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The King of Eretia

        

      

    

    
      There was something very strange about the fae lands. The King of Eretia had always thought that, of course. They were a wild and magical people who could do things living creatures should never be able to do. The few fae he’d met over the years always spoke so oddly with lilting accents and words that were so close to truth but never quite there.

      Still, that was nothing compared to this latest curiosity. Every time Adonis’s warships drew close to the shore, a powerful unseen wind rushed from the depths of the looming woods and pushed the ships back. It was almost as though the land itself wanted to keep the humans from invading.

      Of course, that was ridiculous. The fae had lost their magic a hundred years ago.

      Adonis had made a dozen attempts now, and he would only try once more. After that, they would have to take a different approach to this war, even if it meant alerting the fae of their arrival. The Bay of Winds, the entrance to the powerful, golden city of Tairngire, was not the king’s first choice. There would be other ships there, clogging up the tiny passage that led into it. His men would be forced to fight before they even reached the shore, and while the king yearned for fae blood, he wanted to face them with a sword in his hands.

      “Father,” his son, Prince Cyril, approached the wooden railing along the bow. The father and son frowned at the shore with matching expressions, the wind rippling their dark cloaks. “What do you suppose this is all about then? Some magical barrier?”

      “Could be,” Adonis said, rubbing his thick, rough beard, though he wasn’t convinced. “I’ve never heard of such a thing, and these fae have no magic. Aengus confirmed as much.”

      “That doesn’t mean it’s impossible. If the fae have been hiding this dark magic all this time, who’s to say what else they’ve been hiding?” Cyril glared at his father, his golden eyes flashing. “We are their slaves, after all.”

      “Hmm…I didn’t want to sail my ships here if they had access to their magic. We can never beat them at their full power. If their magic has returned to them, we need to withdraw and sail home before they destroy us all.”

      His son scowled. Of course he would. Prince Cyril was reckless and eager and didn’t care about the loss of good men. Greed had twisted him inside and out. The king never should have listened to him in the first place. He’d been weakened by his own lust for blood.

      “I can’t believe you’re having second thoughts after we’ve come all this way,” Cyril hissed.

      “I wouldn’t be having second thoughts, son, if something wasn’t trying to stop us from reaching that damn shore.” The king tapped his finger against his bearded chin. “No, the more I think about it, I realize the folly of our quest. If Aengus got his hands on that dark magic, some of the fae must have, too. Do you think we have a chance in hell of fighting against something like that?”

      Turning around with their tails tucked between their legs meant taking a hit to their pride. The king would look weak. His men would grumble and groan and perhaps plot treason against him. They were eager, just like his son, for their vengeance.

      But he could handle that. It wouldn’t be the first strike he’d endured.

      A few angry warriors were nothing compared to what they would lose if they faced the Tir Na Nog fae at the height of their power.

      The king clapped his hand on his son’s shoulder. “We need to face our fate, son. Aengus failed in some way. Where is he? Why hasn’t he come? He said he would meet us here, but he’s nowhere to be seen. The fae must have gotten to him. We must accept this is over now. We tried.”

      “What’s that?” His son tipped back his head and gazed up at the sky.

      Frowning, the king followed Cyril’s gaze. Shock punched him in the heart.  A winged figure swooped through the skies in a whirlwind of wind and silver. With eyes gleaming like shards of ice, she hurtled toward the ships. The king stumbled back on the creaking wooden deck.

      “What the hell is that?” his son asked with a voice full of awe.

      “That there, son,” the king said through gritted teeth, “is a fae at full power. And she is coming for us.”

      “We need archers at the ready,” Cyril said after shaking his head to knock out the shock.

      The king held out his hand, heart frozen in his chest. “No, wait. She hasn’t attacked. Let’s see what she has to say.”

      “Weren’t you the one who just said we needed to get the hell out of here if the fae have their powers? What if she blasts us with some of her magic? What if she’s been the one blowing us back from shore? She’ll kill us all, Father. She’s a goddamn fae, and she knows we’ve come here to fight.”

      “Just wait,” the king insisted. “She might be a messenger from the others, requesting a parley. As long as there is just one of her, we should not attack. Not unless she attacks first. And she hasn’t.”

      “She hasn’t yet,” Cyril grumbled beneath his breath.

      The winged creature landed before the king in a crouch. She stood slowly, throwing back her shoulders as she passed those intense silver eyes across the king and his son. Adonis had to take a moment to stare. He had never seen anyone like her before, and he’d met a few fae over the years. Her brilliant hair streamed around her shoulders like ribbons in the wind, and her matching golden tunic and trousers were made of the finest silk, embroidered with crimson thread along the edges as elegant figures of dragons in flight. She looked like a queen, one ready to kill them all. Cyril let out a low whistle and palmed the hilt of his sword.

      “Who are you?” the king demanded.

      The creature arched her brow. “I think it might be more appropriate for me to ask who you are. You’re the one who has invaded our lands, after all.”

      “I’m the King of Eretia.” Adonis lifted his chin and narrowed his eyes. “Your turn.”

      “I’m the High Queen of the Air Court.” She gestured vaguely behind her. “This is my kingdom, and you are invading it. I would insist that you and your little human friends leave, but…I have a better idea.”

      Suspicion churned in the king’s gut. “Frankly, I don’t much like the sound of that. It seems your people have regained their magic. We were unaware of this.”

      She let out a chuckle. “So, you only invaded because you thought we were weak? I can hardly blame you, but it seems cowardly, does it not?”

      The king shifted on his feet. There was something odd about this one. Odder than the rest.

      “No matter. What I propose doesn’t require a great deal of courage.” She stepped closer, flaring her wings. A rush of wind blasted him in the face, bringing with it the stench of fire and ash. “In fact, you might be exactly what I need. How would you like to be gifted your own magic? I can give that to you. I only need one thing in return.”

      The king’s frown deepened. “And what is that, fae?”

      “Your ships.”
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          Reyna

        

      

    

    
      Reyna gripped the vines that swallowed the throne. Her heart nearly shuddered to a stop as she stared down at her little sister. Eislyn’s cheeks were pale and hollowed out, like the side of an ancient icy mountain. If she were anyone else, Reyna might think she was making a cruel joke. But Eislyn would never laugh about something like this.

      Not about their sister.

      Not about the Namhaid.

      “Glencora cannot be the one. It was Lorcan,” Reyna whispered, pushing up from the throne. She could not continue this conversation sitting down.

      “Unfortunately, dear sister, it seems he wasn’t.” Eislyn’s lips stretched into a thin line. “She was seen in the Witchlight Woods, hunting down the Air Court’s source of power. And she even spoke her intentions out loud. She wants to Cleave the World.”

      Reyna narrowed her eyes. “Seen? By who?” She whirled toward Thane, who had cast his eyes on the moss-carpeted floor of the throne room. “I assume this is the same fae who spotted the human ships?”

      “The very one,” he said quietly, the furrow of his brows wrinkling the Hawthorne Tree tattoo that stretched across his forehead. His scar still pockmarked his skin, though he had slowly begun to heal. The golden glow of him seemed to dim beneath the weight of her gaze.

      The hair rose on the back of Reyna’s neck. His voice was as dull as his glow. There was something he wasn’t telling her.

      “Who is it, Thane?” She strode toward him, frustration boiling in her gut. To bring this to her now, after everything that had happened, and not tell her the full story? It wasn’t right. He knew how she felt about Lorcan, about her family, about the goddamned Namhaid. “What aren’t you saying?”

      Slowly, he lifted his gaze to meet her glare, and those golden eyes pierced her soul. So much turmoil was in them, reflecting the truth of her own heart. She knew Thane was hurting, same as she. They’d both loved Lorcan, likely more than anyone else in the world, except perhaps Nollaig. Losing him had been like losing a chunk of their souls. But that didn’t change the fact that Thane was hiding something.

      Something big.

      “You need to keep an open mind,” he finally said, wincing. “It’s not anyone you’d expect.”

      Her brows shot up.

      He cleared his throat and exchanged an uneasy glance with Eislyn. “Mariel Dalais.”

      Reyna blinked, and then waited for the punchline. None came. “You can’t be serious, Thane. Didn’t she try to steal your throne from you? Didn’t you have to fight your way back inside Tairngire, because of her? How is she even alive? She’s a traitor. To her own damn people. How many warriors died in the war between you two?”

      “Some might say she is the true heir to the throne,” Thane said quietly. “What my father did to her family was wrong.”

      Reyna slowly blinked at him. “You can’t possibly mean that. Yes, what your father did was wrong, but you aren’t your father. And she isn’t hers. I doubt her father would have ever done what she did to your kingdom.”

      Thane sighed. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is what she saw. Mariel has been living in the Witchlight Woods for the past month. She spotted the ships and has been finding a way to keep them from reaching the shore. Last night, Glencora showed up and threatened to kill her. Mariel was forced to tell her how to find the source of power. While she was distracted with the source, Mariel fled here to tell me what had happened.”

      Reyna folded her arms and frowned. “And you expect me to believe all this?”

      “She can’t lie, Reyna.” Thane lifted his gaze to meet hers. “She isn’t like you.  She’s bound to truth, just like the rest of us in Tir Na Nog.”

      “Maybe she isn’t as bound to truth as you think. Didn’t she trick your court into believing she was Eislyn?”

      “I asked around about that.” He shrugged. “She never said she was Eislyn. She only hinted at it, weaving words and mincing truth. That’s how I know this is real. There was no mincing when she spoke to me. She said what happened in simple, pointed words. This isn’t a lie, Reyna. As much as I wish it was.”

      Because if it wasn’t a lie, it meant Lorcan had never been the Namhaid. Her chest felt hot. Reyna suddenly felt as if she needed to sit down again.

      Eislyn caught her elbow. “I know what you’re thinking, and you can’t go down that road. Even if Lorcan wasn’t the Namhaid, there was nothing else you could do. The curse would have destroyed us all.”

      Reyna’s lungs constricted. The alternative wasn’t any better. This was her sister. And she’d only just gotten her back from the brink of death after the Ruin’s attack. “But Glencora can’t be the Namhaid.”

      As soon as the words left her lips, she realized how wrong they truly were. Reyna had never let herself even think it, too focused on herself, Ulaid Molt, and then...Lorcan. The idea that it could have been her eldest sister had never occurred to her…

      Except, it must have, in the darkest corners of her mind. The truth of it settled over her like a heavy blanket in the middle of an ice storm. Unwanted but not unexpected. It all fit. Glencora had been attacked by the Ruin, and she’d somehow survived. How? Reyna had a feeling she knew. Unseelie had given her the strength to live.

      Glencora had been acting so oddly, so unlike herself. Rushing into danger. Drinking the magic of the stream. Bounding through the woods in a way she never had before. Gone was the prim, proper eldest Darragh sister. In her place was something more akin to...Reyna herself.

      Someone wild and reckless and often driven by vengeance.

      When Reyna had looked into Glencora’s eyes, she had recognized that something in her had fundamentally changed, and yet she’d refused to let her thoughts wander too far down that road. And now, she wished she could turn in the opposite direction and run far, far away from this.

      But she couldn’t. Lir had made that very clear. Reyna was as destined to become the Ghaisgeach as her sister was to become the Namhaid. Only one person could stop the Cleaving of the World, and it was her.

      The weight of a million worlds settled on her shoulders. She gripped Eislyn’s hand. “I don’t want to do this.”

      “I don’t either,” Eislyn whispered back, her silver eyes transformed into puddles of moonlight. “Believe me, I wish it weren’t true.”

      “There must be a way to stop her without...” Reyna trailed off, unable to finish the sentence.

      Without killing her.

      “If there is a way, then we will find it together.” Eislyn sucked in a deep breath. “There might be a way to get through to her. She hasn’t killed anyone yet. If she were truly lost, she would have tried to destroy you. Maybe there is still time to bring her back to us.”

      “Whatever you need to do, I will be with both of you every step of the way,” Thane said firmly as he stepped up to Eislyn’s side. Some of the golden glow of him was back. “She is my wife, after all.”

      “Oh, Thane.” Reyna turned toward the High King of the Air Court and gave him a fond smile. “I imagine you wish you’d never gotten involved with the Darragh family.”

      “On the contrary,” he said without a moment’s hesitation, “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      Eislyn cleared her throat uncomfortably and shifted on her feet. “So, what do we do now?”

      Reyna nodded, striding back to the throne. She didn’t sit, however. She merely stood before it, too anxious to relax now that she knew the truth. “I’ll call a meeting with my father and Murdock. The High King of the Sea Court planned on returning home at first light, but we’ll need his ships if we want to eliminate the threat of the humans. We’ll send his army to deal with the invaders. Meanwhile, I’ll go in search of Glencora.”

      Eislyn frowned. “I want to come with you.”

      “I do, too.” Thane folded his arms over his chest.

      Reyna gave them both a frank look. “Can either of you fly?”

      “Well, no but...” Eislyn frowned. “Lir can fly.”

      “The Emperor of Fomor.” Thane scowled. “He sent warriors here every single year to slaughter us. He’s behind the Wild Hunt.”

      “They were trying to stop the Namhaid,” Reyna said, though she’d had her own misgivings about the Emperor herself.

      “They slaughtered innocents.”

      Eislyn winced, pressing her lips together. “You’re right. He shouldn’t have done that. But he’s part of all this now, whether you like it or not. And he can help us find Glencora.”

      “So that he can kill her.”

      “Enough,” Reyna said with a sigh. “I need a few minutes to think, and then we need to call a meeting. Thane, Eislyn, can you gather everyone into the meeting hall within the next hour? I’ll be there shortly.”

      Reyna turned to go, and Eislyn called after her. “Are you sure you don’t need me to come with you?”

      She cast her sister a smile over her shoulder. Eislyn had been so attentive these past few days, always there to lend a helping hand or a hug. Without her, Reyna did not know if she would be up to taking on the weight of all this. Once, Reyna had been the strong one. Now, it was the other way around.

      But Eislyn could not help Reyna any longer, not the way she hoped.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “I just need a moment.”

      Eislyn let her go, and Reyna drifted through the door behind the throne that led to the upper levels of the Tower of Thorns. She let her feet carry her through the dimly-lit corridors, up the curving stairwell, and into the quarters she’d shared with Lorcan—for a week, if that.

