slammed her heart against her ribs. “You’re lying.”

      Suddenly, the ground vanished beneath her feet. Reyna’s cloak whipped around her head as she fell through an endless pit of black. A scream lodged in her throat. Tears streaming from her eyes, she gripped sword tighter and willed herself to wake.

      She knew this was a dream. She’d seen these images enough to know what was real and what wasn’t, despite Unseelie’s determination to trick her mind.

      None of this was real. Soon, she would wake up on her pallet in the woods. And she could forget every single moment of this.

      Her feet slammed into stone. She crumpled onto her knees, her teeth knocking together. The pain was electric. It radiated throughout her body, even though nothing about it was real. She still felt it all the same.

      Fields of fire stretched out before her. Flames licked the skies as smoke filled her lungs. She threw a hand over her mouth, coughing. Her eyes burned. Even her teeth hurt.

      “Welcome to the Fire Court, Reyna Darragh,” Unseelie whispered.

      A flicker of fear raced down her spine. “The Fire Court no longer exists.”

      “The kingdom is gone, but the lands live on in perpetual flames. Look around and see, Reyna Darragh.”

      Reyna could not help herself. She lifted her eyes and stared, taking in the blazing fields. Mountains rose in the distance. Their peaks poked through the fires, spearing the smoke-filled skies with silver. She blinked up at it, unease swirling like poison through her veins.

      “How do the mountains have snow?” she whispered, more to herself than to anyone else. But Unseelie heard all the same.

      “Because ice will bring upon the destruction of this world.”
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        * * *

      

      Reyna awoke with a start. Sweat drenched her skin, and her heart thrummed a hectic beat. Her mother’s hoarfrost cloak clung tightly to her body, dragging her down into the ground, suffocating her. She threw it off and jumped to her feet, pacing past where her friends slept soundly through the night. A blast of humid wind shot through the clearing, blowing her damp hair away from her clammy face.

      She pressed a shaky hand to her heart. It beat so wildly that she swore it might thump its way right through her bones and flesh. What the hell had that been all about? Reyna hadn’t had a dream about the Cleaving of the World since Lorcan had killed Ulaid Molt. At the time, she hadn’t questioned it. Molt had been the Namhaid. And now he was gone.

      But now the dreams had returned, more horrible than before. Wingallock soared down from the branches above, settling on her shoulder.

      She paced the woods, taking comfort in Wingallock’s steadying presence. There was only one explanation for this. Glencora’s words had gotten to her. They had kicked up old fears and tossed them around in her mind until she couldn’t help but dream of them.

      She’d fitfully fallen to sleep worrying about it. So, of course those worries would follow her into her dreams. It made perfect sense.

      “There’s nothing to worry about,” she whispered, hoping at least her owl believed her, even if she didn’t truly believe herself. “The Namhaid is dead.”

      A crack sounded from the forest. Reyna spun on her feet, her heart in her throat. She scanned the trees for movement as her familiar flew off to scout ahead. A flash of white flared to her left. Another flash of red loomed from her right. The scent of iron drifted toward her, and Wingallock’s agitated hoot echoed from somewhere nearby. A warning.

      Some wood fae had found them. Or shadow fae. It didn’t matter which. Because they were cursed. Reyna leapt toward the fire and shook Thane’s shoulder. He was on his feet in an instant, eyes wide.

      “We’ve been found,” Reyna hissed, whipping her ice glass dagger from her belt. “Cursed fae are here. And I think there are a lot of them.”
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Eislyn

        

      

    

    
      When Eislyn stepped through the portal that led into Inishfall, her senses were assaulted by colors, sounds, and scents. Heat radiated across her bare arms as she gazed at the brilliant leaves drooping from the heavy moisture. Birds twinkled with songs, and the rush of a nearby waterfall filled the air. The heady scent of water lilies, orchids, and passion flowers swirled with an intoxicating magic that almost knocked Eislyn to the ground.

      “Welcome to Inishfall,” Lir said grimly. “Be on guard. This island has teeth.”

      “It’s beautiful,” she whispered, dropping back her head to gaze up at the cloudless sky. The blue of it was more brilliant than anything she’d ever seen back home. Warriors whispered out of the pool of water that had led them through the portal. They heaved themselves up onto the shore, grumbling.

      “The beauty hides the darkness,” Lir murmured. “There is great power here, both dark and light. You must be careful of it.”

      “It’s the prisoners I’m more worried about,” Barbin said, wiping the water from his face. “Some of the worst creatures in our world’s history have ended up here. They might keep to themselves, but…”

      Eislyn’s heart thumped. “Surely they wouldn’t bother a band of Fomorians.”

      Barbin chuckled. “You act as though they have rational brains. After decades—or more—trapped in this place, they’ve likely gone mad.”

      “Wonderful,” Eislyn muttered, her eyes darting toward every shadow in the lush forest. Suddenly, the trees no longer seemed so inviting. They watched her silently like portends of death.

      “Lir, can I talk to you for a moment?” Barbin asked. Lir nodded and strode off toward the edge of the clearing. Frowning, Eislyn inched closer to the both of them so that she could overhear their conversation.

      “I was thinking…Inishfall is a prison,” Barbin murmured. “Perhaps it’s the perfect place for the Namhaid. That way, you get what you want and we get what we want. The world is safe from her, but…you don’t have to kill her.”

      Eislyn stiffened, twisting away. She didn’t want to hear another word of this, but she couldn’t walk away from it either. Her fate was tied to Lir, inexplicably. And there was nothing she could do about it. She didn’t want to return to Fomor when all of this was over, but she didn’t want to stay here either. Not if this place was home to the kind of prisoners who would eat her alive if they found her—literally.

      “Absolutely not,” Lir said through clenched teeth. “Eislyn would never survive this place alone. And she’s my wife. We made vows to each other. The only way to undo that is for one of us to die.”

      “Perhaps not,” Barbin argued, his voice a hiss. “A druid might be able to do it.”

      “A druid is not here, Barbin,” Lir said. “And I will not hear any more discussion of this. She is my wife, and she will remain by my side regardless of what happens with the gods.”

      Barbin let out a heavy sigh. “I fear you’re making a mistake, old friend.”

      “It’s my mistake to make,” Lir insisted. “I need you to respect that.”

      “How can I respect something that could get us all killed?”

      “Enough,” Lir snapped, turning away. Sucking in a sharp breath, Eislyn tried to scurry over to the other warriors before Lir could spot her eavesdropping. But no such luck. His eyes landed on her the moment he turned. Instantly, the hard lines on his face softened.

      He took her elbow in his hand, steering her away from Barbin. “I suppose you heard every word of that.”

      She swallowed hard, casting a quick glance over her shoulder. Barbin stood watching them retreat, hatred churning in his eyes. “I did.”

      “I should be annoyed that you eavesdropped, but I don’t blame you. It’s your fate on the line.” He stopped, sighed, and ran a hand down his face. “I know you’re scared, Eislyn, but you don’t need to be. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “It’s not just me I’m worried about,” she whispered. “What if he’s right?”

      “He’s not,” Lir said with a frown. “Now, come. We need to reach the birthplace of the gods before nightfall or we’ll have to camp on this island. And none of us wants that.”

      They took to the skies again. This time, Eislyn did not even fight it. She wrapped her arms around Lir’s neck and gazed down at the thick canopy whooshing by. The world was a brilliant green, almost blindingly bright. Magic sizzled through the air, buzzing against her skin. Eislyn had never felt anything quite like it before.

      As they flew, several of the warriors gathered around Barbin. They exchanged tense words, but their voices were snatched up by the steady wind. She couldn’t make out what they were saying, but she could guess by their harsh glances in her direction. Plotting against her, no doubt. Why couldn’t Lir see it?

      Eislyn’s attention soon shifted to the buzz of magic dancing along her skin. She had an empty feeling in the pit of her stomach. With every breath that passed, the magic hugged her even tighter. It reminded her of the story of the fae who walked into the belly of the whale. And then never came out.

      Finally, the Fomorians landed in a clearing where the winding river ended at a deep, dark pool. Dark magic pulsed from the murky depths of it, tempting her closer. The forest loomed large around them, and strange whispers echoed from the dark. Eislyn suddenly had the urge to call this off and turn back. Something wasn’t right about this place, and it wasn’t just the prisoners. Her owl hooted and nuzzled her neck. It calmed her nerves, but only a little bit.

      “This is it,” Lir said, nodding toward the strange pool of water that stretched out before them.

      Eislyn swallowed hard and stared at the still water. It looked harmless, like any old pool one might find in the midst of a forest. But she could feel the magic seeping from it, deep and dark and cruel.

      “What do I have to do?” she whispered.

      “You have to go up to the pool and drink the water,” Barbin said gruffly.

      Lir frowned. “We’re actually not certain, Eislyn. Dagda’s chronicles weren’t clear on what’s necessary to speak to the gods.”

      “They were,” Barbin argued. “It was in his Tales of Tir Na Nog.”

      Eislyn glanced up at Lir. He stood tall and broad-shouldered beside her. Unease flashed in his eyes. This quest had been his idea. Why did he look as though he regretted it now?

      Because he truly thought she was the Namhaid. And once they confirmed it, her existence would rip his entire world apart.

      “Alright. Try drinking from it,” he finally relented with a nod. “And then ask the question.”

      “You really think it’s as simple as that?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. Even though they were here to speak to a god, she did not want to disturb whatever lurked in that pool. What if it wanted to eat her?

      “Perhaps. Magic and running water go hand-in-hand,” Lir said.

      “That’s not running water.”

      Barbin let out a huff of irritation. “Princess Eislyn. We journeyed all the way here so that you could ask the bloody gods a question. Stop wasting our time. We don’t want to camp here in this forest if we don’t have to.”

      She glared at him. “So, then why don’t you ask the question?”

      “Because I’m not the one who’s going to end up being the fucking Namhaid, am I?

      Her hands fisted. She wished she had a stupid shield so that she could slam it in his face.

      With that thought in mind, she smiled and turned toward the pool. It rippled in the light wind, the surface shimmering in the dying sunlight. Slowly, Eislyn stepped toward it and sank to her knees. With a shaking finger, she reached out and poked the surface.

      Nothing happened.

      “We said drink it,” Barbin growled. “Not tap the damn thing.”

      “Give me a second,” she said, exasperated. “I’m about to ask a god if I’m going to destroy the world. I need to steel myself for it.”

      “For fuck’s sake.”

      Eislyn just rolled her eyes and turned her attention back on the pool. These Fomorians wouldn’t understand. They didn’t have to live with themselves if the gods answered with a yes. And they certainly wouldn’t have the threat of death hanging over their heads.

      She gripped the edge of the bank and leaned over. Her reflection peered back up at her. Haunted eyes bored into her soul, and her shaved hair had begun to grow back in weird clumps. Was that what she looked like? She supposed it had been a few days since she’d had a proper bath.

      “Get the hell on with it!” Footsteps thudded behind her, and two hands shoved her back.

      A cry shot from her throat as she tumbled into the pool. Her face hit the water first, stinging from the contact. Waves rushed around her, filling her mouth and her lungs. She didn’t know how to swim. She’d never learned.

      Fear spiked her heart. Arms flailing, she tried to grab onto the vanishing bank, but it was no use. The waters swallowed her hole, dragging her under.

      The last thing she heard was Lir’s roar.
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      “Wake the others.” Thane drew his sword from under his pack. Dappled moonlight danced down the blade, highlighting the sharp tip. A soft wind swirled through the camp and rustled the fallen leaves. “I’ll distract them long enough for everyone to gather their weapons.” He ground his teeth together, his jaw rippling. “Keep Glencora safe.”

      Reyna’s jaw dropped as he rushed into the forest, his golden hair rippling behind him. He was going to get himself killed if he rushed into the middle of a group of cursed fae like this. But then she clamped her mouth shut. He was already gone. Only a flicker of gold remained of him. With a growl, she leaned down and shook Nollaig awake.

      The shadow fae groaned and rolled over. Even in her state, the hood of her cloak remained tight around her hidden face. “What the hell’s going on? I thought my—”

      “Get up,” Reyna hissed into her face. “The cursed fae found us. Grab Rhain and my sister. Stay on either side of her. I have to go after the bloody High King of the Air Court and make sure he doesn’t get himself killed.”

      At that, she rushed off, Nollaig shouting in agitation. She dove through the trees. Branches slapped her arms. Thorns scraped along her exposed skin. Ignoring it, she pushed through the dense brush, and the scent of iron grew stronger.

      She stumbled into a clearing where Thane stood surrounded by wood and shadow fae. Quickly, she took stock of the situation. There were only seven of them, but that was at least three to many for Thane to take on by himself. She’d seen him fight, and he was good, but she doubted most warriors could take on seven enemies at once, even if they weren’t trained in combat.

      Thane gripped his sword, spinning in a slow circle. The fae surrounding him were in various states of undress, though there was nothing erotic about it. Rags hung from gaunt frames. Some of their linens were older than the Fall, and there were holes in the shape of teeth on others. And some of their garments looked as though blades had sliced clean through them, hacking away the material.

      It was an odd sight.

      “This was smart,” Reyna said with a roll of her eyes. “We probably could have fled before they attacked us. Now, I’m going to have to save your damn life.”

      Thane swallowed hard as he kept his gaze locked on the cursed fae surrounding him. “You speak as though that’s a distasteful thought. And here I thought we were friends.”

      “We’re pretty much siblings now. Siblings often fight.”

      A ghost of a smile flickered across his face. “Who would have though it, eh? Once, we faced each other on the battlefield. Now, we’re family.”

      “Which is why I’m going to have to save your ass,” she said, smiling. “Luckily, it doesn’t look like these cursed fae have any idea what the hell is going on.”

      “They definitely know they have a new snack standing in front of them.” He cut his eyes her way. “Other than that, I think you’re right. There’s a strange vacant look in their eyes. Nothing like what I saw in Lorcan.”

      “Because Lorcan is the source,” Reyna whispered, suddenly understanding. He might lose his grip on his old self, but he would always be aware of who he was and what he was doing. But when the curse spread to others, they would lose their grip on reality. It was exactly what the Ruin had shown her in her dreams. Unseelie would spread his magic across the world, twisting minds, breaking them, until every soul alive was nothing but a shell of their former self.

      Reyna shivered.

      “Which means this curse is spread through blood, isn’t it?” Thane asked, staring down the enemy. Reyna nodded. It made sense. She and Nollaig had wondered why they hadn’t caught the curse yet. They were both Fomorians, but that shouldn’t have made them immune to a magical affliction. The great winged creatures were powerful, but they weren’t indestructible. If they were, they wouldn’t have set an elaborate magical trap called the Ruin.

      They hadn’t caught it yet because they hadn’t feasted on blood, and no one had feasted on theirs.

      One of the cursed fae pounced. He leapt toward Thane, fingers curved into claws. With a shout, Thane whirled on the attacker, slicing his blade through the humid air. The blade made contact with the cursed fae’s flesh. Droplets of blood flicked onto Thane’s face.

      Reyna rushed forward. She spun her dagger toward the nearest fae and slammed the sharp edge into the back of her neck. Ripping the dagger out of the enemy, she jumped toward the next attacker. The shadow fae roared, the strands of his hair limp and caked in dirt. He flashed his teeth toward her. They were jagged and sharp, just like the wood king’s had once been.

      This curse was changing them. They were becoming something else.

      And they needed her help.

      Unfortunately, she’d have to kill a few of them first. If she could avoid it, she would, but she had to protect her sister.

      The cursed fae leapt toward her. She had no choice but to raise her dagger between them. The blade cut deep into his neck, killing him instantly. Another fae slammed into her side and knocked her sideways. She stumbled, and pain crashed through her arm.

      Reyna glanced down at the dagger piercing her armor. The leather had stopped it in its tracks, but the force of the blow still sent waves of pain through her arm. With a growl, she yanked the dagger out of her armor and threw it back at her attacker. It thunked into the fae’s forehead. Shock flickered across the enemy’s face as she tumbled to the ground.

      Heaving, Reyna turned to Thane with the song of battle in her blood. He’d felled the other attackers. Blood painted his boots and his face.

      He grimaced. “They look like creatures from old children’s tales. Not fae.”

      “The curse. It’s done this to them.” Reyna wiped the blood from her dagger and slid it back into the sheathe. “We probably shouldn’t stay here. Others might have heard the fight.”

      Thane paled. “I hope we never have to see a cursed fae again.”

      Reyna nodded but kept her thoughts to herself. She did not think they’d be that lucky.
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        * * *

      

      When they reached Craobhan, Reyna wanted nothing more than to crawl into a bed and sleep for days. But there was little time to rest. They sought out The Green Rose, and Thane, Rhain, and Reyna settled in at a table while Glencora slept. Nollaig stood watch outside her door, just in case anyone tried to sneak up on them. There were wards around the village. No one could enter who meant the villagers harm, but Reyna and Glencora did not call this place home.

      “Did you find anything?” Reyna asked, wearily settling into the table next to Thane. Rhain took up his favorite spot along the back wall between the two battered shields. He’d read some pages the night before, but they’d never had a chance to speak about them.

      “Nothing to help us with the curse,” Rhain muttered, tipping the Wood Whiskey back into his open mouth. His neck bobbed as he drank. When he slammed the tankard down on the table, he motioned for another. “Though I did read some interesting tidbits about the Namhaid.”

      Reyna perked up, straightening on the wooden bench. “What does it say?”

      “You might not like it.”

      “Great.” A heavy stone tumbled through her gut. “Well, go on then. Get it over with.”

      “I’d hate for you to stab the messenger.” He tossed the book across the table. It fell with a heavy thump before her, dust swirling off the leather cover. Even after all this time, dirt still clung to the creases, as if it had sat there for centuries.

      With a frown, Reyna cracked open the cover. “Which page?”

      “Six.” He grunted. “That damn number. Always comes up, over and over again.”

      Her frowned deepened. “How so?”

      “Six kingdoms. Six sigils. Six thrones.” Rhain leaned forward, drumming his knuckles on the table. “And according to my research into the Empire of Fomor, their world was once six kingdoms, too.”

      A shiver went through Reyna. “It’s a coincidence.”

      “Is it?” He arched a brow. “Somehow, I doubt it.”

      Heart hammering, Reyna scanned the page. There was a short entry on the Namhaid, but it was enough to make her blood curdle in her veins.

      Dagda encountered a terrifying prophecy during his journey through Inishfall. He has sent us warnings and notes from his travels, but much of it makes little sense. His words were strange, twisted and tumbling, almost as though he could not see up from down. There is to be an enemy, one that will destroy us all. He speaks little of this fae’s identity, though he mentions an ice princess with an owl familiar repeatedly. One can only assume this ice princess is the one. However, several scholars disagree with me on this.

      What he does make clear is this: the enemy will be foreign to his or her own land, the enemy will undergo some sort of disguise or illusion or some kind of transformation, hiding who they truly are inside, and the enemy will have a natural gift for magic.

      There is also mention of dreams and visions, of the Namhaid or someone else. The passages he writes about the visions are quite unclear. Much of what Dagda says is unclear. He speaks of leaving the mortal lands for somewhere else, a home beyond the ley lines. It seems whatever he has encountered has affected him in a way that cannot be undone.

      And that was it. The entire entry.

      Reyna glanced up at her friends. “I’m not sure what to think of this.”

      “Aye,” Rhain said with a grunt. “Neither am I. The god of Tir Na Nog sounds like a madman.”

      “The Dagda is a Fomorian?” Thane asked in wonder from her side.

      “Ah, right. You didn’t know that part yet, did you?” She let out a heavy sigh. “Dagda is not a god. He’s just a Fomorian who travelled here one day, through the portals. Like me, he spoke to the gods. Seelie and Unseelie. And he got a warning of something terrible that’s to come.”

      Thane nodded, but he still looked lost. “But what does that mean for the Court of Death? Where do all the souls go when they die?”

      “Sounds like they truly might go to the Court of Death,” Rhain said with a shrug. “Fomorians have a great deal of magic. If he went beyond the ley lines, like the writer thinks, then maybe he formed his own court for the dead.”

      No matter that none of them even knew what a ley line was.

      “Nothing about this says the ice princess is the Namhaid,” Reyna said, turning the conversation back onto the book. “In fact, it sounds like the writer doubts it. So, it could be that an ice princess is involved, but she’s not the Namhaid.”

      “It’s someone who’s foreign to her own land,” Thane said, leaning forward to peer down at the words. His brow crinkled, and then he shook his head, clearly unable to read them. “Are you foreign to your own land?”

      “Kind of,” she whispered, meeting Rhain’s gaze across the table. “Fomorian. Right?”

      Rhain nodded, pursing his lips. “But you haven’t gone through a transformation—”

      “I pretended to be someone I’m not. I sneaked into the wood fae army, remember? I dyed my hair and everything. And I have a natural gift for magic.”

      The pieces all fit into place. She could see how the Ruin had been so convinced that Reyna was the Namhaid. Still, she couldn’t stop herself from thinking the worst. Lorcan was undergoing a transformation through the curse. He’d always been a stranger in his own land, having been raised inside the Air Court. And he had a natural gift for magic. She’d seen his shadows with her own eyes, had felt them curling across her skin.

      “He can’t be the Namhaid,” she whispered to herself, too low for anyone else to hear her. Because if he was, the curse would never be undone. He’d destroy them all. And Reyna didn’t know if she had it within herself to stop him.
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Lorcan

        

      

    

    
      The stars were reflected in Reyna’s silver eyes. Her long, flowing hair cascaded around her shoulders, dipping between her plump, perky breasts. He’d never seen anything more beautiful in his life. Even the stars themselves were but a dim version of the light he saw within her.

      He slid his hand along the curve of her hips, relishing in every single inch of her. She straddled him and angled her body toward his shaft. When he plunged inside of her, she tipped back her head and let out the most delicious moan in the world.

      They came together beneath the clear night sky with the stars shining down upon them. He was hers, and she was his, and nothing could tear them apart. They’d proven it time and time again. No war, no magic, not even the gods themselves could keep them from being together. He would fight Unseelie himself just to have her in his arms forever.

      Her slick walls sent shudders of delicious pleasure through his body. He came undone, grasping onto her hips as he emptied himself inside of her. She cried out as her own pleasure reached its climax. Shuddering, she lowered herself to his chest and rested her breasts against his pounding heart.

      “I will never tire of that,” she whispered. “I will want you for the rest of my life, for as long as you will have me.”

      “I will have you forever, Reyna.”
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        * * *

      

      He jolted awake, his heart hammering. Lorcan held on to the memories of their night together for as long as he could until the Cursed One ripped it away and pushed Lorcan aside.

      Growling, the Cursed One jumped to his feet, hatred churning through his veins. Lorcan and his damn dreams. Somehow, he took control whenever they slept. And he couldn’t stop dreaming of that bloody ice fae. It was as if she was in his very blood. Her voice echoed in his ears. Her scent filled his mind. He couldn’t get rid of her.

      Lorcan’s lips curved into a wicked smile. Soon, he would rip her head off her body and feast on her bones until there was nothing left of her but ash. And he would make the Pathetic One watch every single moment of it, pounding his fists against his own body until he lost the last shreds of his sanity. Even now, he was barely clinging on with jagged fingernails.

      Lorcan laughed at the thought of it.

      He threw his covers aside and strode down the corridor of his beloved tower, cloak billowing behind him like an ever-present shadow. Dawn speared the vine-covered walls with its pink and orange brilliance. Lorcan preferred the shadows himself. That was one thing he had in common with the Pathetic One.

      When he strode into the meeting hall, several of the wood fae lords were waiting for him. He’d called them the night before, requesting their presence at once. According to his research, these lords had been loyal to Ulaid Molt and they worshipped Unseelie themselves. Thus, Molt had protected them. He’d never once feasted on any member of their families.

      It would make his task difficult until they understood. If they were loyal to Molt, they would hate him. Or at least, they’d hate the Pathetic One. They’d adore the new Lorcan as soon as they knew his mind.

      Lord Illernan was the first to step forward from the pack of them. He was a typical wood fae. His emerald hair hung down to his shoulders, and his sharp ears cut through the strands, parting them evenly on each side. A dyed green tunic hugged his wiry frame. Tall and reedy, he looked like a tree that would bend in the wind.

      “Your Highness,” he said tightly. “The letters seemed urgent, and when we arrived, we were surprised to find the other kings have already returned to their realms. We hoped there hasn’t been some sort of issue with the alliance.”

      Lorcan lifted his brows. “I would have thought the lords who were loyal to High King Ulaid Molt would have wanted the alliance to fall apart. As far as I’m aware, Molt didn’t want to sign a treaty. He aimed for greater things. An empire, yes?”

      The lords exchanged uneasy glances with each other. “We don’t want any problems, Your Highness. We were loyal to our High King, but he’s no longer with us. You’re our High King now. We serve you and no one else.”

      Interesting. They’d learned they could lie, at least until Thane undid the exile, which might never happen now that Reyna had gotten to him. Lorcan might very well have to stride into Tairngire and undo it himself.

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “Regardless of how you feel about me, you’re right about the alliance. It has not gone according to plan. There is someone working against us, and she’s whispering words to the northern kings. If we don’t stop her, they’ll end up joining their forces to attack this kingdom. The Ice, Air, and Sea Courts all combined against Wood and Shadow. Tell me, if that happens, do you believe we’d survive?”

      Lord Illernan frowned. “We lost a lot of warriors in the battle for Findius.”

      “Too many,” Lorcan said with a nod. “The Sea Court has lost scarcely any. All these years, they’ve stayed out of the conflict. It wasn’t until they took Tairngire that they joined the battles. And they were successful in their attack on that city. Tairngire fell easily.”

      “So, what do you propose?” Lord Windin asked, an older wood fae with greying hair and a beard to match. He was beefier than the others but just as tall. “Molt was blessed by Unseelie. That’s how he planned to win. What have you got, High King Lorcan Rothach? Other than a bastard bloodline.”

      Lorcan gave him a tight smile. “Molt thought ahead. He prepared for this.”

      Lord Illernan cocked his head. “How so?”

      “He made assurances in the form of a curse.” Lorcan smiled. “Really, it’s more of a blessing. Anyone who killed him would be bound to Unseelie. Molt’s gained magic would swirl through the killer’s veins, transforming him into a servant for his god. My power is not as great as Molt’s. Not yet. But it will be.”

      The lords began murmuring, whispering amongst themselves as Lorcan strode toward them. “I understand your anger toward me, toward the fae I once was. But he is gone now. Molt saw to that. The High King who stands before you has been transformed into someone new, and I will lead us to victory over all of Tir Na Nog. We will conquer those northern kings, but we need time.”

      Lord Illernan let out a shuddering breath and knelt before Lorcan. He bowed his head, his emerald hair curtaining his face. “Does Ulaid Molt live inside of you? Is our beloved High King still here with us now?”

      Lorcan paused. There was one benefit to the exile. Lies. “In a way, yes.”

      “Then we will serve you to the ends of the world.” Illernan tipped back his head and gazed up at him with clear adoration in his eyes. “What would you have us do?”

      The other lords fell in line. Windin was the second to kneel, followed quickly by the rest. Lorcan’s chest rose as he stood tall over his subjects. One by one the lords would die. But not yet. Unseelie had use for them yet.

      “Reyna Darragh has stolen a book from us, one that belonged to Ulaid Molt.”

      The lords glanced up, frowning.

      “That book holds every last detail about the curse, including how to find a way to undo it. If Reyna finds that information, she will use it against me. She’ll undo the blessing, killing me. We can’t let her do that.”

      The lords murmured.

      “How do we stop her?” Lord Illernan asked.

      “She’s run off into the forest. She can’t have gone far yet.” Lorcan frowned. “My scouts say that the northern armies are retreating to the border, but there was no sign of her amongst them. That means she’s either gone south, to the shadow lands, or she’s still here.”

      “Why would she still be here? Where could she have gone?”

      “That is what we must find out,” he said firmly. “We need to find some trackers, and we must hunt her down. Once we do, I’ll take her on myself. This is my fight. I’ll do it alone. Because if I don’t kill her first, she’ll destroy every hope of forging a new world the way Ulaid Molt wanted.”
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      “Wait, I think I’ve found something.”

      They all huddled around the tavern’s table, digging into a rabbit stew that Suse had whipped up for them while they translated each page of the book to increasing disappointment. Reyna took another bite and rescanned the words, hope popping up like a meerkat.

      Rhain’s fork clattered as he leaned forward with an eager furrow of his brows. “Like, actually found something? Or is it another false alarm?”

      They’d gone through at least half of the book. A lot of the information was interesting, and she’d learned a great deal about the beginnings of Tir Na Nog. The Dagda had been no one important to the Fomorians. He’d brought his magic onto the continent as a gift to the fae. Once, those who lived on Tir Na Nog had been human.

      It was a lot unpack, but they didn’t have time for that now.

      “No, I think this is actually important,” she whispered with a smile. She punched the crinkling page with her finger. “It turns out Dagda chose six locations throughout the continent to infuse his power. One of those places received more power than the others because of this ley line business the book keeps harping on about. It’s where the ley line is the thinnest. Or the strongest. This bit is difficult to translate.”

      “Let me see.” Rhain spun the book around and peered down at the words. He shook his head after a moment. “You’re right. It’s hard to make sense of it. There’s something about a ley line and a thinness, like a veil.”

      “The ley line,” Nollaig intoned, cocking her head. “There’s something familiar about that term. I think it’s important. You should pay attention to this bit.”

      “Do you know what it means?” Reyna asked.

      Nollaig sighed. “Nope. All I know is that’s not where I got my Buntata recipe.”

      “What is Buntata anyway?” Thane asked, pointing at her tankard. “Can I try some?”

      Nollaig snickered. “You couldn’t handle Buntata.”

      “Back to the important bit,” Reyna said, shooting at a scowl at the both of them. “This place, the thin ley line place, it’s in the middle of the Wood Court.”

      “Where the Dryads live,” Rhain said with a nod. “This is all starting to make sense. The Dryads have always been protective of their homeland, and they don’t often mix with the rest of us. And most of them were never fans of Ulaid Molt.”

      “I’m sorry,” Glencora whispered, leaning forward from her spot at the end of the table. After her rest, she’d joined them to research. “What does this ley line business have to do with the curse?”

      “It says that fae can gain additional power here.” Rhain drummed his fingers on the table. “And it specifically mentions the power to cast a curse.”

      Thane’s eyes went wide. “Oh. You think Molt went there to gain power?”

      “He had this book. He performed the curse.” Rhain gave a solemn nod. “I would say it’s more likely than not.”

      “But surely the Dryads wouldn’t let him do something like that,” Reyna argued. “Like you said, they weren’t loyal to him.”

      “He might not have given them much of a chance.”

      “So, you think this place has the power to undo a curse, too?” Glencora asked. “Not just cast one?”

      Reyna met her eyes and shrugged. “I don’t know, Glencora, but it’s the only hope we’ve got right now.”

      “I’ll keep reading the book,” Rhain announced. “The rest of you get some sleep. Unless I find someone else by first light, we’ll leave for the Dryads tomorrow. Do you know how to wield a blade, Glencora? Sometimes, that lot ain’t friendly.”
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        * * *

      

      Dawn arrived with no news. Rhain had read through the night, finally finishing the book. He’d found nothing else to suggest a cure. The Dryads were their only option now. Reyna tried not to worry about what that might mean, but she could not help the dark thoughts from clouding her mind.

      If the book didn’t mention a cure, maybe there wasn’t one.

      Thane found her in the stables, brushing Enbarr’s mane while Wingallock sat on her shoulder. He shot her a fond smile and gave her mare a pat. “You look troubled.”

      “I thought the book would spell out the cure. I was wrong.”

      The scent of hay and must swirled through the air, reminding her of home. With a sigh, she gave Enbarr one last stroke and then tossed the brush into a nearby bucket.

      “That doesn’t mean there isn’t one,” Thane said gently. “I know you’re worried about him. I am, too. But he’s got two of the best fae in the world on his side.”

      Reyna couldn’t help but chuckle at that. “I see your ego hasn’t taken much of a beating these past few months.”

      “I’m backing myself, that’s all. You should, too.”

      She sighed and leaned against her horse, breathing in her familiar scent. Home called to her, like a distant horn, almost so far away that she could barely hear it. Her skin yearned for the touch of ice. The humid air of the Wood Court was stifling. She knew she could go home now. If she decided to leap onto her horse and ride north until the dirt beneath her feet turned to ice, no one would stop her.

      She could escape this, her haunted life. All this pain.

      But she would never leave Lorcan to die.

      “You’re right. We can do this.” She hoped that by speaking the words aloud that she could manifest them as reality. If she believed it to be true, maybe it would be.

      “There it is.” Thane grinned. “That stubborn Darragh spirit.”

      At that, her hope dimmed. “Listen, Thane. I need to ask you something about my sister.”

      “Uh oh.” He crossed the stables and leaned against the timber plank that held up the roof. “I’m almost afraid to hear the question.”

      “You should be.” She elbowed him in the side. “You probably don’t even know which sister I’m going to ask about.”

      “Reyna,” he said slowly. “I never meant…Eislyn and I, we barely got to know each other. I can’t lie and say that I didn’t start to feel something for her, but we never had a chance to find out if something really was there.”

      “I know. I don’t blame you for marrying my sister.” She coughed, grinning. “I mean, my other sister.”

      “So, what’s this about then?”

      “Have you noticed anything off about Glencora?” she asked, hating that she felt the urge to do so. “Does she seem…I don’t know, like herself?”

      His golden eyes searched hers. “I suppose so, though I don’t truly know her either. Not yet. She’s an agreeable bride. I can tell that she educated herself on the ways of court. The only thing that caught me off guard was her insistence on coming with us on this quest. That seems unusual. Why are you asking me this, Reyna?”

      “I worry that she’s still suffering,” she said plainly. “The other night beside the fire, she spoke to me about visions and dreams. She seemed to think they were real.”

      “Ah.” He winced. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Reyna, but haven’t you said you have visions, too?”

      “I had visions,” Reyna said. “From the Ruin.”

      “And they were real?”

      “Some of them.”

      “Then, maybe hers are, too.”

      Reyna nibbled on her lip and spun away. She paced the stables, her worn boots sinking into the soft mud. Glencora’s dreams terrified her, though she wouldn’t admit that to anyone, least of all Thane. She didn’t want him repeating anything she said to her sister.

      “Can you just keep an eye on her for me?” she asked. “It took a long time for Eislyn to recover from the Ruin’s attack. If Glencora is still suffering, we need to find a way to help her.”