      She crossed the floor, avoiding the bed, and stopped to gaze out the wall that doubled as a window. A fresh breeze rustled the hair around her shoulders, tickling her neck and cheeks.

      The Wood Court stretched out before her. To the west and north, the dense forest basked in a full, beaming sun. To the south sat the remains of the Forest of Thorns, burned down by her own hands and the Ruin’s terrible magic.

      Her mind flashed back to that night, rushing through the chaotic storm. Lorcan charging after her. The both of them ducking through the trees and falling to their knees. Her ice freezing them to the ground. His shadows hiding them from view.

      Her heart ached for him. Lungs constricting, she forced a breath in through her nose, trying not to crumble beneath the weight of her grief.

      Lorcan wasn’t the Namhaid.

      He’d merely been cursed.

      Could there have been a way to save him? Maybe he hadn’t been doomed after all.

      No. She closed her eyes as Wingallock swooped in through the window and settled onto her shoulder. She couldn’t let her mind wander down that path. She had done everything in her power to find another way. Nothing could have saved him. He’d even told her that himself.

      A new chasm of pain stretched wide before her. Now, it was her sister. When Glencora had spoken to her about her vision, she’d been trying to pit Eislyn and Reyna against each other, knowing she was the one Reyna would have to stop.

      “Seelie, please,” Reyna whispered into the wind. “I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to have to kill someone else I love.”

      No one answered. Seelie never did. Even though he’d once gifted her with his power, sometimes it felt like he wasn’t even there. A ghost, and nothing more. A shadow of himself. Why wouldn’t he help them? Didn’t he want the world to survive?

      Reyna sighed and shook her head, turning from the window. Somehow, she would find a way to stop Glencora before it was too late. They still had time. The next Beltane was months away, and Dagda’s prophecies were clear. The Cleaving of the World wouldn’t happen until then.

      Glencora wasn’t fully gone. Not yet. Even though she’d acted strangely the past few weeks, she’d still been Glencora Darragh. Her soul was intact. Unseelie might be guiding her, but he hadn’t taken control.

      Not yet.

      Reyna had to hope, even if it all seemed hopeless. It was the only way to keep moving forward.

      A light wind rustled her hair again, and a tremor of electric energy shot down her neck. Gasping, Reyna whirled back toward the window, almost expecting to find Glencora crouching before her with Motcha’s Axe clutched tightly in her hands.

      But there was no one there.

      Shaking her head, Reyna turned toward the door, but another burst of energy rushed across her back. She froze in place, her heart beating wildly in her chest. The energy pulsed around her hips.

      “Who’s there?” she whispered at the wind. Curling her hands into fists, she waited for more. “Seelie, is that you?”

      Had her god finally come to her? Would he help them win this fight?

      The energy suddenly vanished, leaving behind an empty ache in her gut. Slowly, she spun on her feet and stared at the empty room. “Wingallock, did you feel that?”

      He pressed his beak against her skin. Once, then twice. The signal for yes.

      So, she wasn’t losing her mind. That was good to know. But it also did little to still her nerves. If something was there, it might very well mean her harm. Her and everyone else inside this cursed tower. Dark magic hung thick in the air, even after all this time. Had Molt left behind another gift, just in case his first one didn’t do the trick? Now that she’d taken the throne herself, would she be cursed?

      She shuddered, reaching up to ruffle her owl’s feathers. He nuzzled her neck, clearly as uneasy as she was. “We should go meet with the others. And perhaps it’s time we move into another set of rooms. This one is full of ghosts.”

      Wingallock hooted in agreement as she reached the door. Another blast of energy slammed into her, causing her to stumble sideways. Swallowing down a scream, she ripped the door wide and rushed into the corridor.

      Her heart jammed into her ribs, throbbing painfully. Slowly, she turned back around and stared through the open door at the bedchamber. Nothing moved. Not even a shadow. But there was something in there.

      And it stared right back at her. She could feel eyes on her skin, and she could feel the whisper of a breath against her cheek.

      Reyna rarely feared her enemies. They were flesh and blood, just like her. But how could she fight against something she could not see? Tensing, she lifted her hand toward the hidden creature. Her fingers found nothing but air. Unease became a whirlwind in her gut.

      “Let’s get out of here, Wingallock,” she whispered. “And never come back.”
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          Lorcan

        

      

    

    
      Lorcan watched in turmoil as Reyna spun on her feet and raced down the shadowy corridor, away from him. He’d tried so hard to reach her, to make her understand it was him. Disappointment was a knife stab in his gut. Of course, she wouldn’t know it was him. How would she? She couldn’t see him. She couldn’t smell him. She couldn’t feel his fingers against her skin.

      With a heavy sigh, he closed his eyes and let the pull of the Court of Death drag him away from the ley line and back into the verdant fields. When he reopened his eyes, Dagda loomed over him, his bronze skin gleaming beneath the bright sunlight. His wings were flared on either side of him, making him appear three times as large as he was.

      “By the look on your face, I’m going to assume I was right and you were wrong,” the god said, though his tone was far gentler than his words. “She didn’t know you were there.”

      “No,” Lorcan said through gritted teeth. “She fled from me.”

      “Those on the other side of the ley line do not know that we are here,” Dagda said. “It’s impossible to communicate with them in a way they understand.”

      But that wasn’t true. Not fully. In the human lands, there were psychics and mediums. They sold their ability to connect with the dead to those suffering from grief. Not all of them were liars. Surely there must be a way.

      “I’ll just have to try again,” Lorcan said, rolling back his shoulders. “This was my first attempt. If it were that easy, I’d assume everyone here would try to reach those they love.”

      A sad smile flickered across the Dagda’s lips. “They do try. Some spend months. Others refuse to give up for years. And then there are those that never cease trying. You are not the first male to love a female fiercely, Lorcan Rothach. And you will not be the last.”

      Lorcan crossed his arms over his chest. “And yet I’m certain I’m the first cursed Namhaid whose mind and body have returned to him after his death. My life was stolen from me, by Unseelie. I want it back.”

      Dagda blinked, clearly surprised. “You believe you’re the Namhaid?”

      “Of course.” Lorcan frowned. “But wouldn’t you know that? You’re the one who warned the world about the Namhaid in the first place. It’s because of your visions and prophecies that Reyna was able to stop me from Cleaving the World.”

      Slowly, the Dagda spoke. “How did you die? Remind me. I wasn’t paying attention to you before you were brought here.”

      Lorcan furrowed his brows. “Ulaid Molt’s curse. When we fought him, I delivered the final blow, and I transformed into something I didn’t recognize as myself. All I wanted was to spread the curse through the world and turn every single living soul into a servant of Unseelie. Reyna had to kill me to stop it from happening.”

      “Shit.” Dagda whirled on his feet and stomped back toward the manor house he called home, his dark wings flaring behind him.

      Lorcan frowned after him. That wasn’t the reaction he’d expected.

      “You need to come with me,” Dagda shot over his shoulder. “Now. There’s a lot we need to figure out or I fear my greatest nightmare will soon come true.”

      Still frowning, Lorcan jogged to catch up with the Fomorian. He fell into step beside him, wondering at the look of pure terror that flashed across his bronze face. “I assumed your greatest nightmare was the Cleaving of the World.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Didn’t Reyna stop that?”

      “You are not the Namhaid,” Dagda said with a grunt. “There are many things I am uncertain of. My visions have always been difficult to interpret, particularly those that drove me to madness for a time. It’s hard even now to think of them without feeling as if my mind might shatter into a thousand shards. Mortals, like us, were not meant to have the knowledge of gods.”

      Unease churned in Lorcan’s gut. “I was trying to destroy the world with Unseelie’s power.”

      Dagda waved his hand dismissively. “You were cursed to spread Unseelie’s blood magic. That’s a far different thing than the Cleaving of the World.”

      “Well, then explain it to me.” Lorcan scowled as the Dagda strode up the steps of his home and burst through the door. He stormed through the corridors and folded his wings into his back. They faded into his skin as if they’d never even been there.

      Filobar, his fae assistant, jumped up from his armchair beside the hearth when he saw the stormy look on his god’s face. “Is something wrong, Your Grace?”

      “You didn’t tell me that Lorcan Rothach was the one who got cursed,” Dagda said, his voice booming through the stone space.

      Filobar glanced from Dagda to Lorcan and wrung his hands. “I didn’t think that was important.”

      “The Cursed One is the Ghaisgeach,” Dagda said with a growl.

      The Ghaisgeach? Lorcan frowned. What the hell was that?

      “No,” Filobar said, shaking his head. “The Cursed One heralds the arrival of the Namhaid. I have it written down in one of my journals.”

      Filobar bustled over to a bookshelf that lined the wall and plucked a leather tome labeled with the number six. The book was identical to at least twenty other journals beside it. He flipped open the cover and rustled through the pages.

      “There.” He pointed at a few lines near the bottom. “It says exactly that. The Cursed One heralds the arrival of the Namhaid.”

      “Of course it does.” Dagda stalked across the room and ripped the book out of Filobar’s hands. “Because the Cursed One is the Ghaisgeach.”

      “Would someone like to tell me what the Ghaisgeach is?” Lorcan tried.

      Filobar nodded, and then began to speak in a singsong voice that was more eerie than it was musical.

      
        
        All the lands above and all the lands below

        Created from the god’s own hand

        Blessed by the seas and cursed by the snow

        Where the ash spreads far across the lands

        Ghaisgeach comes riding in on wings of old

        The savior of the realm, as foretold

        A dance with the beasts

        And a song with the kings

        Only Ghaisgeach can bring the peace

        

      

      He stopped, and then gave Lorcan a meaningful look.

      “I have no idea what any of that means,” Lorcan said.

      “The Ghaisgeach is the only one who can save your world from utter destruction,” Dagda said bluntly. “She was supposed to be cursed and then arrive here just as the Namhaid began to build her power. That is the entire reason I built the Court of Death in the first place. So that she might find her way here after her death, and so that I could send her back through the ley line.”

      Lorcan stared at Dagda, his heart thumping. “She.”

      “Of course,” Dagda said. “Ice princesses, the both of them. So, now you understand why it cannot be you.”

      “But it is.” Lorcan stretched his arms wide on either side of him. “I’m here. I was cursed, and I died. You said you created this place to find the Ghaisgeach and return them to Tir Na Nog. So, that means there is a way to go through the ley line. Send me back.”

      “I cannot.”

      “But you just said—”

      “The Ghaisgeach is an ice princess, born with Fomorian blood,” Dagda said, cutting him off. “The only way to step through the ley line is by using the magic of the Fomorians. Fae cannot go back. It is impossible. For whatever reason, Seelie’s powers will not allow it.”

      “Seelie’s powers,” Lorcan repeated.

      Dagda nodded. “That is how I created this place. With the power of a real god. His magic made this realm and the rules surrounding it. I can do nothing but tell you how it works. And send Fomorians back, if they find themselves here. Or onward to Ifrinn or Neamh. This is only a halfway place, Lorcan Rothach. It is not intended to be a permanent afterlife.”

      “So, you’ve had these visions,” Lorcan said, clenching his hands into fists, “and you seem so certain that you’re right. About all of it. And yet you cannot be. I was cursed. I ended up here. Not Reyna, or Eislyn, or Glencora. Me. So, there is something wrong with your prophecy.”

      Dagda stiffened. “Indeed there is.”

      “And you won’t consider that maybe, just maybe, you’ve been wrong about the Ghaisgeach? That it wasn’t who you thought it was.”

      “Absolutely not,” Dagda said firmly. “Many of my visions have been steeped in shadows. Some have been next to impossible to interpret. At first, when I sent my words to the Fomorians, I know I made little sense. But in time, a truth has formed crystal clear in my mind, and it is this: both the Namhaid and the Ghaisgeach are ice fae. One sister will want to destroy everything. One will want to save it all. If you are here now, something has gone terribly wrong.”

      Lorcan sucked in a sharp breath.

      “He is right,” Filobar said in a whisper, looking almost too frightened to speak up after the war of words. “I have been taking notes for His Grace for a hundred years. He has described some of his visions in great detail. The Namhaid and the Ghaisgeach are both ice fae females, born with Fomorian blood.”

      Taking a step back, Lorcan shook his head. “And the hero, she was supposed to be cursed?”

      Filobar glanced up at Dagda, frowning. “Your Grace?”

      “Yes,” Dagda insisted. “The hero strikes down an enemy and carries a curse with her to the grave, sacrificing herself to save the world. I am certain of it.”

      “But then how did this happen?” Lorcan asked. “Reyna wasn’t cursed.”

      The Dagda hadn’t said her name, but Lorcan knew the truth of it. If anyone in Tir Na Nog was the prophesied hero of the world, it would be her. Time and time again, she’d done whatever it took to save the innocents of Tir Na Nog, even in kingdoms that were not hers. She would have made this ultimate sacrifice if she’d been put in his place instead.

      But he was glad she hadn’t been.

      “I don’t know.” Dagda shook his head. “But I fear the worst. I put everything into motion, pushing pieces into place, so that the Ghaisgeach would win. If this has not gone according to my plan, then what else has been set off course? I’ve been so careful. I spent so long ensuring that nothing could go wrong. I even left Tir Na Nog so that my interference would be impossible. Seelie was clear. The only way to save the world was on this path. Any interference at all...”

      “Someone must have done something unexpected,” Filobar piped in, frowning. “It is the only explanation.”

      Dagda swept his gaze onto his assistant, anger churning in his eyes.

      “It wasn’t me,” Filobar squeaked. “All I’ve done is watch.”

      Shaking his head, Dagda turned to Lorcan. “Have you encountered anyone odd? Has anything strange ever happened? Has anyone ever pushed you to do things? And was anyone else in the room when you killed Ulaid Molt?”

      Lorcan frowned. “I don’t think so. I—”

      A strange thought popped into his head. One he wanted to ignore.

      Surely not.

      Unease swirled through his gut. Tension pinched the space between his brows. All the blood drained from his face and tangled with the unease, heavy like lead.

      “There is someone,” Dagda said, arching a brow. “I can tell by the look on your face. Who is it, Lorcan? We need to know so that we might put a stop to this.”

      “What will you do to her if I tell you her name?” he asked.

      “It depends on whose name you speak.”