      “Of course,” Thane said, stepping up behind her. He placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, to signify his support. “Are you sure there’s nothing more to this?”

      She considered telling him about the vision, but what good would that do? Thane had placed himself in a tricky situation with the Darragh sisters. He’d made pledges to all three, in one way or another.

      “I’m just worried about my sister. That’s all.”

      It wasn’t even a lie. She was worried about Glencora. And about Eislyn. But she was also worried about herself.
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        * * *

      

      The five of them gathered their horses and set off for the forest. As they left the bustling town behind, dread settled over their party like an iron blanket. Inside Craobhan, it was as if the curse didn’t even exist. The fae were happy, safe. Everyone strolled through the streets with a smile. Music blended with laughter through the mornings and nights. Danger did not lurk in the shadows. According to Suse, there hadn’t even been a single murder for decades.

      Out in the forest, things were different. There was a buzz in the air, warning of change. Cursed fae ran through the woods. Reyna couldn’t hear them, but she knew they were there. The sun dipped behind the canopy as they trekked deeper into the dense woods. The leaves melted away as slick moss grew upon every root and every boulder. Mildew swirled through the air, thick and acrid. The breeze stilled. The trees grew tight around them.

      According to Rhain, it would take five days to reach the Dryads. Their homeland was located smack dab in the center of the kingdom, surrounded on all sides by almost-impenetrable forests. It might take a week or more, he’d warned, if they were forced to slow and hack their way through the brush.

      Those were days Reyna did not have to waste. Her father had given her only a month. Every day that passed was one step closer to war.

      Deep within the woods, they camped. They found a small clearing with evidence of passing travellers, though the ash was cold and the footprints faded. It had been a long time since anyone had come this way, and Reyna couldn’t say she could blame them.

      The woods pulsed with dark magic. She could feel the shadows slithering along her skin as she peered through the dense brush. The light from the fire was the only illumination. With the canopy overhead, the moon and stars were no help to them. It was almost as though they didn’t even exist. Not here, in this place.

      Reyna shivered and strode over to Nollaig. She perched on a limb halfway up a tree. Tipping back her head, Reyna peered up at the cloaked fae. With her full Fomorian blood, she could see better than the rest of them.

      “Any sight of cursed fae?” Reyna whispered up, just in case enemies were lurking nearby.

      “No, Shieldmaiden. Not here. I daresay they haven’t made it this far into the forest. Yet.”

      Yet. That was the word on all of their minds. So far, the cursed fae attacks were close to the roads and densely-populated areas, though they had not yet attacked any towns or villages as of yet. The peace would only last so long. Once they grew in number, they would no doubt grow in nerve.

      “Come down then,” Reyna replied. “Thane is roasting some rabbit. You can’t survive on Buntata alone.”

      “It’s got potatoes in it. And berries.”

      “And how much did you brew before we left the castle?”

      “A good amount, thank you very much.”

      Reyna couldn’t help but smile. “You’ve been drinking it for days. How much is left?”

      Nollaig huffed. “Someone needs to keep an eye on the woods, and I need something to do. I’ve been completely useless on this quest so far. Only you and Rhain have done anything of note. And the air king. He fought those cursed fae who attacked us a few days back.”

      “You’re one of the best of us, Nollaig,” Reyna said. “We need you to keep your strength up. Can I tempt you to join us if I promise to grow you some potatoes when all of this is over?”

      Nollaig had been grumbling about the potato situation ever since they’d arrived in the Wood Court. It seemed the wood fae were more fond of mushrooms, nuts, berries, and syrup. And the shadow fae’s favorite thing to eat was the spud. Her favorite thing to drink, too, apparently.

      “Hmm. Well, alright, Shieldmaiden. If you’re going to twist my arm…”

      Reyna grinned as the shadow fae leapt from the tree and landed before her in a crouch, her cloak rustling around her boots. “I’m pretty sure you’d do anything for a potato.”

      “You didn’t promise me just the one. You said you’d grow me some. That means I’ll have as many as my heart desires.”

      “Somehow I doubt that,” Reyna said with a laugh. “I have a feeling all the potatoes in the world wouldn’t be enough.”

      A chuckle emanated from the folds of her thick hood and almost drowned out the distant crack that echoed through the forest. Reyna stiffened. Nollaig pushed up from the ground and slowly turned toward the trees. Another crack sounded, this time closer.

      “Shieldmaiden,” Nollaig whispered. “Warn the others.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” a familiar voice called from the shadows.

      Reyna’s bones turned to ice.

      Lorcan whispered out of the darkness, only a few feet away from where they stood. He was alone, hands hanging heavily by his sides. Reyna sucked a sharp breath in through her parted lips, a shockwave of pain blasting right into her belly. He looked so normal, so much like himself that it made her very blood ache.

      “Why are you here?” she hissed, biting back the tears. But she needn’t have asked. She knew why. He’d tracked her down to kill her.
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      Confusion rippled across his familiar face. He held his hands out by his sides, weaponless. Reyna took a step back, her heart beating like a drum. The others had caught wind of Lorcan’s arrival. They’d all stood from the fire, joining her and Nollaig at the edge of the clearing. She shifted in front of Glencora, blocking his view.

      She didn’t want him to get any bright ideas.

      “Lorcan, stay back,” Thane called out, his voice clear and strong and firm. His sword whistled through the air as he drew it from the sheathe strapped to his back. “There are five of us and one of you.”

      Lorcan took a step closer, the leaves crunching beneath his boot.

      “Listen to him, Your Highness,” Nollaig growled, lifting her bow and peering down the aim. “We don’t have to make this a terrible night for all of us. I’ve got ten arrows. You know I need far less than that.”

      Reyna could only stare at him. It was unnerving, how much he looked like the male she’d grown to love. The male who had held her close during some of her darkest days. He’d been the fire to keep her warm when she’d thought the cold was all she needed to survive. A hand in hers. A heartbeat against her cheek. Eyes that saw her for everything she was—the good and the bad—and loved her for all of it.

      Pain gripped her soul, squeezing tight. She shuddered against the force of it, desperately trying to keep the broken pieces of her heart bound together by fraying string. She couldn’t let this shatter her. It couldn’t be the thing that broke her. She’d seen Lorcan die with her own eyes, and she’d survive that.

      She could survive a cursed version of him, even if it killed her to look into his eyes.

      A reflection of her pain rippled across his face. “It’s me. The real me.”

      The ground beneath Reyna’s feet tipped sideways. She stumbled forward and grasped onto Nollaig’s firm shoulder. Reyna must have heard that wrong.

      “Your Highness,” Nollaig said slowly, grasping Reyna’s hand. “What do you mean, it’s you?”

      “It’s me,” he whispered, holding his arms wide. “Look. Can’t you tell?”

      “No,” Thane replied, stepping up to Reyna’s side. Glencora trailed just behind them all, still hidden from the king. “And after everything that’s happened, you can expect us to take you at your word.”

      “I understand.” He closed his eyes. “The illusion has confused you.”

      Reyna frowned. “What illusion?”

      He glanced from Thane to Reyna and then to Nollaig. Realization dawned in his eyes. “None of you have any idea what’s happened, do you?”

      Unease tumbled through Reyna’s belly. “I think we have a pretty damn good idea. You’ve been cursed. You’re becoming just like Ulaid Molt. And the curse is spreading through the whole damn realm.”

      “What? No.” He frowned in confusion. “One of the druids knocked me out. Or perhaps it was a priest. I’m not certain. Once I was out of the picture, the bastard cast an illusion upon himself and took my place on the throne. This was just before the coronation. Only a few hours. I’ve been trying to escape ever since.”

      “What?” All feeling drained from Reyna’s face. She stared at Lorcan, her heart beating so hard that she almost shook from the intensity of it.

      “None of this makes any sense,” Thane interjected. “We’ve all seen you and spoken to you. None of that was an illusion.”

      “Yeah, and we’ve come across more than one lot of cursed fae, Your Highness,” Nollaig added. “Thane almost lost his head because of it.”

      Lorcan frowned. “Then, whatever this curse is that you’re talking about…that must be real, too. But it has nothing to do with me. It must be that priest that’s done it.”

      Reyna’s heart flipped. A strange, gurgled gasp shot from her throat. Shaking her head, she took a step back, bumping into Glencora. “Stop it.”

      His eyes widened as he gazed at her. There was so much hope, so much love in his expression that a knife cut through the very soul of her, sharp and piercing. Worse than any physical wound she’d ever endured. “Reyna, it’s me. I swear to you. Can’t you tell? You did before.”

      Her eyes burned. The whole world slowed to a stop.

      “Don’t you remember?” he whispered, taking a step closer. “You thought Ulaid Molt killed me, but he didn’t. It was someone else, another illusion. And then you found me. Just like now.”

      Reyna’s face burned from the twisted hope that flared to life inside of her. He was right. They’d been through this once before. She’d thought he’d died. She’d seen it happen. But it had been someone else. Someone pretending to be him. Could it have happened again? It seemed impossible to believe, but far crazier things had happened. Maybe it really was him. Maybe he’d never been cursed.

      “But,” Rhain said, frowning. “Molt cursed his killer. We found evidence.”

      Lorcan shrugged. “He didn’t. Maybe his curse was for the one who took his throne. That wasn’t me. That was the pretender.”

      Frowning, Rhain twisted toward Reyna. “Could he be right? If he is…”

      They wouldn’t have to find a cure. The only reason they’d gone in search of one in the first place was to spare Lorcan’s life. If there was a pretender, an enemy amongst them…but there was still the curse to worry about. Killing the pretender would not cure the cursed fae. Would it?

      Lorcan seemed to read the silent conversation that passed between them. He cleared his throat. “We need to return to the castle and retake the throne from the pretender. If we don’t, this curse will get out of control. We need to kill him.”

      Reyna fisted her hands, her nails carving crescent moons into her palms. “Prove you’re him. Prove you’re Lorcan.”

      “Reyna,” he whispered with a shudder. His eyes pleaded with her. Those midnight eyes that looked at her and saw her soul. “Please. Believe me. Remember our night beneath the stars. Our night along the shores of the shadow kingdom. I remember every breath you took. Ever gasp—”

      Thane coughed.

      Flushing, Reyna glanced away. She wanted to believe him, but she’d seen what he’d become. He hadn’t been himself, but she would have known…wouldn’t she have? If someone had taken his place. Surely, she would have sensed it somehow.

      Surely she would have known.

      “I can’t do this,” she whispered, spinning on her heels and taking off through the trees. She couldn’t hear his words in that familiar voice. She couldn’t feel his shadows pulsing along her skin, tempting her to give in to him.

      With tears streaming down her face, she ran until she could breathe.
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      Thane watched Reyna vanish through the trees. Heart pounding, he turned back toward Lorcan. He was only a few feet away now, inches from where Nollaig stood with her bow quivering in her arms.

      Quietly, Thane stole back to the fire. He knelt beside Reyna’s pack, keeping one eye locked on Lorcan. As he rustled through her things, Glencora edged back, blocking him from view.

      “What are you doing?” she hissed to him.

      “Hiding the book,” Thane murmured, too low for Lorcan to hear. “If he’s lying, if it’s not him, then he’ll do everything he can to get this back. We can’t let him get his hands on it.”

      “You really think he’s lying?” she asked, voice small. “He looks normal enough to me.”

      Thane pulled the book from the depths of the bag and held it behind his back. He stole through the clearing and tossed the book inside a nearby tree trunk where a hole had been carved from some wild animal. Lorcan was still too busy pleading with Nollaig to pay him any mind.

      “Stay behind me,” he told his wife. She was strong, like Reyna, but she was no fighter. And if Lorcan decided to attack, he knew she’d be the first target. Reyna’s love for her family had always been her biggest weakness. She’d do anything to save her sisters.

      Thane strode back over to the stand-off between Nollaig and Lorcan. Her hand shook as she aimed the bow, but she’d yet to loose it into his heart.

      “Thane,” Lorcan breathed. “Please. Explain to Nollaig what is happening.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that.” Thane crossed his arms over his chest. “You have to understand how this looks to us. I saw you with my own eyes back in Murias. We spoke of old times. I find it difficult to believe that a pretender of a priest would know anything about our friendship.”

      Lorcan swore. “He got close to me. That’s how. Nollaig, you remember the priests buzzing around us in Findius. It must have been one of them.”

      Nollaig growled.

      “How did you find us?” Thane asked.

      “I sneaked into the Roost after I escaped and sent some birds in search of you. They found you quickly enough.”

      “How did you escape?”

      Lorcan chuckled. “When they brought me dinner, I knocked out the guard. It was easy enough.”

      “A bit too easy.”

      Lorcan shrugged. “They underestimated me, old friend.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      Lorcan’s smile died. “Come on, Thane. Don’t be like this. You know me almost better than anyone in the world. Surely you can tell it’s me.”

      “Oh, I know it’s you, alright. I just don’t know if it’s a cursed you, pretending your way into our hearts.”

      “I see.” Lorcan shrugged his hands into his trouser pockets. He’d come wearing little armor, likely to demonstrate he wasn’t a threat. As far as Thane could tell, he carried no weapon with him either. Narrowing his eyes, he stared at his old friend. The Lorcan he knew would have brought at least a dagger. He wouldn’t have wanted to wander enemy woods unarmed. “What are you doing out here anyway?”

      “Nothing of your concern,” Thane said. “Right, Nollaig?”

      “We’re camping, Your Highness,” she snapped. “We were about to settle in for the evening. I was promised some stew. Unfortunately, it’s likely cold by now.”

      “What should we do with him?” Rhain muttered. “We can’t just let him wander around in the woods.”

      “Maybe we should trust him,” Glencora whispered from behind them all.

      Thane jumped, alarm shooting through him like a comet. She’d quietly edged her way into the group without him realizing, and there was nothing and no one standing between her and Lorcan now.

      “Glencora, get back. He’s dangerous.”

      “He’s my sister’s lover.” She shrugged. “He said the dangerous king was some kind of pretender. I think we should believe him. He looks harmless enough.”

      “You have no idea what you’re saying, High Queen,” Nollaig muttered. “This could be Lorcan, but he could very well be the enemy. I think it’d be safer if you went to find your sister.”

      “You’re leaving me out of all the fun stuff.”

      “Glencora, please,” Thane said, turning to plead with her. “Go back to safety. See if you can find Reyna. She won’t have gone far.”

      Reyna had stormed off, her faced drenched in pain. But he knew her well enough to know she wouldn’t have abandoned them with Lorcan. She just needed a moment to breathe, to think.

      “Fine.” Glencora huffed, but acquiesced. As Thane turned his attention back onto the shadow king, she whispered back to the camp.

      “This is an odd place to camp,” Lorcan said once Glencora was out of earshot. “There’s barely even a clearing here.”

      “It’s enough of one to make it work,” Thane grunted. “Now, we need to figure this out. Is there something you can tell us? Or something you can show us? We need evidence you’re who you say you are.”

      Lorcan smiled. “What if I can recount every second of our first meeting? Do you remember it? You were on a tour of the realm, stopping at villages along the way.”

      Thane’s frown deepened. “If you’re cursed, you’d know that anyway.”

      “Listen to me, Thane.” Lorcan took one more step forward. Nollaig hissed, tightening her grip on the bow. The arrow tip was only an inch from Lorcan’s chest now, so close that if she loosed it, the sharp iron would slice right through his heart. “I’ve come here to find you all so that we might return to the castle and vanquish our enemy together. If I were the cursed one, wouldn’t I have brought some others along with me? I wouldn’t be asking for your help. I’d be attacking you. Look at me. I’m alone. And I’ve come into your camp even when you have weapons trained on my heart. Surely, if I were the enemy, I wouldn’t do that.”

      He had a point.

      Thane peered into the depths of Lorcan’s eyes. They were pitch black, almost impossible to read. But Thane wanted to believe him, desperately so. Why would the cursed Lorcan show up in the camp and beg for them to listen? He would just kill them all instead.

      “Thane?” Nollaig asked through gritted teeth. “What would you have us do.”

      “Stand down,” he said with a weary sigh. “We’ll give him a chance. I don’t think we have anything to fear. For now.”
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      She didn’t know how long she ran before she stopped. The forest was a maze of twisting pathways and thorns. Chest heaving with belabored breaths, she stumbled to a stop and grabbed her knees, letting all the emotions pour out of her. The horror was an iron fist around her heart.

      Lorcan was here. Or he wasn’t.

      The worst part was she couldn’t tell at all.

      It looked like him. It sounded like him. Hell, it even felt like him. But this was not like before, when she’d seen a pretender halfway across a room with his head bowed. This time, Lorcan had looked her in the eyes and pleaded with her to believe him.

      It had felt like a knife in the gut, twisting to the side for maximum impact. If this was the result of the curse, he was doing his damnedest to hit her where it hurt the most.

      A crack sounded behind her. Reyna whirled on her feet, her heart hammering. Glencora whispered through the woods, her big eyes gazing at Reyna in a way that reminded her all too well of Eislyn. Whatever the Ruin had done to her, she hadn’t come out of it truly unharmed.

      “What are you doing here?” Reyna asked her. “Has something happened? Did Lorcan attack?”

      “No, dear sister.” Glencora strode forward and took Reyna’s hands in hers, holding them tight to her chest. The scent of ice swirled around them, as deep and potent as the longest winter’s day. She gazed into Reyna’s eyes, brushing a strand of hair behind the curved tip of her ear. “I need you to listen to me and listen to me well. You need to stop seeing enemies where there are none, or you are going to drive yourself to paranoid solitude.”

      Reyna drew back, sucking a sharp breath. Glencora’s words were daggers of fire, and they burned all the way down. “How could you say something like to me? You’ve been with us this entire time. You know about the curse and what it could do to this realm.”

      “And I also know what the Ruin can do to minds,” she said with a sad smile. “It’s left us both with scars. Mine are beginning to fade, but yours are as fresh as the day the Ruin made them. The longer you refuse to see that, the longer it will take for you to heal. If you ever do.”

      Reyna ripped her hands away. The dense forest closed in tight around them, suffocating her. “That isn’t what this is about. You didn’t face down Ulaid Molt. You have no idea what he was like.”

      “You’re right.” She sighed. “I don’t. But I do know one thing. That fae back there, the male who searched these woods far and wide to find you, isn’t Ulaid Molt. I doubt a cruel, wicked, evil king would ask for our help. What if he truly is your Lorcan, and you turn him away? Or worse. What then?”

      A heavy rock slammed into the depths of Reyna’s soul. She hadn’t really thought about it that way. She’d been too focused on who he might be, and she hadn’t considered any alternative.

      “Then he would probably return to the castle alone and try to kill the ‘pretender’ by himself,” she whispered.

      “A cursed pretender,” Glencora added. “One who would have an advantage over him.”

      Reyna swore. “But what about the curse? If we return to Murias with him now, we won’t reach the Dryads. We still need to end the curse, regardless of whether Lorcan is who he says he is or not.”

      “Perhaps we could split up,” Glencora said with a shrug. “Thane and I could go to the Dryads. You and the others could go with Lorcan. You’re the strongest fighters. I’d offer to seek out the magic by myself, but I know you’d never let me go alone.”

      Reyna cocked her head, smiling. “Honestly, Glencora. You say the Ruin hasn’t changed you, but it has. You were never this fond of adventure before.”

      “I just want to live,” she said in a soft whisper. “I’ve learned not to take life for granted. I want to see as much of our world as I can before I die. And I want to help. I no longer want to sit inside a castle and stare out a window, watching the world go by without me.”

      “Oh, sister.” Reyna pulled Glencora toward her in a tight hug.

      “Reyna.”

      Her head jerked up toward the sound of her name on his lips. Lorcan stood in the trees just behind Glencora, watching them both with pain etched into every feature. His brows were pinched. His mouth was set into a grim line. Even the curve of his jaw looked tight and tense, as if he had to clamp his teeth together to get through the moment. Her heart flopped over, batting her ribcage with the force of it.

      “Ah.” Glencora pulled out of her embrace. “I think I’ll leave you two alone.”

      “Traitor,” Reyna hissed at her, but she didn’t mean it. Her sister was only trying to help. And she was far wiser than Reyna wanted to admit.

      After Glencora crunched back onto the path that led to camp, Lorcan edged a little closer, careful to keep his distance. Reyna crossed her arms and glared at him. Despite what her sister had said, she was still wary as hell. Wingallock was, too. He settled onto her shoulder and hooted angrily at him.

      Tension stretched between them, as unbreakable as a newly-forged blade.

      “Well, this has gone a lot differently than the last time we reunited,” he finally said.

      She snorted. “What did you think would happen? I’d leap into your arms after you tried to have me killed?”

      His eyes widened. “Wait. Please tell me you didn’t just say what I thought you said.”

      She shifted on her feet. “I wish you couldn’t bloody lie.”

      “Me too. It would mean that Thane undid the exile.”

      “I suppose he trusts you now, does he?” She glared in the vague direction of Thane and camp. Out of all of them, she hadn’t expected him to cave so easily. “Or did you just kill them all?”

      He let out a heavy sigh. “You know I would never do anything to harm Thane.”

      Reyna eyed him warily. “You’re right. You wouldn’t. You’d even give me up to save him.”

      “Reyna, come on.” He stalked a step forward, his eyes flashing. “I thought we were past all that. How many times do we have to have that conversation for you to—”

      Letting out a strangled cry of relief, she leapt into his arms. She pressed her nose against his skin, pulling in the comforting scent of leather, smoke, and steel. Not iron or blood. Steel. With a laugh, she hugged him tight and wound her legs around his hips.

      “Reyna?” he grunted, surprised.

      She grinned, her heart so large she swore it might burst. “It’s you, isn’t it? It’s really you. Everything you said just then, that’s you.”

      “Ah.” She heard the smile in his voice. With a deep, satisfied sigh, he wrapped his arms around her and held her close. She buried her face in his neck. Her entire body relaxed. It felt as though the tension had finally been wrung out of her. All her fears and worries drifted away on the humid air.

      She pulled back, searching his eyes for answers. “I need to know everything that happened. Did you see who attacked you? How did you get away?”

      He let out a familiar chuckle that rumbled in his chest. Her heart swelled. She’d always loved that sound. It felt like home. “I should have known you’d batter me with a million questions. But I’m afraid my answers will disappoint you. I didn’t see who attacked me. They came from behind. One moment I was striding toward the meeting hall, and then the next I was waking up in some hidden chambers inside the tower.”

      “Only cowards attack from behind.” She frowned. “And this was just before the coronation…or?”

      A horrible thought twisted her gut. If it had been any earlier…she couldn’t bear to think it. She and Lorcan had spent the night together. He’d wrapped her up in his arms and made love to her with so many whispered promises spilling from his lips. If the pretender had been in control then…her heart pounded hard, shaking her to her very core. She would have known it wasn’t him, wouldn’t she have?

      “Don’t worry,” he murmured, curling a long strand of her silver hair around his finger. “It was me before the coronation. The bastard didn’t attack me until the last moment. They waited, likely hoping no one would notice.”

      Still, she frowned, stomach flipping. “So, the pretender was in the meeting hall that morning?”

      “It must have been him,” he said with a grim smile. “I never made it.”

      “Dammit.” She shook her head, shocked. “Nothing at all seemed amiss to me. I couldn’t tell it wasn’t you.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up over this, Reyna. He—or she—was likely watching me for days. They would have picked up on my mannerisms and how you and I interact.”

      “She?” Reyna arched a brow. “You think it could have been a female? Not a priest?”

      Priests in Tir Na Nog typically weren’t female. Neither were Druids. Reyna hated it. If a female wanted to serve, she thought they should have every opportunity to do it. If she ever reached a place of power, it would be one of the first things she changed.

      “A priest is just my best guess,” he said, frowning. “That’s what happened back in Findius, so it might have happened again here. They follow Unseelie. Enough power has been swirling around these past few months that they could have pulled it off.”

      “But some of the wood fae served Unseelie. And still do, I’m guessing.”

      He nodded. “And some shadow fae. Not everyone has been happy about my faith in the Dagda.”

      Reyna let out a heavy sigh, leaning into him. “I really hoped all of this was over when Ulaid Molt died. Peace was on the horizon. It was a dawn of a new day in Tir Na Nog. But the night has come once more.”

      He held her close, his warm breath mixing with hers. Reyna met his midnight eyes, and desire sparked in her gut. She’d thought him lost. A part of her had feared she’d never get him back again, no matter how hard she fought. Magic was returning to Tir Na Nog, but it was all the wrong kind. Darkness and death. Blood magic. Curses that bound souls to Unseelie forevermore. Reyna didn’t know how to fight against it. The Dryads might have answers, but…they might not.

      “What do we do?” she whispered, wetting her lips. She wanted nothing more than to toss her clothes to the ground and feel him inside of her. But she also knew now was not the time. They needed to find a way to save the realms.

      “I think we need to return to Murias at once and get that pretender off the throne. The five of us together should be able to manage it.” He cocked his head, chuckling. “I suppose I should say six, but if I remember correctly, your sister isn’t much of a fighter.”

      “She might surprise you,” Reyna muttered. “But no, I don’t want her anywhere near this.”

      “So, it’s the five of us then,” he said with nod. “You, me, Thane, Nollaig, and your friend.”

      “Rhain,” she said. “I’ve mentioned him to you once before. He’s—”

      She snapped her mouth shut. Everything within her wanted to believe that it was Lorcan who stood before her now, but her mind warned her not to trust him fully just yet. Maybe she should keep some things to herself for now. At least until they returned to Murias and proved that he hadn’t been lying.

      That this really was Lorcan.

      That he’d been tricked and conned and attacked.

      His words were smooth like velvet, without any jagged edges to prick her skin, but…better to be careful.

      “He’s what?” Lorcan asked.

      “Someone I found on the road,” she announced. “He seems good with a sword, so I asked him if he wanted to come along.”

      “Looks like you made a good choice.”

      “I just have one worry,” she said, changing the subject. “If we return to Murias, what happens with the curse? Shouldn’t we try to find a way to stop it? If we do nothing, it will spread throughout the realm, and then beyond it.”

      She didn’t elaborate her question. He didn’t need to know they’d found a lead in the pages of the book.

      “I’ve been thinking about that curse,” he said, nodding. “Before the coronation, I found another book in Molt’s study, one that looked like a twin to the one you found beside his throne. Perhaps it holds the answer. It could detail a cure for the curse. Or did the book you find say anything about it?”

      Reyna pressed her lips together. “No.”

      “Ah.” Disappointment flickered across his face. “Hopefully, the other book does, then.”

      “Hopefully,” she said tightly. “I suppose we’ll find out soon enough.”

      Light dawned in his eyes. “So, you believe me. We’ll return to to Murias then? Together?”

      She nodded. “Let’s go get that pretender off the throne.”
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      “Wait.” Rhain frowned. “You want to go back?”

      “It’s the best choice for now,” she said quietly, refusing to meet his gaze. Guilt pounded against her skull. She’d been the one to drag Rhain away from his calm solitude and halfway across the realm. All for nothing. Now, she was asking him to turn back. “There’s a false king on the throne. No telling what he plans to do. We need to stop him.”

      Thane didn’t look any more convinced than the wood fae. “Shouldn’t we first go—”

      She coughed into her fisted hand, and then cleared her throat. Hopefully, he’d get the hint. Now was not the time to talk about the book or their quest. “Stop the curse? Lorcan thinks there’s a book back in Molt’s study that will have the answer.”

      “I see,” Nollaig said in a dangerously-calm voice. “That’s certainly lucky.”

      None of them seemed pleased by the situation. She couldn’t blame them. Thane might have let Lorcan enter their camp, but doubt still swirled in his golden eyes.

      “If there’s a pretender on the throne, we need to stop him.” Reyna scanned her gathered friends. “And if Lorcan is lying about it, we’ll soon find out.”

      “It could be some sort of trap,” Nollaig snapped.

      “Nollaig,” Lorcan said.

      “Oh, don’t give me a hard time over this,” the shadow fae said, drawing herself up to her full height. “If this were the other way around, you’d be skeptical, too.”

      “You’re right. I would be. Which is why I’m not angry. But I really wish you’d look into my eyes and see me for who I am. Could someone else truly imitate me this well?”

      “Hmph.” Nollaig jerked away, turning her cloaked back onto Lorcan. “I don’t like this, Shieldmaiden, but if it’s what you want to do, I’ll support you. With a little complaining along the way. You owe me double potatoes.”

      “I wouldn’t expect anything else,” Reyna said with a slight smile before turning to Thane. “What do you think?”

      “I don’t like it either, but…” He shrugged.

      “Rhain?” she asked.

      “You and I, we have to stick together. I’ll go along with this. For now.”

      “Good.” She loosed a breath of relief. Without their support, none of this would matter. They needed fighters if they were going to take on another king, real or not.

      When a dim light shone through the trees, they gathered their supplies and turned back east. They’d been travelling for ages, but their journey wasn’t over yet. It would take several days to reach the city of Murias. By then, over half of their allotted time would be gone.

      They spent most of the day crunching through the underbrush, away from the Dryads and the hope of a cure. As they drew further and further away, Reyna’s dread came back in full force. Screams began to echo in the distance once more, and smoke rose through the trees. The curse was spreading, and fast.

      They found a spot to camp far before nightfall. To avoid being detected by cursed fae, they’d decided to build their fire and cook their meat before sundown. And then douse the fire before settling in for sleep. That way, the light wouldn’t give them away.

      After they rolled their pallets across the forest floor, Lorcan edged up beside her. “There’s still a few hours yet before sundown.”

      “Yep,” she said as she hid her ice glass dagger beneath her pallet. “That’s the whole point. The cursed fae seem drawn to fire, but only after dark. If we cook our food now, maybe they won’t spot us.”

      “I suppose you’re happy about that. You hate fire.”

      “If we could do without it, I would jump for joy.”

      He chuckled. “It’s hard to picture you jumping for joy.”

      A smile crept across her lips. “You’re right. I’d probably stab something in joy.”

      A familiar, comforting blanket of hope settled over her shoulders. This felt like Lorcan. They’d shared this joke a dozen times. As weary as she’d grown of war, she still liked sparring. The smooth movements, the strategies that happened as quick as a mouse, it calmed her mind in a way nothing else did. Meditation with a blade.

      No one else had ever really gotten that. They just thought she was brash and impulsive and bloodthirsty.

      How could he be faking this? Should she let go of her unease?

      Not yet. Not until they reached Murias and saw the pretender on the throne. Then, and only then, would she let herself fully relax around him.

      “Come.” He held out a hand. “There’s something I want to show you.”

      Her heart pulsed as she slid her chin onto her shoulder, peering up at him. “What is it?”

      He shot her a wicked grin. “You’ll see.”

      Need pulsed in her core, and she cast a furtive look at the rest of their party. “As much as I want to say yes, I worry now is not the time. Everyone is on edge. There are cursed fae lurking nearby, and they’d probably hear us.”

      “It’s not that,” he said with a twinkle in his eyes. “Though I can’t wait until we’re back in Murias, in our shared chambers. It’s only been a couple of weeks, but I’m desperate to have you.”

      A flush crept up her neck. “Then, what is it you want to show me, Lorcan? If it isn’t your sword?”

      “Just trust me,” he said, shifting closer so that his hand now hovered before her eyes.

      Trust him. Ha! That was the hardest ask of them all. Still, she slid her hand into his and allowed him to pull her to her feet. “Alright. But we can’t go far, and as soon as the light starts to dim, we have to come back.”

      “Done,” he said with a grin.

      “Where are you going?” Thane called after her as Lorcan pulled her toward the forest.

      She cast a quick glance toward him. “Don’t worry. We’re just going to go look at something. We’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      “Reyna…” Thane said.

      “She’ll be fine,” Glencora whispered. “She has her familiar. And she’ll be on guard.”

      With her hand still tucked into his, Reyna strode into the forest with Lorcan. He led her off the path, through a thick hedge, and beneath a tangle of wild thorns decorated with pearl white flowers. Their feet crunched ominously against the underbrush, as loud as thunder in the silence. Dread coiled like a snake ready to strike. She was just about to suggest they turn around and head back when Lorcan parted a curtain of vines.

      The steady rush of a waterfall rose up around them. The sun danced along the water, shooting sparkling light through the hidden clearing. Reyna gasped and stepped through the vines, smiling as she stared at the wondrous sight.

      “The cursed fae won’t find us here,” Lorcan murmured as he stepped up behind her and wound his arms around her stomach. “Unseelie doesn’t like running water.”

      She tipped her head back onto his chest, staring up into his chiseled face. “Running water? How do you know that?”

      “Like I said, I found some books in Molt’s study. Some of them I could read.”

      Nodding, she turned her attention back onto the waterfall. “I suppose that makes sense. It could explain why he’s trapped inside of Inishfall. In that pit.”

      “The source of him is trapped. The soul of him,” Lorcan murmured. “But his magic drenches these lands. This realm more than most. We have Ulaid Molt to thank for that.”

      Reyna shivered. “But what does that mean for Seelie?”

      “That I don’t know.” He pulled her tighter against his chest. “Molt was preoccupied with Unseelie. He had little interest in the other god. And why would he? One god requires a great sacrifice in return for a slice of his power. The other requires little more than a fraction of your soul, for power beyond anything else. Which would you choose if given the chance?”

      Reyna pulled away from him. “You know which one I’d choose.”

      “I mean, hypothetically. If you were Ulaid Molt.”

      “Thankfully, I’ll never be Ulaid Molt, and neither will you,” she said hotly, though she didn’t understand why she was getting so annoyed with him. He’d only been asking a theoretical question, but it had brought up fresh pain and memories she’d tried to push aside. The bargain she’d struck with Seelie had broken her heart. And every time another wall sprang up between her and Lorcan, she couldn’t help but think it was her fault.

      The worst part about it was, she was scared she wouldn’t choose Seelie now. If given the chance again, knowing everything she did, would she sacrifice Lorcan for the sake of the world? The Ruin had taunted her with these doubts, night after night after night. She’d almost drowned in them.

      She wanted to believe she’d do the right thing, but when faced with that impossible choice, she didn’t think she would.

      She hoped she’d never have to make that choice again.

      “Enough of all this darkness,” he whispered into her ear, sending sparks of heat skittering along her skin. “I brought you here to enjoy the waterfall. Another battle looms before us. We have no idea what we will face. Let’s enjoy the time we have together.”

      Reyna swallowed down the knot of dread in her throat. He was right. They had no idea what awaited them in Murias. If the pretender had managed to convince the rest of the realm that he was king, how would the lords react when they arrived with a lookalike? How would they be able to prove Lorcan was who he said he was?