      “I don’t want her harmed,” Lorcan warned. “I will not allow it.”

      Dagda scoffed. “Do not forget who you speak to, fae.”

      “Yes, a liar,” Lorcan said, folding his arms. “You are no god, and yet you insist an entire continent bow down to you. You let us think you were an immortal savior watching over us.”

      Dagda glanced away. “That was not my doing. I never intended for anyone to believe I was a god. Regardless, none of that matters now. Give me the name.”

      “Swear no harm will come to her.”

      “I cannot do that. If she’s a servant of Unseelie...” Dagda trailed off, narrowing his eyes. “Nevermind. I know who it is. You’re a shadow fae. The Ghaisgeach is Reyna Darragh. Of course, there is only one person in the entire world it could be.”

      Lorcan stiffened, fearful of the Dagda’s next word.

      “Nollaig.”
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      “Shieldmaiden, you’re looking well.” Nollaig stood from her chair around the meeting hall table, the wooden legs scraping against the stone. “In fact, I daresay you look far better than I feel.”

      “We have a problem,” Reyna said, striding to the head of the table. She braced her hands against the back of the chair and leaned forward. Six pairs of eyes stared back at her. Thane, her father, Nollaig, Eislyn, Lir, and Rhain, who she had appointed as one of her advisors. “Where is High King Murdock?”

      “He’s already left,” Cos Darragh said, a deep frown pulling down the corners of his lips. Lines stretched out from his eyes like whiskers. “He’s taking his army back to Gorias so that the Sea Court will have their ruler back. I had asked you if you wanted to have a farewell feast for him, but you turned it down.”

      “We are allies,” she said, frowning. “To leave without a word of goodbye is an insult.”

      Cos gave her a fond smile. “Already you are beginning to think like a High Queen. Apologies, daughter, I told him to go on. I thought you were in mourning and would prefer to be left alone.”

      “You are right on both accounts,” she snapped. “However, it appears I don’t have the luxury of a peaceful mourning.”

      Nollaig shifted on her chair. “What do you mean, Shieldmaiden?”

      “We have a problem. And we need High King Murdock or else I fear we’re all doomed.”

      The words slammed down on the gathered kings and advisors. Everyone stared back at her, silent and still. They had only just survived one threat of utter destruction and already they faced another. And this one was far worse than the last.

      “I’m afraid you’ll need to be more specific than that,” Cos said slowly, glancing at the others. But half the room already knew the truth. Reyna had not spoken to Emperor Lir herself, but she assumed her little sister had filled him in on the latest Tir Na Nog disaster. She could not help but wonder if he’d expected something like this.

      “Human warships have been spotted off the coast of the Air Court,” Reyna said, leaning forward. The wood creaked beneath the force of her grip. “They’ve come to conquer our kingdoms, I suppose. I can only guess why. Perhaps they’ve discovered our weakened state and would like to get their hands on our resources. Regardless of the reason, they’ve come. And without Murdock’s ships, we do not have the army to face them. We’ve lost far too many souls to our own bloody wars. We cannot withstand another against a thriving kingdom.”

      Cos cursed beneath his breath, his hands tightening into fists on the warped wooden table. “I am so sick of war.”

      “We all are, Father,” she said with a tired sigh that she felt in the very depths of her bones. “We could try reasoning with them at first. Create another alliance, sign another treaty.” Her eyes slid to the Emperor of Fomor who watched the exchanged with pinched lips. “They might take us up on it. They have a treaty with Fomor, after all.”

      “I can tell you why they’re here,” Lir said, folding his arms over his chest. “And why they will never ally with you. They don’t like the fae.”

      “Funny that,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “They pick up their prejudice from you, I’m guessing?”

      “I’m fairly certain it has more to do with the fact you like to capture them and force them to become your servants. Something we’ve never done.” He shook his head. “And they took it, for a time. Too afraid of your magic. Now, you don’t have any.”

      Reyna scowled.

      “Lir,” Eislyn whispered, laying a hand on his arm. “Don’t take that out on my sister. That’s not her fault.”

      He pressed his lips together, falling silent.

      “Whether they’re seeking vengeance or not, we cannot allow them to destroy us,” her father said. “Murdock only left for the coast this morning. His ships are likely still yet to set sail. We can send a bird ahead to warn him and then meet him there. With his ships and my army combined, we can find a way to fight the humans.”

      “Good.” Reyna nodded and glanced around. “Unfortunately, there is one more small issue we need to discuss.”

      “Small issues will have to wait.” Cos pushed up from his chair and grabbed his sword from where he’d leaned it against the wall. “I must get a bird to Murdock immediately.”

      “You’ll want to sit down for this, Father.”

      Cos stiffened, halfway to the door. He stood for a moment in the middle of the room, clearly uncertain if he intended to listen to his own daughter’s commands. She had been a tough child for him. Always stubbornly charging forward on her own path instead of the one he’d picked out for her. Forsaking her courtly duties for a life of swords and battlefields. Two years ago, he would have turned a gruff back on her and gone straight to the Roost.

      With a heavy sigh, he edged back to the table and sat.

      She met his eyes that were like shards of ice. During the past hour, she had wrestled with whether or not she should tell her father about Glencora. On the one hand, he needed to know. Glencora’s plot threatened the lives of every fae on Tir Na Nog. As the High King of the Ice Court, Cos Darragh needed to be aware of what was coming for them all.

      On the other hand, Reyna could see the exhaustion in his eyes. The past several years had worn him down, like an old pair of boots trudging through the snow far too many days in a row. Like Reyna, her father needed peace. He wanted to return to his homeland, hole up in his castle, and spend the rest of his days as the quiet, calm king of a united realm.

      Instead, his own flesh and blood wanted to rip it all away from him.

      “Glencora has fallen prey to Unseelie,” she said quickly, before she could change her mind. “She’s on a quest to find an axe that will Cleave the World.”

      “What?” Cos demanded, his face turning a bright shade of red.

      “No.” Nollaig stood. “Take that back, Shieldmaiden. You did not mean that.”

      Reyna frowned at the shadow fae. Nollaig, out of everyone inside this room, should feel relieved. It meant the king she’d loved so much wasn’t the enemy of them all. It had hurt her when she’d thought it was him. And now, Reyna was giving her peace.

      “I mean every word,” Reyna said slowly, turning back to her father. “I know this is difficult to hear. It certainly was for me. But it’s the truth. And we need to stop her before she does it.”

      Cos shook his head. “Cleave the World? What does that even mean?”

      “It means that she plans to release Unseelie’s power on this world,” Lir said, speaking up with clipped words. “Those of us who survive that blast of power will slowly transform into his devoted servants. We will, in essence, lose ourselves. Our souls and our minds. This world will become his, once and for all. Darkness will choke out any light.”

      All the blood drained from her father’s face. “Glencora would never do such a thing.”

      “You’re right. The Glencora we once knew and loved would never do this,” Reyna said quietly, her hands clenching. “But she has changed, Father. Whatever happened to her during the Ruin’s attack, it affected her mind. Her soul. She’s not the same sister I grew up with. She is not the daughter you raised. Unseelie has changed her.”

      The tense lines around his mouth and eyes deepened as his gaze landed heavily on the table before him. Reyna hated putting this burden on his shoulders, but there was no other way forward. “So, it’s just like that curse then. The one your Lorcan had.”

      “I don’t think so,” Reyna whispered.

      “Then what do you plan to do?” he asked through gritted teeth, sweeping his gaze back up to her face. “Kill your sister? You can’t possibly want to—”

      “It won’t come to that,” Reyna insisted. “This Cleaving, it won’t happen until Beltane, right?” She glanced at Lir, who gave a solemn nod.

      “Dagda made that clear,” Lir said. “That is one facet of the prophecy that has always been certain. On Beltane, the Namhaid Cleaves the World.”

      “Then, there’s time,” Reyna said with a nod. “I will find her and do my best to get through to her before she’s fully gone from us. She’s still my sister, even if she has been changed.”

      Nollaig pushed away from the table and rushed from the room. Reyna frowned after her, but made no move to follow. She didn’t understand the shadow fae’s reaction to the news.

      “Right,” her father said with a heavy sigh. “I hope you aren’t wrong about saving your sister, Reyna. Because I cannot bear the thought of anything else.”

      She recognized the expression on his face. He’d worn it when she’d informed him she meant to join the Shieldmaidens. It was a solemn resignation, the loss of fight. Defeat.

      “You suggested I become the High Queen of these two kingdoms for a reason, Father,” she said stiffly. “Trust me to handle this now.”

      “It seems I have no other choice.”

      Thane cleared his throat. “Now that this is all settled, I think it’s best if we move quickly. The humans are intent on invading our kingdoms. The longer we sit here talking about it, the more likely they are to reach Tairngire before we have a chance to stop them. And that city is not well-protected right now.”

      Reyna nodded. He had fought so hard for Tairngire. “Let’s get that bird sent.”
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      After they sent the bird with a word of warning to High King Murdock, Reyna helped her father gather his army. They marched out of Murias toward the coast where they would find the ships waiting for them, so long as it all went according to plan.

      “I should fly ahead,” she said, her horse falling into step beside her father’s at the head of the army. “There’s only so much a letter can say.”

      Cos stiffened. “I must admit, Reyna, I still have not grown accustomed to your wings.”

      She frowned. “You’re so uncomfortable about the Fomorian blood in my veins, and yet you must have known what Mother was. How could she have hidden it from you?”

      “I knew. And she insisted I always keep her heritage a secret,” her father said. “She was certain it would cause our family nothing but harm. And so she encouraged me to keep your powers hidden.” He cut his eyes her way, flushing. “We added yew berries to your food every now and again.”

      Reyna blinked, sitting up straight. “You poisoned us?”

      “No, I merely muted your Fomorian strengths, so that you might never discover them.” He sighed. “That’s why I was so worried when you wanted to become a Shieldmaiden. I couldn’t very well suggest they feed you berries there, not without arousing suspicion.”

      Reyna narrowed her eyes. “And the Air Court?”

      He pressed his lips together. “We managed to get a human cook installed there who added the berries to the food every fortnight, just enough to keep your strengths muted. When both of you vanished, I will admit I feared the worst.”

      Reyna could scarcely believe her ears. All this time, her own father had been working against her. He’d even sent someone to the Air Court to prevent their powers from blossoming, right when they’d needed them the most.

      She gripped the reins tighter in her hands and swallowed down a growl. “I can’t believe you would poison your own daughters.”

      “It was for your own good, Reyna,” he said wearily. “How do you think the fae of Tir Na Nog would react to Fomorian princesses? One of you was destined to rule the Ice Court one day while the other was betrothed to a High King. Rulers cannot be blemished. The fae would have forced you out of court.”

      “I hardly think having a Fomorian mother makes us blemished,” Reyna snapped.

      “Many consider the Fomorians our enemies. We trade with them, but they are not our allies.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Anyone different is an enemy in Tir Na Nog. Kings against kings. Courts against courts. And continents against continents. This entire world is full of people who cannot get along, merely because they look at them and see difference. It’s high time that changed, Father. And you, of all people, I thought understood that most of all.”

      Cos sighed and closed his eyes. “You are so much more like your mother than you will ever know.”

      The words punched her in the gut, and the pain of loss filled her heart in a way it had not in a very long time. It had only been years since her mother’s death, and yet, it felt like decades. Centuries, even. But it also felt like it had happened only yesterday. Those eyes. That smile.

      “Maybe if you actually spoke the truth about her, I would know how much we’re alike.”

      “One day, perhaps. As for now, we are nearing the coast. Murdock will be waiting for us, and this is not a safe conversation to have near him.”

      Reyna scowled. Before the courts had gone to war, the Sea Court had never been eager to trade with the Fomorians. They sat on the opposite coast, their islands dotting the Mag Mell Sea. To them, the Fomorians were distant creatures they did not understand. Hell, most fae felt that way about them, but they were willing enough to trade with them for exotic food and clothing.

      It probably didn’t help that fae were never allowed to step foot on Fomorian land. Not without the fear of death.

      Maybe her father was right, in a horrible, twisted way. Perhaps Tir Na Nog would never accept her if they knew what she was, just as they would refuse Thane if they discovered he had human ancestors.

      Blemished.

      She made a face. A person should never be considered blemished because of the blood running through their veins.

      “Reyna.” Her father’s voice sliced through her, cold and harsh. His horse suddenly stopped on the path, and a ragged breath whistled from his lungs. Tensing, Reyna turned, following the line of his eyes.

      Her blood ran cold.

      Splinters of wood bobbed in the frothy sea. Bodies littered the shore. The messenger bird swooped overhead, the note still clutched in its talons. Her heart dropped. Her breath clogged her throat. Something terrible had happened here. The Sea Court army had been destroyed.
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      Reyna spun through the skies, aiming her sights on the distant Witchlight Woods. It backed up against the Mag Mell Sea which sparkled beneath the beaming moonlight. From this vantage point, she saw no ships bopping along the waves. Her gaze swept across the northern part of the air fae lands where a golden Tairngire gleamed even in the night.

      Her enhanced vision focused on the Bay of Winds. It was difficult to make out the details, but she could clearly see no army had invaded there.

      Her stomach tumbled. Thane had been certain Mariel Dalais could not lie, and yet there was no sign of human warships...there was only one explanation for what had happened. The humans had attacked the Sea Court when no one had been expecting it.

      Reyna swept through the trees, scanning the forest floor for any sign of the air fae. What had happened? Had she betrayed them all again? Or had the humans found a way to stop her?

      A flash of white caught her gaze. There, by the coast, a single fae sat on the rocks, her head in her hands. Frowning, Reyna soared through the windy skies and landed on the sandy beach before Mariel. Wingallock swooped down in unison with her, settling on her shoulder as her wings folded into her back.

      Mariel jerked up her head, surprise flickering in her eyes. Dirt caked her cheeks, and her hair looked as though it hadn’t seen a brush in a at least a year. When Mariel saw who it was, she slumped over, sighing. “Oh, I was worried it might be your sister again.”

      “I’m surprised you’re so relieved to see me,” Reyna said in a snap. “You were the one who alerted us of the human ships, and yet they are nowhere to be seen. Is this some kind of trick?”

      “The humans were gone by the time I got back. Most of them anyway. There are some others in the woods there building a fire. Just a ship’s worth.”

      Reyna tensed and glanced behind her. Smoke drifted through the trees in the distance. “Do you mind explaining to me what the hell is going on?”

      “It’s your sister,” Mariel said bitterly. “I shouldn’t have run when she cornered me. But somehow, her powers are far greater than mine, and I thought she would kill me if I didn’t flee. I thought I was helping…turns out, I was wrong.”

      Narrowing her eyes, Reyna stalked toward Mariel. “What do you mean?”

      “Didn’t Thane tell you?”

      “He told me everything he knew. But something has clearly happened since then.”

      “Glencora took the ships. She turned the humans to her side by dangling the idea of magic in front of them.” She gestured toward the trees that loomed behind them, casting trembling shadows against the beach. “All but one, who refused to go with her. It seems most of the humans were drawn to the idea of gaining dark magic. But some weren’t.”

      “Someone attacked the Sea Court’s ships,” Reyna said. “Think it could have been the humans?”

      Shock flickered in Mariel’s eyes, and then she let out a resigned sigh. “Who else would it have been?”

      Reyna nodded and stalked toward the distant campfire. The Witchlight Woods were thick with trees and shadows. Fallen branches cracked underfoot. The scent of burning logs swirled through the dark night, along with the heady scent of yew bark. Reyna frowned, thinking of her father and the poison he’d forced upon her all these years.

      When she pushed into the clearing, one of the humans yelped in surprise and leapt to his feet. The others slowly turned her way. Their hands landed on swords. Wariness filled their eyes. There were two dozen of them and only one of her, but they looked scared as hell.

      “Who are you?” one of the humans demanded as he slowly stood from a log they’d dragged near the fire. He was tall, well-muscled, with long dark hair that curled around his shoulders. Wearing a warrior’s uniform of leather armor and steel cuffs, he lifted his chin in defiance. Hatred churned in his eyes. “You look a hell of a lot like that fae who attacked us earlier.”

      “I’m Reyna Darragh, the High Queen of the Wood and Shadow Courts.” She shot him a scowl and strode forward. “And I am a trained Shieldmaiden. Best lower your weapons before I rip them out of your hands and use them against you.”

      The humans cast uneasy glances at each other, but they all held strong. All save for the warrior who had stood to address her. He continued to look mad as hell.

      “We’re tired of being threatened by fae,” the leader spat.

      She arched a brow. “Perhaps you shouldn’t have sailed your warships to our shores then.”

      “Hmph.” The leader slid a hand along the curving hilt of his sword. “And perhaps you lot shouldn’t have enslaved our people for so long.”

      “We have done no such thing.”

      “No?” The leader glanced in the direction of the castle, and Tairngire. “Tell me, how did your beautiful cities, with their great gleaming castles, get built? Who cooks your food? Who empties your bathwater? Who weaves your silks into garments you can wear?”

      He inclined his head toward her own attire. She wore her silver hoarfrost trousers and tunic, as always, topped with a leather armor vest to keep her chest protected from potential attacks just like this one.

      “Other fae.”

      “Perhaps.” He sneered, leaning toward her. “But it’s not just fae. It’s humans, too. And they’ve not been paid a penny for it. Trust us. We know. Anytime we save a human from you, they’re weak and malnourished and destitute.”

      She stared at the man. And she wanted to tell him he was wrong, but...she’d seen the servants around the Air Court castle. Some of them had been human. Admittedly, she’d never given it much thought.

      “And,” he said, continuing. “Do you know how your fae got ahold of human servants in the first place? By force. Stolen from us, they were.”

      Her heart dropped. “If that’s true, I’ve had nothing to do with it. Neither have any of the fae I know.”

      “I think you’d be surprised,” Mariel said softly from behind her.

      Reyna whirled on her feet toward the fae. A hollow ache had formed in the back of her eyes. “My father stole humans from trade ships. Back before the Fall. He’d use his magic to blow them to bits, and then he’d sweep up any survivors. I was only a child when he did it, but I heard the stories passed around at feasts.”

      Reyna’s gut twisted. She pressed a hand to her mouth, horrified. She had always known the fae had once led vicious lives, back when they still had magic. Just as they did now. But she’d never known about this.

      “And so now you understand us,” the leader of the humans said. “Why we came here. What we want to avenge.”

      She whirled back toward him, seeing him in a new light. All this time, she’d assumed the humans had stormed Tir Na Nog to steal their lands and their magic. Greed had brought them here and nothing more. And perhaps that was a part of it. She doubted the king was unaware of the magic that filled the lands. But there was far more to it than that. And Reyna understood how they felt far more than she wanted to admit.

      “So, then why didn’t you go with your other ships?” Reyna asked. “You had your chance for vengeance. If you want it so badly, why did you turn it down?”

      The leader’s face blanched. “The fae, the one that looks like you.” He shook his head. “She talked of dark magic, of blood, of bone, of death. We don’t want no part of that, even if it does mean destroying this whole damn continent.”

      “Hell,” another voice spoke up from beside the fire. A woman with light hair and eyes who wore armor like it was a second skin. “We might have come for vengeance, but we don’t want to see this place destroyed.” She gazed wistfully at the forest. “Or to see all you fae dead. We don’t want to wipe out an entire people. That’s not right. That’s not us.”

      “We just wanted this place as ours,” another voice chimed in. “To take control. To have you bend beneath our boots, for once.”

      “What a lovely sentiment,” Reyna said dryly.

      “Can you blame us?” the leader asked.

      “No,” she said. “I understand vengeance.”

      She understood it all too well. For years, she’d wanted nothing more than to find a way to make the Air Court pay for all the years of war. All the deaths the Ice Court had endured due to the neverending skirmishes between their two courts. And even though that need had changed, she still understood how it felt to have that anger burning through her veins.

      The humans glanced at each other with matching expressions of surprise and distrust.

      “If you lot could lie,” the leader said, “I’d assume you were trying to get one over on us.”

      Reyna pressed her lips together, neither denying or confirming his assumption. “Regardless of how you feel about me, I need to know exactly what happened here. The fae you speak of? She’s dangerous, and she has a plan to use that dark magic against the entire world. That includes your kingdoms back home.”

      The leader’s hands thunked heavily against his thighs, and a flash of grim understanding flickered across his face. “I knew it. I had a bad feeling about this whole damn thing. If it’d been up to me, we never would have left Eretia.”

      “Who are you?” Reyna asked. “Clearly, you’re not the king.”

      She noted his lack of crown or any type of refinement. He wore a warrior’s garb, basic but strong. The leader cast another glance at his men, but then seemed to let go of whatever reservations he had.

      “My name is Alec. I’m a captain in Eretia’s army. I worry for our king and our prince. They both went with the silver-haired fae.”

      “We will get him back,” Reyna said, casting a glance over her shoulder. Through the dense trees, the sea glimmered beneath the glow of the twin full moons. Mariel met her eyes. The expression on her face was as grim as the humans who stood before them.

      “I never should have left,” Mariel said quietly. “If I’d stayed, I could have stopped her.”

      “I doubt it,” Reyna replied, examining the air fae’s face. Mariel should not be so easily trusted, and Reyna was shocked Thane had been so willing to bend, after everything that had happened in the battle for Tairngire. Mariel had tried to steal his damn throne. She wanted power. Perhaps she’d let Glencora take the army on purpose.

      “Why did you leave so hastily?” Reyna asked with a frown. “And how? I’m surprised Glencora would have let you go. She must have known what you intended to do.”

      “When she saw the human ships, she stopped paying attention to me.” Mariel lifted her shoulders in a slight shrug. “I took the opportunity to sneak away. I learned a long time ago how to flee undetected. You know what I am and who I’ve been.”

      The Bloody Dagger, the secret judge and executioner of Drunkard’s Pit. She’d stalked the streets, ridding the city of murderers, all without anyone ever discovering her identity.

      “You have a point,” Reyna admitted.

      “I know you have no cause to trust me,” Mariel continued. “I wouldn’t trust me either. But if we don’t put aside our differences and work together, we’ll lose this world and everyone within it. The darkness will claim us all.”

      “So, what do you propose we do?” Alec grunted, snagging Reyna’s attention back to the humans. “Because I don’t want to be claimed by no darkness.”

      “The first step is finding out where Glencora took the ships,” Reyna said. “Determine if she and the humans really were the ones who attacked the Sea Court.”

      “They went south,” Alec replied, pointing at the distant horizon. “Straight on down.”

      Reyna exchanged a weighted glance with Mariel. “It was them.”

      She nodded. “The Sea Court ships were Glencora’s biggest threat. She took them out when they weren’t expecting it. Where do you think she’ll go next?”

      “She may have gone to Gorias,” Reyna said, dread pooling in her gut. “To take the throne for herself. It would give her even more power than she already has, and she could claim any of their remaining warriors. Those who weren’t on the ships. Not that there are many.”

      Mariel nodded. “We need to go there now.”

      Reyna shook her head. “I need you to go to Thane. Tell him and the others what we’ve discovered.”

      “You can’t take her on by yourself.”

      “She’s my sister,” Reyna said, her voice turning cold. Pain stormed through her, shaking her very soul. “Glencora is like this because of me. I made her search that village when she wanted to turn back. If we hadn’t gone there, the Ruin never would have touched her, giving Unseelie a chance to get inside her head. I’m the one who needs to face her. I have to fix this. No one else.”

      “She has an entire fleet of warships, Reyna,” Mariel said gently.

      “Go tell Thane,” Reyna said, her voice coming out far more commanding than she realized she had in her. “The others need to know what’s happened. I’ll send another bird once I reach Gorias.”

      “And what would you have us do?” Alec said, stalking toward them. “Wait it out in these dark magic woods while you fly around searching for a world-destroyer?”

      Reyna turned and considered them for a moment. “We don’t know that Glencora won’t turn back here. Form a watch. Keep an eye on the skies. If you spot her, try to shoot her down. But don’t kill her.”

      Alec grunted. “And what are we supposed to do with her if we do catch her?”

      “Tie her up. Don’t let her get away. Mariel will return in a day or two to check on things.”

      Mariel crossed her arms over her chest. “I am, am I? Since when did I become a guardian of angry humans?”

      Reyna gave her a frank look. “You tried to steal Thane’s throne and allowed Tairngire citizens to die because of your lust for power. If you want to help, it might be best to do what I say without complaining about it.”

      Mariel fell silent.

      “Good.” Reyna nodded and glanced up at the moons. “It’s time for me to track down the Namhaid.”
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      “Lir, I know what you’re thinking. And as your wife, I need you to listen to me. Glencora cannot die. She is my sister.”

      While her father’s army had charged ahead to meet up with High King Murdock’s ships, Eislyn and Lir had stayed behind to debate their next move. She didn’t know where they went from here. Did they stay and help? Or did they return to his empire? Whatever they did, they had to do it together.

      “You know it isn’t as simple as that, Eislyn,” he said in a tired voice that betrayed the steely image he liked to portray to everyone else. Here, in the privacy of their chambers, he let down his guard. “She is the Namhaid. If she succeeds, thousands will die.”

      “Which is why we need to stop her,” Eislyn said. “Peacefully.”

      “Would you say this if she weren’t your sister?” he asked with an arched brow. “Imagine it was a stranger, someone you’d never met. Would you be willing to spare their life when they threatened the world?”

      “Of course not,” she said, her eyes burning. “But you aren’t listening to me. If we can find a way to stop her without violence, then shouldn’t we try that first? She hasn’t destroyed anything. She’s done nothing wrong.”

      “Yet.” He folded his arms over his muscular chest. “It is only a matter of time.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut. The last thing she wanted was to argue with Lir. When she looked into his eyes, she saw her own soul reflected back at her. He understood her and accepted her in a way that no one else could. Even when he’d been certain she was the Namhaid, he’d cared for her. Sometimes, she thought he’d be willing to sacrifice his entire empire just to have her by his side.

      But she could not hear this, not even from him.

      “Reyna will never do it,” she said firmly. “She’d do anything to protect her sisters.”

      “Are you certain of that, Eislyn?” Lir asked, lips pursing. “She killed her lover when he was on the brink of releasing a dark curse upon this continent. I believe you’d find she’s in agreement with me on this one. Glencora Darragh can never get the chance to Cleave the World.”

      Pain ripped through Eislyn’s heart. He’d spoken her worst fear aloud, putting voice to a thought she’d tried to ignore these past weeks. Reyna had saved them all. But to do it, she’d killed the only male she’d ever loved, destroying both him and her own heart in the process.

      “She may have been able to turn her weapon against Lorcan, but she wouldn’t kill her own sister,” Eislyn whispered as the tears filled her eyes.

      Lir sighed and collected her into his arms, pulling her gently against his chest. Her cheek pressed against his smooth skin. As always, he wore little on top, not noticing that the fae of Tir Na Nog didn’t tend to walk around half-naked.

      She hadn’t bothered to correct his faux pas.

      “If it were you, you’d be right,” he murmured against the top of her head. “From everything you’ve told me about her, it’s clear she loves you fiercely. Just as I do. If you were the Namhaid, I never would have been able to kill you. I would have kept you locked up in my palace for centuries, if that was what it took to keep you safe.”

      Her heart flickered. “Reyna has never played favorites between her sisters.”

      “It isn’t about favorites,” he said. “You are her younger sister, and you spent your childhood in terror. She feels protective over you, and she never had to feel that way about Glencora. Your mother wasn’t around, and so that protective instinct grew roots. It’s not about loving you more. It’s just a different kind of love. And it’s one that would never allow her to kill you if you were the Namhaid. We should be glad you aren’t.”

      Eislyn sucked in a breath and pulled away. She didn’t want to have this conversation. She hated it. “I just don’t see why we can’t do the same thing with Glencora that you were planning to do with me. Lock her up in a castle. Never let her leave. She can’t destroy the world if she can’t go out into it.”

      “Someone would need to be willing to bond with her. A Fomorian.” He shook his head. “And we would need to capture her long enough to complete the bond. I must admit, I could order one of my loyal warriors or advisors to do it, but I fear this may be one instance where they would balk against me. The threat of the Namhaid has hung over our heads for centuries. They will just want to kill her, and they likely would.”