      And worse, what if none of the wood fae lords even wanted the real Lorcan on the throne?

      They might put up a fight.

      Lorcan trailed across the clearing, tossing his clothing onto the ground. His chiseled muscles rippled beneath the dappled sunlight. Reyna followed him, drinking in every inch of his dark skin. He shrugged out of his trousers, and his shaft sprang into view. Heat rushed into her cheeks as she quickly undressed.

      Excitement pounded in her veins, even as a little voice screamed words of warning in the back of her head. They didn’t have time for this. There were enemies lurking in the forest. Hell, she didn’t even know if she could trust him.

      But all logic fled from her mind as she splashed into the crystal clear pool of water beneath the falls. Lorcan grinned as the water rippled toward him, little waves left behind by her eagerness.

      “This is not so bad, is it?”

      She splashed him. The water rushed right into his face. “Stop looking so smug.”

      With a heady look in his midnight eyes, he waded toward her and wrapped his arms around her slick back. Sighing, she wound hands around his neck, and their bodies collided together. Need was a storm between her thighs. His length was only an inch away. All he had to do was slide to the left, and their bodies would become one.

      He dipped his lips to her neck, teasing her. Sparks lit up behind her eyes, and the soft caress of his tongue nearly drove her wild.

      Something sharp nicked her skin. A strangled gasp exploded from her throat, and she tried to pull back. What the hell was going—

      Pain exploded in her neck as twin knifes scraped through her. Fear shook her heart. She tried to push away. Her body slipped against his, but his mouth was locked tight on her neck and his arms were an immovable as steel.

      “What are you doing?” she screamed into his ear, desperate to get away from him.

      He didn’t answer. Water sloshed between him as a guttural moan echoed from his throat.

      The pain began to ebb even as the fear heightened to a terrible roar. Realization tumbled over her. This was a trick. The cursed Lorcan had come here pretending to be his old self. And now he was drinking her blood.
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      Eislyn fell. She plunged through the waters as if a rock had been tied around her waist, forcing her ever downward. She screamed and thrashed. Her fingers clutched at weeds that rushed by her. Despair overwhelmed her. She had come here to give herself over to the gods, and they had judged her. She would die in this place.

      The ground opened up beneath her, and cool air blasted her skin. The waters vanished. Shock punching her gut, she lifted her gaze to the sky but saw nothing but a darkness so profound it took her breath away.

      Another scream ripped from her throat. It echoed against the cavernous walls rushing past her. The sound pounded against her eardrums, over and over until she clamped her mouth shut.

      Eislyn kept falling. Ages passed. A strange calm settled over her as she gave into the rush of the wind and the enveloping darkness. Magic pulsed in the air, and it grew stronger as she hurtled through the empty expanse.

      Her feet touched ground.

      She gasped as a floor appeared beneath her, a carpet of black moss. On all sides, there was nothing but darkness. But up ahead, a crystalline pool glowed from an indigo light from within. It was the only illumination in the cavern.

      Her breath froze in her throat as she took an unsteady step toward it. This was the birthplace of the gods. The power here was unlike anything she’d ever felt before. It hummed a discordant tune, throbbing in time with the beat of her heart.

      “Hello?” she whispered. Her voice echoed, rippling the waters she slowly approached.

      “Hello, Eislyn Darragh,” a slithering voice whispered into her ear, burning with power. Terror tripped through her, and tears filled her eyes. It was a sound she wished she could scrub from her mind and never hear again.

      The voice from her nightmares.

      “Unseelie,” she breathed.

      She shook her head and stumbled back from the pool of light. This was not the god she wanted. The god of madness and blood and death. She wanted light.

      “Don’t be so scared of me.” Shadows whispered across the back of her neck. She shivered uncontrollably. “Did you not come here to seek me out?”

      She squeezed her eyes tight. “No, I want to speak to the other god.”

      Unseelie huffed. “You are speaking to the other god. He can hear every word you say. Seelie is here with us. We are entwined in this place. Where he goes, I follow. And vice versa.”

      That was more than a little unnerving.

      “If he’s here, then why doesn’t he speak to me?” Eislyn said, still shivering. Something about this place burrowed itself in her bones.

      “Seelie has no voice. I speak for him.”

      Eislyn sucked in a sharp breath. She gazed at the crystalline pool before her, confusion running rampant through her mind. “I don’t understand. This is the birthplace of the gods…right?”

      “Our power was born in this place.”

      “And you’re both here…now?”

      The voice laughed. “Here and other places. Mostly minds, like yours. I remember when the Ruin attacked your mother, Eislyn Darragh. You stared into the face of the magic, and you were transformed. Your mind, as broken as it was, practically welcomed me inside.” The voice went hard. “For a time. You proved to be stronger than I thought you’d be.”

      Eislyn shuddered. She whirled to stare down the tunnel behind her but found it was nothing but a wall. Tears of frustration and fear burned her eyes. She gazed up at the ceiling, hoping to find a sign of the world beyond this pit. But there was nothing. Not even the tiniest flare of light.

      “You cannot leave this place until we say it is time,” Unseelie hissed. “You have come here for a reason, Eislyn Darragh. Tell us what it is.”

      She pressed her lips together and turned back to the pool of light. “Why can’t Seelie talk?”

      “That is none of your concern,” Unseelie whispered. “Now, tell us your request.”

      Eislyn hesitated. Both gods were in this place. She could feel their power pulsing against her skin. She didn’t know how to explain how she felt it, or how she knew the truth of their presence deep in her bones. Seelie was there, but he wouldn’t talk. Why?

      She did not want to hear from Unseelie. But if she wanted to know the answer to her question, she didn’t have another choice.

      “I want to talk to you about the Namhaid,” she finally whispered, fists clenched and trembling.

      “The Namhaid,” Unseelie purred, his breath rustling the hair on the back of her neck. Frowning, she whirled toward him, but found nothing but air. “Why have you come here to ask about my faithful servant?”

      “I want to know who it is.”

      “Ah.” Unseelie chuckled. “That I cannot tell you.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “Why not?”

      “There are events that must come to pass through the natural order of things. The gods have interfered as much as we can. From now on, it is up to the Fomorians, the Humans, and the Fae. You will decide the winner and the loser of this battle.”

      “The humans?” Eislyn asked, taken aback. “What have they got to do with anything?”

      “All three of your species are linked in an inexplicable way.” Unseelie cleared his throat. “All of those words were Seelie’s, by the way. Sometimes, he allows me to speak for him.”

      “None of this makes any sense.” Eislyn threw up her hands. “You’re the god of darkness and death. He’s the god of life and light. You’re at odds. Don’t you hate each other? Aren’t you at war? But you live in the same hole in the ground and you speak for each other? I don’t understand.”

      “It is the way things are,” Unseelie said, his shadows rustling by her once more. “Without light, there is no darkness. Without darkness, there is no light. At least that is how it is right now.”

      Eislyn huffed. “The humans don’t even have anything to do with this. They’re half a world away, doing their human stuff. Does that mean…?” An idea sparked in her mind. “Does that mean the Namhaid hasn’t come into the world yet?”

      Perhaps the Namhaid was a threat for another time, something future fae would have to face. The Cleaving of the World would not come for centuries yet. For now, they could all go back to worrying about easy things, like bloody battles and backstabbing power plays.

      She could write a book, warning them. Everything she’d learned, she’d compile and form a decent plan for the future. Perhaps, she could leave behind a task to her children and her children after that. In time, they might be ready for it.

      “The Namhaid is alive and well and spreading chaos in Tir Na Nog,” Unseelie said, cutting through her hopeful thoughts.

      Eislyn sucked in a sharp breath. “What kind of chaos?”

      Unseelie chuckled. “You are clever, Eislyn Darragh. You hope that if I speak of the Namhaid’s deeds, you’ll be able to puzzle out the fae’s identity. I will not give you that. You must work it out yourself.”

      “So, I’ve come here for nothing.” Frustration burned through her. “What help are gods if they can’t even give people knowledge of what’s to come.”

      Hot wind blew Eislyn’s hair back from her face. “We gave knowledge once. That is all we can do. Anything more, and the words will turn to ash in my mouth.”

      “At least tell me if it’s me,” she said, stepping toward the pool. “If I don’t go back to the Fomorians with an answer, they’ll kill me. Am I the Namhaid or am I the Ghaisgeach?”

      “Hmm.” Unseelie fell silent. The echoes of whispered words pounded against her ears, but she couldn’t quite catch what they were. It sounded like another language. Like Fomorian, but just not quite. Finally, the wind rustled her cloak as Unseelie’s attention zeroed back in on her.

      “You are not the Namhaid, but you already knew that.”

      “And the Ghaisgeach?”

      “You will know who the Ghaisgeach is when the time comes.”

      Her heart pounded. “How do I know you’re not lying?”

      “The gods do not lie.”

      “Your servants do,” she argued.

      “I am not my servants.” A sigh. “This is growing tiresome. Let us turn our attention onto something much more entertaining. Would you like to make a deal for power?”

      Eislyn blinked, caught off guard. “What?”

      “Step up to the pool,” Unseelie commanded.

      Despite her hesitance, Eislyn obeyed. She tiptoed to the pool and slowly lowered herself to her knees. Peering into the waters, she could not help but think this felt an awful lot like the moment before the Fomorians shoved her forward, into what they likely thought was her death.

      “The gods can provide you with the power to vanquish your enemies. You have two options. You can have my magic and all your dreams shall come true. Power, happiness, and…books, it seems. Your only payment is a very small fragment of your soul.” Unseelie’s voice went dark. “Or you can have Seelie’s power. You keep your soul, but you lose your heart. You must give up the thing you want most in this life.”

      Eislyn shook her head, gazing into the pool. “But the thing I want most is for the Namhaid to be someone other than Reyna.”

      “And I can give that to you,” Unseelie hissed into her ear. “If you take my power.”

      Eislyn’s heart thundered. She gripped the side of the pool with all her might, every single inch of her trembling in terrible fear. It was an impossible choice. If she took Seelie’s power, her sister could become the thing she feared the most.

      But Eislyn did not want to lose her own soul. She knew what would happen to her if she took Unseelie’s power. The nightmares that had plagued her for so long…that had been his doing. All that blood and rage and death and darkness…he had filled her mind with it.

      And she wanted no more.

      Slowly, Eislyn stood and threw back her shoulders. She did not care what her choice meant. It was the only one she could make.

      “I don’t want either power. I refuse your bargain.”
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      Hunger drove him wild. Intoxicating desire burned in his mind as he lapped up Reyna’s blood. She had stared at him with those trusting, innocent eyes, practically tempting him to taste her. She’d even spread her thighs.

      But he didn’t want anything of that. He wanted to rip her neck wide open and drink until she was dead in his arms.

      “Lorcan, please, stop,” she pleaded with him, her body growing heavy in his arms as her life-force seeped into his gulping mouth. He growled at her fear, his body buzzing from the ecstasy of it all.

      STOP!

      The voice echoed in his head. Stupid voice. It knocked him out of the moment. His pleasure and ecstasy died in a brutal moment.

      “You won’t take this moment away from me,” Lorcan growled, his teeth still firmly implanted in Reyna’s slick neck. “I’ve been fantasizing about this for days. Her blood in my mouth. Her bones…”

      Heat flooded his body. Need tore through his gut. The shudder of the waterfall snatched his attention away, and his stomach turned. He hadn’t been lying when he’d said Unseelie hated running water, but he hadn’t been able to resist the chance to tempt her into the pond so that he might kill her.

      Keeping his arms locked tightly around her body, he waded to the shore and dragged her out. She’d lost consciousness at some point. Disappointment bloomed in his mind. He’d wanted her to be awake for all of this.

      “Oh well.” He dove back onto her throat. Her neck against his mouth was the sweetest thing he’d ever tasted.

      NO!

      Something jerked inside of him then. It was as if a fist punched him right between the eyes. He slumped forward, his teeth sliding off her neck. Tumbling sideways, Lorcan regained control of himself and blinked up at the dense canopy above him.

      His heart rattled beneath his ribs. That had been far too close. The Cursed One had wanted nothing more than to drain the life from Reyna’s veins. It had been excruciating, watching him do that to her. He had felt the Cursed One’s excitement as if it were his own. And it had made his stomach twist with utter rage and disgust.

      He rolled onto his side and pushed up from the ground, swaying on his feet. The Cursed One pounded against his mind, but Lorcan fought for all he was worth.

      Shuddering, he knelt beside Reyna and brushed the damp hair off her forehead. Her neck was a ruined thing, mottled and slick with blood. His heart tumbled. She would survive this, but only just. If he’d taken control only a few moments later, she’d be dead.

      “I’m so sorry,” he whispered. Kneeling, he lifted her into his arms and carried her away from the waterfall. Firelight from the camp flickered through the trees. They might kill him when they saw what he’d done to her, but he couldn’t leave her out in the forest alone while the cursed fae drew near. They would scent her blood on the air. Hunger would tempt them toward the falls.

      The Cursed One shook, desperate to get out. Lorcan’s own jaw ached with hunger. Even though he hadn’t been the one to drink the blood, the act had transformed his body into something he hated. Deep down inside, he wondered if he needed the blood to survive.

      But he would never taste it, not so long as he was in control.

      He didn’t care how mad it drove him in the end.

      As he grew closer to the fire, his body seemed to arch toward it, as if it were desperate for the warmth of the flames. His frown deepened, and his footsteps began to slow. That was unnerving.

      “Reyna?” a voice shouted into the depths of the trees.

      Lorcan’s lips flatlined. He knew that voice. In any other circumstance, he’d be overjoyed to hear it, but one or both of them might die from this encounter.

      Thane stepped through the brush, following Wingallock, and came to a sudden stop when he saw an unconscious, blood-drenched Reyna in Lorcan’s arms. His nostrils flared, and the branches of his tattoo snapped tight.

      “What have you done to her,” Thane growled, stalking toward him. A sword whistled from behind his back, sharp and deadly. “I knew it wasn’t you. I knew it!”

      “Thane, wait,” Lorcan said hoarsely, swallowing down the pain. “It really is me now. The Cursed One was in control before. He led her to the waterfalls and drank her blood. I managed to get control again, just long enough to bring her back to you so that you might save her.”

      “You’re lying!” Thane shouted. His entire body trembled with rage.

      “I know why you would think that, but you have to listen to me,” he pleaded. “If you don’t take her, she’s going to die.”

      “Put her down,” Thane seethed. “And step away from her. Where the hell are her damn clothes?”

      “Back at the waterfall.” Slowly, Lorcan lowered Reyna to the ground. He gently laid her across the fallen leaves, a knife slicing his heart in two.

      “Now, step back.”

      Lorcan blinked at Thane. “Listen to me, Thane. You need to get out of here. I don’t know how long it will be before the Cursed One regains control. He’ll kill all of you.”

      “Stop talking like that.” Thane waved the sword his way. “And step the hell away from Reyna Darragh.”

      With a heavy sigh, Lorcan took a step back. “If the Cursed One was in control, he wouldn’t bring Reyna back to you like this. He wanted to kill her, Thane. I’m bringing her to you to save her.”

      Thane swung the sword his way. Lorcan stepped back.

      “This could be another one of your tricks,” he said with narrowed eyes, slowly leaning to Reyna’s side to feel the pulse in her wrist. “Another twisted attempt to get us to trust you.”

      “It would be a poor attempt.”

      “She’s alive, but she needs healing.” Thane glared up at him. “I should kill you for this.”

      “Do you know what, Thane? You probably should.” Lorcan’s hands hung heavily by his sides, all the fight seeping out of him to join Reyna’s blood on the ground. He didn’t think there was a way to undo this curse, and even if there were, it might be far too late once they found it. How many would die before the Cursed One was done with this world? How many would suffer?

      “Dammit, Lorcan,” Thane muttered. He collected Reyna into his arms and stood, his sword forgotten on the ground. “Run. Now. Hold off your bloody curse as long as you can and get far away from here. We’re trying to save you. We…can it hear us? The curse?”

      “It knows everything.”

      “Fuck. Just get the hell away from here and don’t stop fighting.” Branches snapped in the distance. Thane’s head jerked toward them. “And go now. I don’t think the others will be as understanding.”

      Lorcan hesitated, his eyes locked on Reyna. “What about—”

      “I will take care of her. I promise you. Now, go.”

      Lorcan took one last look at his beloved’s face, and then he ran.
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      Heat spread through Reyna’s neck. Light danced against her closed lids. A strange scent whispered into her nose. Fire and nettles, snow and ice. She flipped open her eyes to see Nollaig peering down at her. Well, the shadows beneath her hood, anyway.

      “There she is,” Nollaig announced. “I told you she’d be fine.”

      Several more faces blurred into view, all furrowed in concern. Her sister, Glencora. Thane. Even the wood fae male from Craobhan was there, too. Memories rushed into her head, awakening alarm.

      “Oh my gods.” She pushed up from the ground, her body trembling. Her fingers found her neck, but the blood was gone. Even her skin felt smooth, as if the attack had never happened.

      But it had. There was no way that had been a dream.

      “Shieldmaiden,” Nollaig said slowly, holding Reyna’s elbow to steady her. “You’ve been through quite the ordeal. You should sit back down.”

      Reyna whirled on her, her heart hammering. Nollaig probably had no idea what had happened to her. Did Lorcan drain her blood and then leave her to rot by the waterfall? Had he left her there to die?

      Was she alive only because they’d gone looking for her, hunting the forest when she’d never come back?

      “An ordeal?” Reyna’s laugh was as bitter as herbs. “Lorcan wanted to murder me. I’m guessing he didn’t succeed but it wasn’t for lack of trying.”

      Thane winced. “You’re right. He did try to kill you.”

      She rubbed her neck. “How am I alive? Where is the wound? Did I get cursed?”

      “I used some herbs on you, Shieldmaiden. You healed too fast for the curse to get to you. There’s great magic in these lands. I have a feeling it has something to do with how close we are to the Dryads and that ley line thing.”

      “Magic.” Reyna’s stomach twisted. “Dark magic. The kind that has transformed Lorcan into what he is now.”

      “Both kinds of magic,” Nollaig said. “Where there is light, there is dark. They don’t exist apart.”

      Reyna’s fingers trembled at her neck. Her eyes fluttered shut as memories replayed over in her mind. Lorcan had almost killed her. The need she’d heard in his throat, it had sounded like an animal. And all because she’d been idiot enough to trust the words spilling out of his gorgeous mouth. Her love for Lorcan had made her blind to the truth.

      “You’re alright now, sister,” Glencora whispered. “We’re survivors, you and me. It will take more than a cursed fae to kill you.”

      “Where is he?” Reyna glanced up, meeting Thane’s dark gaze. “Did you see him?”

      Thane glanced uneasily at the others. “I’m not sure where he went. Wingallock flew back hooting in distress, so I followed him in search of you. You were lying still on the ground when I collected you. And your clothes were by the waterfall. Lorcan wasn’t there.”

      Reyna’s eyes narrowed. Something about the way he’d phrased how he’d found her felt off to her. Thane had always been good at mincing his words. She wanted to demand that he explain what he meant, but something in his expression stopped her. He kept glancing at the others. Did he not want them to hear it? Maybe he would explain things to her later.

      “Well, I suppose that settles it then. We’re back on a quest to find the curse. Let’s go find the Dryads.”
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      Magic hummed in the air. Silver droplets of suspended rain hung before them like a shimmering wall. With her breath in her throat, Reyna reached out and skimmed her fingers along the specks of water. Power reverberated through her bones, a deep, dark melodic sound that made her teeth ache.

      The forest squeezed tight around them where they stood at the edge of Ionad, home of the Wood Court’s Dryads. It had taken their party several more days to reach this place. The end of their month-long quest was coming up fast. But for the first time since Lorcan had attacked her, Reyna felt the bright bloom of hope in her chest.

      “Has it always been like this?” Reyna whispered in awe. “This magic?”

      “Yes,” Nollaig said.

      Reyna’s brows winged upward. “You sure do seem to know a lot more than you let on earlier. I thought your memory had been wiped or something.”

      Nollaig had led the charge through the forest. She’d known exactly which path to take to reach Ionad, when Rhain had only known the general direction. It was curious indeed.

      “Don’t pry, Shieldmaiden. It’s not polite.”

      “It’s also not polite to hide things from people.”

      “Do you trust me, Shieldmaiden?”

      “I don’t trust anyone. Not anymore,” she muttered.

      “I don’t blame you,” Nollaig whispered. “But you know you can trust me.”

      Reyna sighed, the steel wall around her heart melting just a little. “Fine. I won’t force the issue. Right now. But one day, you need to finally explain everything to me.”

      “Oh, one day I surely will, my friend. But today is not that day. We have a curse to fix first. And only the Dryads can help us do that.”

      Reyna turned back to the wall of suspended rain only to see Glencora already stepping through it. She cried out and reached for her sister’s arm, but it was too late. She was already gone, hidden on the other side.

      Frustrated, she rushed after her sister. As glad as she was that Glencora had found some measure of adventure and bravery, she wished she’d exercise a little more caution before stepping through a mysterious magical wall of rain.

      And her fears were only confirmed when they all came face-to-face with a line of spears pointed at right their heads.

      The Dryads were tall and willowy, like many wood fae, but there was an otherworldly glow about them, too. Twisting antlers grew from their heads, and their faces were decorated with war paint. Their armor was minimal. Instead, they wore loose, sleeveless tunics that bared their stomachs. The scraps cinched around their waists barely hid their privates.

      Beyond the line of spears, Ionad was unlike any village Reyna had ever seen. Platforms had been erected in the trees, and a silver stream wound through the tiny huts built into mounds of dirt. There were no doors in Ionad. Only windows. And the canopy above had been trimmed back to reveal a sky full of stars.

      “Who are you and why have you come here?” one of the Dryads spit, stepping out in front of the others. She was taller than the rest with flaming hair cascading around strong shoulders. Her voice bellowed with unbridled power, and intricate tattoos spiralled down her leg. Words written in her skin in Fomorian.

      Leader, it said. Queen.

      Reyna took a deep breath and took her own step forward. “My name is Reyna Darragh, Shieldmaiden for the Ice Court and—”

      “Ah.” The Dryad’s eyes flicked across Reyna’s face. “I know who you are. We’ve been expecting you.”

      Alarm slammed into her. She widened her eyes and glanced at Nollaig. “You were?”

      “We have seen your face in the river,” she said, gesturing behind her at the stream. “I have heard your name on the wind. You come here seeking answers and magic to drive a dark force out of these woods. And you mean us no harm.”

      She lifted her hand and motioned at her followers. They lowered their spears, though wariness still hung in their luminous eyes. The Queen’s gaze drifted toward Reyna’s companions. A small frown tugged at her lips.

      “These are my friends. And my family. They don’t mean you any harm either.”

      “I didn’t see their faces in the waters.”

      “A token, if you will, my Queen.” Nollaig stepped forward and held out her gloved hand, palm up. In the center of the leather sat a small acorn. Reyna had no idea what it meant.

      The Queen puffed out her chest and snatched the acorn. “Clever gift. I’ll allow you all to stay.”

      The line of spears parted, and the Queen motioned for Reyna and her companions to follow her into Ionad. Reyna fell into step beside Nollaig as they crossed the flowing stream with its waters sparkling with stardust.

      “Do you know who she is?” Reyna whispered.

      “Queen Morgan,” Nollaig whispered back. “You’re looking at one of the oldest beings to call Tir Na Nog home, if not the oldest.”

      “The Dryads…” Reyna said, glancing at their thick, luscious hair, their clear skin, and their eyes as bright as newborn babes. “They didn’t fall, did they?”

      “Not the ones who stayed here. But if they left this place, they lost their magic, same as anyone else.”

      And no one had ever known. Because no one ever came here and few ever left. Except, perhaps, the wood king. Ulaid Molt had found out about this place. Maybe he’d read about the Dryads in his books. He’d put two and two together, and he’d hunted them down. But surely they would have seen what he was. Why had they let him in?

      “Sit,” Queen Morgan said, pointing at a cluster of stumps scattered beside a pit dug deep into the ground. As Reyna took a seat, she leaned over the pit. Heat flared across her face. Down, far below them, embers crackled and spit. It was lava. She hoped to the gods it wasn’t the molten iron kind.

      “You’ve come here for a reason, and I can guess what that is.” She looked pointedly at Reyna before she took a seat elevated above the rest. “However, I’ll give you a chance to explain so that I can decide whether or not to help you.”

      Unease bounced through Reyna’s veins. It was impossible to tell whether the Dryads were friends or foes. Had they supported Molt’s reign? Did they serve Unseelie? Magic pulsed through the village, thick and hot. But did they use these powers for good? Or were they like every enemy that Reyna had encountered in her life? Twisted and corrupt because of it.

      Unfortunately, she had no choice but to hope for the best. They’d come all this way, despite all odds. If they turned around now, they would never find out if they could find the cure here. The Dryads might be their only hope for saving Tir Na Nog.

      Reyna loosed a breath, and then spoke. “As you have your own Queen, I’m assuming you never served Ulaid Molt. At least I’m hoping you didn’t.”

      “You speak in past tense,” Queen Morgan said with raised brows.

      “Molt is dead now. We killed him. And it seems he left a little present behind. A curse. One that would transform his successor into a blood-thirsty servant of Unseelie.”

      A long stretch of silence was the only answer. So, Reyna had no other choice but to forge on.

      “We’ve managed to find a few answers ourselves. There’s a book…” Reyna glanced at Thane. He’d been keeping it safe all this time. But Thane blanched and shook his head.

      “In all the excitement, I forgot to get it from the tree trunk where I hid it a few nights back. We’ll have to collect it on our return journey.”

      Reyna let out a huff of frustration. “No matter. We got what we needed from it. The text mentioned a great power here. One strong enough create a curse. It made me wonder if Molt came here. Maybe this place is where he got enough power to cast a curse on whoever sat on the Wood Court throne after his death. I always wondered where his magic came from. Obviously, Unseelie gifted some to him, but he had to start somewhere. We’re all fallen. Magic doesn’t come from thin air. Not until recently, anyway.”

      A smile whispered across Queen Morgan’s lips. “That’s an interesting theory.”

      “Is it a right one?” Reyna asked, holding her breath tight in her throat.

      Queen Morgan sighed and leaned back against the rough bark of the tree behind her. She glanced over at her followers, who were all listening nearby with their spears still clutched in every hand.

      “Molt came here. But he already had a measure of magic. Unseelie got to him a very long time ago. He has long been twisted by dark power.” Queen Morgan glanced at her followers again. “So, when he came threatening to burn Ionad down, we had no choice but to give him everything he wanted. More power. More magic. More knowledge. He left here knowing exactly how to leave a curse as his greatest gift to his successor. And he had enough power to make it permanent.”

      “Permanent,” Reyna whispered, her heart skipping a beat. “Please tell me that doesn’t mean there’s no way to undo it. If we can’t cure this curse, every soul in Tir Na Nog will be lost to the darkness of Unseelie’s madness. That doesn’t just mean us. It means you, too. Spears will not hold against a horde of cursed fae.”

      “You’re right. They won’t,” Queen Morgan said bluntly. “Which is why I’m glad you came here, seeking answers. There is a way to undo this curse, Reyna Darragh.”

      Hope bloomed in Reyna’s chest. She sat forward, eager anticipation tripping through her veins. “What is it?”

      “It all goes back to the source, the first fae who was cursed. The one who sat on the throne. It’s all bound to him. He holds the power of it all. Without him, the curse doesn’t exist.”

      Reyna sat back. All the blood drained from her face. In fact, she swore her heart stopped completely.

      Suddenly, she no longer wanted to hear the answer.

      “The only way to save us all is to spill the cursed one’s blood.”
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      Reyna stood. Her heart seemed to have stopped beating. Voices echoed in the distance, but she couldn’t make out their words. The lush forest surrounding them dulled to a muted grey. Nothing felt real anymore.

      “Spill his blood,” she finally choked out. “You can’t mean that we have to kill him.”

      “Seelie isn’t often clear when he speaks to me,” Queen Morgan said in a disaffected voice that scraped against Reyna’s eardrums. “When I asked him what must be done, he simply said that the cursed one’s blood must spill.”

      The world rushed in around Reyna at once. The greens filled her vision. The gurgling sound of the nearby stream filled her head with noise. She shuddered as her heart restarted in her chest.

      “So, he doesn’t have to die.” Should she dare hope? It was the only choice she had.

      “That’s not what I said,” the Queen said, frowning. “I just don’t know. Perhaps not. Maybe a drop of blood is all you need.”

      “That I could do,” Reyna said, nodding and turning toward the others. “We could return to Murias and find him in the night. If I could just scratch his arm with the edge of my blade, we could undo this with only a little blood.”

      Thane didn’t so convinced. “And what if that’s not enough?”

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      “Shieldmaiden, if I may,” Nollaig said, clearing her throat. “I worry you’re underestimating Our Highness. He has been drinking deeply for weeks now. His strength will be close to Ulaid Molt’s. And I daresay you haven’t forgotten what it was like to go up against him.”

      Reyna would never forget. He’d been the most dangerous foe she’d ever faced. She rarely lost a sword fight. And he’d shattered her completely. If it hadn’t been for Seelie’s power burning through her veins, she likely would have died from it.

      “Queen Morgan said that Molt spent years gathering his power,” Reyna argued. “Lorcan will be nowhere near that, not after a couple of weeks. Besides, I know your strength. You’re the best of us.”

      Nollaig snorted. “I’d hardly call me that. And I can’t fight this battle for you.”

      “Why not?” Reyna demanded.

      “I cannot say.”

      Reyna blew out a frustrated breath. “Fine. We don’t need a battle anyway. If I sneak up on him in the middle of the night—”

      “That sounds far too dangerous, Reyna,” Thane cut in. “There must be some other way.”

      “Yes, Queen Morgan,” Nollaig said intently, turning her rustling cloak toward the ruler of the hidden lands. “Mustn’t there be something else?”

      Queen Morgan clucked her tongue. “Who are you?”

      “Nollaig.”

      The Dryad stared, her gleaming green eyes flickering with intensity. After a long moment, she stood and collected her spear from where she’d leaned it up against the tree. “Reyna, come with me. The rest of you stay where you are. My Shieldmaidens will attack you if you don’t do as I say.”

      Reyna cast an apologetic glance at her sister and her friends, and then fell into step beside the Queen as she led her away from the mud huts and toward the stream.

      “They’re Shieldmaidens?” she couldn’t help but ask.

      “Much like you, I’m guessing,” Queen Morgan said. “Good with the blade, expert at dodging arrows. When in battle, they’re as strong as any male.”

      “I didn’t know there were Shieldmaidens in the Wood Court.”

      “There’s not.” Queen Morgan smiled. “We aren’t part of the Wood Court. That’s for politics and scheming, wars and words. We belong to the land. It just so happens our land is part of a kingdom, but that does not mean we bow to that kingdom’s rules.”

      “I’m surprised Molt didn’t force you to bow.”

      “He tried,” Queen Morgan said, her laugh tinkling like the babble of the stream. “But no mortal king holds power over us. Only Seelie does.”

      “I’m glad to hear it isn’t the other one,” Reyna said, casting her gaze around at the woodland farmers they passed by. They were collecting berries from the thorny bushes and pulling herbs up from the churned ground.

      “You mean Unseelie,” Queen Morgan said with a punctuated tsk. “You will find no followers of blood gods here. We’ve seen what happens to those who are ensnared by the taste of bones. And we know where they go when this life ends and the next one begins.”

      “Ifrinn?” Reyna asked.

      “Indeed. A place of shadows and flames.” Queen Morgan came a stop at a small mound set into a hill. Water poured through a wide hole, cascading into the mouth of the stream. Silver flecks danced within the waters, and a steady hum pulsed beneath their feet.

      “Is this where you speak to Seelie?” Reyna asked. Something about it reminded her so much of Inishfall, and the birthplace of the gods. It had the same twisting pulse to it.

      Reyna winced away from it. The power of it made her want to run screaming in the other direction.

      “Yes, but that’s not why I brought you here.” The Queen gestured toward the flowing stream. “Seelie never speaks when I ask. He speaks only when he feels inclined, and he would have made his intentions known by now if he wanted to speak with you.”

      She was both relieved and annoyed. The last time she’d encountered Seelie, she’d made that horrible bargain, and so much had happened as a result of it. She’d defeated the Ruin, but it had come at a cost, and she wasn’t even entirely sure she should have defeated it in the first place.

      Seelie hadn’t told her what the Ruin was. He hadn’t even said anything at all. Unseelie had been the one to speak to her. The god of light only pulsed quietly, watching her wrestle with a decision that would change the entire course of her life.

      He could have told her what would happen. He could have warned her about the Namhaid. Hell, he could have told her who the damn Namhaid was. Instead, she was stuck guessing, horror-stricken and paranoid about everyone and everything. The Ruin had twisted her inside out, and Seelie had let it all happen.

      “Unless Seelie can tell us how to cure the curse without spilling Lorcan’s blood, then I don’t think I want to hear anything from him,” Reyna said frankly, hoping he wouldn’t strike her down on the spot for blasphemy.

      “Then, you might not like my suggestion,” the Queen said with snap, narrowing her eyes. “Seelie blesses this land with power. You wonder why we didn’t fall like the rest of Tir Na Nog. You’re curious about the immortality keeping us alive for hundreds of years. You cannot help but wonder at the wall of rain that surrounds our village like a protective cocoon. Magic is alive here when it is dead everywhere else. Why is that, Reyna? Why is it alive here?”

      Reyna’s lips flatlined. “It’s obviously because of Seelie.”

      “And he holds no ill will toward you. He showed me your face. He told me you were coming and that you were not a threat to Ionad.”

      “Did he warn you about Ulaid Molt?” she asked.

      Queen Morgan didn’t answer. She turned her gaze on the flowing stream, her face full of adoration. “These waters hold magic. Drink from it and Seelie’s power will return to you once more.”

      Reyna’s heart thumped. A part of her wanted nothing more than to throw her face into the stream and gulp down the magic, letting it fill her body with its immortality and strength. But she’d made that mistake before. And it had cost her everything.

      “What’s the catch?” she asked, taking a step back.

      “There is not catch. It’s yours to drink if you want it. Nothing bad will happen to you if you do.”

      “The last time I was given Seelie’s power, I had to strike a bargain.”

      Queen Morgan cocked her head. “Where was this?”

      “Inishfall.”

      “Ah.” She nodded sagely. “You journeyed to the birthplace of the gods where Seelie and Unseelie are stuck in an eternal war. Unseelie was likely playing a game of power over you. Nothing could be gained there, not without a loss.”