      “There’s a Fomorian here,” she said quickly. “A friend of Reyna’s from the Wood Court. He seems eager to do whatever he can to help. I bet if we asked him to bond himself to Glencora, he would.”

      “There is also the small matter of her previous wedding. She is already the wife of High King Thane Selkirk.”

      Eislyn winced. “It wasn’t a marriage of love. Thane would let go of it if we asked him to, especially for the good of the world.”

      “If you asked,” Lir said in a low growl.

      “Don’t,” she said, turning away. “That was a long time ago, and so much has changed since then.”

      “I saw the look on his face when he saw you with me. He’s jealous.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” She turned back toward him and implored him with her eyes. “I don’t want him. I want you.”

      He smiled. “Good. As for the bond, I’m not sure it would work even if he dissolved his marriage with Glencora. We would need a druid and some blood, and that’s only if we manage to trap her. At that point, we might as well aim to retrieve the axe. Unless there is another reason you’d want Thane to dissolve his marriage…”

      Eislyn flushed, and opened her mouth to speak, but before she could get out her next retort, the door flew open. Thane rushed inside, his golden eyes wide, his pale skin blanched to the color of clouds. Eislyn’s heart twisted in her chest as she stumbled back.

      “We have a very big problem,” Thane said, running his fingers through his long golden locks. “The entire Sea Court army is gone.”

      The blood rushed from Eislyn’s face, and her stomach dropped. “What?”

      “They were attacked in the night.” Thane shook his head. “Every single ship was destroyed. There are hardly any survivors, and the king is dead. My entire family...” He cut off, clenching his strong jaw.

      Horror pooled in Eislyn’s veins, thick and hot. “I don’t understand. Who would have attacked them?”

      Another fae strode through the open door. Mariel Dalais, her wings tucking into her back. Thane stumbled away from her with shock flickering across his face. He clearly hadn’t known she’d returned.

      “You?” he asked, his face transforming from shock into anger.

      “No,” Mariel said with a grim smile. “Though I understand why you might suspect me.” She turned to Eislyn. “It was your sister. Glencora. She stole the human warships and sent them here, knowing the Sea Court wouldn’t expect an attack in the night. Reyna asked me to come here and tell you what happened.”

      Eislyn’s hands twisted together, and she glanced up at Lir. A solemn resignation pulled down the corners of his lips, and it formed a knot of dread in her gut. Her mind raged against her as she fought to hold back a terrible, brutal thought.

      Perhaps he’d been right all along.

      She squeezed her eyes shut. No, she couldn’t allow herself to think such terrible things, but it was almost impossible in the face of what Glencora had done. Until now, her sister had done nothing wrong. She’d harmed no one. Hell, she hadn’t even turned her sword against Mariel. All she’d done was fly around making threats.

      But if she had led the human army against their ships...so many had died. Thousands of sea fae. So much blood painted her hands. More than even Ulaid Molt, the former High King of the Wood Court.

      Swallowing hard, she glanced up at Lir, and she knew exactly what was going through his mind by the way his wings quivered at his back. “You don’t need to do anything. Reyna will take care of this. She’s the Ghaisgeach.”

      He ground his teeth together. “But what if the Ghaisgeach fails?”

      Without another word, he gathered her into his arms and raced toward the window. When he launched into the open air outside of the Tower of Thorns, she clutched his neck and buried her face in his chest. The ground was so far beneath them.

      “Where are you going?” Thane shouted after them.

      Lir’s low voice rumbled against her cheek. “To make sure the Ghaisgeach does what she’s supposed to do.”
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      She landed on the stone balcony. Images from her nightmares spun through her head. The Sea Court. The balcony. The axe she slammed into the ground. Frowning, Reyna dropped through the door that led out onto the parapet and glanced around the empty rooms where she’d once stayed as the Sea Court’s guest.

      Why had her visions always shown her swinging the axe? Had it only been Unseelie trying to confuse her and lead her astray? If she wasn’t the Namhaid, why had she been the darkness in the shadows of her mind?

      It was a truth that had always bothered her, even after she’d begun to believe Ulaid Molt was the enemy of the world. What had those dreams been trying to show her? Surely she wouldn’t swing the axe. It would be Glencora, unless someone stopped her.

      With a sigh, Reyna strode through the quiet corridors of the Sea Court’s castle. None of the royals were here. Many had been on the ships that had fallen beneath the storm of the human cannons. No heirs. No Grand Aldermans. No one but distant relatives perhaps.

      “Excuse me, who goes there?” a servant asked, a young fae girl who bustled out of a nearby alcove. Reyna stopped and turned toward her. With deep brown hair and clear blue eyes, she bowed her head toward Reyna. “Apologies, I did not realize who you were.”

      Reyna smiled. “It’s alright. I didn’t announce my arrival.”

      The servant shuffled on her feet. “The High King is not here. Do you wish for me to call one of the lords to speak with you instead?”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Reyna said. “I just need to visit the throne room. And I need a druid. Find one for me, please.”

      High Queens did not say please, but Reyna was no ordinary ruler.
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        * * *

      

      The druid bustled out of the throne room as Reyna leaned back into the Sea Court throne. It was a glistening teal thing that shifted as she moved, like water. She did not quite understand how it worked. Magic, most likely. The power of the seat did hum beneath her, filling her veins with a rush of light and sound. Glencora had not come to Gorias, after all, but the throne had to be claimed regardless. Reyna had convinced a druid to take her through the coronation vows, and now the court was hers.

      Not that she wanted it. But it was the only way to keep the throne safe from her sister.

      A large figure swept in from the open windows, his gleaming wings glistening beneath the light of the moon. She tensed, watching with a frown as the Emperor of Fomor flew into the Sea Court’s throne room, her little sister clutched tightly in his arms.

      She should have known he’d come once Mariel had given Thane the news. As the Emperor of Fomor, he’d commanded the Wild Hunt each year during Beltane. The blood of innocents painted his hands, even if he’d merely been searching for the future destroyer of the world. His methods left much to be desired.

      And now he was here to insist she kill her own sister. Hell, he probably wanted to do it himself. No matter how much light he’d put into Eislyn’s eyes, Reyna would never allow him to lay a hand on Glencora Darragh.

      Lir set down before her, his black wings flared wide. Eislyn scrambled out of his arms and shot him a dark look. Seemed it hadn’t been her idea to come here.

      He frowned as he swept his gaze across Reyna. “So, you’ve stolen their throne then.”

      “Stolen?” Reyna arched her brow. “I see no theft here. The last thing this court needs is the petty squabbling of lords. Their king is dead, and the Sea Court needed a replacement as quickly as possible. I thought my sister might have come here to steal it herself. Luckily, she hadn’t. Now that I’ve claimed the Seat of Power, she cannot. That is good for all of us.”

      “You’re not a sea fae.”

      “No. And I’m not a wood or shadow fae either. No one stopped me from claiming their courts. In fact, I was urged to do it, despite my own desire to fade into oblivion.”

      The last thing she wanted to do was sit on a damn throne and control three realms. A quiet home in the middle of the Ice Court, surrounded on all sides by silence and snow...it was a dream she knew she’d never realize.

      Lir folded his arms over his chest, gleaming against the glow of the candlelight. “What is your aim in this, Reyna? Eislyn told me you were hesitant to sit on the Wood Court throne, and now here you are, less than a month later, claiming another one.”

      Eislyn huffed. “I didn’t think we were coming here to berate my sister.”

      With a sigh, Reyna pressed up from the seat. “I’m trying to unite this continent, Lir. Much as you united yours. Just because I have done it without violence doesn’t mean it isn’t as legitimate.”

      He scowled. “There has been plenty of violence, and—”

      “Not for power,” she corrected, and then shook her head. With a deep breath, she strode toward the Emperor of Fomor, determined to make him listen to her. If she wanted peace, she knew she needed his ear. It was time for things to change in this world. Because if they didn’t, it would not matter if they won against the Namhaid. “Listen, I know you aren’t fond of Tir Na Nog.”

      He scoffed, but she held out a hand to stop him from interrupting.

      “For decades, you’ve believed we’d cause the destruction of your people,” she said.

      “Centuries,” Lir said. “Not decades.”

      She pressed her lips together. “But it isn’t us. It’s Unseelie. He is the enemy, not the fae. Our collective enemy. And we must find a way to work together. All of us. Part of that is uniting the courts.”

      “And what of the Air Court? And the Ice Court?” he asked.

      “The High King of the Ice Court is my father,” she said. “And Thane is a good friend.”

      “And the Fire Court?”

      She frowned. “It no longer exists.”

      “Not as it once did, but there is no doubt in my mind that it exists.”

      A boulder rolled through Reyna’s belly, knocking against her insides. “What do you mean? The fire fae died. Many have travelled there to search for survivors, but there are none. The entire court burns day and night from endless flames. It’s inhabitable.”

      “And yet the ice fae thrive amidst all that snow.”

      She sucked in a rattling breath. Reyna had never thought of it like that. “But they lost all their magic, same as the rest of us.”

      “Do you freeze in the ice?” He motioned toward her sister. “Do any of you?”

      Reyna’s mouth dropped open.

      “The flames do not kill fire fae,” he said. “I’m not certain what happened to them, but not all of them are dead. They are somewhere.”

      “But where?” Eislyn asked, frowning. “I’ve studied the history of the Fire Court. There isn’t much there, but it’s enough to confirm they’re gone. Fae have visited the flaming lands and found nothing. The only things left are burned out husks of castles. Barren lands. Crops no longer grow there. They can’t. Where would the fire fae live? What would they eat? Even if they don’t burn, they can’t survive in that realm.”

      “I think the only way to find out is for us to go there ourselves,” Lir said firmly.

      Reyna frowned. “I plan to find my sister first. The fate of the fire fae is not our top priority.”

      “Motcha’s Axe is somewhere in the fire lands,” Lir countered. “Your sister will try to find it. She’ll seek the fire out.”

      “She’ll want to gather the rest of the powers first,” Reyna said. “She only has wood and air so far. She won’t go straight to the Fire Court.”

      “I daresay she’s gathered enough power as it is. Look at what she did with the human warships.”

      Reyna pressed her lips together. “Lir, I would rather not fight with you on this. We could be strong allies, if we tackled this together. But it seems you might not feel the same way.”

      His face hardened. “You have spent, what? A year or two aware of the Namhaid’s threat upon this entire world. I have spent years upon years. Centuries with this knowledge. It has been a shadow behind me with every breath I took. I always knew this day would come, and I’ve spent my entire life preparing for it. I know what must be done, and I will not refuse to do it.”

      Reyna’s heart squeezed tight. “And yet my sister insists that you never would have harmed her. Even if she’d been the Namhaid. Was that a lie of yours? Did you mislead her?”

      “Reyna, please,” Eislyn whispered. “And you, Lir. Fighting amongst ourselves is not the answer.”

      “It wasn’t a lie,” Lir said, though his voice was hard as steel. “I never would have harmed her. And that alone should have been a sign to me. I doubt Seelie would have ever sent me a Namhaid I could not kill. I should have known better.”

      “I will not kill my sister,” Reyna said. “Knowing that, the choice is yours. You can help me. Or you can fight me. Here. Now. I don’t want to do this in front of Eislyn, but I will. You’ve made it so that she can never be away from you, so I can’t shield her when I stab my blade into your heart.”

      “Stop it,” Eislyn hissed, striding forward to stand between them both. Her eyes flashed with anger as she gave each of them a harsh glance in turn. She threw back her shoulders and held her chin high. Power and strength radiated from her once frail frame, and Reyna noticed for the first time the change in her sister’s body. She had muscles where she’d once been nothing but skin and bones. And she did not cower beneath the threat of a fight.

      Pride bloomed in Reyna’s gut.

      “We need to work together. All of us,” Eislyn insisted. “Lir, stop talking about killing Glencora. Reyna, stop lobbing threats at my husband.”

      Reyna blinked, her lips quirking.

      Lir looked just as shocked.

      “Here is what we need to do,” Eislyn said. “The Sea Court throne is now safe from Glencora, so there’s no reason to stay here any longer. We’re needed elsewhere. We will return to the Wood Court where the others await news. There, together, we will forge a path to the fire lands. Hopefully, we can beat Glencora to Motcha’s Axe. That’s the thing that will destroy the world. If we get there first, she can’t do a damn thing. Hopefully, she has gone in search of the other sources of power. That means she won’t be focusing on what we’re doing. We can get the axe and destroy it while she’s distracted.”

      Reyna’s lips lifted into a full-blown smile. “That makes far more sense than trying to track her down. You’re right. Without the axe, she cannot Cleave the World.”

      Lir shifted on his feet and let out a grumbling nod. “As much as I hate to admit it, it does make sense.”

      “The only problem is,” Reyna said, her smile sliding from her face, “we still need a leader here. Someone to manage the day-to-day business of running a kingdom. I would ask the Grand Alderman to step in, but the servants informed me that he died. One of the former king’s advisors took over ruling in both their absences, but I worry that he might try to turn the sea fae against us. He was against the treaty.”

      “Thane,” Eislyn said. “He was born in the air fae lands, but he’s a sea fae in magic. Or, he would be, if he drank from the stream or the sap. They will listen to him.”

      Reyna nodded. Another good idea. It seemed her sister was full of them. “He won’t like it. I know he’s eager to fight. Sitting on a throne doesn’t suit him.”

      “It will have to suit him,” Lir said. “At least for now. And then someone else can come along and take his place.”

      Eislyn and Lir looked at Reyna. For the first time since she’d taken the sea fae throne, the full weight of what she’d done settled over her. “It was only meant to be a temporary measure.”

      “You said you wanted to bring your continent together. Forsaking your vows will do the opposite. If I were you, I’d keep the throne after all of this is over. Not just this one. All of them.”
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      “Thane, I need to appoint you my Grand Alderman.” She stood before the High King of the Air Court, her vine-drenched throne hulking behind her. She’d gathered her advisors and allies in the throne room rather than the meeting hall in order to convey the full gravity of their plans.

      Surprise flickered across his face. “I thought Nollaig was your Grand Alderman.”

      “She is. Of the Wood and Shadow Courts. But I need her by my side, so I cannot appoint her as the Grand Alderman of the Sea Court. In fact, I will need to replace her here as well. I need her sword more than her words.”