      Her words shot an uneasy chill across the back of Reyna’s neck. “How is that any different from here?”

      “Dadga brought his Fomorian power here. It was a gift. He imbued the lands with it. The six sources scattered throughout Tir Na Nog hold a concentration of that power. You can drink it here, freely. That is a far different thing than going to the gods and asking them for help.”

      Reyna gazed at the stream. So much light, so much shimmering silver. There was no darkness here. The deep, terrible thing she’d felt in the depths of the pit had been engraved into her mind forever. And she didn’t feel that from the stream. Some of that darkness had been felt before they’d stepped through the curtain of rain. She wondered if it was meant as a warning. A way to keep curious intruders away.

      “What exactly happens if I drink it?” Reyna asked.

      “Seelie’s magic will spread through you. For a time.”

      “So, it’s temporary. The same as Inishfall.”

      “This is the realm of the fallen fae now,” Queen Morgan said sadly. “Magic, outside of these walls, will only ever be temporary until after the Cleaving of the World.”

      Reyna’s head jerked up. She’d only heard that term once or twice before, and it was always in her dreams. “How do you know about that? When does it happen? What does that mean?”

      Alarm flashed across Queen Morgan’s face. “How do you know about it?”

      Her heart pounded. Queen Morgan’s gaze sharpened to a painful point. “Things are beginning to make terrible sense, and I daresay I have not felt this kind of fear in well over a century. Tell me, Reyna Darragh. Have you ever heard of the Namhaid?”

      Reyna’s breath whistled in through her nose as she took a large inhale.

      “I see.” Queen Morgan took a step back. “You need to drink the stream, Reyna Darragh, and you need to drink it now.”

      Her head pounded. Her vision seemed to blur.

      She swallowed hard. “What’s going on, Queen Morgan?”

      “The Cleaving of the World is upon us. The time has come to protect this world against Unseelie. Which means you need to drink the magic now. If you are who I think you are, this power will remain in your veins for a good long while. Long enough for you to stop the curse from spreading.”

      Reyna didn’t hesitate any longer. There was something in the Queen’s voice that shook her very soul. Even her bones felt like ash, and her blood turned to iron, thick and hot and wrong. She dropped to her knees and leaned over the waters that gurgled down the dirt mound and toward the hidden village at the center of the world.

      The scent of it flooded her senses. It was everything and nothing at the same time. Fire and ice. Wind and rain. Salt and mud. And shadows. She reached in, her fingers skimming along the surface of it. Magic danced along her skin. Light filled her soul. With a deep breath, she plunged her face into the cool flowing river. The soft waves splashed into her eyes, and the waters drenched the edges of her hair that dipped into it. Her lips parted, and a sweet, thick liquid coated her tongue. She drank it deeply.

      Life bloomed inside of her like a million flowers on the first day of spring. Magic filled her mind. Power stormed through her veins. She took one last gulp and then pulled herself away, gasping at the pure electricity of it.

      “Wow,” a voice whispered from behind her.

      Reyna turned. Her sister’s wet hair hung around her shoulders, clinging to her silken dress. Eyes wild, she stood, shaking. Water dripped down her chin, splashing onto her neck.

      “Glencora,” Reyna said slowly, a sense of dread chasing away the newfound hope. “Please tell me you didn’t just drink from this stream.”

      “Of course I did,” she said, her eyes as wide and luminous as the moons. “There is power here. I heard the Queen say so herself. Shouldn’t we all drink this stream? What if it’s the only way to stop this Cleaving of the World you’re both talking about.”

      The rush of wings snatched her attention away from her sister. An owl spun through the village, but the feathers were orange, not white. Wingallock still sat with the others. He perched quietly on Nollaig’s shoulder.

      This owl settled onto Glencora’s shoulder, cooing in happiness. Glencora laughed, stroking the owl’s soft feathers, and he burrowed into her cheek.

      “What’s going on?” Reyna whispered.

      “Your sister has taken the power, and it seems a familiar has found her now.”

      “Will it hurt her?” Reyna asked. “The power?”

      She knew she could withstand it. She already had, once.

      “There’s nothing harmful about Seelie’s magic,” the Queen whispered. “Just so long as she has nothing of Unseelie inside of her. Has she been cursed?”

      “Thankfully not.”

      “Then don’t let her out of your sight.” A slight smile curved the corners of the Queen’s lips. “The bond between a fae and her familiar is a beautiful thing.”

      Reyna nodded, watching her sister. “What happens if the curse spreads to her while she has this magic?”

      “It will rip her inside out,” the Queen said in a hush. “It will be too much for her mortal body to take.”

      A deep sense of foreboding settled over her. The days ahead seemed destined for terrible things. She had to return to Murias without being stopped by the growing number of cursed fae running through the woods. She had to spill some of Lorcan’s blood, all without resorting to swordplay. And she had to keep Glencora safe.

      And somehow, she needed to keep her own damn self alive, too. All before the month ran out. Or else her father would slaughter the whole realm.
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      “It’s time for you to leave now, Reyna Darragh.” The Queen led her back through the village where her friends were waiting for her. Thane’s face had paled to a deathly white. He stared at Glencora as if he had never seen her before.

      “Right then.” Nollaig pushed up from the log and brushed off her cloak. The Queen gave her a strange look, and then motioned for her to join her at the edge of the group. They bowed their heads together, whispering fervently. Reyna frowned. She appreciated Nollaig’s lust for privacy, but this went beyond that. These two clearly knew each other somehow, and of course neither of them were going to tell anyone else a damn thing.

      Even when they were in the midst of trying to save the damn world.

      “You alright there, Princess?” Rhain asked as he gathered his pack from the ground. He’d clearly hoped they’d camp out here for the night, but no such luck. The Queen was kicking them out. Back into the treacherous woods they’d go.

      “Well.” Reyna tried to collect her thoughts. “The Queen of the Dryads seems to think the Cleaving of the World is coming soon. That’s the end of the world, by the way. Where Unseelie’s magic spreads across the world and basically makes everyone go mad until we’re all his loyal servants. Who drink blood and eat bone. She also seems to think the Namhaid is still alive, so that means it wasn’t Ulaid Molt. Um, and then there’s the whole weird thing where I had to drink some magical water in order for me to be strong enough to undo this curse that involves me stealing some of Lorcan’s blood, who is my lover, by the way. And the only male I’ve ever cared about in that way. Plus, my sister decided to sneak up behind me and drink some of this water, too. If we run into some cursed fae on the way back, and we probably will because they’re fucking everywhere now, then she could get cursed herself. And if she does, she’s going die. The Queen said it would basically tear her apart, and I don’t know exactly what that means, but it sounds pretty damn bad. So, that’s how I’m doing. How are you doing, Rhain?”

      Rhain blinked at her. His bushy grey eyebrows shot together, transforming them into a caterpillar. “Well. I was going to say that my arse is sore from sitting on that damn log for two hours, but…that really doesn’t seem all that important anymore.”

      She barked out a laugh. Rhain grunted, and then tipped back his head, his velvety laugh booming through the village. He reached out a hand. She took it. He yanked her toward him and thumped her on the back, the way she always saw warriors do back home. It was a sign of respect, a symbol of trust and brotherhood.

      Heart lifting, she thumped him back. He clutched her hand tight and whispered into her ear. “We’ve got this. We’re Fomorians, and we’re fae. The best of both lands mashed together. I don’t know what half that shit you said means, but I will fight by your side until the very end.”

      Tears sprang into her eyes. With a steadying breath, she pulled back and gave Rhain a solemn nod. “We’ve got this. You, me, Thane, Nollaig. I’d rather leave my sister here with the Dryads, where it’s safe, but it looks like we’ve got her, too. She has power now. Hell, it could help.”

      “See?” He smiled, eyes crinkling in the corners. “It’s not so bad.”

      Reyna cocked her head toward the river. “Want a drink? The more the merrier, as far as I’m concerned. If we all have magic, then we’re far more likely to—”

      “No, that will be enough now, Shieldmaiden.” Nollaig popped up beside her, causing Reyna to jump. “The cursed fae will be able to smell the magic on us. The more we have, the more potent it will be.”

      “And the much more likely we’ll be able to fight them off easily.”

      “It will slow us down,” she argued. “Time is running out. Your father wants to attack this realm. If we fight every cursed fae between here and Murias, we’ll never get there in time. We should go with as little magic as we possibly can.”

      Reyna’s eyes narrowed. Nollaig had been acting so strangely ever since they’d stepped foot in Ionad. “I feel like Rhain should make that decision himself.” She gestured to the High King of the Air Court, who was in deep conversation with her sister. Neither looked particularly happy. “Thane, too.”

      “Shieldmaiden,” Nollaig said. “I’m only trying to help.”

      “That’s alright,” Rhain said with a wave of his hand. “I’m good. Reyna here probably has enough for all of us.”

      Reyna wrinkled her nose, but she didn’t argue. “Thane?”

      He frowned, glancing toward them, his conversation with Glencora cut short. “Sorry, did you ask me something?”

      “Do you want to drink from the stream before we go?”

      He grimaced. “Ah, no. I’ve seen far too many terrible things happen because of magic. I’ll trust you to deal with it.”

      “Well, there you go.” Nollaig’s voice held the hint of a smile. “I win.”

      “I think I’ve changed my mind about all those potatoes I was going to plant for you.”

      “You can’t,” Nollaig said in a singsong voice. “We made a deal. About something else entirely. You can’t change it now. It’s far too late for that, little Shieldmaiden.”

      “Ha!” Reyna scoffed. “Did you just call me little?”

      “Did you just threaten not to give me my potatoes?”

      “I swear to the gods, Nollaig, sometimes I don’t know if I want to hug you or toss that damn cloak into the fire.”

      She sniffed. “Well, now you’ve gone too far.”

      “You never take it off. It stinks.”

      “Blasphemy,” Nollaig said with a laugh. “It smells like roses. Isn’t that right, Rhain?”

      Rhain held up his hands, taking a step back. “Don’t get me involved in this. I ain’t saying nothing about that damn cloak.”

      Reyna’s lips quirked. “He’s too polite to say it stinks.”

      “You should get going before nightfall,” Queen Morgan said, pursing her full lips. Reyna read between the very thinly-veiled lines. They would outstay their welcome if they didn’t leave now.

      “There’s just one more thing I want to know.” Reyna blocked the Queen’s path while Glencora and the others took off toward the wall of rain. Anger flickered in the Dryad’s eyes, making one thing clear. She had helped them, but she was done now.

      “I’ll give you one more question, and then you must go.” She poked a long fingernail into the center of Reyna’s chest. “I have given a great deal to you, Reyna Darragh, and you have not even thanked me.”

      Caught of guard, Reyna flushed. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t my intention. Thank you for everything you’ve done for us and for the realm. One day I hope I can repay you. I mean that.”

      “You’ll repay me by stopping this curse.” Her lips tightened. “Now, what’s your question?”

      “Who is the Namhaid?” she whispered. “I know you know something, or you wouldn’t have mentioned it.”

      Queen Morgan sucked in a sharp breath, throwing her shoulders back and tossing her flowing hair. “You know who it is.”

      Reyna frowned. “No, actually, I don’t. Which is why I asked you.”

      Queen Morgan leaned forward, her nose only an inch away from hers. Her breath frosted from her lips, scented with berries and bitter herbs. “It’s in there. I can see it in your eyes. You know who it is, but you’re scared to admit it even to yourself. But refusing to think it will not stop it from being real. You must accept the truth. Before time runs out.”

      The Queen drew back and waved at her to go.

      “That’s not an answer,” Reyna said, narrowing her eyes. “Who is it, Queen Morgan? If you really think I’m going to stop the Cleaving of the World, shouldn’t I know the identity of the fae who’s going to do it?”

      “So, then stop hiding from it. Goodbye now, Reyna.” The Queen flicked her fingers at the Shieldmaidens nearby. They all surrounded Reyna in the blink of an eye. Frustration burned through her. She didn’t know who the Namhaid was. She’d suspected herself most of all, and then she’d thought it was Molt.

      Neither of those were true. So then…

      It could be Lorcan. Her hands clenched. A storm of pain raged through her. She took a moment to steady herself before joining the others. It was a thought she’d try to fight back. She’d hidden it in the depths of her mind, hoping that if she ignored it that it would just…go away. Like the annoying buzz of an insect. Eventually, it would lose interest and fly off somewhere else.

      But the Queen was right. Lorcan fit. Every arrow of proof she’d found pointed his way. A foreigner in his own lands. A fae suffering from a transformation. One with power. She closed her eyes against the tears. One sprang through the cracks, spilling down her cheek and leaving behind a hot trail.

      How could she stop the Namhaid if he was the fae she loved?

      It was her worst fear come to life. For him, she would sacrifice everything. The Ruin had been right about her. She might not be the Namhaid, but she was even worse. She wasn’t even being controlled by dark magic. Lorcan was. And yet, she wouldn’t be able to stop him.

      “Reyna, are you alright?” Glencora asked her with a frown when she finally joined them on the other side of the wall of rain. The forest was as silent as a graveyard here. In Ionad, there’d been a constant hum of buzzing magic and bustling activity. Now, there was nothing but the sound of distant screams.

      “Not really,” Reyna said with a tight smile. She wasn’t sure she’d ever be okay again.

      They took off through the forest once again, aiming their feet to the east, toward Murias. Reyna fell into step beside Nollaig while Rhain took the lead. Glencora and Thane rounded out the back. Reyna wished she could hide her sister away somewhere safe, but Craobhan was days away and in the wrong direction. The detour would cost them too much time. They needed to reach Lorcan before her father invaded the kingdom.

      A day and a half into the journey, the whisper of shadows brushed against the back of her neck. Unease tumbled through her. She fell back to Thane, dropping her voice to a low whisper. “How close are we to where Lorcan attacked me?”

      He frowned and glanced around. “We’re pretty close. Why?”

      She pressed her lips together. “Someone’s watching us.”

      With Seelie’s magic, her enhanced senses had returned. Distant sounds echoed in her ears like the sharp crack of lightning. Colors bloomed like brilliant bursts of flowers. Even dull browns and greys were luminous and electric to her eyes. Whoever was out there had stayed quiet, but she sensed them all the same. A whisper of breath on the wind. The soft crunch of fallen leaves underfoot.

      And shadows.

      “You think it’s Lorcan?” Thane murmured, his face paling. “I’d hoped he’d returned to Murias.”

      Suddenly, the brush parted. A dozen figures leapt into view, each carrying swords the length of their bodies. Reyna threw out a hand and stepped in front of Glencora, blocking her from the view of the attackers.

      She scanned their faces, a snake of fear twisting around her heart. Their faces were pale, and where the wood fae were often tall and slim, these beings were short and stout. Curly hair cascaded around their shoulders. Sharp teeth glinted in the dappled moonlight. Their cloven hooves stomped the ground.

      “Careful,” Reyna whispered. “They’re Urisks.”

      Urisks had rarely been seen since the Fall. Like the Dryads, they were loyal to no court. They roamed the lands of Tir Na Nog, burrowing themselves below the ground in caves.

      Urisks made grand friends and allies, but only if they knew you. And they especially hated anyone who trespassed on anything they considered their own land.

      Several of the Urisks raised flutes to their lips. Reyna let out a cry of warning to the others, ducking toward the ground. The poisoned dart hit her in the throat just as she flattened herself against the moss. Darkness pooled in the corners of her vision, and then it dragged her down into the deep void.
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Lorcan

        

      

    

    
      “Let me in!” Lorcan pounded the wall of rain, wincing at the sting of light magic. “I know she was here! Open up or I will rip every last one of you to shreds!”

      The rain parted. A tall, horned female within glinting green skin stared out at him, her eyes gleaming with hate. Lorcan growled and charged at her, but his body slammed hard into an invisible wall. That fucking magic.

      “I said to let me in.” He stumbled back, narrowing his eyes. “You know I have the power to kill every single Dryad inside this bloody forest.”

      “If you had that kind of power,” she said calmly, “then you would already be inside our village.”

      His throat rumbled. Anger flamed inside of him, drowning out everything else, including the stupid Pathetic One who had ruined everything for him. “Molt got to you, so I know I can.”

      “Perhaps in time.” She smiled. “As of now, you are nothing but a shell of him.”

      “I should rip your head off your body and feast upon your flesh,” he spit.

      “You can certainly try.”

      “Just tell me where she is,” he said, edging closer to the wall. “She was here, wasn’t she? She found out how to stop the curse.”

      “She?” The Dryad arched a brow. “That’s very vague. I can’t possibly know who you mean.”

      Lorcan chuckled, shaking his head. “Seems she has been here, after all. If she never came, you’d just deny it. There’d be no reason for you to mince words.”

      It was the Dryad’s turn to laugh. “Silly little fae. You think I’m bound to your stupid rules? Your kingdoms and your vows? I don’t have to mince words. And neither do you, Lorcan Rothach.”

      “Tell me everything she said to you.” He slammed his palms against the wall. It bucked beneath the force of his blow, enough for the Dryad’s eyes to grow wide. “That’s right. You think I have no power, but I do. And what’s more, I have anger and hate. I will slam my fists against this wall until it breaks.”

      The Queen cast a glance over her shoulder. Lorcan could not see what was behind her, but he could guess it. All her pretty little Dryads, ready for the slaughter. His teeth burned with hunger. After the Pathetic One had taken over, he’d raced halfway back to Murias before he’d been able to retake control. He’d run so far and so fast that it had burned away all of the blood.

      Lorcan had collapsed in exhaustion. The days had slipped by. When he finally awoke, hunger slashed his gut like knives. He’d only found one fae between here and there, and she’d been half out of her mind from the curse herself. The blood had tasted like ash in his mouth.

      He needed fresh blood. Un-cursed blood.

      The blood of these Dryads.

      “You see it, don’t you?” A wicked smile curved his lips. “I’d rip off my own arm if it meant I could drink you all dry. I’m only holding on by the thinnest of threads. Tell me everything I need to know, and I’ll hold the beast at bay. Refuse, and…” He shrugged, flashing his teeth.

      “We have weapons,” the Dryad Queen said, lifting her chin. “And we have magic.”

      “So do I,” he growled.

      Her eyes flashed. “You know what? I’ll tell you everything you want to know because it will do little to save you. Your Shieldmaiden did come here, just as you suspected. Her and her kingly friend, plus a few others. She wanted to know how to stop the curse, and I told her.”

      A roar punched the air, scraping up Lorcan’s throat. He slammed his fist into the wall, grinning when it vibrated. The Queen lifted her hand and motioned to something beside her. Dozens of armed Dryads stormed into view, all wielding spears tipped in iron.

      Lorcan froze. “You think you can stop me with some spears?”

      “I think Reyna Darragh will be the one to stop you.” A smile stretched her lips wide. “And she isn’t here. She’s already halfway back to your castle by now.”

      Lorcan pushed away from the wall, soul torn in two. Rage thrummed behind his eyes, building tension in his skull. He wanted to slaughter every last Dryad in that bloody village, but that would take hours, days. When he drank deeply, he often blacked out. He couldn’t afford to lose that kind of time, not when Reyna was so far ahead of him.

      He had to cut her off. He had to get there first.

      If she reached the throne before he did…

      “How does she stop it?” he demanded. “What does she have to do to cure me?”

      “I’ll never tell you that, Lorcan Rothach. You can force your way inside this village and kill us all, and I will never even whimper the words you want to hear. I will die with the answer while your beloved takes your throne.”

      Lorcan’s hands shook. With a shout, he pounded the air and spun on his feet. One day, he would return here. He’d force a reckoning on them. They’d made an enemy out of him, and they would regret it. Soon, their blood would paint his hands.

      But first, he had to kill Reyna.
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Eislyn

        

      

    

    
      The birthplace of the gods spit her out just as quickly as it had swallowed her whole. After she told Unseelie where he could shove his power, he’d refused to speak to her anymore. A moment later, she’d shot up through the pool, landing like a wet sponge on the bank beside Lir’s worn boots.

      “Eislyn!” He gasped, kneeling before her and gathering her into his arms. “Are you alright? Have you been hurt? Do you need healing?”

      With a heavy sigh, she breathed him in and leaned into him. He was so sure and so steady. He would not like what she had to say at all.

      Eislyn had refused the deal, which meant she hadn’t stopped Reyna from transforming into the Namhaid. She hadn’t made it happen either by taking the power from Seelie instead. This left some doubt and some hope in her heart. If Reyna was the Namhaid, and Eislyn feared she was, perhaps it wasn’t too late to stop it.

      Reyna would listen to her. Eislyn knew Reyna loved her with the kind of ferocity that could burn up an entire star. If Reyna Darragh would listen to anyone, it would be Eislyn, which meant only one thing. Eislyn had to find a way to leave the Empire of Fomor and Lir behind.

      “I’m alright,” she said. “Just very tired. I made it to the gods, and they spoke to me.”

      He stiffened. “What did they say?”

      Eislyn shifted her head to peer up at the gathered Fomorians. One of them was missing. She didn’t ask where he’d gone. The mound of dirt nearby gave her all the answers she needed.

      The empire needed her to return home just as much as Reyna did. If Lir kept protecting her like this, his people would rebel against him. The peace they’d fought so hard for would fold like a rotting roof.

      “I asked if I was the Namhaid, and the gods said no.” She pulled back and gave him a sad smile. “I am not the Namhaid, Lir. It isn’t me. I’m not going to destroy the world. What’s more, I’m not the Ghaisgeach either. None of that is happening yet. The Cleaving of the World isn’t here.”

      He wrapped her up in his arms and shuddered in relief. His hand found the back of her head, pulling her close. “Thank the gods, Eislyn. Thank the gods. I don’t know what I would have done if they’d said yes.”
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        * * *

      

      The journey back to Tusail held more tension than the trip to Inishfall had, even though they had gathered good news. Lir had executed the Fomorian who had pushed her into the pit. Barbin, who had served the Emperor for decades. His other guards were uneasy and angry, and they kept casting her furtive glances that were full of menace.

      She didn’t blame them, although it made her sleep closely to Lir each night. Even if she wasn’t the Namhaid, she would not be surprised if they tried to sneak up on her with a dagger in her sleep. Lir tucked her close to his chest each time they camped, but neither made a move for anything more.

      It was as if Lir could sense her hesitation.

      In truth, Eislyn wanted him again, but she knew it wasn’t right. Not when she planned to leave him.

      They returned to Tusail with little fanfare. Citizens lined the streets, staring at her with distrust in their eyes. Word must have gotten out about her, and the Fomorians had come out in droves to get a look. Lir kept her tight to his side as they strode through the winding streets up toward the palace.

      When they were finally inside, she let out a breath of relief. Tension had been high in the city. The buzz of revolt was in the air. One shout, and chaos would have exploded in the streets.

      “What would you like to do first, my wife? Food or drink? Bath?” He winked. “Or me?”

      She flushed. “Bath first. Then food. I think I’m too tired for anything more.”

      A beat passed between them as Lir searched her eyes. “I see. I’ll alert the servants. Would you prefer to dine alone tonight or…”

      Her heart banged, and she reached out to grab his hand. “Of course not. I…”

      He cupped her cheek in the palm of his hand. The look on his face almost melted her resolve. “Something happened in that cave, didn’t it?”

      “I spoke to the gods,” she whispered.

      “You seem so shattered by it.”

      “Maybe everyone who speaks to the gods finds themselves shattered by it,” she said. “Didn’t the Dagda even struggle with what he heard and saw?”

      “You could very well be right,” he said with a fond smile. “Dagda was so destroyed by the burden placed upon his shoulders that he fled the mortal realms for a life beyond.”

      “The Court of Death.”

      “Please don’t tell me you wish to join him there,” he murmured. “Once you leave these lands for a life on the other side, it is almost impossible to come back.”

      “I don’t want to go to the Court of Death, Lir. I have some fight left in me yet.” But she did want to return to Tir Na Nog. A conversation for another time. First, they needed food, rest, and Eislyn really wanted a bath. She would be no help to anyone if she did not take care of herself.

      At that, Lir released her from his embrace, spun on his feet, and strode through the gleaming golden halls. Eislyn stared after him, her heart yearning to follow so that she might leap into his arms and never let go.

      But Reyna was her sister, and sisters came first. She had to find her before Unseelie got to her. She just hoped it wouldn’t be too late. She’d wasted far too much time already.
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      Urisks lived underground. Most of them carved homes out of caves, but some dug holes into the side of hills and packed the dirt in tight. Her father called them hermits because they weren’t particularly fond of visitors most of the time.

      When the Ice Court had first discovered the frozen glass in the mountain caves, Urisks had fought to protect it. That was their home. That was their ice glass. They didn’t want anyone to touch it but them.

      Unfortunately for them, there were far more fae than Urisks. Their female population had dwindled over the centuries, and they hadn’t stood a chance against fae armies.

      These Urisks seemed to favor caves, much like those up north. Reyna shifted on hard floor, grumbling to herself. Her hands were cinched behind her, looped together in iron chains. Her skin burned, and she swore she could hear the sizzle of burnt flesh. Wingallock and Glencora’s familiar sat beside them, wide awake and blinking happily. At least the Urisks hadn’t attacked their owls.

      “This isn’t ideal,” Glencora muttered from beside her. “Where the hell are the others.”

      “Across the bloody pit.”

      Glencora leaned past Reyna to see what she meant. They were on a tall slender ledge that punched up from the distant floor of the cave. It was only wide enough for the two of them. A rickety bridge spanned the distance to a ledge that was cut into the side of the cave. There were several other platforms dotted throughout the cavern. Thane and the others were bound together on one, their bodies slumped together. None of them appeared to have awoken yet, but Reyna had been alert for hours.

      “I don’t suppose you have any bright ideas,” Glencora said.

      “Not really. My powers have dimmed. If you look around, it seems this cave is lined in bloody iron.”

      Glencora tipped back her head, frowning. “They did that on purpose.”

      “Probably.” Reyna shifted sideways again, twisting her hands together, trying to escape her bonds. The iron bit into her, stinging. “Urisks aren’t too fond of fae. Probably because we haven’t been very kind to them.”

      “This isn’t really the answer though, is it?” Glencora rattled her chains. “What’s the point of capturing us? If they don’t want us around, they should just leave us alone.”

      “Maybe we stepped onto their territory.”

      Glencora scoffed. “Ulaid Molt wouldn’t have given them territory. Even I know that, and I never had to face him.”

      “True,” Reyna said. “Then, I have no idea why they captured us, but it scarcely matters. We need to get out of here fast. I don’t know how long we’ve been unconscious. It’s too dark in here to tell. A day, maybe? We don’t have any more time to waste.”

      “Father will attack soon,” Glencora said grimly. “And then none of this will matter anymore.”

      “He’ll spill Lorcan’s blood alright, but not in the way we want.”

      Glencora was silent for a moment before she cleared her throat. “Just to be clear, dear sister…what is the way we want to spill his blood?”

      “As little as possible.” She twisted toward Glencora, her brows pinched. “None of this is Lorcan’s fault. He killed Molt for the good of Tir Na Nog. It’s not right for him to suffer when he only wanted to save us all. So, now it’s our turn to save him.”

      Glencora pressed her lips together. “I hope you’re right, Reyna.”

      Her stomach tumbled. “Of course I’m right. Now help me figure out a way to get out of these iron chains or we’re going to have far worse things to worry about.”

      Maybe the Urisks wanted to eat them. She’d never heard of them doing such a thing, but things changed, especially when people got hungry. If Molt had done little for them over the years, starvation could have taken hold. To them, fae might be a bounty that would last days.

      Reyna didn’t plan to stick around long enough to find out. She spun her wrist and snatched the edge of the chain between her thumb and forefinger, wincing against the new blast of pain.

      “Stop,” Glencora hissed.

      Her fingers stilled. The bridge behind them creaked, and the sound echoed against the looming cavern walls. Heart racing, she kept her gaze locked on the walls ahead of her instead of giving in to her desire to glance behind. Instead, she listened. Hooves clomped on wood. Breath burst from lungs. A wheezing sound joined the orchestra.

      The Urisk reached the edge of the bridge and stomped onto the platform where he’d trapped them. When the enemy spoke, his voice whistled from his lungs like the wind. “You should still be asleep.”

      “Unfortunately for you, we’re not,” Reyna snapped. “And if you don’t let us go, I’m going to start screaming at the top of the lungs. I won’t stop either. I’ll go on for hours. I know how much you Urisks hate loud noises.”

      He hissed, stepping in front of her. The sight of him almost caught her off guard. He wore a gleaming tunic spun from hoarfrost silk that had been dyed gold. The cuffs were embroidered with crimson diamonds, and a smooth leather belt cinched his waist. The bottom half of him was naked but for the thick grey fur that sprouted from his hide-like skin.

      “That’s a very fine tunic you have there,” Reyna said. “Which is very interesting considering Urisks don’t tend to like trading with fae.”

      “Fae like you,” he said with a snort. “Snobby fae who look down upon us Urisks.”

      “I don’t look down on you.”

      “Don’t you? You’re an ice fae. I know what you lot did to ours. Ran them out of them caves and away from their ice glass. It’s not right what you did, you know. That was their home. And where have they gone now? They’re likely freezing in those mountains you sent them to. Urisks aren’t like you. We feel the cold. The ice can freeze our bones.”

      “Well, I’m sorry about that. Truly. That doesn’t make capturing us okay.”

      The Urisk narrowed his eyes. “Tell me your names.”

      “Why?” Glencora shifted against the ground. Out of the corner of her eye, Reyna could see that she’d grown tired of waiting. Her fingers plucked at the chains.

      “One of you is important,” he said impatiently. “I need to know which.”

      Reyna’s heart gave an uneasy thump. Did he know something about the Namhaid? Or the cure for the curse? Was there something inside these caves that would help them save Tir Na Nog?

      “Important how?” Reyna asked.

      “To the new High King, of course,” he said slowly, enunciating each word as though they couldn’t hear him well. “Isn’t one of you the future Queen?”

      Glencora snorted. Reyna fought the urge to smack her arm, though she wouldn’t have gotten very far with her wrists tied together behind her back.

      “I don’t know what gave you that impression,” Reyna said dryly.

      “Well, you better get a good idea soon or we’ll kill you along with all your friends,” the Urisk said, waving his arms like windmills. “The king keeps sending his fae to attack us, trying to drink our blood. I don’t know what he wants. Our caves?” He shook his head. “I don’t know what it is he’s after, and I don’t care. All we want is for him to stop. So, we’re going to barter whichever one of you is Reyna in exchange for peace.”

      “Oh.” Reyna’s heart sank at the hope in his eyes. She’d jumped to the worst conclusion about him, and all he and his people wanted was peace. No wonder they’d ventured above ground. The cursed fae had swarmed them, and they’d grown desperate for a way to save themselves. “I thought you wanted to eat us.”

      Shock flickered in his amber eyes, and then he laughed. “Eat you?”

      “Yeah, well. We’ve run into these blood-crazed fae, too, and one of them even ripped into my neck.” Reyna decided not to mention Lorcan by name. The Urisk seemed scared enough without all that. “We’re all pretty on edge ourselves, and so I just assumed the worst. But to be fair, you did shoot poison darts at us, and you have trapped us in your cave. You can’t really blame me for thinking you might mean us harm.”

      He shook his head, still chuckling. “We’re vegetarians.”

      “That’s a relief,” Glencora muttered. “So, does that mean you’re going to let us go then?”

      The laughter died, and the Urisk’s solemn frown fell like a hammer. “No.”

      “What?” Reyna shook her chains. Her skin had almost gone numb from the iron’s flames. “We’re not your enemy. I thought I made that clear.”

      “All you made clear is that you’ve had a pretty shit time of it, just like us.” He shrugged. “I’m sorry about that. I really am, but letting you go doesn’t solve the problem for us. The attacks would still happen. More of us would die.”

      Reyna’s breath stilled. “How many?”

      “Fifteen.” His eyelids fluttered shut. “Fifteen beautiful souls taken from this world far before their time.”

      Her hands fisted. “What is it you want to do with us?”

      “No,” Glencora hissed. “Don’t even consider it.”

      “I just want to hear him out.”

      The Urisk ran a hand across his scruffy jaw. “We take whichever one of you is Reyna, and we give her back to the king. But only if he swears to abide by peace with our people.”

      “That will never work,” Reyna said with a shake of her head. “He’s of the shadow lands. The exiles. He can lie to you.”

      The Urisk inclined his head toward the distant ledge where the others were finally awakening from their poisoned slumber. “Luckily for us, we have the air king here. He can undo the exile since his lot was the one to start it up in the first place.”

      “I don’t think he can do that. He needs the power of his throne.”

      “Well, he’s going to have to bloody well try!” The Urisk’s voice boomed, echoing like thunder across the slick, iron-lined walls. Reyna sat up a little straighter. He’d seemed harmless at first glance, but there was an anger burning inside of him. He was desperate to protect his people, same as she. And desperate people often did desperate things.

      She ought to know better than anyone.

      “Alright,” Reyna said softly. “Let’s calm down now. We’re both on the same side here, even if you don’t see it. I want to stop this curse. You want to stop this curse. There’s no reason to shout.” Or worse.

      “So, you’ll tell me which one of you is which?” he asked eagerly.

      “Take us to Thane and the others,” Reyna said evenly, hoping her calm, steady voice would soothe some of his panic. “If Thane can manage to undo the exile, we’ll tell you which one of us is Reyna. Right?” She elbowed her sister.

      Glencora’s lips flattened. “Sure. We’ll tell you which one of us is Reyna. Hell, we’ll even walk into the Tower of Thorns willingly if Thane undoes the exile. It would mean that the High King of the Shadow and Wood Courts couldn’t lie to us.”

      Reyna smiled up at the Urisk. “So, what do you say? Will you take us to Thane?”

      “Hmm.” Urisk turned toward the ledge across the bridge. He held up a finger. “Wait here one moment. I need to speak with my advisors about this.”

      Glencora hissed as soon as he was across the bridge. “You’re not really going to agree to this, are you?”

      “I don’t think we have another choice.”

      “They’re our enemy! They captured us!”

      “I think they’re harmless really. They just want their people to be safe.”

      The bridge creaked as the Urisk—who Reyna was starting to suspect was their king—crossed the gap between the ledges to reach them. Just as she twisted toward the sound, a sharp nettle stung her neck. She slammed her hand against her skin only for her fingers to brush against a dart.