      His frown deepened. “I am a High King. Can I even act as a Grand Alderman of another court?”

      “You can,” Lir said with a nod. “If your courts are allied.”

      Thane flushed. “You said you can’t appoint Nollaig because you need her by your side. To fight, presumably. Have I not proven my worth to you? Did we not storm the Tower of Thorns together?”

      She’d expected this. Thane had scarcely sat on his own Seat of Power for a week before he’d raced down to the Wood Court to sign the treaty. And he’d yet to return. She knew his love was not for ruling. He wanted to fight. And she did not blame him.

      “The sea fae would never accept Nollaig, and you know it,” Reyna said. “You are one of them. They’ll respect you and listen to you.”

      “This is quite irregular,” her father said with a frown. He stood just behind Thane, rubbing a hand against his jaw. “A High King, acting as a Grand Alderman for another court?”

      “In times of war, things must often become irregular. For the good of the people,” Eislyn said softly, placing her hand on her father’s arm. “Words of our own god, the Dagda.”

      “Still, I do not like it,” Cos Darragh said with a shake of his head. “Surely there must be someone else. We could use Thane on this journey into the fire lands. He is a strong fighter, and who else will lead his army if we find ourselves facing the humans?”

      Reyna glanced at the fae who stood on the other side of Thane. She had stayed silent, letting Reyna speak the words they both knew the air king would hate. “Mariel will.”

      “What?” Thane’s eyes went wide. “Now, I was willing to look past her actions when it came to the human warships, but you expect me to entrust her with my army?”

      “She is a Dalais. They will follow her.”

      “She tried to steal my bloody throne!”

      Reyna narrowed her eyes at Thane. “And yet, you did not execute her. You allowed her to escape, and then you trusted her enough to act as a scout. Imagine how your people would feel if they learned you put aside your fathers’ war and embraced and accepted each other as powerful leaders in your own rights. Political squabbling and power plays were what bent you against each other. And you obviously both feel the same way I do because you’ve stopped trying to kill each other.”

      They both fell silent.

      Cos pushed past Thane and strode up to the dais. It was impossible to read the silver of his eyes, but there was an element of distrust in his expression. “Are you sure that you’re not the one who is playing at power here, daughter? Don’t think I haven’t forgotten what you told us about the Ruin. It scarred you. It changed you. And I can see that you were right to believe it had. Because I do not recognize you as the daughter I once knew, the one who ran barefoot through the forest, her gowns snagging on icy branches. That Reyna never would have taken the power of three realms.”

      Her hands fisted. “You were the one who suggested I take control of the Wood and Shadow Courts. It was your bloody idea, Father.”

      “The Wood and Shadow Courts, yes. But the Sea Court?” He shook his head. “You went ahead and took it without informing your allies. Perhaps one of us would have been better suited to the task. Thane, in particular. He has sea fae blood, like you’ve so cleverly pointed out. But you claimed it as your own. Two is one thing, but three? You control half of Tir Na Nog now.”

      “I did it to prevent Glencora from stealing it,” she said through gritted teeth. “Wasting time bickering over who takes it would only result in her getting it before we did. Just like this bickering we’re doing now.”

      “She’s right,” Eislyn said, stepping between Reyna and her father. “The Seats of Power don’t matter right now. This kind of thing will only lead to us losing the fight against Unseelie.”

      Cos frowned.

      “How would I even get there in time?” Thane asked with an arched brow. “We have no ships. Don’t tell me you plan to fly me there because I will not have it.” He glanced at Lir. “Not from you either.”

      Lir smiled.

      “If you want to take yourself there, then you’re going to have to drink from the source of power,” Reyna said. “You turned it down before, but you don’t have the privilege of doing that now. You need the magic now, Thane. We all do.”

      Thane’s face blanched. “I want nothing to do with that power. Magic has given us nothing but trouble.”

      “That’s only because we weren’t prepared to handle it. For too long, we have been the fallen. It is time we take our magic back.”

      Eislyn sucked in a sharp breath. “I want to drink it, too.”

      “So, that’s settled then,” Reyna said with a nod. “We leave for the Dryads first thing in the morning.”

      The group began to disperse, muttering to themselves, as Reyna settled back onto the throne. Frowning, she recalled the last trip to the Dryads and how tensely it had gone. Their leader, the Queen of the Dryads, had not been eager to let the fae drink from the stream. Would they find a hostile line of spears instead of friendly faces?

      “Shieldmaiden,” Nollaig said as she edged up to Reyna’s side. “Something about this isn’t right.”

      She glanced up at the shadow fae with a frown. “What do you mean?”

      Nollaig cleared her throat. “It’s difficult to say. It’s just...this is not how things are supposed to go.”

      “I’m not following.”

      “I don’t think I can explain it to you. In fact...I fear I’ve said too much.”

      Reyna sat up a little straighter. “Alright, now you’re starting to worry me. Said too much about what?”

      “Are you certain you wish for me to come with you on your quest?” she asked rather than answer Reyna’s question. “Perhaps I could remain here as your Grand Alderman instead.”

      “You are one of the best fae I’ve ever met, and a strong fighter. I would have you by my side rather than anywhere else. Besides, I trust you. And I can’t say that about many people in this world.”

      “That means a lot to me, Reyna,” Nollaig said, almost too softly for her to hear. And Reyna was certain the shadow fae had never called her by her given name until now. A snake twisted through her gut. Something truly was wrong, and if Nollaig was worried, she knew it was likely worse than she thought.

      Reyna pushed up from the throne to stand before Nollaig. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      “I cannot.”

      “As your High Queen, I command you.”

      Nollaig shook her head, the cloak rustling around her hidden face. “I am Fomorian. You aren’t my High Queen.”

      “Well, then who commands you? Lir?” Reyna asked, her voice rising despite her determination to keep her churning emotions in check.

      “Dagda.” Her rattling voice echoed through the throne room. Several of the others turned to stare, including Lir.

      “Dagda?” Reyna asked, incredulously. “The dead god? The one who isn’t even a god at all?”

      Nollaig turned away. “I’ve been to the Court of Death. And I came back. As far as I’m aware, I’m the only one who has. I cannot tell you what I learned there or why I returned.” She turned back toward Reyna. “But what I can tell you is that I did learn things. Many things. Including the details of Dagda’s visions. He spoke of this time and what’s to come. And what is happening now? It isn’t right. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. The source of power should not be needed by anyone but you. Something has gone terribly wrong.”
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          Reyna

        

      

    

    
      “Tell me the full truth for once,” Reyna said as she strolled through the wood fae woods at the front of their party. Despite Nollaig’s insistence their quest was unwise, they’d set off for the Dryads at first light. Reyna saw no other way. If they were going to win this war against Unseelie, at least some of them needed the power of the gods.

      “You can push me as hard as you like, Shieldmaiden, but I will not budge.”

      Nollaig seemed more like herself this morning. Gone was the timid uncertainty, the waver in her voice. She strode tall as the shadows enveloped her strong form. As they’d gathered their party together, she’d even mentioned potatoes.

      Still, she did not seem any more willing to provide explanations than she had the night before.

      “Can you at least tell me why?”

      “You may guess. If you’re correct, I’ll allow you one sip of my Buntata.”

      A smile tickled Reyna’s lips. “Some might say that isn’t much of a reward.”

      “Some have no taste.” Nollaig sniffed.

      “Luckily, I’m not just anyone. I kind of like your strange potato drink.”

      “You love it, Shieldmaiden. Don’t try to pretend that you don’t.”

      “Fine.” She grinned. “Here’s my first guess. You returned from the Court of Death because...the Dagda wanted you to do something.”

      “Hmm. No Buntata for you.”

      Reyna frowned. “Why in the world would you come back? Did you do it without his approval?”

      “That was a question, but I’ll allow it.” She held out the Buntata with her single gloved hand.

      Reyna took the Buntata and tossed it back into her throat. It burned all the way down, warming her belly. That was an odd answer. She’d assumed that whatever Nollaig was doing here had to do with the Dagda himself. How could she have returned without his permission? Hadn’t he built the Court of Death himself? Or was everything they knew about the Dagda wrong?

      “The Dagda didn’t build the Court of Death,” Reyna tried.

      “He did. That much I can tell you unequivocally. He left this world to build a new realm beyond the ley line. Between here and the afterlife.”

      Reyna’s brows arched. “So, the Court of Death isn’t the afterlife.”

      That went against everything they’d ever been taught.

      “In a way, it is,” Nollaig said quietly. “It’s just not the final destination.”

      “You keep mentioning the ley line. And that’s where the concentration of power is, right?”

      “The ley line runs throughout all of Tir Na Nog. The center of it begins in the Wood Court where the Dryads live. Strands of it spin off from the center. Power can manifest there, but it’s never as strong as it is here.”

      Reyna nodded. It made sense, even if it didn’t. And on the other side of that magic sat a realm of dead. Her heart began to thump faster as she thought of the implications, and she sucked in a sharp breath.

      “Does that mean Lorcan is on the other side of the ley line?” she asked in a whisper.

      “We’re getting into tricky territory now, Shieldmaiden.” Nollaig sighed. “The truth is, I don’t know. It’s possible.”

      “Well, then I have to go through and bring him back!” She whirled toward the shadow fae, her heart beginning to race. “If you came back, so can he.” Reyna held out her hand insistently toward the Buntata. “Tell me I’ve guessed right. Give me a drink.”

      But Nollaig held the drink clutched tightly to her cloak. “The only way to travel to the Court of Death is to die.”

      “But you came back,” Reyna argued. “That means there’s a way to travel outside of death.”

      “Shieldmaiden.” Nollaig jerked to a stop and whirled toward Reyna. Shadows swirled around her cloaked form, drenching her in darkness. “You cannot go down this path. Lorcan is gone. It is a tragedy, and I understand the heartbreak it has caused you. But there is nothing to be gained from trying to pull him back into the land of the living. Your sister plans on Cleaving the World. If you leave us for the Court of Death, she will succeed.”

      Reyna’s cheeks burned as she stared at Nollaig, hating her every word, especially because they were true. Her soul longed to rip apart the very fabric of the ley line, dive through it, and find the other half of her heart. But Nollaig was right. If she went down that path, she’d be turning her back on the rest of the world.

      “Just tell me,” Reyna said quietly, “without making me play a guessing game. If you could come back, why couldn’t he?”

      Nollaig sighed and then nodded. “Alright. I can tell you that much. Only Fomorians at the height of their power have the strength to pass through the ley line and survive. And even then, it is dangerous. You ask me why I have no magic myself. It’s because of my attempt to travel back. Passing through the ley line stripped me of much of my power. And my hand. You asked for the full truth. There is part of it. I’m sorry I’ve kept so much from you, Shieldmaiden, but you have to understand, I’ve had my reasons for it.”

      “And those reasons are...?” Reyna tried.

      Nollaig shook her head. “I’ve said enough. Anything more you will need to figure out yourself. I can confirm truths. I cannot provide them.”

      “This is really annoying, Nollaig,” Reyna said.

      “It would be more annoying if we fail.”

      Reyna fell silent and held out her hand. “How about another drink of that Buntata?”

      Nollaig clucked her tongue. “Where are those potatoes you promised me?”

      She laughed, shaking her head. Warmth flooded her as they fell into silence, their united footsteps crunching through the underbrush of the dense forest. Despite the world falling apart around them, Nollaig could still manage to make her smile. She’d never even seen the fae’s face, and she held more secrets within her than a dragon’s lair. She just hoped those secrets wouldn’t end up getting them killed.
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        * * *

      

      A few days later, only a short trek remained between their party and the Dryads. This journey had gone far differently than the last one had. They’d encountered no feral fae in search of a feast of blood and bone. No one had stalked them through the woods, ambushing them when they least expected it. It had been a normal, easy journey. For some reason, that put Reyna on edge.

      She stood along the perimeter of the camp, staring out into the shadowy woods. Soon, the sun would creep up into the sky, its light piercing the canopy. Footsteps sounded behind her as Thane joined her. A light wind rustled his golden hair around his face, and the sharp angles of his jaw were cloaked in shadows.

      “There’s something I want to speak with you about,” he said, his voice harsh and strained.

      “You don’t want to drink the magic.” Reyna sighed. She’d expected this, though it threw a wrench into her plans. Someone needed to return to the Sea Court to watch over things, and Thane was one of the few fae she trusted. Plus, his being born of a sea fae gave him an edge that none of the others would have.

      “Not particularly, no.” He sighed. “I doubt it would even have the same effect on me.”

      She turned toward him, and arched a brow. “And why not?”

      “You know who my father was,” he said, his voice dropping into a low whisper. “The son of a fae and a human. I can feel it in my bones, too. I am barely fae.”

      “That doesn’t matter,” she said. “It will be enough to give you wings, I’m sure.”

      “My father found magic. It twisted him into a broken thing.”

      “That was Unseelie’s magic,” she argued. “That’s a far different thing.”

      “Still, it should have strengthened him. I’m sure it did, in a way. But he never gained the same kind of power you have.”

      “You are a good king, Thane,” she said. “You aren’t going to turn into your father.”

      “Except I’m not a good king at all.” Thane sucked in a deep breath, his nostrils flaring. “I didn’t come to talk to you about the magic, though that’s an important part of it all.”

      “Then, what did you come here to talk to me about?”

      “My kingdom. My throne.” He winced, his hand tightening around the hilt of his sword. “I want you to have it.”

      Reyna’s head whipped toward him, and her mouth fell open. “What?”

      “I’ve been thinking about it a lot these past few days as we’ve journeyed through the forest. You have taken command in a way that I never have. It never even occurred to me that someone would need to return to the Sea Court. I’m far too interested in anything other than sitting on a throne.” He winced. “And you don’t run, Reyna. You never run.”

      “Thane,” she said gently. “I don’t understand. Where is this coming from? You fought so hard to get your city back.”

      “No. I didn’t.” His expression grew hard. “My mother’s family sought that fight, driven by vengeance. It wasn’t the right thing to do. I never should have agreed to it. For that and that alone, I do not deserve to be their High King. And that isn’t even including the fact that I fled after my father captured Eislyn.”

      The tense determination in the set of his jaw solidified his words as truth. He was serious. Reyna could scarcely believe it. The only last living member of the Selkirk family wanted to hand his throne over to...the ice fae who had once plotted to kill him.