      “Dammit,” she muttered as darkness closed in. They’d only gone and poisoned her again.
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Lorcan

        

      

    

    
      “Your Highness.” Lord Illernan met Lorcan at the edge of Murias. It was all Lorcan could do not to rip the fae’s head off and drink his blood on the spot. He hadn’t tasted a single drop for days. He was starting to feel like the world was spinning around him. Colors melted together. Light blinded his eyes. Distant words and memories echoed in his ears.

      He thought it had been days. Truthfully, he couldn’t tell.

      “Yes, yes,” he muttered, waving his hand dismissively at the lord. “I know I’ve been gone a long time, but I’ll explain tomorrow. I need some rest.” And his stash of blood.

      Illernan frowned. Or smiled. Lorcan couldn’t tell which. Either way, his lips twisted in a weird, bouncing way that made Lorcan’s eyes roll into the back of his head.

      “You will want to hear this, Your Highness,” Illernan said, prattling on as if nothing at all odd was happening. Maybe his eyes weren’t really rolling into the back of his head. Maybe he was merely imagining it. Was Illernan even here? He could test it, actually. If he ripped off his head and drank his blood, he’d know the lord was real.

      “Just go on and tell me,” Lorcan said gruffly. “I really need to get to my chambers as soon as possible.”

      The blood was in there. That would set his mind straight.

      “The Urisks have sent word. You won’t believe who they’ve captured.” Illernan’s voice sounded very eager. Lorcan wet his lips.

      “The Urisks? I thought they lived underground. Do they even know how to write?”

      “Apparently so.” A pause.

      Lorcan huffed. He was quickly losing interest in this. The Urisks weren’t anyone important to him. They hadn’t even been seen in decades. He’d read about them in Molt’s journals. At one time, the old High King had gone in search of them, hoping to make a pact. But he’d come up empty. Wherever they hid, it was deep beneath the dirt.

      “They have the ice princesses, my lord. We’ve finally tracked them down.”

      That caught Lorcan’s attention. He snapped his gaze to the lord’s face, and suddenly, the fog cleared from his eyes. “He has Reyna?”

      “And the eldest, Glencora.”

      Lorcan rolled his eyes. “We don’t care about Glencora. Where are they?”

      “They wouldn’t disclose their location, but we had one of our birds track theirs. It seems they’re living in some caves only a day’s journey northwest. There are symbols carved into the nearby trees. Six dots in a perfectly-formed circle.”

      Eagerness tore through him. Reyna had never even made it to the castle. Her plot to take him down had burnt to ash. Now, she was trapped beneath the ground, and those idiot Urisks were just waiting to hand her over to them. They had made a grave error, sending a letter to Lorcan. If they thought he would parley with them, they were sorely mistaken.

      He wondered if their blood would soothe the ache in his gut. He bet it would.

      “What would you like to do, my lord?” Illernan asked. He was beginning to get a suspicious look in his eye, and he’d noted the blood staining Lorcan’s shirt. But Illernan was Molt’s man. Nothing about Lorcan’s state should have surprised him, unless he wasn’t as loyal as Lorcan had thought.

      “You seem shocked by the blood.” Lorcan palmed the pommel of his sword, ready to wield his blade against the lord if he insisted on taking up arms against his High King.

      “Ulaid rarely let us see him when he was like this,” Illernan said easily. “He shared blood with us a few times over the years. He must have gotten like this those nights, but we never noticed it. We were far too intoxicated to see clearly.”

      “I can see clearly enough,” Lorcan snapped.

      “The iron in the blood, it does poison your mind.” Illernan shook his head. “But you didn’t know that, did you?”

      “Poison?” Lorcan grabbed the lord by his tunic and hissed into his face. Spittle landed on his cheeks and neck. “If you had truly tasted the blood, you would never speak such lies. It isn’t poison. It’s life.”

      “I am only trying to help you, my lord,” Illernan said, his neck bobbing. “You’ve taken to the blood too quickly. You have to slow down. How long has it been since you’ve had some?”

      “Days,” Lorcan said, grinning. “See, it isn’t what you think.”

      “And you feel a little unsteady, don’t you? Lightheaded. Perhaps you’re even cold.”

      Lorcan blinked and released the lord.

      Illernan brushed down the front of his tunic, sighing. “You need to drink one small glass each day. No less, no more. If you overindulge, it will poison your mind until you can’t even remember your own name.”

      “I see.” Lorcan smiled. “You’re very wise, Lord Illernan. Ulaid Molt did well to choose such a loyal subject.”

      Illernan frowned, and Lorcan had heard enough. He grabbed the lord’s head and snapped it to the side. A crunch resounded in his ears, as sweet as a harp’s music at dawn. Lorcan lifted the lord’s body into his arms and ripped into his neck.

      The blood was hot and electric on his tongue. Tremors of delicious pleasure stormed through his gut, awakening all his senses. The chirping of birds shouted into his ears, and the dull scent of dirt and leaves crawled its way up his flared nostrils.

      He sighed as he ripped his mouth away. Blood dripped down his chin, droplets splattering onto his boots. Tossing the body away, he turned in the direction of the Urisks’ hidden caves.

      Now that he had revived himself with the blood of his enemy, nothing could stop him. He knew exactly where Reyna was, and for once, she was not running wild and free. She was caught in a trap like prey. And he was the hunter.

      With a grin, he took off through the trees. He wouldn’t let her get away from him again. This time, when he faced his dearly beloved, he would rip her limb from limb.
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      “You’re really going to have to stop poisoning us if you want us to help you,” Reyna said as she shook off the last remaining effects of the poison. While they’d slept, the Urisks had moved them from one platform to the next. They now sat facing Thane, Nollaig, and Rhain. Tension punctuated the silence.

      The iron around her wrists burned once more.

      “We couldn’t risk you trying to fight us,” the Urisk king said. “The floor of the cavern is a long way down. If you fell, you’d die. And then we wouldn’t have any way to bargain with Lorcan Rothach.”

      Glencora rolled her eyes. “You’re assuming we’d be the ones to fall.”

      The Urisk chuckled. “We’ve lived in these caves all our lives. Urisks don’t fall.”

      “Well, you’re going to do bloody something,” she muttered. “By the time we’re done with you.”

      “You’re feeling very feisty today, dear sister,” Reyna said with a warning in her voice. They needed to stay calm if they wanted to control this situation. Ha! She could barely believe the words tumbling through her mind. Once, she would have been the one snarking and hurling insults. Stubborn, headstrong Reyna Darragh who always ran into danger without thinking.

      At some point over the past year, she’d transformed. She hoped that was a good thing, because she was going to try to use her newfound caution to get them the hell out of this place alive.

      “What’s this all about?” Nollaig said, cutting through the noise. “I am getting really sick and tired of sitting here tied up. And now there’s a lot of prattling on about nothing. Reyna, I—”

      Both Glencora and Reyna coughed simultaneously. Nollaig fell silent.

      Quickly, the two sisters explained what was going on, taking turns to share their tale. For once, it was as if they were of one mind, working in harmony. When they were finished, Thane’s frown was so deep that it pulled down the branches of his Hawthorne tree tattoo.

      “You want me to undo the exile so that Reyna can waltz into a cursed fae’s throne room and give herself up to him?” Thane’s tense laugh sent chills down her spine. “Are you fucking around? You can’t be serious, right? That or I’m dreaming. Someone smack me and wake me up. I don’t like this nightmare.”

      “Well.” Reyna grimaced. “That wasn’t the reaction we were hoping for.”

      “Reynas,” Thane said, glancing between them. “This isn’t safe. For either of you. The plan was for you to sneak in and get some of his blood while he was sleeping. It’s the best way to avoid a fight that could get you killed. Did you tell this bloody Urisk that?”

      “I would appreciate not being cursed at,” the Urisk said tersely.

      “We have a plan. Or, we did have one until you captured us,” Thane said, glaring up at him. “We’re trying to stop these cursed fae ourselves. Isn’t that what you want? Peace and safety for your people?”

      “The problem is that I have heard your plan, and I don’t think it’s a very good one,” the Urisk said frankly. “Tell me, how do you plan to get his blood without waking him up? If he’s cursed, as you say, and reliant on blood, then his senses will have sharpened. Even just stepping into his room is likely to wake him.”

      Reyna pursed her lips. She hated that he had a point.

      “There’s always drugs,” Nollaig said, shrugging. “We could slip some herbs into his wine and wait until it knocks him out.”

      “And how do you propose we get the herbs into his wine?” Thane wrinkled his nose. “It wouldn’t even be wine. It’d be blood.”

      “I know!” Glencora sat up a little straighter. “One of us, the Reyna of us, eats the herbs and then we tempt Lorcan to drink from us. When he drinks the Reyna blood, it will knock him out, too!”

      “NO!” Everyone shouted in unison, even the Urisk king.

      She frowned and slumped back down. “It was just an idea.”

      “No one is drugging themselves,” Reyna said. “The original idea is perfectly fine. The Reyna sneaks into his room at night after he has gone asleep and stabs him. Only a little bit, of course.”

      Nollaig snickered.

      Reyna narrowed her eyes. “What’s so funny?”

      “I’m sorry.” She gestured at the two ice fae sisters, and the chains jangled ominously. “Go ahead.”

      Frowning, Reyna turned to back to the Urisk. “If you try to make a deal with him, it’s not going to go the way you want. And it changes nothing. The Reyna will still have to spill his blood.”

      Nollaig snickered again.

      Reyna whipped toward her. “What?”

      “The Reyna.” She dropped back her head and laughed. “Honestly, my old friend, this is one of the most ridiculous conversations I’ve ever had the pleasure of being part of. But keep going. I want to hear more about what The Reyna is going to do.”

      Her laughter echoed through the cavern, full and deep. Reyna’s lips twitched. She struggled not to laugh. “Alright, get it out of your system.”

      Urisk glanced between them, his eyes narrowed. “You two seem very familiar. I heard Reyna Darragh has spent quite a long of time with the shadow fae.”

      “Listen, Urisk.” Reyna yanked her chains apart. The metal bent beneath the force, clattering to the stone floor as she stood. The Urisk king stumbled back with his heart on his chest. “We can’t do this anymore. I’m willing to help you, but you’re going to have to let us go. The Reyna has a fucking world to save.”

      He swallowed hard. “My name is Tunkin. Not Urisk. You know I can call my guards over here, and they will poison you with their darts. The walls are lined with iron, so no magic can work down here.”

      “That’s why we’re going to come to an agreement,” Reyna said, crossing her arms over her chest. “We’ll do something for you. You’ll do something for us. Hell, we’ll even promise to undo the exile.”

      “Reyna, I don’t think I can do that here,” Thane muttered. “It needs to wait until I’m back home.”

      “The Reyna,” Nollaig said with a laugh.

      “I’m not calling her that.”

      “But it won’t work,” Tunkin said in exasperation. “If I thought it would, I’d let you try it. But he’ll hear you. You’ll wake him. He’ll know you’re coming before you even step foot through the door.”

      “Well, if you have a better idea, I’m all ears.”

      “I do have an idea.” He wet his lips as he nervously glanced between them. “You said it’s a curse, and Molt did it how? With magic?”

      Reyna nodded.

      “Well, you have magic.” He pointed to Reyna before sliding his finger toward Glencora. “And you. I can feel it. We all can. That’s how we knew where you were. We felt you roaming the forests and tried to find you.”

      “To use me as bait,” Reyna said dryly.

      But the Urisk king just ignored her. “If you have magic, you can cast your own curse.”

      Glencora pushed up from the ground, gasping. “Oh my gods, you’re right. I never even thought of it, but if Molt could cast curses, so can we.”

      Reyna frowned at her sister. “I’m not sure another curse is the solution to our problem.”

      “Think about it,” Tunkin said quickly, his voice growing eager now. “You don’t have to worry about finding a way to undo the curse. All you have to do is curse the curse.”

      “Okay, now I think you’ve lost me,” Rhain muttered.

      “Curse the curse,” Tunkin repeated. “Instead of trying to spill your High King’s blood, go to wherever the curse was first cast and curse it. Not the place. Curse the curse. You can prevent it from doing any more harm.”

      “So, essentially,” Glencora said, “we’d be breaking it.”

      “Breaking the curse?” Thane asked, brows furrowed. “Or the place?”

      “The curse,” the Urisk said, throwing his arms in the air. “Come on now, follow along. You have curse number one here on my left hand. This is the one that turned the High King into a dark fae. Curse two, on my right hand, is the what you will cast on curse one, rendering it useless.”

      “I see your logic.” Reyna nodded. “The only problem is, I don’t know how to cast a curse. Even Molt didn’t know how to do naturally. He had to consult a Fomorian book, which we seem to have lost in the woods.”

      Because enemies keep surrounding us all the damn time.

      Thane winced. They’d planned to collect it on the way back, but they’d gotten sidetracked again. And then attacked. By the time they remembered to get it, they were trapped in a Urisk hole in the ground.

      “I remember what it said,” Rhain announced. “I can help you cast a curse if that’s what you decide to do….although I have to admit I’m partial to the stabby thing.”

      “Me too.” Reyna frowned. This sounded far more complicated than she liked. Sneaking in and stealing a little blood was more dangerous, but Reyna understood danger. She knew what it felt like to face the enemy with a dagger and a smile. And she had not had very good luck when it came to magic.

      “I think I’ll stick with our plan.”

      The Urisk king scowled. “Fine. Then, we have nothing more to discuss.”

      Tunkin twisted on his hooves and motioned for his guards across the expanse. They began to crank the bridge across the gap. The muscles in his shoulders tensed as silence rained down.

      “You’ll stay here until we’ve heard from your High King.” Tunkin sniffed. “Thane must undo the exile or we’ll kill the spare ice princess. We don’t need them both. You had a chance to cooperate with us, and you refused. So, your fate is sealed.”

      Reyna scowled at his back. “You forget I broke my bonds. I could shove you off this platform and watch you fall to your death.”

      “My guards will shoot your owl with poison arrows before you get your hands on me,” he said, not even bothering to turn around. “But go ahead and try, if you like. Killing me won’t solve your problem. It’ll mean you never leave this place alive.”

      Her fisted hands shook as she stared at him. The worst part about the whole thing was that he was right. Even if she did manage to push him off the ledge before the others shot her with darts, there’d be nothing to hold them back after that. She had no weapon. No magic. The others were still bound in chains. The odds were not in their favor.

      “Fine” she said through gritted teeth. “I’ll consider your plan.”

      Tunkin held up a hand, and the groan of the bridge stopped. He twisted toward her, smiling. “I thought you might come to your senses.”

      “Don’t look so smug. I’m only agreeing to do this because you’ve given us no other choice.”

      “You’ll thank me in the end.” He beamed. “You’ll see.”

      Reyna rolled her eyes, motioning to the others. “Undo their chains, and let us go.”

      His eyes gleamed. “I should make some assurances. Maybe I could keep one of them here, to make sure you won’t cross us.”

      “Absolutely not,” Reyna said. “They’re all coming with me.”

      “You can lie,” he pointed out, scanning their faces. “All of you can, except Thane. Unless he undoes the exile.”

      Thane winced. “I can’t undo the exile until I’m back on the throne. I keep trying to tell everyone that, but no one will listen.” A pained look crossed his face. “But you’re right. I can’t lie. So, I’ll make a vow to you. We will not cross you. We’ll do as you’ve asked. Reyna will go to the castle and curse the bloody curse. Are you happy now?”

      Tunkin smiled. “Oh yes.”
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      Mariel fled to the Witchlight Woods. She rushed through the hidden tunnels that snaked beneath the castle. The ghost of footsteps followed her through the darkness. Tears burned her eyes as she thought of Mavis, of everything he’d risked to break her out of her cell.

      He’d promised her he’d be careful. No one would ever know it was him. But Mariel knew those castle walls had eyes and ears. Someone would know.

      She rushed out of the tunnel and slowed to a stop. Tipping back her head, she gazed up at the towering yew trees that shuddered in the wind. Her heart clenched at the sight of them. They had always been there when she needed them the most. Sometimes, she’d wondered if they were alive, watching her, helping her, feeding her their blood.

      A life-force she desperately needed right now.

      Stomach aching, she plodded forward along the dirt path that cut through the forest. The trees loomed over her, casting their jagged shadows across her face. She breathed in the scent of pine and acorns, smiling at the steady warmth that penetrated the thick canopy. Winter had gone. Beltane had flown by, bringing with it heat and sun and light.

      Mariel had always loved the long summer days spent in the woods as a child. She’d climb the trees and drink the sap, leaping from limb to limb. It was fitting that she would spend her next summer this way.

      Once she was deep within the woods and far from curious eyes, Mariel dropped her satchel to the ground. Mavis had given her some supplies just before she’d fled. Inside, she found three pairs of clothes, worn and ragged but clean and dry. He’d packed her some dried fruit and meats, along with several heels of bread. A single dagger had been the only weapon, but it would be enough.

      She slid the dagger into her waistband and hefted herself into the nearest tree. Her muscles ached from the small effort. It had been far too long since she’d used them. Her head spun as she leapt up to the branch above. With so little sustenance, her energy stores were gone.

      Still, she climbed, on and on. It would take more than a little hunger to knock Mariel Dalais down.

      When she reached the highest branch, she slammed her dagger into the trunk and cupped her hands beneath it. Sweet, life-saving sap pooled into her palms. Energy danced through her.

      She pulled her hands back and drank deeply. The sap filled her stomach, chasing away the hunger. With a satisfied smile, she took more. Her headache vanished. Her eyes grew clear. The bones inside her hardened into stone. Still, she drank. Hours passed as she filled her soul with its missing life.

      When she had finally taken her fill of the sap, the world had transformed around her. The moonlight blinded her eyes, and the distant birdsong grew so loud that it felt as though it was coming from inside of her own skull. The bark scraped against her hands like knives.

      “Thank you,” she whispered to the trees. “You’ve saved me. Again. You always save me.”

      Leaves brushed her cheek, filling her soul with peace.

      She glanced around. Now what? She supposed she should get started on making some kind of shelter. The summer winds were soothing, but winter would return in full force. She would need a roof over her head and a hearth for curing meats and baking bread. She’d need plenty of traps, as well. Not only for catching prey but for alerting her of intruders as well. Mariel doubted many guards would venture into the Witchlight Woods, but if they did, she needed to be ready for them.

      With a deep breath, she leapt from the tree and landed in a crouch on the ground, one hand splayed across the fallen leaves. She smiled and stood. Gods, it felt good to do that again. As she strode back toward her discarded satchel, a strange itch rippled through her back.

      Frowning, she reached behind her and scratched it. Her fingers brushed against bird. She yelped and snatched her hand to her chest, heart racing. What the hell was that? Had some wild animal leapt on top of her without her noticing?

      No. She frowned, reaching back again. The feathers had been beneath her tunic…

      Her fingers brushed the bird again.

      It was no bird. Her stomach tumbled. The feathers were sprouting from her own damn back. Gasping, Mariel ripped her shirt over her head and dragged her hand as far across her back as she could reach. Beneath the feathers, strong muscles thrummed with the magic of the Witchlight Woods.

      Mariel sat hard on the ground, numb from the shock of it.

      Wings. She was growing wings.

      The fallen fae had lost their wings a century ago, and Mariel had never entertained the idea that she could use the sap to grow them. With her hunger burning through her, she’d spent hours tasting the sap this night. She’d had so much of it that it had infused her with a kind of magic she’d never had before.

      Mariel had wings.

      Her lips twisted into a smile. Shakily, she stood and tested the wings with a small flap. She didn’t even know how to control them or even if she could. The wings twitched in response, barely beating against the air.

      She pushed harder.

      The wings flared wide, lifting her feet from the ground.

      A delighted laugh poured from her lips. Grinning, she pushed against the air. Her wings launched her forward, spinning her up through the trees. She gasped, trying desperately to control her movements, but it was as if the wings had taken over out of their own volition.

      They shot her through the canopy and into the clouds. Mariel spun, darting past birds and launching toward the stars. Hope surged within her at the sight of the woods stretching wide on either side of her. They backed up to the glistening castle, the six towers basked in the glow of the moon.

      She twisted toward the sea, wondering at how the ripples of the waves would look from her vantage point. How far could she go like this? Could she fly to the islands and watch the great beasts swim through the currents?

      Hundreds of ships crammed the waters.

      Her stomach dropped.

      Not just any ships. Those were warships, great, hulking beasts with sails bearing the sigils of human kingdoms.

      Mariel shot forward, spinning toward the ships. She frowned as her enhanced eyesight swept across the distant decks. There were hundreds of warriors on board. Every ship was packed full of them. Some of those ships held cannons, weapons she had only read of in books. The fae had never found need for them in Tir Na Nog, not when they’d had magic and swords.

      Those cannons could take out every ship docked inside the Bay of Winds.

      She watched the ships as the edged closer to Tairngire. Had the castle spotted them yet? Mavis hadn’t mentioned it, and he’d been watching the guards closely for the past several weeks. The High King wasn’t even inside the city right now. He’d gone to sign the treaty with the other kings.

      How many warriors had he taken with him? He wouldn’t have thought to leave many in the capital, not when the war was over and the threat was gone. They had no enemies now.

      Except the humans.

      Why the hell were the humans attacking now?

      Mariel frowned. Whatever the reason, she had to do something to stop them. They’d reach Tairngire in only a few hours’ time.

      Should she turn back and warn the castle? Or would they dismiss her fears as nothing? Would they just lock her up again?

      And even if they trusted her with the truth, would they have the ships and the weapons to take down so many ships?

      No.

      Mariel flapped her wings, thinking. An idea sprouted in her mind, a tiny bud of hope. If she had wings, what else might she have? Before the Fall, the fae had control of elemental powers. They used the magic of their courts to enhance their lives and fight their enemies.

      She curled her hand and lifted it before her. Magic buzzed through her body, heady and strong.

      “Here goes nothing,” she muttered to herself.

      Taking in a monstrous breath, she rushed toward the human ships and blew. Wind burst from her body like a hurricane. It hurtled from her open mouth and slammed against the ships. Waves crashed over them, pushing them away from the shore.

      Smiling, Mariel took in another breath, but her lungs squeezed tight. Dizziness crashed into her skull and drove her downward. Her wings had grown as heavy as steel, and her eyes swam with tears. Carefully, she lowered herself to the ground and took in several steadying breaths.

      The magic had come to her when she’d needed it, but it wasn’t endless. She’d pushed the ships back, which was enough for now, but they would come again. More sap was needed, and rest. When the humans returned, she’d be ready for them.
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Eislyn

        

      

    

    
      It was time.

      Eislyn closed her eyes, and a tear slipped down her cheek. She pushed into their shared quarters and braced herself for the sight of him. Her heart still jolted, and her mind still raced. He stood by the window, gazing out at his city. His muscular back was bare and bronze beneath the dying blaze of the sun.

      “That was a very long bath,” he murmured, not turning around. “Are you feeling better now, my love?”

      My love.

      She clamped her jaws and strode up behind him. Gently, she placed a trembling hand on his back, her palm skimming his smooth skin. “Better about some things. Worse about others.”

      “Your heart has changed,” he said bluntly. “Or it was never mine to begin with. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. I trapped you here. It wasn’t as though you stayed because you wanted to be my wife. I just wish—” His voice broke. “I only claimed you because I thought it was what you wanted. If I’d known the truth in your heart, I never would have touched you, Eislyn. I am so sorry if—”

      “Lir,” she whispered. Steeling her nerves, she stepped up beside him. “It is what I wanted. More than anything. You are not wrong about how I feel for you.”

      His jaw rippled, and he turned to her. “Then, what is this? I feel you pulling away. I can see your thoughts in your eyes. You want to leave this place. Now that you know you don’t have to stay here, you’re plotting your escape.”

      “My escape?” she asked, arching a brow. “Do you truly plan to try to keep me here against my will, now that you know I’m not the Namhaid?”

      His face clouded over. “Of course not. But lest you forget, Eislyn, we have a bond. And I have an empire to rule.”

      “I want you to break the bond,” she whispered, ignoring the sharp stabs of pain in her gut. When Lir had first bonded her soul to his, she’d hated him for it. She’d wanted nothing more than to rip a hole in it so that she could stab him in the gut. Now, the bond soothed her. It softened the jagged edges of her heart.

      It had been a long time since she’d felt this kind of peace.

      He stared down at where her hand rested against his chest. “If you care for me, why would you do this?”

      “I need to return to Tir Na Nog.”

      “Why?” he demanded. “You made it clear there is nothing there for you. Your world is in turmoil. Friends and family turned against you. Knives hide behind every corner. There is peace here, Eislyn. You never have to be afraid again.”

      She stepped back. “That’s not true. One of your loyal warriors died because of me. You killed him.”

      He ground his teeth together. “He thought you were the Namhaid. They all did. Now, everyone knows you’re not.”

      “Do they?” She cocked her head, frowning. “Because something tells me it isn’t going to be as easy as that. Word has already spread through the city. Did you see the looks on their faces? Hate and distrust. And their beloved Emperor has married me.”

      “My people respect me.”

      “I heard you speaking with your guards around the fire,” she said. “I know all about the war and their worries of another. Peace is fragile, Lir. You can’t sacrifice it for me.”

      His gaze went dark. “Is that why you’re doing this?”

      “Yes. No.” She threw up her hands. “It’s part of it, Lir. I won’t lie to you.”

      “Well, then stop it.” He grabbed her by the shoulders, yanking her to his chest. “I will worry about the empire. You worry about your own damn self.”

      “It’s part of it,” she mumbled, her lips against his chest. She felt his heartbeat in her soul. “But only part. I need to return to my homeland. The people there need me more than you do.”

      “You believe that?” He pulled back and searched her eyes for the truth. “What happened in that pit, Eislyn? What did the gods say to you?”

      “They said my family needs me,” she whispered. “And to help them, I have to go back.”

      It wasn’t the full truth, but it was close enough. And she would never utter her sister’s name to the Emperor of Fomor. She would rather break her own heart than sacrifice her sister.

      At long last, Lir let her go. His gaze shuttered. His lips went flat. Without another word, he spun on his heels and motioned for her to follow him. When they reached Druid Evin’s quarters, she understood at once what he planned to do.

      “It would seem Eislyn Darragh is not the Namhaid, so we have no need to keep her here any longer,” Lir said in a blank tone of voice. “Undo the bond at once.”

      The druid rubbed his eyes and glanced down at his rumpled nightclothes.

      “Lir, we can do this in the morning. We don’t have to—”

      “It’s better for everyone if we do this at once. I’ll wait here while Druid Evin gets dressed. Meet us in the palace entry.”

      She could see now that his mind was made up. In her failed attempt to protect them both, she’d wounded him. Perhaps it was better this way, as much as she longed for one more night in his arms. They could break the bond and begin their new lives apart. She could sail for home first thing in the morning.

      When he and the druid joined her in the entry, Lir stood as far away from her as he could get, refusing to meet her gaze. The druid took up his spot before them, opening an old tome and rattling off a few words that she didn’t understand. After several moments, he snapped the book shut.

      “It is done,” the druid said.

      Eislyn frowned. “I don’t feel any differently.”

      “Good. You shouldn’t feel anything at all.”

      “I…”

      “Good night, Princess.” Lir spun on his heels and stormed out of the lobby, leaving her alone with the druid.

      “I’ll show you to your bedchamber for the evening,” Druid Evin said with a kind smile. “It will be the same one you enjoyed when you first arrived in Fomor.”

      “That’s alright,” she said sadly, her eyes locked on the spot where Lir had vanished through the doors. “I know where it is.”

      “Very well, Princess. Enjoy your evening then. It will be your last one here.”
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      “I can’t believe we finally made it back to this dreadful place,” Nollaig muttered beside her. They crouched in the brush on the edge of the city’s boundary. A looming wall rose up before them, the gates locked shut. There were no guards in sight.

      That didn’t mean they weren’t there.

      “You got any of that Buntata on you?” Reyna whispered. “I could use some liquid courage.”

      “Can’t say I do, Shieldmaiden. All out of potatoes. I’m looking forward to that crop you’re going to grow for me.”

      Reyna’s lips twitched. “Did I say a whole crop? Or just a plant?”

      “Oh, it’s a crop. And I have the perfect name for it…” Nollaig snickered. “The Reyna.”

      Reyna bit her lip to stop herself from laughing out loud. “Stop it. You’re going to get us caught.”

      “Honestly, Shieldmaiden, I might rather us get caught than what we plan to do. This whole curse the curse thing seems bloody stupid now that we’re staring at the Murias wall.”

      “It seemed stupid underground, too.”

      Nollaig sighed. “Well, I suppose we better get you inside.”

      “You sure you don’t want to come with me?” Reyna asked sweetly.

      “Nope. Absolutely not. No fucking way. You already did that to me once, and I will not be having you do it again. Keep your feathery mitts off my cloak.”

      “It’s just a little flight. It would only take a few seconds.”

      “I’m not letting you carry me over a wall again, Shieldmaiden.”

      “I can do it,” Glencora whispered, popping up beside them. “Thane helped me test out my wings.”

      Reyna scowled. Bloody Thane. “It’s not safe, Glencora. I don’t want you involved in this.”

      “I want to help,” she said.

      “No.”

      “I am the High Queen of the Air Court,” she said sternly, all the lighthearted mirth vanishing from her eyes. “And I’m your older sister, by the way. You act as though you’re the leader of our group and that you can command me to do as you say, but that’s far from the truth.”

      “Yikes,” Nollaig muttered, shying away. “I think I need to…eat some grass. Or something.”

      “No, Nollaig. You’ll stay here. I want you to guard my sister while I go into the tower and destroy the curse.”

      “Very well, Shieldmaiden.”

      Glencora scowled. “Reyna, I don’t like this. There are two of us with powers now. At least let me guard your back.”

      Her brows arched. “Alright. Fine. We need to patrol the perimeter of the city. Keep an eye out for any cursed fae. Once they swarm this place, hundreds will fall. Maybe thousands.”

      “That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

      “It’s an important job, Glencora.”

      “Not as important as destroying the curse.”

      “How about this.” She took her sister’s hands and squeezed tight. “You keep an eye out for cursed fae. If you see anything, fly to the tower and find me. Together, we’ll fight them.”

      She glanced down at their joined hands. “Together?”

      “Together.”

      Reyna turned to go, but Glencora called out after her. “You know, Reyna, I always thought I was the outsider of the family. Father loved you more than me, even if you broke his heart by joining the Shieldmaidens. And Eislyn, she was his little ghost, someone to protect and shield. Not to mention the bond that you and Eislyn have with each other. It’s like there’s this invisible string, stretching across the whole world, tying you two together.”

      Reyna’s heart pounded in her ears as she slowly turned back to her sister. Glencora’s face was blank, devoid of all emotion. “Why would you say such things?”

      “And why wouldn’t you deny them straight away?” Glencora laughed, but it was hollow. “Because you don’t want to lie to me, even when you can. It’s alright. It might have made me angry once, but not anymore. Now I see that you and I have our own bond, unique to all the others.”

      Reyna gave her a tense smile. “Good. I’m glad you can see that now. But we’ll have to talk more about this later. Father is only days away from attacking. I need to destroy the curse while we still can.”

      “Go on then, dear sister. I’ll see you on the other side.”

      Shaking her head, Reyna pushed off the ground with Wingallock by her side.  Glencora still suffered from her battle with Unseelie. Reyna could remember Eislyn getting that same look on her face, all those years ago, as if a distant voice whispered in the back of her mind. When all of this was over, Reyna would pull Thane aside and demand he listen to her worries. Glencora needed rest. No more of this running through forests, battling enemies. She needed to tuck herself up in her chambers and read some engrossing books beside the fire.

      Reyna would even build the fire herself if it would help heal her sister.

      Sighing, she shook those thoughts out of her mind. A problem for another day. First, she needed to destroy this curse, bring Lorcan back from the brink of madness, and stop her father from slaughtering the kingdom.

      Simple, right?

      She soared overhead, her eyes locked on the looming tower that rose above the city. It spiralled up from the rocky cliff like the hilt of an ancient sword. Limbs of the tree it was built around clawed through the walls and ceiling. She gazed longingly at the top room, aching to fly inside and stride up to the bed where Lorcan slept. He would open his eyes and smile, and the curse would a long-forgotten thing.

      Every obstacle in their path would vanish like ash into the wind.

      Her mouth set into a grim line. It would happen, and soon. But first, she had to get rid of that damn curse.

      Still, she swept past the wide windows to catch sight of him. The wind rustled her wings as paused in the air. The bed was empty. The room dark and silent, like a tomb. Frowning, she spun around the entirety of the tower, peeking into every window she could reach.

      Lorcan was nowhere to be seen.

      That was odd.

      Was he still out searching the forests for her? Had he tracked her through the woods? Her heart pounded as she gazed back at the wall where her friends and her sister awaited her return.

      If he was out there, she needed to warn them. He could close in fast. The flash of white wings dragged her gaze away from the wall. In the distance, she spotted her sister sweeping above the trees, patrolling the woods for any sign of danger.

      Glencora had asked Reyna to trust her with an important task. She would only be gone for a few moments, just long enough to cast the curse. With Lorcan nowhere to be found, she wouldn’t have to fear him stumbling in on her.

      With a deep breath, she dropped through the window of the meeting hall and landed heavily outside of the door that led into the tower. Wingallock followed her inside, hooting softly. Shadows pulsed along her skin, and the tangy scent of iron filled her head. Wrinkling her nose, she padded across the room and listened for any noise on the other side of the door.

      All was silent and still.

      Holding her breath tight in her throat, she gently pushed the door. It swung wide on its hinges with a deliberate creak. She stilled, waiting. Terror spiked her gut. Moments ticked by without any sign of danger, but she scarcely dared to move an inch.

      Finally, she tiptoed out of the meeting hall and stared at the throne. It was ugly in the dark. The vines were twisted, mottled things that stank of rot. Thorns shot up from the floor, and their spikes were stained with blood. Death seemed to swallow the throne, devouring it. The flowers were gone. The grass had grown parched.

      She stared at the throne. It was almost as though the curse was bleeding out of the heart of it and spreading across the land. Not only would the fae vanish into madness, the curse would claim every living thing on this continent.

      Newfound determination charged her forward. Dodging the vines and the thorns, she strode up to the throne and glared at it. She’d taken on far worse enemies than this. It was just a bloody seat built into a bloody tree. It couldn’t even stab something.

      A knot of steel formed in her gut as she placed her hands on the wood. It pulsed beneath her, angered by her touch. She was not its owner, and it didn’t want her there.

      “Too bad,” she hissed at it. “Right, Wingallock?”

      Her owl familiar settled on her shoulder and gave her a tap on the cheek, urging her onward.