      “Let’s say that you go through with this, Thane,” she said evenly. “I don’t think I’m the right choice. The High Queen of the Air Court, too? Really? After everything?”

      He turned to her then, his eyes pools of sunlight. “I don’t think you should be the High Queen of the Air Court. I think you should be the Empress of Tir Na Nog.”

      Reyna’s eyes widened, and she took a step back. “Thane.”

      “Hear me out,” he said. “Our kingdoms are broken remnants of what they once were. All because of war. We’ve been divided for so long. Air fae versus ice fae. Shadow fae versus us all. Yes, we have differences. Or, we did, back when we had magic. But why have we divided ourselves as we have? Why do we trap ourselves behind territory lines? We should be an empire. One that is united rather than at war.”

      Her heart thumped hard. Thane had spoken so eloquently and with so much conviction in his voice. He believed every word he spoke, so much so that he must have been thinking about this for longer than a few days, at least in the darkest corners of his mind.

      She reached out to place a hand on his arm, even as she wanted to recoil. Truth was, she agreed with him. The alliance had been an important step forward, but she knew it would not be the last. Tensions still ran high. All it would take was one wrong move by a power-hungry lord, and peace would crumble fast.

      “Who’s to say transforming our world into an empire would make things any better?” she asked, alarmed that she was even considering this. Reyna Darragh? Empress? It was a laughable thought. She’d only taken charge of her three kingdoms to get them through the next few years.

      “As much as I hate to admit it, I think Lir could help us with that.” He cleared his throat, flushing. “I overheard him speaking about it the other day. His empire was once divided into warring kingdoms. He managed to bring his people together. There hasn’t been a single battle since.”

      She scowled. “The last thing I want to do is ask him for that kind of help.”

      Thane chuckled, and Reyna’s scowl deepened even more.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “It’s just that I don’t think you’re ever going to approve of your little sister’s paramour, regardless of who he is.”

      “And you approve of Eislyn being forced into marriage with the Emperor of Fomor? I know you know what happens on Beltane.”

      “I agree, the Wild Hunt is a horrible, twisted thing. You should ask him about it.”

      “I don’t want to talk to him about that.”

      “If this world is going to survive, I think you’ll have to.”

      She opened her mouth to argue. She was Reyna Darragh, a Shieldmaiden of her beloved Ice Court. Not a High Queen. At least, not a permanent one. And certainly not an Empress. How could she rule an entire continent? How could she convince tired, bitter fae to let go of their anger and fear?

      Maybe Thane was right. Tir Na Nog could become an empire. It wasn’t the worst idea she’d ever heard, and if successful, it would strengthen the fae in a way that nothing else could.

      But she couldn’t be the one to lead them. Someone else should.

      But who?

      Reyna’s mind whirled. Her father? Frowning, she glanced behind her at where he still slept on his pallet beside the glowing embers of the fire. No, he had grown old and weary these past years. He would not want to rule an empire. That left...no one, really. They might be able to find a lord or lady eager enough to rise to the occasion, but no one stood out as an ideal option. Those who hadn’t spent decades scheming had died in the war.

      “I can tell by the look on your face that your mind is going through everything mine did,” Thane said with a tense smile. “Who is there to lead us but Reyna Darragh?”

      “It shouldn’t be me, Thane.”

      She hadn’t forgotten Nollaig’s words. Even though she agreed with her shadow fae friend, a part of her could not let go of the hope of getting Lorcan back. If she could somehow find a way to go through the ley line...if she could find the strength within her to rip the door open...she was Fomorian. She could pass through. And by the sheer strength of her will, perhaps she could bring him back, too.

      But she might fail. And the world would need someone else if she did.

      “You’re the best person for it, Reyna, whether you want to admit it or not.” He sighed. “I just hope you do before it’s too late.”

      A crack sounded in the forest, interrupting their conversation. Reyna tensed and zeroed her eyes in on the trees ahead. Several large forms shuddered out of the darkness. Dryads with their twisting horns and skin a shimmering shade of grass. They melted out of the shadows and lifted their spears.

      They did not look happy to see Reyna.
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          Lorcan

        

      

    

    
      “Someone needs to warn her,” Lorcan said when he was thrown back, once again, from the ley line. He’d almost reached her this time, but the small distance between them still felt as wide as an endless ocean. If he didn’t find the right ship, he’d never be able to cross it.

      She’d run straight into a line of angry Dryads, their spears pointed toward her heart. He was surprised she hadn’t heard them creeping up on her, though he understood why. Thane was trying to convince her to form an empire.

      “Indeed,” Dagda murmured, rubbing his chin. The ever-present sun beamed behind him, and the grass brushed against his bare feet. “This is all wrong now. She shouldn’t be taking others to the source of power. I doubt the Queen of the Dryads will respond favorably to her request.”

      “Can’t you do it? Go back and warn her?” Lorcan asked. “You said Fomorians could cross.”

      “I cannot interfere. It will change everything.”

      “You just said everything has already changed,” Lorcan argued, feeling the frustration rise within him like a storm. “Because of Nollaig.”

      He still couldn’t wrap his mind around it, no thanks to the Dagda’s continued silence on the matter. All he’d told Lorcan was that Nollaig had once been a Fomorian who had ended up in the Court of Death. She’d begged to be sent back to the realm, and so Dagda hadn’t stopped her, even though he’d been against it. She’d promised one thing before she’d tried. She would not involve herself in the troubles of fae. She was to keep her distance, watching and waiting.

      She’d broken that promise.

      “At least find a way to get a message to her, telling her that Nollaig cannot be trusted.” He clenched his fists, hating his words. “That she is a servant of Unseelie.”

      Dagda waved his hand dismissively. “Nollaig is no servant of Unseelie.”

      Lorcan frowned. “Then, what the hell is she? Why else would she interfere?”

      Dagda winced and glanced away. “I cannot say.”

      “Why not?” Lorcan fisted his hands, rounding on the former god. “If I’m stuck here with the lot of you, helpless to do anything but watch, what does it matter what I know and don’t know?”

      “Because we’re going to try to get you back there, lad,” Filobar said softly with a shrug. “You’re right. Things have changed. We’re not sure how much will be affected by these changes, so we need to warn Reyna of what’s to come. The only way we can tell her is through someone she trusts and someone who won’t break things further. We think that can only be you.”

      Lorcan’s heart lifted in his chest for the first time since he’d opened his eyes in the strange world of the Court of Death. “I thought you were worried about interference.”

      “We are,” Dagda said, his wings tensing behind him. “Which is why you can’t tell her everything you’ve learned. Just enough to steer things in the right direction. With the smallest nudge, we’re hoping everything else will get back on track.”

      “And the fact I’m not a Fomorian?” Lorcan asked.

      Dagda leaned forward and sniffed. After a moment, he nodded. “There are some faint traces of Fomorian blood in you. Very weak, which is why I didn’t notice it at first. You likely have an ancestor from several generations back. Tell me, have you ever shown hints of shadow fae magic? It would have occurred during highly emotional or stressful moments.”

      Lorcan’s stomach dropped, and his mouth went dry. “Many times.”

      “Then, there you have it.” Dagda nodded. “If the Fall did not steal all of your magic from you, then you’ll have Fomorian blood. Which means you will be able to get through the ley line, though it may take quite a bit of effort.”

      “What exactly was the Fall?” Lorcan asked, a million question suddenly springing into his mind. He’d been so focused on getting back to Reyna that he hadn’t realized he stood before someone who knew everything that had happened in Tir Na Nog. So much had been hidden from the fae. Knowledge loomed before him, winged and bronze.

      “Someone else once tried to Cleave the World,” Dagda said sadly. “It broke the magic of your continent, severing whatever bond I’d put in place between the fae and Seelie’s powers.”

      “Who?” Lorcan asked.

      “A fire fae. That’s why their realm was destroyed,” Dagda said. “He’s dead now. His soul went straight to Ifrinn.”

      “But it didn’t work,” Lorcan said.

      “He couldn’t withstand the Cleaving. My theory is that only an ice fae can survive the onslaught of power that will radiate from the axe once it’s swung.”

      “Glencora.”

      Dagda nodded. “She is on her way to reach the axe now. If she gets there before Beltane, the future will be rewritten. I cannot say what happens after that. The visions never go that far. If my worst fears are true, it will mean the end of everything.”

      “Right,” Lorcan nodded, steeling himself. “How do we get me through the ley line?”

      Dagda exchanged a glance with his assistant whose brows were pinched tightly together. “We do not know. I should be able to push you through, but our efforts have gone without success thus far.”

      “There is one thing,” Filobar said quietly, “that I have been pondering for some time. It is...not ideal, however.”

      Dagda frowned. “What is it?”

      “We could create a temporary rift that Lorcan could walk through.”

      “A rift?” Dagda’s frown deepened. “But that’s impossible.”

      “It’s not impossible, Your Grace.”

      “It would threaten the existence of this entire place,” he argued. “The Court of Death exists in a bubble. Break that bubble, and...” Dagda trailed off, realization dawning on his face. “Oh, I see now.”

      “What?” Lorcan asked, confused.

      “He wishes to sacrifice the Court of Death,” he murmured, rubbing his hand against his jaw, deep in thought.

      Alarm flashed through Lorcan. “Couldn’t there be some other way? Destroying the Court of Death would mean...where would souls go? Would the afterlife even exist?”

      “Most souls do not travel here,” Dagda said. “It is a halfway place for those who have not fully let go of their lives. They can see and hear their loved ones through the ley line. I’ve allowed it, though it’s not wise…Many get stuck here for eternity. Having that connection makes it incredibly difficult for them to let go.”

      “But the Court of Death is important,” Lorcan argued. “It must be.”

      “I never created it as a place to house souls,” Dagda said with a kind smile. “I intended to stop Reyna before she travelled on to Neamh so that I might send her back to your realm. It was never meant to be more than that.”

      Lorcan shook his head, horror and hope tangling together in his gut. As desperate as he was to return to Reyna’s side and help her stop her sister, the death of an entire court of souls...it was too much to comprehend. He gazed around at the flowing fields, green and vibrant and alive. There were fae wandering along a stream. The sound of their laughter drifted on the light wind.

      “But where would they go?” he asked. “Where would you go?”

      “We would all move on, to the place we should have gone in the beginning. The Court of Death has not always existed, Lorcan Rothach. And perhaps it is time for it to end.”
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      “Hold on.” Reyna held up her hands, leaving her dagger in the sheathe at her side. “I have no wish to fight you. None of us do.”

      The Queen of the Dryads strode through the line of Shieldmaidens and came to a stop in front of Reyna and Thane. With flaming red hair and intricate tattoos etched along her right leg, she commanded attention and emanated power. The last time Reyna had met her, her eyes had been wary but trusting. Now, they were full of fear.

      “You are camped outside of our home with an army,” Queen Morgan said in a harsh growl. “What do you expect us to believe?”

      “This is only a small party. And it’s not what you think it is.” Reyna cast a quick glance behind her at the still sleeping camp. About a hundred warriors in total had come with them, mostly because her father had insisted on the support. Unlike Reyna, he was unwilling to travel without an entourage.

      Most were still in blissful slumber with their eyes shut tight against the world. But if the wrong fae awoke and saw that they were surrounded by armed Dryads, all hell would break loose.

      “Then, what is it?” Queen Morgan asked.

      “The Namhaid has arrived,” Reyna said quietly. “She’s going after Motcha’s Axe. We came here to imbue more fae with magic so that we might stop her from Cleaving the World.”

      The Queen’s lips flattened into a thin line of white. “You finally realized who it is, then, did you?”

      Reyna nodded. “My sister. Glencora.”

      “Good,” the Queen snapped. “Then, you should have also realized that you already have the power to stop her. We gave it to you during your last visit. Or have you already lost it somehow?”

      “No, I still have it, but—”

      “And yet you have returned with an army.”

      Frustration burned deep within Reyna’s gut. The dismissive tone and scoffing air were grating on her nerves. She’d come here for help, and the Dryads clearly knew the threat that loomed before them. And yet, the Queen acted as if Reyna was the enemy, not Glencora. Had she been wrong to trust her?

      Steadying herself, Reyna squared her shoulders and stepped toward the Queen. Her Shieldmaidens moved instantly, turning their spears toward her head. “I explained why we came back. I alone am not enough to stop the Namhaid. She has an entire army at her disposal now. To win this, more of us need the magic. I know you disagree, and that’s fine. You don’t have to agree with me to stand aside and let us pass. It’s either that or continue to horde your magic and watch the entire world get ripped apart.”

      The Queen narrowed her eyes. “You’re a lot more confrontational than you were the last time I saw you.”

      “Stand aside, Queen Morgan. For the good of this world.”

      “What if someone in your camp intends to join forces with Unseelie?” the Queen asked, raising a brow. “Can you vouch for every one of them?”

      “No,” Reyna said, opting for honesty. “I cannot control their hearts or their minds. What I can control is what happens if they do. If one of them turns against us, I will prevent them from causing any harm.”

      “A bold, confident statement.” The Queen sniffed. “And who’s to say they would not best you in a fight?”

      “I’m willing to take that chance if it gives us an edge over the Namhaid.”

      “I see.” The Queen clucked her tongue and turned toward Nollaig. “This is quite unusual. What say you?”

      Nollaig was silent for a long, strained moment before she spoke. “I trust the High Queen’s judgement on the matter. If she wishes for others to drink from the source of power, then that is what must be done.”

      Morgan’s brows winged upward. “The High Queen? My, things truly have changed.”

      With a sigh, she motioned at her Shieldmaidens. They lowered their spears in unison. “Very well. We will let you pass, but you must not linger here long. Take your magic and leave. And pray your men do not turn on you.”
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        * * *

      

      The Queen agreed to send her armed Shieldmaidens back into Ionad so as to not alarm Reyna’s party as they slowly awoke. When they had finally packed up camp, Morgan led them through the magical rain barrier and into Ionad proper. It was just as Reyna remembered it, frozen in time by magic and stubborn fae who resisted the call of the outside world. Small huts dotted the landscape and forts were built into the tallest branches of the looming trees. The small river streamed through the center of it all, trickling and babbling with a melody that sang in Reyna’s ears. Her entire body hummed in response, as if the magic called to the power inside of her.