      Closing her eyes, she called upon the power inside of her. She murmured the words Rhain had made her repeat a million times during their return journey to Murias. Fomorian words. Ancient words. They spoke of curses and epic battles of destruction. She poured all of it on top of the throne, focusing on the curse that had already been cast there, forcing the destruction upon the thing she hated most.

      The curse tearing her beloved part.

      “Cha toir thu air falbh bhuam e. Thòisich rud mallaichte. Gum bi thu air do sgrios.” Magic tore through her, rushing through her palms and skittering up the side of the throne. The force launched her back and shot her halfway across the floor. Her wings flared wide, catching before she slammed into the wall. Wingallock stayed locked on her shoulder, refusing to abandon her, even now.

      She landed in a crouch, heaving. A smile curved her lips. “It worked.”
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      When Reyna reached the others, she found only chaos. Cursed fae had stormed the walls. Rhain, Nollaig, and Thane were bravely fighting them back, protecting the city alongside less than a hundred guards. Glencora was nowhere to be seen. With her heart in her throat, Reyna spun through the skies, searching for her sister, dread growing like a tumor with every moment that passed.

      She wasn’t above the canopy, so she must be below it. Reyna dropped through the trees, landing behind a cluster of screaming cursed fae. They whirled toward her, hissing.

      “I’m really not in the mood for this,” she muttered. “Have any of you seen another ice fae who looks a lot like me? She has wings, too. It’d be kind of hard to miss her.”

      The nearest cursed fae spit on her boots. Reyna frowned at the saliva that dripped down the leather.

      “I’m going to take that as a no.”

      The cursed fae screamed as he launched off the ground. Reyna tossed her dagger. It whistled through the air and struck bone. She ducked as another raced toward her. The fae’s teeth flashed, stained red from blood. Whipping her sword up before her, she let her body take over from her mind, spinning through the motions she’d practiced hundreds of time.

      Her sword sliced through one, and then the next, until there were bodies littering the ground. With a heavy heart she wiped her blade and sheathed it before grabbing her dagger from the fallen fae’s neck. No matter that the cursed fae were attacking her. She didn’t want to kill them. They weren’t in control of their actions. The thirst for blood drove them mad.

      It was the same with Lorcan, she knew. All this time, she’d hoped that he was in there, waiting for her to find a way to reverse what had been done to him.

      Steel clashed in the distance. Whirling toward it, she stared through the trees at the battle raging outside the city walls. Guards had spilled out through the gates, and the enemies were locked in tense combat. The cursed fae were far outnumbered now. Even with the blood enhancing their senses, they would soon fall.

      And hopefully none would make it over the walls.

      She needed to find her sister while the others fought. Glencora had promised to warn her if the cursed fae attacked, but she’d never shown up at the tower. Reyna fisted her hands, worry rising up in her like a serpent in a storm.

      With a deep breath, she pushed up from the ground and spread her arms wide. She called out to Wingallock, who soared beside her. “Find Glencora!”

      She and her owl parted, though he would not go far. They’d made that mistake once. They wouldn’t make it again. She hurtled over the trees that backed up against the city wall, scanning the open ground for silver hair and wings.

      But she only spotted cursed fae and guards, clashing together.

      Pushing against the wind, she twisted toward the dense forest that stretched out as far as the eye could see. Had something attacked her? Could she have fallen and run? Reyna flared her wings and pushed out across the canopy, dropping down so that she could peer through the twisting branches.

      More cursed fae appeared, and a few more guards, but the woods were mostly still and silent. Frowning, she paused, hovering in the air with the light flap of her wings.

      It hadn’t been that long ago that her sister had gone missing. Glencora couldn’t have gone far unless she’d been flying, but Reyna would have spotted the white and silver of her wings against the darkness of the sky.

      Wingallock swooped up beside her and blinked his bulbous eyes.

      “You didn’t find her,” Reyna said.

      Wingallock hooted sadly.

      “Dammit,” Reyna growled as she tried to hold the panic at bay. Glencora couldn’t have just vanished into thin air. She had to be somewhere! She gazed across the expanse, and then glanced over her shoulder at the distant wall. If Glencora had been fleeing an enemy, she wouldn’t have gone any further than this. She had to be somewhere closer to the city. Maybe she was hiding in some bushes, and the dense woods had refused to reveal her location.

      Reyna spun back toward the city, whistling for Wingallock to stay by her side. She dropped lower toward the trees, and the tips of her boots skimmed along the surface of the canopy. Her pulse raced as she searched for her sister. If she had to go through every last inch of these woods, she would. She couldn’t abandon her sister alone out here like this. Glencora had never seen battle until now. A true, bloody battle with fear and death and rage.  She would be terrified.

      Up ahead, she spotted a familiar head of dark, wavy hair through the trees. Her heart leapt into her throat. With a smile, she spun toward him. He rushed through the woods at an impossible speed. Had he gotten word of the attack? Was he searching for her? If the curse had really worked, he’d want to find her as soon as he could.

      Dropping to the ground behind him, she opened her mouth to call out his name. A guard jumped out from the thick brush and swung his sword, stopping only a second too soon once he saw who he faced. Face ashen, he dropped his weapon. The steel clattered against the ground.

      “Apologies, Your Highness.” The guard knelt before Lorcan, bending his head toward the ground. “I thought you were one of the creatures attacking our city. They’re everywhere, Your Highness.”

      Reyna took another step toward him. He might not understand the words spilling from his guard’s mouth. There was no telling how much he remembered, how much he’d seen with his own eyes. Would he even know what the cursed fae were?

      A deep, grating chuckle scraped from Lorcan’s throat, a sound that was horribly familiar to Reyna’s ears. Shock crashed down on top of her and pinned her to the spot. Lorcan had never sounded like that, not until he’d been cursed.

      “No,” she breathed, stumbling toward him. She’d heard wrong. The distant clamor of clashing steel had twisted his laugh into something wrong. She’d destroyed the curse. It would no longer have a hold on him.

      Lorcan was back. He had to be.

      Lorcan reached down and snapped the guard’s neck. He lifted the body to his mouth, ripping into his neck. Horror bubbled up in her throat. Tears in her eyes, she stumbled back. Slowly, she shook her head, scarcely believing the sight in front of her.

      This was the same monster who had banished her from court. The creature who had stalked her through the woods and tried to kill her at the falls. He wasn’t Lorcan at all. The curse hadn’t worked.

      With a frustrated growl, Reyna twisted on her heels and ran. Branches slapped her arms and legs, but she didn’t feel the sting of them. Images of his face drowned out everything else. His real face. The one that had gazed at her with adoration in his eyes. Strong and steady. Brave. Good.

      The Urisks had been wrong. She’d even tried to warn them that it wouldn’t work, and yet she’d still held on to the impossible hope in her heart. The Dryads had told her the truth. The only way to undo the curse was to spill Lorcan’s blood.

      She shook her head, charging through the forest. The others were still battling the cursed fae, and Glencora was lost. Hopelessness tore through her, a great, vast pit with slick walls and zero footholds. She might not be able to claw her way out of it this time.

      She saw Rhain through the trees. He stood over a dozen broken bodies, bending over and grabbing his knees as he took in deep gulps of air. She crashed into him as she reached him and threw her arms around his neck, hugging tight.

      “You have no idea how happy I am to see you,” she breathed into his cheek. “Things have gone horribly, terribly wrong.”

      “Aye, Reyna. I know.” He let out a heavy sigh. “Tunkin was just here. He brought word from his caves.”

      “Tunkin?” Reyna pulled back. “Why was he here?”

      “He was fleeing from death.”

      “I don’t understand,” she whispered, her heart growing cold.

      “Reyna.” Rhain gripped her hands in his and shuddered. “It was Lorcan. He slaughtered the Urisks. Every single one of them, except Tunkin, is dead. He left none of them alive.”

      Her eyes swam as she stumbled back a step, shaking her head. She couldn’t have heard him right. Rhain was wrong. Whatever he’d seen, it had been a trick of the eyes. The Urisks just wanted to live their lives in peace. Sure, they hadn’t gone about it the right way, but desperation was a hard foe to fight.

      “He wouldn’t do that to them,” she whispered, trying to block out the image of Lorcan snapping the guard’s neck, and then ripping through his flesh. “He wouldn’t murder an entire village.”

      “Lorcan wouldn’t,” Rhain insisted. “But he’s not Lorcan anymore. You have to see that, Reyna. You can’t keep holding out hope that he’s going to turn back into the male you fell in love with. He’s gone. The curse killed him. Whoever is left in there is someone else. Someone who follows Unseelie, someone just like Ulaid Molt.”

      “No,” she breathed.

      She shook her head, stumbling back, tripping on a fallen branch. Crashing to the ground, she scrabbled backward. Rhain didn’t know what he was talking about. He was wrong.

      “I know you don’t want to believe me, Reyna, but that’s the truth of it.” His hands hung heavily by his sides, his fingers coated in blood. “Your curse didn’t work.”

      She squeezed her eyes tight. “Where are the others? Are they still fighting the cursed fae?”

      “The battle is done.” He sighed heavily. “For now. I have no doubt that more will come. The others are helping the guards at the wall. There are a lot of bodies.” He winced. “A lot of dead fae, cursed and not.”

      Grief consumed her as she glanced at the wall past the edge of the tree line. “I should go help them.”

      “Those guards shouldn’t see you. They think you’re the enemy, remember?” Rhain said, though his voice was far more gentle than his words. “Lorcan showed up at the gates not long ago. They bowed to him, which means they’ll kill you. You’ll have to help some other way. By truly breaking that damn curse.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” she said, her heart thumping. “I’ll find a way to get inside the castle and spill his blood.”

      “You better do it soon, darling. Things are only getting worse.”

      Together, they returned to the city walls to find the guards dragging bodies into piles along the edges of the forest. Reyna stayed hidden out of sight, frowning. At least a hundred had died, if not more. Most were cursed fae, judging from the state of them. But plenty of guards had given their lives to protect their city.

      And yet, the guards had welcomed the enemy back inside, no idea their High King was the cause of all of this.

      Thane stood with several of the guards, pointing at the wall where an axe had chopped clean through the wood. When the air king caught her eye, from where she hid behind the brush, he murmured one last word to the guard and trailed through the carnage to reach her.

      His eyes were tired; his mouth was pinched. “Reyna, I’m glad to see you’re safe and sound. What happened in the tower? Why didn’t the curse work?”

      “I don’t know.” Her eyes searched the bustling fae outside the walls. “Have you seen Glencora?”

      His lips flatlined. “Glencora is gone, Reyna.”

      “So, you haven’t seen her.” She stepped back. “We need to go in search of her at once.”

      “No need. We know where she is.” Thane turned and pointed at the Tower of Thorns on the distant cliff. “Lorcan has her.”
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      Reyna felt as if all of her blood drained out her body in the space of a single moment. A high-pitched buzzing filled her ears, and a knife slashed right through the heart of her. She stared at Thane Selkirk, with his golden Hawthorn tattoo, and had the sudden urge to slam her fist into his nose.

      “What do you mean, Lorcan has her?” she asked in a measured tone of voice that was as icy as the coldest winter day in Falias.

      Thane cast his eyes to the ground. “She flew up there when the fight broke out, and she never came back. Lorcan will have reached the tower by now. If she hasn’t come out, I fear he’s trapped her there.”

      Reyna let out a whistling breath. “Why did no one go after her? Why did no one try to stop her!”

      “We don’t have wings, love.” Rhain gave her a gentle pat on the back. “I know you’re angry, and I know you’re scared, but none of this is the air king’s fault.”

      “Well, I’m just going to have to go back now.” She turned to gaze up at the tower basking beneath the glow of the rising sun. Oranges and reds splashed against the ancient tree sprouting through the roof, highlighting the gnarled branches and twisting vines. “If he has Glencora—”

      “He’ll expect you to go now,” Rhain said firmly. “He’ll set a trap for you, and you’ll step right in it. And then both of you will be caught in his web. That does nobody any good, and it certainly doesn’t take care of the curse.”

      “Plus, she does have magic, Reyna,” Thane said, wincing when she shot him a glare. “She can protect herself.”

      “Then why hasn’t she come out?” Reyna hissed.

      “I don’t know. But stubbornly rushing into danger isn’t going to help this time, especially when he’s going to expect it from you. We need to wait for nightfall and do this right. Sneak in, spill his blood, and escape with Glencora if we need to.”

      If we need to. If their backup plan didn’t work. If Lorcan still suffered form the curse even after everything.
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        * * *

      

      “Here, Shieldmaiden. Have a Buntata. I found a potato.” Nollaig plopped down on the log and passed her the frothing pink drink. Reyna couldn’t even bring herself to make a joke in response.

      “Thanks.” She took the tankard and breathed in the liquid. It did little to soothe her frayed nerves.

      “Things didn’t go according to plan, eh?”

      “Not really,” she said, taking a sip. The Buntata burned all the way down.

      “There is still some darkness ahead. Dawn is not on the horizon just yet.”

      “Rhain believes that Lorcan is gone,” she said flatly. “He doesn’t think it’s worth trying to save him because he’s already dead. And it sounds like Thane suspects it as well.”

      “And what do you think, Shieldmaiden?”

      Reyna shook her head. “I don’t know. I’m just so…tired. Every single day feels like a terrible, neverending fight. I don’t know how to move forward when it’s as if the very earth itself is trying to push me back. Nothing is ever easy. Every time we win a small victory, we suffer an even greater loss. And now Lorcan is…I don’t know what. Rhain could be right. Maybe Lorcan is gone, but I can’t bring myself to give up on him, even if it’s all for nought.”

      Nollaig nodded and clinked her tankard against Reyna’s. “Then, I think you have your answer, Shieldmaiden.”

      Reyna lifted her eyes to her cloaked friend. “Do you still think there’s a chance for us to get him back?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said honestly. “For a very long time, I thought Lorcan would be the savior of the shadow fae. It’s why I’ve helped him the way I have. He showed so much promise.”

      Reyna’s heart thumped. She sensed the but coming.

      “As I’m sure you’ve gathered, Shieldmaiden, there are things I know about the world that I cannot share with you.” She shook her head. “But I may have told you a little fib before, and I think it’s alright if I admit that to you now.” Her head lifted, and the impenetrable darkness of her hood seemed to glow black. “I’ve always known the Namhaid would come to Tir Na Nog one day, and I was sure I’d be able to sense who it was when he or she was born. I never thought would be Lorcan. And I sure as hell never thought it would be someone I love.”

      “Nollaig,” Reyna hissed, tightening her grip on the tankard until she heard a crack. “I can’t let you say it.”

      “Even if I don’t speak it out loud, it would still be true…if my worst fears come to pass.”

      “But maybe you were right all along,” Reyna insisted as she blinked away the hot tears. “You know so much, and you sense even more. You’d be able to tell if it was him.”

      “The Namhaid is here, Reyna.” Nollaig sighed. “There is no doubt in my mind the enemy walks these lands. It wasn’t Molt. He’s dead, and that pulsing magic hasn’t gone. That means the Namhaid is still here, and there’s only one fae on this godforsaken continent trying to destroy us all with Unseelie’s power.”

      “I thought you were trying to make me feel better.” Reyna took another sip of the Buntata. “You said I should try to save him. You acted like you thought he could still be saved.”

      “Because I can’t be certain what he is.” Nollaig’s gloved hand snatched Reyna’s fingers, crushing them together. She leaned in close, and her voice rattled like steel. “And if he’s still in there, I want you to try like hell to bring him back to us.”
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        * * *

      

      When the light died, darkness enveloped the skies. Reyna waited in the forest with the others, watching every candle inside the tower pop out. After an hour passed with no movement, she left Wingallock safe with Nollaig and swept over the city, careful to stay out of eyesight of the guards. They’d welcomed Thane’s help with the battle, assuming his alliance with their High King still stood.

      But they all knew Reyna Darragh was wanted for treason.

      She reached the tower and perched on the window ledge outside of Lorcan’s quarters. Their quarters, where she’d sworn fealty to the only male she’d ever loved. He had wrapped her up in his arms and kissed her fiercely. The world had felt right, for once, even with the incessant worry in the back of her mind.

      Moonlight splashed onto his face. With his eyes closed and the rise and fall of his chest, he looked painfully like himself. The angry, hard lines were gone. The raging bloodlust nowhere in sight. It was him, every perfect part of him. He slept in the center of the bed, his palms flattened on the pillow where she’d once laid her head.

      Curiously, she cocked her head, holding her balance on the ledge with the slight flare of her wings. Was this a sign that he was still in there? Lorcan, the cursed one, would likely rather rip her pillow apart than sleep so soundly beside it.

      She stood and pushed off the ledge, spinning around to the other side of the tower. Glencora was somewhere inside this place, and Reyna had to find her first before she faced off against Lorcan. She didn’t want him to have any threat to hold against her, least of all her sister.

      Dropping through the window of Molt’s study, she crouched in the darkness, listening to the sound of her heartbeat thudding in her ears. After several moments of silence, she moved to the door and peered into the corridor. No one wandered the halls. They were all asleep.

      With quiet footsteps, Reyna stole through the castle. She checked room after room, all empty save the occasional visiting lord. The meeting hall was empty, and only the dead vines crammed the throne room. With building frustration, Reyna searched every inch of the floor for some kind of hidden panel that would lead her into dungeons.

      She came up empty.

      Frowning at the tower door that led into the castle courtyard, she wondered if Lorcan had caught Glencora and put her somewhere else. A different building, perhaps? Murias Castle wasn’t as large as the castles up north, but there were plenty places to hide someone.

      Where the hell is Glencora?

      Reyna pressed her face against the window and frowned up at the lightening sky. She’d spent so long searching for her sister that she’d lost track of time. There was only an hour left before dawn, and the chance to catch Lorcan unaware was slipping away into the shadows.

      If she didn’t go to him now, she’d have to try again the next night, and she only had a day left before the month was gone. This was her last chance to undo the curse. She blew out a hot breath, pushing aside her worry. Once all of this was over, it wouldn’t matter where Lorcan had hidden Glencora. He’d be his old self. He would tell her willingly.

      If she repeated the words enough times, maybe she’d even believe them.

      Reyna opened the window and leapt out into the crisp air. The scent of morning swirled around her like a warning. Without risking any more time, she soared to the ledge once again and landed with quiet footsteps.

      Lungs aching from the effort, she slowly slid into Lorcan’s chamber. He hadn’t moved an inch since she’d spied on him earlier in the night. Dark, wavy hair still framed his angular face. The shadows curling around his jaw pulsed in time with the beating of his heart.

      Her hands shook as she pulled the dagger from her sheathe. The dying moonlight danced across the blade, highlighting the sharp tip she’d have to dig into his skin. She closed her eyes, wondering if she could truly bring herself to do this. But she needed his blood. Just a little bit. All she had to do was spill one drop onto the blade, and the curse would be done.

      She hoped.

      She tiptoed closer. Her breath fogged like frost against glass. Staring down at him, she could almost pretend this was another time and another place. They were back in Tairngire, far before their worlds had been so brutally changed for the worst. His wicked grin would wash over her as he caught her in the bath. He’d toss her over his shoulder, laughing, when she tried to chase down assassins in the night.

      Things had been so simple then. At the time, it hadn’t felt like it. She’d been plotting the murder of a king and a way to track down her sister’s attacker. But that was nothing compared to where they were now, with Reyna looming over his sleeping form, a dagger flashing toward his skin.

      She had to stop thinking about the past. If she didn’t, there would be no future to even speak of. Steadily, she forced herself to walk up to the bed. This was it. She tightened her grip on the dagger as it slipped against her damp palm. Heart racing, she slowly stretched the dagger toward him, only to find that she could not reach the middle of the bed.

      Cursing inwardly, she grimaced as she edged onto the mattress. Her heart knocked against her ribs as the bed bowed. She clutched the dagger, inching slowly toward him. When she finally reached him, she gently placed the blade against his arm. He would wake the second she cut him. And she had no idea how long it would take for the curse to fully subside.

      She needed to pin him to the bed.

      As slowly and gently as possible, Reyna lifted her leg to the other side of him. Just to be sure, she drew some rope out of her satchel and bound his wrists to the wooden bedposts. She sat on his chest, gazing down at him with the dagger pressed to his throat. She would just need to nick his skin. Just a little blood.

      Only a drop.

      With a deep breath, she pierced his skin.
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      Verdant fields rippled beneath the steady sun. Reyna laughed, dancing around him. Her silver hair cascaded behind her like a cloak in the wind. He’d never seen her look so happy.

      With a wicked grin, he captured her hips and pulled her toward him. She palmed his chest, and the icy chill of her hands shuddered through him. The distant scent of burnt trees sprayed toward them on a sudden burst of wind.

      Clouds rippled in Reyna’s eyes as she pulled away from him and stared past the fields to the distant fires. They raged across an ancient battlefield, illuminating the sky with its deep orange glow. A boom shook the air as another explosion shot molten lava toward the sky.

      “It can’t reach us,” he said, turning away from it. “It will never cross the sea.”

      “You’re wrong,” she whispered with tears in her eyes. “The seas grow hotter by the day.”

      “Water douses flames, Reyna. Everyone knows that. No matter how large those fires grow, they’ll never find us here. We’re safe.”

      She gazed up at him with that stubbornness he’d always loved, and he knew he’d hate every word she was about to say. “You’re wrong. It will find a way to reach us. We cannot stay here in our perfect fields and pretend the threat doesn’t exist. Look at how much it’s destroyed already.”

      His heart ached. “I just want us to live out our lives. Side by side. Happy.”

      “And I want that, too, but fate has other things in mind.” She brushed away her tears and turned back to the flames. “Seelie’s bargain. We cannot run from it forever.”

      She pressed up onto her toes and gave him one last kiss. Her lips lingered on his for a long, excruciating moment. Lorcan felt as though his heart might shatter beneath the weight of it.

      “It’s time,” she whispered.

      She turned to go and walked toward the island of fire, her bare feet whispering across the grass. Her silver gown flowed behind her, and the wind whipped her hair. Sunlight shone through her, transforming her into a translucent ghost of who she’d one been.

      “Reyna,” he said, his voice breaking. “You can’t leave me like this. I don’t want to live without you.”

      “I am not the one leaving, Lorcan. You are.”
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        * * *

      

      He awoke with a start. His breath rattled from his lungs as he stared into Reyna’s face. She leaned over him, her dagger biting into his neck. His heartbeat slowed. The edges of his vision went dark. The Cursed One flared to life inside him, desperate to take control. Lorcan fought him back, just barely.

      She leaned forward and peered into his eyes with a single braid tossed over her right shoulder. “How are you feeling?”

      He swallowed hard, his neck bobbing against the blade. When he tried to speak, the Cursed One twisted Lorcan’s tongue and nailed his mouth shut. There was nothing he could do but hiss.

      “Hmm.” She sat back, straddling him. “Maybe we need a little more blood.”

      She drove the tip of her blade into his skin. Pain flared in his neck, blinding him. He groaned and bucked against her. Something kept his arms bound above his head. Glancing up at the bedposts, he found ropes around his wrists.

      Reyna had bloody gone and tied him up!

      If she wasn’t trying to kill him, he might find it exciting.

      He roared at her through lips sealed shut, trying to get her to understand that he was in control. With a detached nonchalance, Reyna lifted the blade to her eyes and turned it this way and that. What the hell was she doing?

      She slipped her finger along the blade. Blood pooled on her skin. Smiling, she withdrew her hand and flicked the blood across the room. Droplets landed on the bed, the floor, and the wall. Some even hit a book he’d been reading before sleep. “There. Now I’ve spilled your blood.”

      He narrowed his eyes. What the hell was she doing? His blood ran cold. There was only one explanation for her preoccupation with his blood. She’d been cursed. Somehow, the Cursed One had gotten to her. Memories were fragmented in his mind. The past few days were nothing more than paint smudges against a dirty canvas.

      He’d run into Lord Illernan on his way back from the Dryads. And then…he’d attacked his ally. The next thing he knew, he was here, standing beside his bed with blood on his hands. His dreams and memories blended together, and he couldn’t be sure what was real and what was false. The verdant meadows? The caves?

      There were flashes of violence in the deep dark, but he couldn’t recall any more than that. Had he attacked her again? Was that why she was here? Had he changed her just like the curse had changed him?

      Reyna leaned back over him again, her eyes only inches from his. She searched his face with a clarity that the cursed fae never had. “I’m going to give you a few more minutes, but if you don’t say something soon, I’m going to assume it didn’t work. And if you try to trick me again, I’ll know it.”

      The Cursed One screamed into his mind, weakening Lorcan’s resolve. Pain flared in his gut, as sharp and deadly as a blade. Reyna’s tongue stuck out between her teeth as she stared at him, waiting, clearly deep in thought.

      He thought back to what she’d asked him. Did it work?

      Realization crashed down around him. She knew how to undo the curse. The Dryads had given her the answer, just like the Cursed One had feared. And she was here now, trying to save him from this blood-crazed madness. His heart began to race, hope building in his chest.

      She was going to undo the curse. It would all be over soon.

      The Cursed One laughed.

      Dread tripped through him as the enemy’s fingernails slipped over the edge of Lorcan’s consciousness and tugged. Hope burned away, falling to ash. Whatever Reyna had tried, it hadn’t worked. The Cursed One was as strong as he’d ever been, and if Lorcan didn’t stop him, he was going to—no!

      A wicked smile curved his lips.
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      Hurry up, she thought to herself. She squinted down at Lorcan, wondering why the hell he was just lying there silent. Was he confused? Had his mind been scarred by what he’d gone through? Maybe he wasn’t ready to talk yet, but if he didn’t say something, how would she know if it had worked?

      Even the cursed version of Lorcan had prattled on whenever he saw her. He wouldn’t be able to resist getting a threat or a jab in. The pure and utter silence was more than a little unnerving.

      Maybe that was the point?

      Suddenly, he smiled. Reyna leaned forward, her dagger still at his throat.

      She shouldn’t dare hope it had worked, but she couldn’t help herself. Even in his silence, she had recognized the warmth in his eyes. A fondness that seemed impossible to imitate.

      Lorcan ripped through his bonds and caught her wrist in his fist. His fingers tightened around her bone, snapping through the cartilage. Pain flared with an electric heat. She cried out, and her fingers opened by their own accord. The dagger thunked into the mattress, blade down, hilt up.

      He grinned and snatched the blade with his free hand and brought it up to her neck. Her heart rattled inside of her as a rock of fear got lodged in her throat. A whistling breath escaped from her nose as she scuttled back. His hand tightened on her wrist, yanking her back.

      “Hello, Reyna Darragh.” He smiled. “It seems you’ve failed to undo the curse yet again. And here I thought you found your answers with the Dryads.”

      He pressed the blade tight against her neck, the edge of it skimming along her skin.

      “I did find the answer, and I did what they said.” She swallowed hard. “It’s only a matter time now. Soon, the curse will be dead. And you won’t be here anymore.”

      His booming laughter echoed all around her. “You think a little nick is going to undo one of the most powerful curses to have ever been cast? You think a few droplets of blood will satisfy the magic?”

      Her heart roared in her ears as she stared at him. “You seem to know a lot about what needs to happen, so why don’t you just tell me?”

      Lorcan scoffed. “And give you the knowledge you need to destroy me?”

      “So, it’s true then,” she said, lifting her chin. “There is a way to save him.”

      Maybe there was hope yet, though likely not like this. With her wrist trapped and a blade against her neck, there wasn’t much she could do but keep him talking.

      His lips curved as he reached beneath the covers and held up the book they’d lost in the forest. Her heart thumped. He’d somehow found the answers inside, and they’d missed it.

      “Save him? No. Destroy me? Yes.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “Here’s a hint,” he said, leaning forward so that their noses almost brushed. “And I’m only telling you this because I want to see the look on your face when you realize it.” His smile stretched wide. “It’s going to take a hell of a lot more blood than this.”

      Her gaze shifted to the blanket where four droplets of blood had seeped into the fabric. Reyna had spilled his blood, but…it wasn’t enough.

      “How much?” she whispered.

      “Enough to wash the curse off the throne,” he hissed back.

      The throne. That was where the curse had been cast. She should have known she’d have to return the blood to it. The Seat of Power and the High King were inexplicably linked. None of this could be over until she spilled his blood on the throne.

      “Sounds good,” she quipped. “How about we go there now? You can sit on the throne, and I’ll stab you.”

      “It won’t get you want you want. You’ll never get him back. He isn’t even in here anymore. A body is just a vessel for a soul, and his soul has been gone for a very long time now.”

      With a newfound fury, Reyna ripped her broken wrist out of his grip and launched back off the bed, landing in a crouch. Breath frosted before her as she held herself steady with her good hand. Lorcan threw the blanket aside and stepped out of bed slowly, as if he had all the time in the world.

      She pushed up, squaring her shoulders.

      “Ah, Reyna Darragh.” He tossed the dagger from one hand to the next, twirling it as if it were nothing more than a blade of grass. “The Hero of the Fallen. Your eternal stubbornness is grating on my nerves.”

      Reyna wet her lips and bent her knees to brace for an attack. “That’s lucky. I’m not here to make your life pleasant.”

      “No.” He smiled. “You’re here to get your lover back, but he’s gone. Forever.”

      His words shook through her, threatening to knock her down. But she held strong. He was only trying to get a rise out of her and to cause her as much pain as he could. They were lies and nothing more.

      Her limp wrist hung by her side, but she used her left fist to gather an icy blast of magic. Lifting her hand, she launched the ice across the room where it slammed into the wall behind Lorcan’s head. To her delight, he looked surprised.

      “That could have kill me,” he growled. “If that magic hits me, it will transform me into ice.”

      “That’s kind of the point.”

      He scoffed, stalking toward her. “You don’t want to kill me. I’m your lover.”

      “No, you made it clear enough.” She shrugged. “You’re not him.”

      He slowed to a stop, whipping the sharp point of the ice dagger her way. “If you want to fight me, do it properly. With blades instead of magic.”

      Her brows winged upward. “You’re going to demand a fair fight after you tricked me into thinking you were Lorcan? You tried to kill me. You left me for dead.”

      With a dark smile, he tossed the blade. She caught it with her good hand. The left. Reyna had only ever trained to fight right-handed.

      “You really want to do this?” Reyna pushed up onto her toes, ready to spring forward if he made any sudden movements.

      “You and me. Here and now. Let’s ends this, once and for all.”

      Her head filled with the thunder of her heart. She watched him reach for a drawer beside the bed and pull out a long, curving dagger. Gemstones flickered along the hilt, bursts that flamed like fire. The sigil of flared phoenix wings decorated the pommel, as orange as the setting sun.

      Reyna could not stop the gasp that popped from her mouth as a new unease filled her soul. “Where did you get that?”

      It was a blade of the Fire Court.

      She thought of her dreams. Unseelie kept dragging her to the fire lands where Motcha’s Axe sat waiting for her.

      No, not for me. For the Namhaid.

      Nollaig’s words pounded her ears. He fit the prophecies. He was trying to rip the world apart. Ulaid Molt had passed his magic onto Lorcan, and it seemed like there was no way to stop him. No matter what they tried, it failed.

      Tears stung her eyes as she took a step back.

      His teeth glittered as he smiled, holding the blade up so she could see it. “Surprised to see this? I thought you might be. It isn’t every day one finds a dagger from beyond the grave.”

      She shuddered at the sound of his voice, as cool as metal and as jagged as scars. Nothing about him looked like Lorcan now. Whatever she’d seen in him before was gone. Sleep had washed the viciousness away, but it had all been a lie. A terrible, twisted lie that carved her soul into broken pieces.

      “Where did you get that?” she asked, taking another step away from him.

      “Molt found it.” He stalked toward her, flashing the blade. “He left it behind in this little drawer for his successor. Do you know what fire blades do, lover?”

      She winced at the sound of that word on this imposter’s tongue. With her heart rattling in her chest, she edged yet another step back. “Let me guess. It has something to do with flames.”

      “The cut burns.” His eyes flashed. “The steel leaves trails of ash in its wake, mottling the skin, scarring it. I hear the pain lasts months, even for fae who never fell.”

      Reyna shook her head. “You’re lying. I know all about Tamaris steel. Hell, you have a Tamaris steel sword. The steel is strong, but it doesn’t burn.”

      “This isn’t Tamaris steel.” He grinned as he lifted the blade above his head, angling the sharp edge her way. “It’s an Iron Dragon, crafted in the volcanos far across the seas by the dragons themselves. And you have no hope of surviving against it.”

      She took another step, and her foot scuffed against the ledge. With a deep breath, she jumped, leaping out over the abyss. Lorcan roared and rushed after her with fury in his glittering eyes. Her wings flared wide, catching her fall.

      “No!” he shouted, his voice shaking with rage. “Get back here and fight me!”

      “If you want to fight me, you’ll have to do it my way. When I’m fully healed and fully armed.” She held up her broken wrist. “Meet me in the throne room at dusk. And if you harm even a single head of hair on my sister, I’ll stab you in the back before you even know I’m there. Lover or not.”
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      “Did you do it, Shieldmaiden?” Nollaig asked when Reyna dropped down into the clearing where her companions and her familiar waited for her around a fire. Wingallock flew to her side and settled onto her shoulder.

      “No.”

      “Fuck.” Thane stood from where he roasted a rabbit over the open flames. “You weren’t able to spill his blood or…”

      “It didn’t work,” she said tersely, trying not to show just how heavily the pain had settled over her. “So, we’ll have to do something else.”

      Frowning, Rhain stood. “What do you mean it didn’t work? The Dryads said it would.”

      Reyna shook her head, wishing she could turn back time and do things another way. She’d been so focused on sneaking up on Lorcan that she hadn’t considered another way. “It’s not that easy. His blood needs to spill on the throne. Enough to power the magic.”

      “How much is enough, Shieldmaiden?” Nollaig asked tensely.

      “I don’t know, but I’m going to have to do it tomorrow night.” She sucked in a sharp breath and plopped onto the log beside the fire, not even bothered by the heat of it for the moment. “My father will begin his attack tomorrow morning if we don’t get an owl to him by dawn. I told Lorcan to meet me in the throne room at dusk. He’ll be there. There’s not much he wants more than to drain the blood from my veins.”

      “What about Glencora?” Thane asked, taking a step toward her. “Don’t tell me Lorcan got to her.”

      She fisted her hands, tension knotting every muscle in her body. “I didn’t find her, and Lorcan didn’t even try to threaten me with her. Are you certain you saw her fly to the tower?”

      He furrowed his brows. “I thought I did, but…maybe it was you I saw instead. My only question is, if she’s not in the tower then where is she?”

      “Well search the forests for her,” Nollaig announced. “We have some time before we need to head to the tower. Let’s see if we can track down an ice princess.”

      “We?” Reyna said with a frown.

      “Well, of course.” Nollaig stood and brushed the dirt from her cloak. “You’re not flying up to that tower by yourself again, not when Lorcan knows you’re coming. We’ll all go. We’ll stand together. There’s far more chance of success if we act like a team. Lorcan only has himself right now.”

      A silver form whispered through the trees, snatching Reyna’s attention away from the conversation. She leapt to her feet, a cry of relief in her throat. She tossed her dagger to the ground and charged forward, not even caring that her wrist still needed to mend. Her sister was fine. She’d found them. She’d only gotten lost in the woods.

      “Glencora!” Reyna shouted, shoving through the brush. She landed in front of her sister, stumbling over a hidden rock. Catching herself, she glanced up with a smile and—

      Her mouth dropped open. The whole world went still.

      Eislyn Darragh stood before her in a black hoarfrost cloak that rustled in the light wind. Her hair had been shorn close to her scalp, and her parched lips were cracked and swollen. In one hand, she clutched a dagger. In the other, she carried a shield.

      Reyna’s thoughts scrambled to understand. Was she hallucinating? Was this some sort of twisted dream? Blinking rapidly, she stumbled forward and reached out for her sister’s arm.

      “Eislyn,” she whispered. “Is that really you?”

      “Reyna?” Her voice cracked, and tears filled her silver eyes.

      With a strangled cry, Reyna threw herself through the woods. Her feet pounded the dirt ground, thumping in time with the hectic beat of her heart. She reached Eislyn and swept her up into her arms, spinning wildly while she clutched her tight. Tears poured from her eyes, mixing with Eislyn’s, their cheeks mashed together.

      “Oh, Eislyn,” she cried, struggling to handle the avalanche of emotion that crashed over her. She set her sister down, but she did not let go. She clutched her arm with her good hand and searched her eyes for everything she wanted to know. “Everyone thought you were dead. No one could find you. I thought I’d never see you again. I’ve been sick form worry. I—”

      “Reyna,” Eislyn breathed, dropping her forehead to hers. “I’ve come here to remind you of who you are. You don’t need to turn to darkness. You don’t need to let Unseelie into your mind. I’ve never met anyone else who could tear the world apart by the force of her own stubbornness. You’re too strong to bend to his will. Please believe me when I tell you this. Please don’t give up on this world. I’m here to remind you of what you’re fighting for.”

      Confused, Reyna drew back. “Eislyn, I thank you for everything you’re saying to me, but I don’t understand. None of this makes sense. You know I would never turn to Unseelie.”

      “Wait.” Eislyn blinked back at her. “You’re okay? You haven’t transformed into…”

      “Into what, Eislyn?”

      “I…I thought you were…”

      “Where have you been?” Reyna glanced down at Eislyn’s clothes. They were unlike any she’d seen before. Elaborate designs were embroidered on a type of linen that was not common in Tir Na Nog. “How did you get here?”

      Eislyn pressed her lips together. “I went to the Empire of Fomor to find a cure for the Ruin. I ended up finding something else entirely. A prophecy about a darkness that would spread across the world, brought upon us all by an enemy. The Fomorians call her The Namhaid.”
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      Reyna stared at her sister. “I’m sorry. Did you say you went to the Empire of Fomor?”

      Eislyn cracked a familiar smile, shyly glancing down at her worn leather boots. “I know it sounds unlikely. Little Eislyn Darragh, the girl who curls up with books inside the library. But I had to do something to help, and it turned out…that was it.”

      With a deep breath, Eislyn explained everything. She told Reyna how she had escaped from Aengus. Vreis helped her stow away on a ship and sail for the safety of her icy homeland…only it wasn’t so safe, after all. After she escaped yet another enemy, she went to Fomor. The people there thought she was the Namhaid, and so she married a bloody Emperor!

      By the time she was done with her tale, Reyna’s dropped jaw was a permanent fixture of her face. Not only had she married the Emperor of Fomor, she’d journeyed to Inishfall and had spoken with the gods, too.

      “I have to admit, it’s going to take awhile for all of this to sink in,” Reyna said with a shake of her head. “I thought you were hiding out in an ice cave, not galavanting around marrying random strangers in foreign lands. I thought the Fomorians killed fae who showed up on their shores?”

      “The Emperor didn’t want to kill me. He was convinced I was either the Namhaid or the Ghaisgeach.”

      “The Ghaisgeach,” Reyna repeated.

      “The hero of the world.”

      “I’ve heard the name.” Reyna closed her eyes. “And so you came here to warn me because you think I’m the Namhaid. You wanted to stop me from becoming the destroyer of everything.”

      “I’m sorry,” Eislyn whispered. “You fit the prophecy. I didn’t want you to be the Namhaid, but I couldn’t help but worry you were.”

      “Well, it’s not me,” Reyna said with a heavy smile. “For a long time, I thought I was, but I believe that title belongs to someone else.”

      “Who?” Eislyn asked, brows furrowed. “The prophecy doesn’t fit anyone else. There has to be a—”

      “Eislyn?” Thane’s shocked voice ripped through their conversation.

      Eislyn’s cheeks blanched. “Is…Thane here?”

      “He is. And by the way,” Reyna whispered as they turned toward the approaching air king, “you’re not the only one who got married while you were gone.”

      Reyna left them to it. She didn’t want to intrude on their reunion, and there was much to think about. Her sister. Reyna shook her head with a grin. Who would have thought?

      Thoughts of Glencora flooded her mind. Where the hell had she gone?

      With a sigh, she paced through the forest, thinking of everything that had happened and everything that was to come. Eislyn had fought hard to find Reyna in hopes of saving her from herself.

      Her heart swelled at the thought of the emotion-fuelled words of her sister. She believed in Reyna like no one else did. She wanted to remind her of her strength, of what she was fighting for. Reyna came a stop, her eyelids fluttering shut. She had taken so much of this personally. She’d let her mind fill with troubled thoughts and self-doubt. But this wasn’t about her. It was bigger than that, and it always had been.

      She thought of her homeland, the Ice Court. All those innocents who would die if she did not succeed. Her Shieldmaidens, who fought so bravely beside her against any enemy. They had not taught her everything they knew for Reyna to give up on herself now.

      She opened her eyes and pressed her ice glass ring to her cheek. Her kingdom needed her strength.
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        * * *

      

      When dusk settled over the city like a cloud, they headed for the gates. They’d spent all day searching the woods for Glencora, but not even a scrap of silver arrived to announce hope. Eislyn had quickly caught up with the situation and their plan. And she wanted to help.

      Reyna didn’t try to stop her. Her little sister had spent the past several months fighting for herself, and she’d even picked up swordplay. Nollaig would battle by her side in case they ran into any trouble, and Thane would stay close. Even though they’d never married, he’d protect her with his life.

      When they reached the gates, the guards were waiting for them. Arrows nocked, they stared down their aims at Reyna and her companions. Several more guards squatted in the battlements, ready for attack.

      Thane stepped forward, smiling at the guard he’d worked with the previous morning. “I’m here to see your High King.”

      “You know she’s a traitor, don’t you?” The guard pointed his sword right at Reyna’s heart. “The High King has warned us not to let her inside. If she tries to fly over, we’re to shoot her out of the sky.”

      Reyna pressed her lips together. She hadn’t expected Lorcan to armor up like this. He wanted to fight her. He wanted to watch her break. Sending his guards to the wall prevented that from happening.

      Strange.

      “She’s no traitor,” Thane said easily. “And she has a meeting with the king this night.”

      “We’re not letting you inside,” the guard grunted.

      Sighing, Thane stepped back.

      Nollaig edged in close. “We’re going to have to attack them. If they won’t let us in, Reyna can’t get to the tower.”

      “I don’t understand.” Reyna rubbed the back of her neck. “Lorcan was desperate to fight me this morning. He roared at me for leaving before we clashed swords.”

      Nollaig sighed. “Unfortunately, there’s nothing else we can do.”

      The guards shifted closer. Reyna had no choice but to draw her sword. The steel sang as it cut through the humid air, reverberating from the thrum of her magic.

      “Right. We’ll do this, but I need all of you need to listen to me. If I tell you to step back, then you need to step back,” Reyna said in a quiet voice. “Remember the Battle for Fomorian Square. I don’t want to risk my magic hitting any of you.”

      Nollaig gave her a solemn nod. Her own sword whistled through the night. Together, they rushed the gates, great cries of battle ripping from their throats. Reyna led the charge, the cloying taste of battle in her mouth.

      The wood fae loosed a volley of arrows. Without even thinking, Reyna dodged left and right, slamming the arrows aside before they hit her friends. Any she missed, Wingallock got. The bows did nothing against her, and soon, they were amongst the fray. The guards yanked their swords out of their scabbards and struggled to find their footing as Reyna rushed toward them.

      “Watch out!” Reyna shouted as she loosed a crystalline ball of ice. The magic shot toward the nearest guards. It slammed into their chests, freezing them instantaneously. Arrows rained down from above. Reyna shouted at her sister, knocking her of of the way. But Eislyn held her shield strong above her head and avoided the deadliest blows.

      They pushed through the gates. More guards joined the battle. Reyna whirled and fought, throwing her magic when she could. Eislyn fought just beside her. Her swordplay was rough around the edges, but when she slashed down a towering male, Reyna gave her a nod of appreciation.

      The guards soon fell.

      Reyna took the lead once more as they stormed the city. No one came out of their homes to stop them. They stayed locked inside, peeking out of windows, just desperate to survive. When their company reached the end of the street, they all stopped to gaze up at the tower. Guards waited in the courtyard. Dozens of them.

      Lorcan had not made this easy.
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      The humans were relentless. No matter how many times she blew their damned ships away from the shore, they kept on coming back. Didn’t they realize it was pointless? Why hadn’t they guessed what was going on?

      With a growl, she rushed up through the trees and shot another blast of wind at them. She could only do one breath at a time, still, so she had to time it perfectly. They needed to be close enough for her breath to hit them hardest, but not too close that they might spill out of the ships and reach the shore.

      Shaking her head to rid her ears of the ringing, she landed beside the shelter she’d been building the past several days. She folded her wings into her back, stretching at the sensation of fresh, smooth skin. After she threw her tunic back on, she looked around.

      Without an axe, the shelter was slow going. She needed branches the trees had already discarded, but she wouldn’t have cut into them even if she could. The trees of the Witchlight Woods did not take kindly to being chopped down.

      Mavis had packed her some rope, but she was quickly running out. So, her task today would be to hunt for more fallen branches and some thick vines. She stomped through the woods, aiming north. So far, she’d stayed close to the shores to keep an eye on the ships. She didn’t fancy getting too close to the castle again either. If anyone found her here, she’d be dead.

      Wings rustled overhead. Tipping back her head, Mariel looked up to see if she could spot one of Mavis’s old birds. But her stomach dropped when saw what it was.

      A fae.

      A deep crimson cloak billowed around her feet, two holes cut out for her wings. The color clashed with her silver hair and enhanced the paleness of her cheeks. Mariel swallowed hard. It had been a hell of a long time since she’d seen a fae with wings. Other than herself, of course.

      The fae slowed when she spotted Mariel in the bushes. With a wicked smile, she darted to the ground, spinning so fast that her flowing hair became a whirlwind of silver around her face.

      The ground shuddered when she dropped, a boom echoing from the force of it.

      Mariel eyed her warily. “Who the hell are you?”

      “Isn’t it fairly obvious?”

      “Glencora Darragh,” Mariel said. “The third daughter of the High King of the Ice Court.”

      “No.” Glencora let out a bitter laugh. “Gods. No matter what I do, I’m always sidelined. You’re speaking to the first daughter of Cos Darragh. The eldest. What’s more, I am the High Queen of the Air Court. Your Queen. Tell me what you’re doing out here.”

      Mariel took a step back, her eyes flicking from Glencora’s face to her flared wings. So, Thane had gone and married an ice princess, after all. It was a smart move, if not entirely pragmatic and devoid of all emotion. But that was what kings had to do. Maybe he was beginning to learn.

      Still, something troubled her about Glencora Darragh and it wasn’t her insistence to know why Mariel was in the woods. She could talk her way around that without ever letting on that she was the missing girl from the dungeons, if Glencora even knew about that.

      No, it was the shadows in her eyes. A ghost hidden in the silver of her irises. Something about those eyes beckoned her forward, tempting her closer. But she was afraid if she stared at them for too long, she would lose her grip on this world and drown in the ice.

      “Excuse me,” Glencora said in a snap. “You did not answer your queen.”

      “I’m here because I spotted some human ships on the horizon,” Mariel said. “It looks like they’re getting ready to attack us. You ought to go warn the king.”

      “Oh.” Shock flickered across Mariel’s face as she frowned. “That’s…are you certain?”

      “You have wings. Fly into the clouds and see for yourself.”

      Maybe that would get rid of her. It would give Mariel enough time to grab her satchel and leave the woods before she returned.

      “You don’t seem surprised by my wings,” Glencora said, edging forward. “Shouldn’t you be?”

      Mariel shrugged, heart pounding. “Things have been changing in Tir Na Nog for awhile now. Not much surprises me anymore.”

      “You’re hiding something,” she hissed.

      “We’re all hiding something.”

      A wicked smile stretched her lips. “I know who you are. I should have guessed it from the moment I saw you hiding out in these damned, haunted woods. You escaped from the dungeons, didn’t you? I told Thane he should have killed you. The poor bastard. He’s far too soft.”

      Mariel took a step back. “Listen, Glencora.”

      “Your Highness,” she snapped. “I know you think you have some sort of claim to that throne in there, but it’s not yours. It’s mine.”

      “No. It’s Thane’s,” Mariel said slowly.

      Glencora just laughed. “Of course. It belongs to Thane.”

      A chill swept down Mariel’s spine. The fae who stood before her now looked just like Reyna Darragh, but nothing else about the sisters was the same. There was a heady darkness in Glencora’s eyes and danger in her voice.

      “Why did you come out here?” Mariel asked. “I know it had nothing to do with me. You were surprised when you stumbled in my path.”

      Glencora cocked her head, smiling. “I was looking for something. You know these woods well, yes?”

      Dread tiptoed down Mariel’s spine. “The Witchlight Woods are unknowable. Something you’ll soon find out.”

      “Oh no.” Glencora stalked toward her, eyes flashing. “Unknowable to most but not to you. Thane told me about the Dalais family. They loved these woods. You ran through the trees as children, dancing in their branches as if they were the arms of your parents. He decided these woods were haunted because of you. His father killed your father, and now their ghosts roam these woods. But I don’t believe that’s it at all, is it?”

      Mariel reached behind her back to feel the soft feathers begging to be released. Glencora might have magic, but so did she. “Thane doesn’t understand these woods.”

      “He didn’t before.” Glencora cocked her head. “But he might now…just as I do. Where is the source of power, Mariel Dalais?”

      Her mouth went dry. She’d feared the worst, and it had come to pass. Glencora knew about the sap, and she wanted to take it for herself. For so long, Mariel had protected the magic of these woods, and in turn, the woods had protected her.

      She couldn’t fail them now.

      “If you think I’m going to tell you anything about these woods, you’re sorely mistaken.”

      Glencora laughed. “You think you have a choice?”

      Fisting her hands, Mariel pushed the wings from her back. They ripped through her shirt, the shreds rippling away on the wind. She expected shock or confusion to flare on the ice fae’s face, but she barely even blinked at Mariel’s demonstration of power.

      Instead, she clapped. “See, I knew there was power here. When the Dryads told us that there were six sources spread throughout the kingdom, I thought a lot about the Air Court first. You think I’d focus on the ice lands, right?” She shook her head, laughing. “A quest for another day. I haven’t a clue where it’d be. But I remembered what Thane had told me about these woods, and I thought, ‘that sounds exactly like a place that holds great power’ and so here I am.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Mariel replied.

      “That’s alright. I don’t need you.” Glencora curled her hands into a trembling claw, and flames flickered out from her fingers. Mariel gasped and stepped back, her heart nearly stopping. “You see, my mother was Fomorian, and so I can wield the powers of all six realms. Fire calls to me. I hear its song in my veins. And it’s begging me to unleash it on these woods so that it might burn down every tree.”

      “No,” Mariel said hoarsely as her hands dropped heavily to her sides. “Please.”

      Glencora smiled. “Tell me where the source is.”

      Dammit. “If I tell you where it is, will you swear to leave the trees intact?”

      “Hmm.” Glencora tapped her chin, and the fire vanished into smoke. “Very well. You have one chance to get it right.”

      “It’s in the sap.” With a heavy sigh, Mariel shut her eyes. She couldn’t bear to watch Glencora take the sap. She knew it would lead to nothing good, and she doubted she would respect the spirit of the trees. But still, she couldn’t stop herself from asking. “What are you going to do with it?”

      “I’m going to use it to make me stronger, of course.”

      “For what?” Mariel whirled toward her. “What’s your aim here? Why do you want it so much?”

      “It’s bold of you to ask.” With a glinting smile, Glencora strode forward. “I’m going to gather every scrap of power I can find, and then I’m going to Cleave the World.”
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      Eislyn rushed through the gates behind her sister. Fear pounded in her ears like war drums. She thought she was ready for this, but the sight of all the blood made her stomach turn. Gripping her dagger in her fist, she kept running forward. She couldn’t’ stop to look behind her or she might never keep going.

      Nollaig, the strange, hooded fae who seemed to follow Reyna everywhere she went, suddenly yanked Eislyn to a stop and shoved a sword into her hands. “The dagger is nice and pretty, Princess, but you need a sword in a fight like this.” A pause. “Or should I call you Empress? How about Shieldmaiden? I know you don’t have training, but I respect your bravery in this fight.”

      “Don’t worry about what to call me,” Eislyn said in a rush of breath. “Just worry about everyone getting through this alive.”

      Nollaig stared at her. Or, at least, Eislyn thought she was staring at her. It was impossibly unnerving, that hood. “You know what? I like you very much already. Come now, Princess. Let’s keep up with the others.”

      Eislyn lifted her foot to keep moving, but Nollaig suddenly stopped.

      “Wait.” Nollaig tapped the shield. “You’re better off without one of those. It’ll only slow you down.”

      Eislyn clutched the metal wall to her chest. “No, I want the shield. I’m going to be my own damn shield.”

      Nollaig cocked her head. “Well, alright then. Come along.”

      They raced after the others. Reyna and Thane were already at the end of the street, charging left up toward the tower. Eislyn huffed, running for all she was worth. This whole thing had not gone entirely to plan.

      Eislyn had only returned to Tir Na Nog to save her sister, but she should have known her sister never needed saving. She’d been wrong about the Namhaid, just like Lir had been. The prophecies had gotten all mixed up in her head, and she’d convinced herself of a truth that didn’t exist. Hell, Eislyn probably wasn’t even the Ghaisgeach. Reyna was. It was clear as day to her now. Her brave, powerful sister. The Shieldmaiden who fought dark magic and won. Of course, she couldn’t be the Namhaid. She was the Hero of the Fallen. She’d save them all.

      How could everyone have gotten it so wrong?

      Because Unseelie wanted us to get it wrong. Because it was all a distraction from the truth. From the real Namhaid who hid in plain sight.

      Frowning, Eislyn came to a sudden stop in the middle of the street. All the blood drained from her face as a horrible realization washed over her. Nollaig slowed and jogged back.

      “We should catch up with the others,” the shadow fae said tensely. “Reyna doesn’t want you to stray too far, just in case something happens.”

      “An ice princess,” Eislyn whispered, closing her eyes against the tears. “A transformation. An owl.”

      “Yes, yes.” Nollaig grabbed her elbow, but Eislyn stayed rooted to the spot. “Wingallock and your familiar are waiting for you in the forest where it’s safe. Reyna didn’t want them to get shot down by wood fae arrows.”

      “Glencora isn’t missing,” Eislyn said, flipping open her eyes. “No one took her. She didn’t get lost. She’s alive and well and stronger than she’s ever been.”

      “Princess, I fear you’ve lost me.” Nollaig glanced over her shoulder where Reyna and the others had vanished around the corner. “And we’ve lost everyone else.”

      “I know who the Namhaid is, and it isn’t Lorcan,” Eislyn said, shaking her head. She should have seen it sooner. It made far more sense than anything else ever had. “I need to get to her before she does something she’ll regret for the rest of her life.”

      “Spill the king’s blood, you mean? She isn’t doing that because she thinks he’s the Namhaid. She has to stop the curse from spreading any further.”

      “I saw the look on her face.” Eislyn clutched the shadow fae’s gloved hand. “She’s lost hope.”

      Heavy wings flapped the air, spraying dust into Eislyn’s face. She gritted her teeth against it and shielded her eyes. Nollaig coughed and stumbled back. Together, they stared up at the new arrival.

      Eislyn’s heart twisted at the sight of those powerful wings, the glistening bronze skin, the eyes as dark as night. Lir landed before her, his bare chest rippling beneath the glow of the twin moons.

      “Oh my,” Nollaig muttered. “Well, this is certainly unexpected.”

      Eislyn swallowed hard, not sure whether she should launch herself into his arms or start thumping her fists against his chest. She had no idea why he was here, but it couldn’t be good. Terror stormed through her veins. Had he come to the same conclusion she had? Was he here to kill the Namhaid?

      She had to stop him from seeing her sister. Either one of them.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, her fisted hands trembling. “Did you follow me?”

      “Did you really think I wouldn’t?” He stalked toward her, his wings still flared wide. “You’re my wife. I wasn’t going to let you out of my sight.”

      She sucked in a sharp breath. “Not anymore. We broke that bond.”

      He let out a deep chuckle that rattled like thunder. “Our bond can’t be broken. The druid only pretended to do it because I asked him to.”

      Anger stormed through her. “You pretended to break the bond? How dare you! You can’t just force me to stay your wife!”

      Nollaig cleared her throat. “I think I’ll be leaving now. There’s this whole charge on the tower happening. A whole curse to stop. I’ll just let you two have a private dicus—”

      “Nollaig,” Lir growled. “Stop.”

      “What?” Eislyn whipped her head toward the shadow fae. “You know each other?”

      “Before the Fomor became an empire, she ruled one of the warring kingdoms. We spoke at great length between battles. She wanted peace, but her people refused to accept anyone other than Nollaig as their ruler. So, she fled our lands for Tir Na Nog to keep the empire from tearing itself apart. She’s a hero, though I doubt she’d ever say that about herself.”

      “You will not speak a word of this to anyone,” Nollaig said in a sharp tone of voice that refused argument. “Lir, you should have kept that damn information to yourself.”

      “I won’t tell anyone,” Eislyn said before whirling back to Lir. “I’m more concerned about why Lir insists on continuing to force me into wifely servitude.”

      “You know why I did it at first,” he said quietly. “I thought you understood that.”

      “I did understand.” She poked a finger into his chest, seething. “But you should have let me go when I asked you to break the bond!”

      “I can’t.” His voice shook with raw emotion. “It’s impossible. No one has ever been able to break a Fomorian marriage bond. It is eternal, Eislyn. I should have told you that when you asked, but I was afraid you would hate me for it.”

      “Yes. You should have told me,” she whispered.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t.” He spread his arms wide. “But here we are. You ran from me, and I was forced to follow, because the magic won’t let you out of my damn sight. I’ve seen you these past few days. You’ve been so strong, so brave. But I need you to explain to me exactly what’s going on here. Now.”

      Fear thrummed in her veins. “I need you to listen to me before you do anything hasty.”

      His brows furrowed. “Hasty like what?”

      “Like try to kill my sister.”

      “You’re worried I’ll think she’s the Namhaid. That’s what this has all been about, isn’t it? You fled to protect her from me.” Hurt flickered in his eyes. “You didn’t even think to trust me.”

      She shook her head. “Do you blame me? One of your guards tried to kill me because he thought I was the Namhaid. You only kept me alive because you…”

      “Love you.” He pulled the shield from her hands and tossed it onto the ground, and then closed the distance between them. “You’re right. I love the hell out of you, Eislyn, and I never would have been able to bring myself to kill you. Even if you were the destroyer of us all. I would have sacrificed everything for you.”

      Tears poured down her cheeks as she gazed up at him, her heart growing as large as the moons. “Then, will you trust me when I tell you that Reyna is not the enemy you seek? I know she fits the prophecy, just like me. One of us has to be it, right? But we’re not. Please. You have to believe me. Do not kill my sister.”

      “You’re my wife,” he said softly, curving a finger beneath her chin. “I’ll do whatever you ask of me.”

      “Then, kiss me,” she whispered.

      His lips crashed into hers, and his hands snaked around her hips. He tugged her up into his arms, crushing her against his chest. She entwined her arms behind his neck and gave in to the desperate desires of her heart. She’d run from him, thinking she had no other choice, but there’s been another way all this time.

      “Excuse me.” Nollaig cleared her throat again. “I really do hate to interrupt this, but there is still a very big problem that we have to address. It won’t matter how many Ghaisgeaches or Namhaids there are if we don’t stop this curse. It will spread throughout all of Tir Na Nog, and I daresay beyond. To Fomor.”

      Eislyn slid her hand into Lir’s and nodded firmly. “Come on. Reyna needs us.” She stared up the winding streets, only just realizing how far they’d fallen behind. “I hope she hasn’t gone into the tower already.”
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      Rhain hacked through several guards as they rushed down the final street. With the air king by her side, she shot a few ice blasts at the wood fae near the tower door. They went down fast. With her magic, these guards didn’t stand a chance against them.

      As they rushed toward the tower, Reyna cast a quick glance behind her, to make sure Eislyn was safe. Her heart stopped.

      She wasn’t there. Neither was Nollaig.

      Reyna swore. “Thane, where the hell is Eislyn?”

      He stopped, turned. His face dropped. “Dammit. She was right there a second ago.”

      Shaking her head, she took a step back. “Nope. We’re not going in there until I have my sister. I didn’t just find her to lose her all over again.”

      “There isn’t time, love.” Rhain jogged back, wiping his blade against his trouser leg. It was soaked through with blood. “There are only a few hours until dawn. Lorcan’s in there waiting for you. You’ve got to do it now.”

      “Absolutely not. Eislyn’s gotten lost in the streets, and she—”

      “Nollaig’s with her, love. You know she won’t let anything happen to the lass. Besides, leave it with me. I’ll head back down the hill and make sure they catch up. Nothing to worry about. She’s fine. You go on and do what you’ve got to do.”

      She frowned. “I don’t think I can do that.”

      “You and me,” Thane said, clasping her shoulder. “We’ll go in together. It should be us anyhow and no one else. We’re the ones he knows.”

      The ones he loves.

      Reyna lifted her eyes from the ground, a new idea suddenly firing to life in her mind. “Alright, Rhain. Go back to Eislyn and Nollaig. Thane and I will go into the tower.”

      With a nod, the Fomorian took off down the street at a jog. He vanished around the bend, leaving her alone with the only fae who had ever broken through Lorcan’s dark magic bond with his father. She wet her lips and turned to him, desperately hoping he’d agree to her plan.

      “Did you know that Lorcan’s father ordered him to kill you?” she asked quietly.

      Thane looked taken aback. “Not quite so plainly, no. When the two of us tried to save you from my uncle—er, father—shadow fae warriors caught us on the path. They wanted to kill me, but Lorcan let me go. It was how I knew he wasn’t the enemy I feared he was.”

      “Well, there’s far more to the story than that, Thane.” Reyna edged in close. “Bolg Rothach branded his son with a mark that was tied to Unseelie’s dark magic. He used it to control him over the years, and it caused Lorcan a great deal of pain when he refused to follow his father’s orders. Physical pain, not just mental. Sometimes, he couldn’t even control his own actions.”

      Thane’s mouth dropped. “I had no idea.”

      “He wouldn’t have been able to tell you.” Reyna took his shoulders in her hands and squeezed tight. “In the end, Bolg wanted you dead, and he ordered Lorcan to do it. He refused. He somehow managed to conquer that magic and rise above it. That’s how he saved you. And it’s the only time he ever successfully turned his back on his father like that. You’re the only one who ever managed to cut through the darkness. You’re the one who can save him. Not me.”

      His lips flatlined. “You can’t mean that. He loves you.”

      “He loves you more. He always has. You’re like a brother to him. His blood. If anyone in the world can get through to him, it’s you, Thane.” It hurt to say the words out loud. She wished that she could be that person to Lorcan, that seeing her face would be enough to break him out of the curse.

      But she clearly wasn’t enough. It needed to be someone else.

      It needed to be Thane.

      “You want me to try to get through to him,” he said quietly.

      She nodded and pressed her ice glass dagger into his hand. “We’ll both go in the tower. I’ll be there beside you, but you need to be the one to approach him. Talk to him. Bring up old times. Good memories you’ve shared together.”

      “Alright, I have plenty of those.”

      “Good.” She smiled. “When he sees you, maybe he can gain control of himself long enough for you to explain what we have to do.”

      A grim certainty flickered in his eyes. “Spill his blood on the throne.”

      “Make him understand he needs to stay on the throne. He can’t get up. Not until the curse is broken.”

      “I’ll do this, Reyna, but I have to admit, I don’t like this at all.” He turned to gaze at the door of the looming tower. There was no sign of activity yet, but she knew what they’d find inside. Lorcan would be waiting for her, and he would not be unarmed.

      “I don’t like it either,” she whispered. “But I don’t know how else we can save him, along with everyone else. His blood is the only way to wash away the curse, and if it doesn’t hit the throne, then it will all be for nothing.”

      “What if we’re wrong?” he asked. “What if he can’t break through the curse to speak to me?”

      “Then, you have to take that dagger and stab him.”

      “He’ll never let me do that. He’d kill me first.”

      “He won’t,” she said insistently. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Even if he can’t do anything else, he will never turn his blade against you. If he broke through one magic, he can break through another. For you, Thane.”

      It was the best idea she’d had yet. She just wished she’d had it sooner. They’d wasted so much time chasing false leads. Too many innocents had died because of it.

      And the curse was spreading fast. Even if her father didn’t plan to attack at dawn, they had to finish this now before it was too late to stop it. Murias would soon fall. They’d come too close before. The cursed fae would swarm across the border between realms and aim their sights on Tairngire.

      And then home.

      Her kingdom needed her, more now than they ever had before.

      “You and me, Thane. Just like you said.” She clutched his hands in hers. “We’ll finish this together.”
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      Reyna kicked open the door of the Tower of Thorns and strode inside like she owned the place. Thane walked beside her, the ice glass dagger tucked away in his back waistband where Lorcan couldn’t spot it. The cloying scent of death clogged her nostrils as they stared down Lorcan Rothach, the High King of the Shadow and Wood Courts combined.

      Lorcan chuckled from where he lounged on the throne, one leg kicked over the vine-woven armrest. “Too afraid to face me on your own, are you? This wasn’t part of the deal.”

      “Thane’s just here to watch. He’s pretty eager to see you lose. What else did you expect? You did betray him, after all.”

      He snorted, rolling his eyes. “You mean the pathetic one betrayed him, don’t you? That had nothing to do with me. Regardless, I won’t mind watching him squirm while I drain your lifeblood from your veins.”

      Reyna arched a brow. “The pathetic one?”

      He waved his hand dismissively. “It’s what I call the one I used to be.”

      “So, you admit to not being the same person.”

      Grinning, Lorcan dropped his hand to the floor and cradled a goblet he’d left beside his feet. He lifted to his lips and tipped the entire contents into his open mouth. He swallowed and flashed his bloodstained lips.

      Reyna fought the urge to shudder.

      “You’re still clinging on to the hope that you can get him back.” He revealed the Iron Dragon he’d hidden in the branches of the throne and dragged the tip down the curve of his jaw. “But it’s time that you accept your brutal reality. The sooner you do, the sooner we can get on with the business of me killing you.”

      She held back a wince. Even though she’d braced herself for this, hearing those words in that familiar voice and coming from his beautiful face…it killed her. She wanted to scream and shout and beg him to come back to her.

      But that was what he wanted her to do.

      He wanted to see her suffer and bleed. She would not give him the satisfaction.

      Instead, she shot Thane a furtive nod. He blew out a breath, steeling himself. Without another glance in her direction, he made his move toward the throne. Lorcan didn’t even flinch, almost as if he’d been expecting it. He watched his old friend approach and stare up at him from the aisle below the dais. The very same spot Reyna where had watched Lorcan take the bloody throne that had ruined everything for all of them.

      “Thane, my old friend, this is not your fight. Go away now.” He almost sounded like his old self, but Reyna knew better.

      Thane glanced over his shoulder and shot her a frown.

      “Go on,” she mouthed.

      With a quick shake of his head, he turned back to the king. “I’m not just going to go away. It’s been a hell of a long time since I’ve seen you.”

      He sneered. “What’s all this then?”

      “It’s me,” Thane said, his back tensing as Lorcan threw his leg over the side of the throne and slammed it onto the ground. “Don’t you remember all those long days spent in the saddle when we tossed jokes back and forth? We travelled around the Air Court for weeks. What was the one about the barrel of Wood Whiskey and the bard?”

      Lorcan chuckled, a bright spark of the real him shining through. “Oh, I remember that one. The bard sang any song, no matter how ridiculous, if someone paid him with a barrel of Wood Whiskey. Until he met his match. The Wood Whiskey-maker’s daughter.”

      “That’s the one.” The tension in Thane’s shoulders relaxed. “And what about the time—”

      “I have one,” Lorcan hissed, slamming his other foot onto the ground. “How about the time we trekked north so that you could claim yourself a princess bride? We stopped at an inn along the border, and we slaughtered every ice fae inside. What about that time, Thane? Do you remember what a grand old time that was?”

      Thane went silent, and Reyna’s blood stilled in her veins.

      Lorcan’s eyes flicked up to meet hers, and the smile on his face was as sharp as the shards of ice around her heart. “Don’t worry, Thane. Reyna already knows all about that. In fact, it’s why she agreed to marry you.”

      “Lorcan, stop,” she found herself saying. “Don’t do it.”

      She knew what he was doing. And she couldn’t bear for him to tell Thane the truth. He’d never forgive her for it. He’d never understand. He would hate her for it.

      Lorcan laughed, a deep, booming sound that echoed through the empty hall. “Do you think your pleading will stop me? If anything, it makes me want to pull the wool off Thane’s eyes even more. I pity him, really. He’s rushing around, doing your every bidding, and he has no idea what kind of fae you really are.”

      Frowning, Thane turned toward her. “Reyna, what’s he talking about?”

      Her heart thrummed in her ears, and she rubbed her sweat-drenched palms against her tunic. She’d have to tell him now. She wouldn’t give this cursed creature the pleasure of doing it first.

      “Thane, I…” She blew out a hot breath. “I need you to know I deeply care about you now. You’re one of the best fae I know, and it means the world to me to have you fight by my side. However I felt about you then, it doesn’t apply now. Not even a little bit. We fought on opposite sides of a battlefield once, but you’re not my enemy. I was wrong.”

      His skin had turned ashen as she rambled. “I need to know exactly what you’re trying to say to me. Now, Reyna.”

      “I…” She shut her eyes. Gods, this was hard.

      “Oh, just get on with it!” Lorcan’s voice boomed around her, and she flipped open her eyes just in time to see him rising from his throne. A dark cloak billowed around him, transforming him into a wraith. He clutched his dagger in one hand and reached for Thane with the other. “She plotted to kill you, idiot. Just like I’m going to kill you now.”

      “Thane!” She screamed, whipping her sword from her scabbard and charging down the hall. “Watch out!”

      Lorcan loomed over Thane. The air king whirled toward his attacker, dodging the blow just in time. He caught Lorcan’s wrist in his and held him back, his body shuddering from the effort.

      Growling, Lorcan leaned down and spit into Thane’s eyes. A bloodcurdling shout exploded from the air king’s throat. Reyna skidded to a stop just beside them. But before she could rise to her feet, Lorcan slammed his blade against Thane’s throat.

      “Don’t move,” he warned, his midnight eyes narrowed in her direction. “If you try to stop me, I’ll slice his neck wide open.”

      Reyna froze, her heart in her throat. Thane’s eyes were twin moons, wide and terrified. “You don’t want to do this, Lorcan. This is Thane. Your brother. Your best friend.”

      “He means nothing to me,” he hissed.

      “You would never hurt him,” she pleaded with him. “Cursed or not, magic-influenced or not. You’ve always broken through every barrier in order to save his life. We know you’re in there, trapped. Just look at Thane and remember who you are.”

      Lorcan went silent. He stared down at Thane, his expression blank. Thane stayed frozen to the spot, scarcely daring to breathe while the dagger dug into his neck.

      “It certainly has been a very, very long day,” Lorcan said as he loosed a long breath. “My mind has been spinning non-stop. It’s as if something inside of me is trying to break free of a spell.”

      Reyna’s breath froze. Her hope poked up its head. Had this actually worked? Had they somehow gotten through to him? Slowly, Reyna rose into a crouch, ready to spring into action if she must.

      “You know…” he continued, tapping his ears. “Like a voice in the back of your mind always following you around. And it talks to me. About you, actually, Reyna. I might not be fond of you, Reyna, but that voice surely is. And it’s asking me if it can come out to play instead of me. Perhaps I should listen to it. It’s begging so sweetly, and I am so very tired of fighting against it.”

      Reyna glanced up at Thane.

      And then Lorcan hissed. “Is that what you want me to say? Babble on and on about how you’ve convinced me to turn back into a pathetic, little thing who can’t even rule his own kingdom without getting cursed or killed.” He dug the blade deeper into Thane’s neck and bit into skin. Blood pooled on the dagger. “Well, it won’t work. He’s not in here!”

      Lorcan raised the dagger over his head and slashed it downward at Thane’s throat. Reyna screamed and leapt forward, slamming into the air king. The blade scraped his cheek as they fell. They tumbled away from Lorcan, falling into a heap halfway across the floor. Thane groaned and slammed his hand against the wound. The scent of burnt flesh filled the air.

      “Pity he isn’t dead,” Lorcan said, stalking toward them. “But he will be soon.”
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      Lorcan could see everything, and there was nothing he could do to stop any of it. The Cursed One was fully in control now, and he’d pushed Lorcan so far into the depths of his soul that he knew he’d never make it out again.

      Chunks of time were missing from his memories. He knew he wasn’t forgetting anything. He just wasn’t seeing them in the first place. The world was slowly slipping away from him. The Cursed One had lied about a lot of things, but there was a measure of truth in his words to Reyna about the curse itself.

      Soon, they would no longer be separate entities. Lorcan would lose his grip on himself, and he would vanish into the darkness of the magic. The Cursed One would be the only one left. Even if Reyna fixed everything, it would not bring him back.

      He’d be gone.

      A shout of desperation tore through him as he watched the Cursed One raise his blade and bring it down on Thane. His heart shuddered to a stop; his hands could do nothing to prevent anything anymore. He saw Reyna push Thane out of the way. The blade only scraped his cheek, but it would still wound the hell out of him. With an Iron Dragon, even the smallest cuts were brutal. The pain would last for weeks, if not months.

      But he was alive, Lorcan thought, his heart pounding. Thank the gods for Reyna Darragh.

      His whole chest ached just thinking about her. She had returned to him, again, even after everything he’d done to her. He’d had a momentary flash of control earlier in the day, and he’d ordered his guards to stop her from coming into the tower. He wanted to spare her life. The Cursed One was so determined to kill her he’d waited all day on the throne for her to show.

      And yet she kept coming. The guards had been unable to stop her.

      But there was nothing she could do to save him.

      His time had run out.

      The Cursed One stalked toward Reyna. Lorcan ground his teeth and tried to hold him back. But he kept moving forward, his gaze locked on where she’d tumbled onto the floor next to Thane. She leaned over the air king, fear and worry flickering across her face.

      “Did you really think that Thane Selkirk could talk me out of killing you?” The Cursed One spoke through Lorcan’s familiar voice, but there was an edge to it that was entirely foreign.

      Reyna whirled on him and leapt to her feet. She held her sword up before her. There wasn’t even an ounce of fear on her face. Lorcan couldn’t help but smile. That was the one he loved.

      “You’re right. I hoped he’d get through to you.” Her eyes narrowed, and there was a flash of pain hidden in the silver. “But you’ve answered a very important question for me.”

      Lorcan laughed. “And what’s that?”

      That flash of pain ripped through her eyes again. “You’re right. There’s nothing left of Lorcan anymore. He never would have raised his blade toward Thane. Me? Maybe. Thane? Absolutely not. So, you weren’t lying. He’s gone.”

      Her voice cracked on the last word, and everything within him ached to reach out toward her and tell her that it would be alright, that he was still here, that he did love her the way she loved him.

      She thought his love for her couldn’t break through the curse.

      Because he’d betrayed her all those months ago.

      That was different, he wanted to shout. That was then, not now!

      Suddenly, the Cursed One lifted his blade and swung it at her head. Reyna’s eyes popped wide. They’d been talking. She hadn’t expected him to attack. With a gasp, she ducked down, but Lorcan could see it wasn’t fast enough.

      The blade would strike her.

      Gritting his teeth, he forced every inch of his control onto his arms, onto his hands, and onto the heavy steel swinging through the air. Momentary control lifted him from the darkness. He jerked the sword back and stumbled sideways, missing her head by an inch.

      The Cursed One roared and slammed Lorcan out of sight again. Control slipped from his fingers. Heart hammering, he sighed in relief. That had been far too close. Reyna had almost died.

      She is mine, the Cursed One hissed into his mind. Stop fighting this. You’ll be gone soon. Just give up!

      I won’t give up. Not so long as Reyna needs me.

      Have you not figured it out yet? He laughed. With every drink of blood, the further you fall. You’re barely clinging on now. One more drink, and that’s the end of you. I’ll take over for good.

      Lorcan fell silent. He should have known. With dark Unseelie magic, it always came back to the blood, and the Cursed One had been basking in it. He was surprised he’d been able to hold on for so long.

      In fact… The Cursed One whirled back toward the throne. I need to get rid of you once and for all now. I can’t have you interfering with my fight against Reyna. She’s trying to undo the curse. And for some bloody reason, you want to help her, even though that means our death.

      I thought she just had to spill my blood.

      Our blood, the Cursed one hissed. She has to spill all of it. The only way for the curse to end is for Lorcan Rothach to die.

      Lorcan sucked in a sharp breath. Surely that couldn’t be the only answer. Could it? He thought over everything he’d read and heard about the curse. It was blood magic, left behind by Molt. He’d bound it to the throne, and his death, his blood, has set it all in motion.

      And only death could end it.

      Fuck. He wanted to pound his hands against the walls and beg the gods to reconsider. His grip on the world had long since begun to slip, but he wanted to hold on and never let go. Lorcan did not want to leave this place. He wanted to spend decades by Reyna’s side. He wanted to see the light in her eyes when they woke up together every morning for hundreds of years to come.

      He didn’t want to leave her.

      The Cursed One snatched his goblet from the floor and tipped fresh blood into it from a full decanter. Lorcan’s heart pounded as he watched helplessly. He lifted the goblet to his lips. The blood poured down his throat.

      “What are you doing?” Reyna hissed from behind him. “Put down the damn blood and face me, Lorcan.”

      Lorcan—the real Lorcan—winced. She really thought it was him. He would die without saying goodbye to her and explaining that he’d tried his damnedest to save her from himself time and time again. She’d never know.

      The Cursed One turned on Reyna and curved his lips into a wicked grin. The silver ice princess glared at him with furious stubborn determination lighting her up like a brilliant storm. From the darkness, Lorcan smiled.

      Look at her, he thought to himself. She’s the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen in my life.

      Realization settled over him, and a strange sense of peace chased away the panic and the fear. Reyna was here to stop the curse. She was here to save the world from him. There was only one way she could do it. And he would do everything in his power to help her.

      “Would you like to try some?” the Cursed One asked, chuckling when Reyna let out a deep, menacing growl. “It would be far more interesting to face someone who could actually challenge me.” He sniffed. “And you don’t stand a chance without some blood.”

      “Oh, is that right?” Reyna fisted her hand and blasted ice in his direction. It slammed onto the floor by his feet, freezing the vines that had long since died.

      The Cursed One smiled. “You’re not even trying to hit me. Too afraid of hurting your precious lover? I’ve told you, time and time again.” He dropped his voice to a vicious whisper. “He’s not here.”

      Lorcan began to lose his grip on the moment. Darkness clouded his vision, and Reyna’s voice sounded as though she’d travelled miles from his side. The blood filled his mind until all he could see was red.

      No. He shoved the red aside and focused on the present. Not yet. Reyna needed him to find a way to help her.

      “Besides,” the Cursed One said. “I thought we agreed to fight with no magic.”

      She pointed at the goblet. “You drank blood.”

      “Fine. No more blood. No more magic.” The Cursed One tossed the Iron Dragon from one hand to the next. It buzzed with power as the edges of the blade lit up in flames. “Let’s end this now.”
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      Reyna held her sword before her and faced the enemy. Lorcan flipped his dagger over his in hands with a dexterity and speed that made her eyes spin. He was trying to intimidate her, and it wasn’t working. She’d never been more determined to win.

      She still wasn’t ready to let go of hope, even after what he’d done to Thane. Reyna would go through with the plan. She’d trapped him on the throne and spill his blood. Squaring her shoulders, she stepped up to him.

      He swung his blade toward her head. She danced back, and the sharp tip nearly cut through her armor. A hiss filled the air as the scent of burnt leather filled the air. Lorcan laughed and lunged again.

      This time, Reyna swung her sword toward Lorcan’s blade and knocked it out of his hand. Now, it was her time to smile.

      “Did you really think you could best me with a dagger? I’ve trained my entire life with blades.”

      “And so have I.” Lorcan ducked down and whipped out a sword hidden beneath a blanket of thorns. He angled it toward her as he stood with a devilish glint in his eye. The laughter and smiles had died, and so had the barbed jokes.

      The sword came down from above. Reyna whipped her blade up to meet his. Steel rang against steel, and the reverberation of the blow shook her body. She gritted her teeth as he scraped his sword down the side of hers, knocking her back. She ducked and sliced her sword toward his legs, but he jumped just in time.

      Breath heaving, she rolled to the left, thorns and vines scraping her arms. She jumped up into a crouch and then leapt, throwing all her weight behind her blow. Lorcan met her in the air. Their bodies slammed together.

      She flew back and landed next to Thane on her arse.

      Lorcan laughed again and stalked toward her, his eyes flashing. “You’ll never be able to defeat me. Not so long as you hold back.” He leaned down and hissed into her face. “You’re afraid of hurting him, which means you’ll never hurt me.”

      Her heart pounded in her chest. The bastard was right, damn him. She was trying to knock him down, but her blows were measured and weakened, as if she were practicing swordplay with one of her fellow Shieldmaidens. Not trying to kill an enemy on the battlefield.

      But this was an enemy. And as long as she refused to admit that to herself, she’d never win.

      She would die. So would Thane. And then the curse would spread throughout the world, destroying every living thing alive.

      Her sister’s face flashed in her mind. Those pleading silver eyes. All that hope. That belief in her.

      I came back to remind you of what you’re fighting for.

      Reyna closed her eyes. Lorcan’s smile flashed in her mind, and his laughter filled her with hope. She thought of his strength when he’d faced Molt, the way he’d stood tall when he’d accepted the duty place before him. That sparkle in his eyes, the teasing way he spoke just before he threw her onto the ground and claimed her beneath the stars.

      A tear slipped from her closed lid and trailed down her cheek.

      She had always been afraid this moment would come. An impossible choice. Lorcan or the world. Had the Ruin been right about her? Would she let everyone else die just to save him? Not even him—a cursed version of him, one that had destroyed everything the real Lorcan had ever been.

      “Have you given up that easily?” Lorcan hissed, poking her with the pointy end of his sword. “Fight me.”

      Slowly, she pulled a deep breath into her lungs and stood. “I haven’t given up. If you insist upon a fight, then let’s get on with it.”

      They threw themselves at each other, renewed fury dancing between them. She slashed her blade toward his, and he blocked the blow. Frustration burning through her, she whirled to the left and tried to slash him from behind. He caught her blade just in time, and her sword glanced off his.

      He grinned, rushing toward her. The anticipation of victory twisted his face into a strange, haunted version of him. He leapt and swung, right toward her head. Tossing aside every single thing she’d learned about honorable battles, she tossed her deal with him aside and called upon the magic within her.

      Strength, power, speed.

      Whipping through the room at an impossible speed, she threw all her weight behind her sword as she blocked his blow and grabbed the blade before it danced far away. She ripped it out of his hands, and she barely felt the sting of the cut on her palm. And then she shoved the sword right into his gut, off to the side of his vital organs. It shouldn’t be enough to kill him. Still, she hated the guttural roar of his pain. The terror in his eyes.

      She tossed his sword to the floor and strode toward him, levelling her blade at his neck. He stumbled onto the throne, holding on to his gut. Reyna leaned in close and stared into his eyes, her heart thumping. She’d done it. Against all odds. Here he sat, bleeding on the damn throne, and soon the curse would be over with.

      Suddenly, Lorcan shuddered. His eyes rolled back into his head, and then—

      “Reyna,” he said in guttural voice that skittered along her skin. Shock punched her in the gut, and her heart nearly stopped in her chest. It was him. She knew it. She could feel it in her bones.

      Tears filled her eyes as she kept the blade pressed against his throat. “Lorcan? Did it work? Has the curse been broken?”

      His jaw rippled as he growled through gritted teeth, his midnight eyes locked on hers. “No. It can’t be broken that easily. Reyna I…”

      Hot tears splashed onto her cheeks as a knife of pain ripped her heart wide open. “What do you mean? Why can’t it be broken? Surely there’s a way to stop this damn curse!”

      He gazed at her with a fondness so profound that she almost stumbled back. “Death created the curse, Reyna. Only death can break it.”

      “No.” All the blood drained from her face. “I won’t believe it. I won’t. I—”

      “I’m almost gone, Reyna,” he whispered, lifting a hand to touch her cheek. “I managed to wrestle for control long enough to tell you goodbye, but soon there will be nothing left of me but him. He’s driven me out. I can’t hold on any longer. Even if you save his life, you won’t be saving mine. You have to do this. You have to save your kingdoms. And I know you will…because that is why I love you. You always do the hard thing. Even it shatters you, you always choose right.”

      Reyna’s heart thundered in her ears. “I can’t do this.”

      “But you have to.” His hand dropped to his side, and his body began to buck against the throne. “He’s coming back, Reyna. I can’t hold him off much longer, and he’s stronger than you think he is. He’ll leap off this throne. You won’t be able to stop him.”

      “No, don’t go,” she whispered, her tears so thick that she could barely see his face through them. “Please, I can’t do this. You’re wrong about me. I can’t choose the world over you.”

      “Yes, you can.” He smiled. “I love you.”

      Lorcan’s eyes went blank, and his lips quirked up in the corners. For a moment, the entire world slowed. She stared at him. Her lover. Her best friend. His words echoed in her ears.

      Even if it shatters you, you always choose right.

      With a roar of pain and rage, she hauled back her sword and shoved it into his heart. The ground rumbled beneath her feet, and a force as strong as a hurricane wind threw her across the floor. She slammed into the vine-covered walls.

      Her breath hurtled from her lungs as she shook away the stars. Slowly, she dragged her gaze up to the dais, trembling. A brilliant emerald flower burst open, sprouting from a vine at the top of the throne. Just beside the fae she’d never forget, even if twenty centuries passed her by. She closed her eyes, weeping.

      The curse was broken. And Lorcan was dead.
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      Time passed in a meaningless blur. Someone grabbed her arms and dragged her out of the Tower of Thorns and threw a blanket over her shoulders. Feathers brushed her cheek. A beak nuzzled her ear. She let the hands pull her into a dark room and ease her onto a bed. They patched up her palm, spreading soothing ointment across the scar.

      A soft voice whispered in her ear, telling her to sleep. Silver ribbons tickled her face, and then they were gone. But she soon found she could not toss the world from her mind.

      She threw back the covers and padded to the open window. Her entire soul ached, and even the dim light on the horizon speared her eyes.

      “Wingallock,” she said in a hoarse voice. “I need you to find another bird to send to Father. He needs to know the curse is done.”

      Her owl cooed and took off, spinning through the clouds. He would take care of this for her. She plopped back down on the bed and stared at her hands.

      She’d killed him.

      Sorrow rushed over her like a tidal wave. Sobs shook her whole body and knocked her to the floor. She clutched at the ground with shaking fingers, failing to breathe through the crushing pain.

      The door flung open, and footsteps scuttled across the floor. Eislyn knelt beside her and gathered her into her arms. Her sister held her like that for hours, kissing her forehead, brushing her tears from her cheeks. Holding her and never letting go.
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        * * *

      

      “Hello, Father,” Reyna said tiredly as she drooped forward at the head of the meeting hall table. “I’m assuming you got my message.”

      He gave her a gentle smile. “I certainly did. Your brave actions have saved a lot of lives.”

      New tears sprang into her eyes. She sighed and glanced away. She was so tired of crying.

      Murdock uneasily cleared his throat. “I realize this is a sensitive time. However, we do need to discuss what this means for the kingdoms going forward.”

      “Murdock, careful,” Cos Darragh snapped. “My daughter is grieving.”

      “Aye. And we’ve all done our fair share of grieving over the years. I lost my daughter in the battle for Tairngire. That was little over a month ago, and the wound is as fresh as newborn babe. Still, I got on with things then, and we need to get on with things now. Our people need us to.”

      Reyna closed her eyes. “You want to know who should rule the Shadow and Wood Courts.”

      Unfortunately, Lorcan had no heir, and while Bolg had left behind many bastards, no one knew who they were. Except for maybe Nollaig.

      With a sigh, she turned to the shadow fae. She’d been silent since Lorcan’s death, but she hadn’t left Reyna’s side for more than an hour at a time. Reyna had never been more grateful for her friendship.

      “What do you think? Would you like to do it?”

      “Ah, no.” Nollaig tsked. “I was thinking that you should be the one, Shieldmaiden. You’re a princess. You’re a warrior. And you loved their High King. I daresay you would have been their High Queen eventually. The realms would be in good hands.”

      Reyna jerked toward her friend. “I’m no ruler, Nollaig. I—”

      “It’s a good idea,” her father said, rubbing his chin. “You’ve spent plenty of time at court. You know how it works. And you’re strong, compassionate. I know it’s not what you envisioned for your future, but you would make a good High Queen.”

      “I can’t believing we’re even considering this,” Reyna whispered. “He’s barely been gone a week.”

      “A week is too long for two realms to survive without a ruler,” Murdock said. “If much more time passes, greedy lords will start making plays for power. Besides, and I mean this as gently as possible…you were the one who swung the blade, Reyna. By rights, these courts are yours.”

      “I don’t want this.”

      “Which is precisely why you’re the best person for it,” Cos said, patting her hand. “Those who do not crave power will be the ones to carry us through the darkness. That is what the Dagda said before he left this world for the Court of Death.”

      Reyna didn’t care much about what the Dadga said. He’d seen exactly what the prophecies foretold, and he’d abandoned the fae to their fate. Those weren’t the actions of a good ruler. If he said something, Reyna thought she should do the opposite.

      “Shieldmaiden.” Nollaig settled her gloved hand on top of Reyna’s. There was something about the tone of her voice that cut through some of her sorrow. Just a little, enough to catch her attention. She turned to her shadow fae friend, letting her mind focus on the present for the first time since she’d seen that flower bloom by Lorcan’s head. “You did what had to be done in order to save the realms. Now, there is something else you must do. The people need you. Peace may be upon us, but it will not last unless the kingdoms have a ruler they can count on. Someone to lead them through these next few years while the fae learn how to put their past grudges aside to work together.”

      Reyna sucked in the longest, deepest breath of her life as she considered Nollaig’s words. “I didn’t do any of this to become a High Queen. That has never been my calling.”

      “But it’s your calling now.”

      Sighing, Reyna turned to the others. Her father leaned forward, anticipation lighting up those silver eyes of his. She tapped the table once, and then finally acquiesced.

      “Alright,” she finally said. “I’ll do it. I’ll be your High Queen of the Wood and Shadow Courts.”
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      “You survived. I should probably hate that, but as it turns out, I’m pretty relieved you’re alive.”

      Thane turned toward the voice, dropping the parchment onto the table beside the hearth. He’d taken to his quarters before the feast got underway, begging off for sleep. He was so very tired after everything that had happened. And he still didn’t know how he felt about Reyna Darragh. He needed time. To think and to rest. But he hadn’t been able to close his eyes. Lorcan’s face kept flashing in his mind. To that moment when the life had blinked out of him.

      Now, he thought he might be hallucinating because Mariel Dalais perched in his open window with snow white wings flaring out behind her. He blinked and shook his head. Nope, she was still there.

      “I think I’m going mad,” he muttered.

      “If you’re going mad, then we all are.” She dropped into the room, and the wings mysteriously folded into her back. If he hadn’t seen Reyna do that exact thing, he might very well have run screaming from the room.

      “Mariel. It really is you, isn’t it?” He closed his eyes and slumped back on the velvet sofa. “If you’re here to kill me, then go on and get it over with. I don’t have the energy to fight it.”

      “It’s a good thing I’m not here to kill you then.” She plopped on the sofa beside him, and the springs squealed.

      He shot her a pair of narrowed eyes. “Then, what are you doing here? I should ask how you got out of the dungeons, but it’s not really important. I knew you’d manage it eventually.”

      She pressed her lips together. “This defeatist attitude isn’t going to work.”

      “I don’t care. I feel defeated.”

      “You won, didn’t you?” She leaned forward. “You and Reyna stopped the curse. You’ve all signed the treaty. The war between the kingdoms is finally over.”

      “Lorcan’s dead.”

      She nodded. “I know. I’m sorry. But I need you to find the fight within you again because I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

      Chill bumps sprouted along his arms. He sat up straight, glaring at her. “You did it again, didn’t you? You stole my throne. You’re going to make me fight my own damn people to get it back.”

      “I’m afraid not,” she said dryly.

      “Then, what the hell is it?” he asked. “It can’t be much worse than that.”

      “Glencora is the Namhaid. And humans are coming to conquer Tir Na Nog.”

      Shock punch him in the gut, and he pushed up from the sofa. “None of that is possible.”

      “I saw her with my own eyes,” Mariel said. “I saw the humans as well.”

      “Humans wouldn’t attack Tir Na Nog.” He shook his head. “And Glencora can’t be the Namhaid. It was Lorcan all this time. Even Reyna thinks so and she was in love with the damn fool.”

      He winced and closed his eyes. Just speaking his name sent new waves of grief barreling over him.

      “Alright.” She stood. “Just because you don’t want to believe it doesn’t make it not real. This is important, Thane. Everything is at risk.”

      “Everything is always at risk,” Thane muttered.

      “I’m very well aware.” She strode toward him and tapped him on the chest. “You need to take this information to Reyna and the other kings. Right away. I’ll fly back to the coast and keep blowing the ships back as long as I can, but that won’t work forever.”

      “Blowing the ships back? None of that even makes sense.” Thane sighed and dragged a hand down his face. “I should kill you or arrest you or throw you out the window.”

      “Probably. Are you going to do it?”

      “No. I’m too tired for all that.” He sat hard. “Alright. I’ll tell Reyna. She’s not going to like any of this very much.”
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      Eislyn sat in her Wood Court chambers with Lir. They still hadn’t decided to do about their future together. She’d been wrong about the Namhaid and likely the Ghaisgeach. Tir Na Nog didn’t need her anymore, and Fomor needed Lir.

      But she couldn’t bear to leave Reyna in her grief.

      A knock sounded on the door. With a frown, Eislyn stood from the sofa and crossed the room. She pressed her ear to the door to listen, still wary of this place.

      Lir sighed. “It’s the air king. The one who wanted to marry you. You can let him in.”

      Eislyn winced and cracked the door open. Thane stood on the other side, wringing his hands, clear worry plastered to his golden features. A deep scar ran down one side of his face, still orange and mottled from where Lorcan had stabbed him with the Iron Dragon. “I need to speak with you. Immediately.”

      She frowned, opening the door wider. “Why? What’s going on? Please don’t tell me something else has happened.”

      “Something has happened,” he said with a tense shake of his head. “But it won’t be what you think it is.”

      “Well, now you’re starting to scare me.”

      He strode inside and stopped short when he spotted Lir lounging on the sofa. The bronze Emperor lifted his brows nonchalantly and flicked the tips of his massive wings. Eislyn rolled her eyes. He was posturing to the air king, trying to make a point.

      “So…” Thane cleared his throat. “This is your husband.”

      Thane had been unconscious when she, Nollaig, and Rhain had rushed into the Tower of Thorns to find the carnage of the fight. She’d only seen him in fleeting moments since, and she hadn’t mentioned Lir. Someone else must have told him.

      “Lir, meet Thane. Thane, meet Lir.” She popped her hands on her hips. “Now, tell me what’s happened. I don’t have the patience for small talk right now.”

      “It’s about your sister,” he said.

      “Alright.” Eislyn grabbed her cloak from the wall and threw it over her shoulders. “I’ll go to her at once.”

      “No, not that sister.” Thane cleared his throat. “It’s about Glencora. She’s not missing.”

      “Oh.” Eislyn let the cloak ripple to the floor where it pooled around her feet. “Yes, I know that.”

      “She’s, ah…well, I’ve just had a visitor, and she ran into Glencora.” He huffed, rubbing his hand against the back of his neck. “Honestly, Eislyn, I’m struggling to find the words for this. Glencora is…”

      “The Namhaid,” she finished for him. “I know. I figured it out the other day.”

      “Wait.” Lir pushed up from the sofa. “You believe your oldest sister is the Namhaid? Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Yes, Eislyn,” Thane snapped. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      She pressed her lips together, fighting the urge to shout at the both of them.  “Because I don’t know what to do about it, alright? Lest you forget, she is my sister.”

      Lir clamped his mouth shut. So did Thane.

      “Who else knows about this?” she asked Thane.

      “Other than us, Mariel,” he said quietly. “But we can’t keep this to ourselves. Not if she’s going to destroy the world.”

      “No.” She sighed and closed her eyes, hating her next words before she even spoke them. Reyna needed a respite. Peace and calm. And time. But she couldn’t have any of that. Not yet. “We must go tell Reyna.”

      “I agree,” he said. “And there’s something else you need to know. It seems the Namhaid isn’t the only threat to Tir Na Nog. Humans are coming, too.”
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      Reyna sat on the throne and watched new flowers blooming on the vines. Yellow daises had joined the purple peonies, and it looked as though several orange dragon lilies would be on their way next. She sighed and leaned back in the seat, enjoying the peaceful solitude. Court had been quiet in the days following the coronation.

      She knew it wouldn’t last.

      Everyone had been giving her a wide berth out of respect, so that she might deal with her grief in peace. But soon, she would need to dive straight into the business of ruling a kingdom. Two kingdoms, she reminded herself. There was a lot of work to be done to bring the fae together.

      Suddenly, the door creaked open. Eislyn and Thane strode into the throne room, both decked out in courtly finery and newly-weaved cloaks dyed the combined colors of the southern kingdoms, emerald green and black.

      Reyna sat up a little straighter and smiled at her sister. “Eislyn. I’m glad you’ve come.”

      “You won’t be glad when you hear what I have to say,” she said crisply, slowing to a stop at the base of the dais. “We’re bringing you your first order of queenly business.”

      “Oh gods.” Reyna straightened her crown and stood. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “We have two problems. An…individual problem. And a collective problem.” She glanced at Thane, who nodded grimly. The scar on his face was a grim reminder that her peaceful solitude would only last so long. Just like his, the scars on these lands were fresh, and healing would take a long time.

      “Tell me the collective problem first.”

      “Thane?” Eislyn said. “Would you like to lead this one?”

      He blew out a hot breath. “Humans warships were spotted off the coast of the Air Court. It seems they’re intent on invading the kingdoms. We have an ally there who is doing her best to hold them back, but it’s only a temporary measure.”

      “What ally?” she asked with a frown. “Who else is there?”

      “That’s not important. What’s important is that humans have sailed across the Mag Mell Sea, planning to take our kingdoms away from us.”

      Reyna nodded and gripped the hilt of the dagger at her waist, to steady herself. “Wonderful. Fortunately, my father and your grandfather are still here. I’ll gather them for a meeting. We’ll find a way to stop them. I’m guessing the singular threat isn’t as much of a problem as this?”

      Thane turned to Reyna’s sister. “Your turn.”

      “You and I,” Eislyn began in a whisper, “have been so distracted by our own worries that we’ve failed to see the worries of someone else. Someone hurt by the Ruin. Someone’s whose mind did not hold up to its assault. An ice princess with an owl familiar who is neither one of us. The Namhaid isn’t me. It isn’t you. Not Molt or Lorcan or anyone else we’ve ever wondered about.”

      Reyna gasped as her mind pieced Eislyn’s words together. She shook her head. “No. It can’t be.”

      “The Namhaid is Glencora. And one of us is going to have to find her and stop her. Because the Cleaving of the World has begun.”
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Lorcan

        

      

    

    
      Lorcan awoke.

      He stood outside of a squat stone building in the middle of a verdant field. There was a lightness in his chest, as if the weight of the past had been scrubbed clean, brushed away until only the raw soul of him was left. Birds chirped in the distance. The meadows sloped down toward a pond where several fae were clustered around squawking ducklings.

      “Hello.”

      Lorcan jumped. He reached for his sword, but his fingers brushed through air. A small little fae with a curtain of green hair waddled up to him.

      “You’ll find we have no weapons here,” he said.

      “Who are you?” Lorcan narrowed his eyes. “And where the hell am I?”

      “Well, you’re not in hell for one. Welcome to the Court of Death. I’m Filobar.”

      A stone dropped into Lorcan’s gut. He gasped and stepped back. “I can’t be in the Court of Death.”

      “You can and you are. In fact, you asked for it.” Filobar cocked his head. “Are you struggling to remember your time on the other side of the ley line? That can happen, but it’s only temporary.”

      Memories rushed into Lorcan’s mind, whirlwinds of pain and fear and death. His death. Reyna’s eyes. The sorrow that had shaken her soul. The stab of the sword, deep and twisted, the way they’d always talked about. The only way to be certain an enemy was down for good.

      And Filobar was right. Lorcan had asked her to do it. He’d caused the torment in her eyes.

      “Reyna,” he sighed, shuddering. “She will never forgive me for this.”

      “I think you’ll find those on the other side of the ley line forgive much when it comes to those they think are dead.” He steepled his hands beneath his chin. “Now, would you like to come with me? I’d like to introduce you to Dagda.”

      Lorcan lifted his brows. “So, the Dagda truly is here.”

      “He prefers to be called Dagda, without a the,” the man said with a kind smile. “And of course he’s here. This is his court. You’ve been brought through the ley line because he agreed to it.”

      Mind still hazy, Lorcan followed Filobar across the fields to the stone house. Not much of what he’d said made sense. There was talk of ley lines and forgotten memories. None of this was taught by the druids back home. Still, he couldn’t help but be intrigued, even as his soul ached for home.

      For Reyna.

      He padded up the stairs, down the hallway, and into a study where a winged Fomorian sat with his feet kicked up on a table. Bronze and gleaming and frighteningly tall, he was everything the tales had suggested. Wings flared on either side of him, slowly swooping against the still air.

      When he spotted Lorcan, his feet thundered to the ground, and he stood. “Ah, our newest arrival. Welcome to the Court of Death. I’m Dagda. Yes, I’m Fomorian. No, I’m not a god. If you want to shout at me, go on ahead. I’ve heard it all before. After that, I assume you have some questions, and then you’ll want to wander around this place for awhile. Filobar here can help you with anything you want.”

      Lorcan blinked. This had not been what he’d expected when he’d grown up hearing the tales of the great god, the winged savior of Tir Na Nog. But he shouldn’t have been surprised. Reyna had already told him the Dagda was no god, just someone who had stumbled into an ancient war between light and dark. Just like Lorcan.

      He palmed the desk and leaned forward, his lips curving into a smile. “I only have one question, and I doubt it’s one you’ve had before now.”

      Dagda stood up a little straighter at the look in Lorcan’s eye. “Alright then. You have my attention.”

      “Tell me how to get back to Reyna Darragh.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        The Fallen Fae’s epic conclusion…

        Realm of Ashes

        (The Fallen Fae, Book Five)

        Available for Preorder Now

      

        

      
        Want to read an exclusive deleted scene from Court of Ruins? It’s a steamy one between Reyna and Lorcan. You can download it by joining Jenna’s reader newsletter.

      

        

      
        The World of Tir Na Nog: Find extra information about the books, including a larger version of the map, a Spotify playlist, upcoming release dates, and more at

        www.thefallenfae.com

      

        

      
        Jenna’s Court of Books and Readers is a Facebook group with early access to cover reveals and sneak peek chapters.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Glossary of Terms

          

        

      

    

    
      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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