      She stood at the bank of the river and watched the warriors kneel and drink. Light filled their eyes each time. A smile curved across their lips. Newfound energy radiated from their forms.

      “This stream, it holds Seelie’s power,” Reyna said to the Queen, who stood, still tense, beside her.

      “Of course it does. You’ve felt it yourself.”

      “Because the Dagda distributed the power throughout Tir Na Nog.”

      She nodded. “In six locations.”

      “But not Unseelie’s power,” Reyna said.

      “Of course not,” the Queen said in a snap. “Why would he do that?”

      “I’m just trying to understand. Nollaig tells me very little, even though she knows pretty much everything.”

      “And you think I know everything as well?”

      “Don’t you?”

      She sniffed. “I know more than most, but I would not say I know everything. For example, I have no idea why it is so difficult to defeat Unseelie.”

      “Defeat him?” Reyna turned toward her, surprised. “Surely it’s impossible to defeat a god.”

      “Everything can be defeated. Even gods.”

      A frown pulled down her lips. “But didn’t you say that everything must be balanced? He and Seelie exist in unison, even though they are opposed.”

      “I did say that. I still think there is a way to defeat him, and many have tried over the years. None have been successful. As far as I’m aware, the Ghaisgeach will. But you seem to have wandered from your path.”

      “I thought the prophecy said I was supposed to stop the Namhaid,” Reyna said, her heartbeat quickening.

      “The Ghaisgeach will save the world. And, in doing so, she will defeat Unseelie.” Morgan turned toward Reyna, her eyes flashing. “If you are successful. Don’t think I cannot sense your hesitation. You don’t want to kill your sister.”

      Reyna closed her eyes, sucking in a breath. “I know what needs to be done, and killing my sister doesn’t have to be part of it. I’ll find Motcha’s Axe, and I will destroy it. That way, no one will ever have the chance to try this again. If that axe has the power to Cleave the World, then it’s too dangerous of an object to exist. Even if we killed the Namhaid now, another would come.”

      “You’re right. Another would, regardless of the axe.” Her gaze pierced Reyna’s soul. “If you do not unite the realms.”
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Thane

        

      

    

    
      Thane watched the warriors drink deeply. Most were eager to gain magic once again. Some had never even had it, born years after the Fall. And it seemed to do them good. No one ran screaming after tasting the stream. In fact, they beamed. If anything, this trip into Ionad had renewed spirits and boosted morale.

      Reyna was a better leader than she wanted to believe.

      Lir sidled up beside him, watching the warriors with gleaming eyes. He obviously needed none of the stream’s powerful magic. He already had power beyond any found in Tir Na Nog. Annoying, really. Just like everything else about the Emperor of Fomor.

      “I heard what you said back at camp. To Reyna, about asking me for advice on building an empire,” Lir said. “I must admit, I was under the impression you didn’t think very highly of me.”

      “Just because I don’t like you doesn’t mean I can’t acknowledge your positive traits,” Thane said, fighting back the urge to scowl. Even the Emperor’s lyrical voice grated his nerves, particularly when Thane saw the way it made Eislyn melt.

      He wasn’t jealous. Not truly. Alright, perhaps a little. But Lir made Eislyn happy. And, for that, Thane was grateful.

      “I’m not sure Reyna agrees.” Lir’s dark as night wings gently pulsed against the air behind him, rustling the dirt. He turned his gaze toward Reyna, who stood on the opposite side of the stream. His expression darkened.

      “She’ll come around.”

      “Will she?”

      Thane nodded and glanced up at the towering, gleaming Fomorian. “There’s one thing you must know about Reyna Darragh. She will do anything for the good of her people. Those people now happen to be every single fae on this continent, now that she’s the High Queen of three realms and the Princess of another.”

      “Except the air fae.”

      “Not officially, no, but if she says she does not care for them, she’s lying. Besides, I meant what I said when I asked her to take my throne. It’s hers whenever she’s ready for it.”

      Lir nodded and turned back toward the line of warriors by the stream. “And you believe I should prepare her for her role?”

      “She won’t need much help,” Thane said with a slight smile. “She has the instincts of a good ruler. She’s a leader, she’s fierce, and she’s strong. We just need to understand how to truly bring Tir Na Nog together, in heart as well as in power. How did you unify your people?”

      “We came together against an enemy threat,” Lir said, rubbing his chin. “Once we realized what was to come, many of us let go of our past differences. Those who didn’t fall in line were given a chance to redeem themselves. If they didn’t, they were executed.” He glanced at Thane. “But something tells me you might not approve of those methods.”

      Execution. Of course. He should have known.

      Thane frowned. “I don’t like it at all, but it doesn’t matter whether or not I approve. I will not be the one in charge.”

      “You truly wish to give up your crown?” Lir asked.

      “I want nothing more.” He sighed and closed his eyes. “In fact, I should have done it a long time ago. Perhaps we never would have gotten into that mess with Aengus if I’d stepped aside. It could have prevented so many deaths.”

      Lir nodded. “It takes a man of great conviction to relinquish his hold on power. I must admit something to you, Thane. I may have misjudged you greatly.”

      Thane felt his spirits rise, despite his feelings toward the Emperor. “Now, I just need Reyna to accept this transfer of power. Because I won’t give the throne over to anyone but her.”

      They both turned to watch Reyna, who was deep in conversation with the Queen of Dryads. She looked unsettled by whatever the Queen was telling her. Just before them, another warrior knelt to drink the stream. Instantly, the warrior’s cheeks brightened, and she stood with a new glint of determination in her eyes.

      “Look at them, “Lir said, with a hint of wonder in his voice. “There is a new light to everyone who drinks from the stream. Hope is upon us. It is the dawn of a new era in this world.”

      Thane pressed his lips together. Despite Lir’s words, a knot of dread tightened around his heart. “As long as we reach Motcha’s Axe before Glencora does.”
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      The sky glowed red far before they reached the blazing shores of the Fire Court. Even from a distance, the land itself seemed to glow. Reyna zeroed her enhanced vision in on the shore, only to blind herself momentarily. The light from the everflames was almost too much to bear. When her vision finally cleared, she sucked in a sharp breath at the sight that spread across the horizon. It was even worse than she’d imagined. The entire land was on fire.

      Beside her, Eislyn beat her wings against the air as they slowed. Her sister had taken a drink from the source of power, same as the other warriors who had trekked to Ionad. Reyna had led a party ahead while her father and Thane had stayed back to mobilize the army. There had not been enough time to allow thousands upon thousands to line up for a drink. Thane and her father would lead the warriors without magic down into the fire lands the old-fashioned way: by foot.

      While the army focused on the fire lands, Reyna sent Mariel to oversee issues in the Sea Court. She’d likely run into trouble there, but it was hopefully nothing she couldn’t handle. She was the Bloody Dagger, after all.

      Even Nollaig had taken the magic of the stream, though she’d been acting strangely ever since. Reyna had scarcely been able to get a word out of her. At first, Nollaig kept threatening to stay behind, but Reyna wasn’t having it. She wanted her best fighter by her side.

      “Look at it,” Eislyn breathed, her words caught up in the wind. “Have you ever seen anything like it before?”

      “No, it looks absolutely dreadful.” Reyna frowned as they drew nearer to the everflames. This was pretty much her worst nightmare come to life. Endless fire. Heat that could burn someone from the inside out. Reyna shuddered. Miles upon miles of it. As far as the eye could see. Oh, what she would have given for the axe to be hidden inside an icy mountain instead.

      “Look.” Eislyn pointed at the silhouette of a distant structure looming on a hill above a lake of flames. “There’s a castle.”

      Hope lifted Reyna’s chest. “Good. We’ll go there. We need somewhere to set up a base while we hunt for the axe. That’s close to the border, so it won’t take long for Father and Thane to reach it. It’s the perfect location.”

      Eislyn grinned. “You’re just saying that because it’s high above the fire.”

      Reyna gave her sister a wry smile.

      They aimed their sights on the distant castle. Lir flew on the other side of Eislyn while Nollaig and Rhain followed just behind. The rest of the magic-enhanced party rounded out the back. There were about fifty of them in total. Her father had kept the other half, a means of protection in case they came up against the human army.

      No one could be certain where they were. Wingallock and Eislyn’s familiar had searched the skies, but there’d been no sight of any ships. That was both a good and bad sign. The more optimistic view was that the humans couldn’t pop out of nowhere to assault the fae army. Pessimistically, however, it meant they could be anywhere. Many of the northern cities were lightly defended. If Glencora set her sights on the Ice Court...Reyna couldn’t bear to think what might happen.

      Unfortunately, there was little they could do about it. They were already stretched too thin. The only thing they could do was warn the cities by sending messenger birds with the news.

      And find the axe before Glencora did.

      They set down inside ruined courtyard beyond the crumbling castle walls. Much of the interior had been left intact, including the four towers built with ancient sandstone, but the outer walls looked as though they’d been slammed by battering rams. Chunks of stone littered the ground, blackened by fire. The castle itself was built in a square, smaller than Tairngire’s but larger than her home in Falias. There was no city down the hill. Only the everflames.

      The ground beneath them blew in the light wind, ash spraying up like clouds of dark mist. It reminded Reyna of the shadow lands. Always cloaked in darkness with an impenetrable mist that never left. A strange sense of loss filled her bones. As much as she’d hated living beneath the red glow of a mist-enshrouded sun, she longed to step foot on the Misty Wastes and stare out at the dark expanse.

      The mists felt like Lorcan.

      “Are you alright?” Eislyn asked from beside her.

      Reyna blinked out of her daze and gave her sister a weak smile. “I’m fine. Come, let’s have a look inside.”

      Together, they left the warriors in the courtyard to recover from the flight and strode through the archway that had once held a door. It gaped wide before them, like a serpent’s jaw. An eerie, silent hall opened up before them, and half a dozen corridors snaked out from it, leading to the rest of the castle.

      “This place feels like a tomb,” Eislyn whispered as they trailed down the charred corridors. Remnants of fire stretched along the walls in swirls of black. The castle might be above the fields of fire now, but it had not always been so protected. They stepped past a pile of bones, unburned.

      Her thoughts flashed back to Lir’s words. Could some of the fire fae have truly survived? It seemed impossible. But even wings had once seemed impossible to Reyna Darragh.

      Eislyn stopped outside of a closed door. She tried the silver knob, and the door swung open with a heavy creak. Reyna’s heart lurched against her ribs. And then she rolled her eyes at herself. There was no reason to be so on edge. This was merely an abandoned castle. Just because they’d passed a pile of bones didn’t mean that anyone had seen the inside of this place for decades.

      Her sister sucked in a sharp breath and flew inside with reckless abandon.

      “Eislyn!” Reyna shouted, her heart lurching up into her throat. She raced in after her sister, fear spiking her veins. The room loomed large before her as she stumbled inside. Her sister had come to a stop in the very center of it, her head tipped back as she gazed in wonder at the floor-to-ceiling shelves that swept along the curving walls. Books packed in tight. Their leather tomes glistened beneath the firelight that blazed in through the windows.

      Not a single inch of the room had been burned.

      “Reyna,” Eislyn said as she whipped toward her, tears glistening in her silver eyes. “Can you believe it? A library. Inside the Fire Court.”

      Reyna frowned in confusion and shook her head. Nothing about this made any sense. “How did it survive? You saw the corridors out there. Fire swept through this place.” Even the stench of it streamed in from the open door.

      Lir strode inside a moment later and gazed around. “Well, this is certainly unexpected.”

      “It seems you were right,” Reyna said to him. “The Fire Court did survive. This is evidence. They must have rebuilt their library after the fire took these lands.”

      “I don’t think so.” Lir strode over to the shelves and ran his finger along the edge of a shelf. His finger came away caked in dirt. “Dust. It’s been a very long time since anyone was inside this room.”

      “But it makes no sense,” Eislyn said, her gaze still locked on the books. “How could this room have survived? All these books should be gone. Paper burns.”

      Lir frowned and strode over to the wall. He palmed the stone, leaning into it. When he pulled back, he gave a nod. “Magic is infused in the stone. Someone went to great lengths to protect this place, far before the Fall. They must have been worried that something would happen. They wanted to protect whatever knowledge is contained in this place.”

      Reyna’s heart quickened, and she sucked in a breath. “That means there must be answers here. An explanation for what happened to the fire fae.”

      “And it might just lead us to the axe,” Eislyn said eagerly, clapping her hands.

      Reyna could not help but smile fondly at her little sister. This was right up her alley. Despite the changes she saw in Eislyn, her little sister was still the same fae to her core. The one who loved books and sought out knowledge and dreamed of faraway lands. The only difference was, she’d finally found the bravery to face the things inside her imagination.

      With a nod, Reyna moved to the closest shelf and dragged her finger along the spine of a book. “You may be right. In any case, this is a great place to start exploring while we recover from our journey.”

      The flight had exhausted most of the warriors. Mariel had warned her that might happen. It had been decades since fae had used those kinds of powers, and it no longer felt natural to them. It would take time for them to gain full control, to strengthen the limbs of their wings. It was like anything else, she guessed. You had to use the muscle in order for it to work as efficiently as possible.

      In truth, the warriors needed training.

      Reyna turned to Lir. “You said the Namhaid is prophesied to Cleave the World on Beltane.”

      He nodded, dragging his intent gaze away from Eislyn. The same fondness Reyna felt for her little sister was reflected in his eyes. She might not like the Emperor of Fomor, but even she had to admit that he cared for Eislyn. Reyna would put up with him for her sister’s sake. For now, at least.

      “Many of the details are unclear, but the date was not. The Namhaid attacks on Beltane.”

      “That’s months away,” Reyna said. “We should send out small parties to search for the axe, but we can devote some time to researching these books. And to training.” Nodding, she glanced around, feeling a bit more hopeful than she had when they’d first seen that fiery land blazing on the distant horizon. “And it makes me think Eislyn was right. Glencora isn’t here yet. She’s gone to search for the other sources of power.”

      “And it will give the fae army time to get down here.” Darkness flickered in Lir’s eyes. “I should return to Fomor and tell my people what is happening here. They need to know the Namhaid has finally arrived.”

      Eislyn’s smile dropped like a rock in the sea. “But then that means I would have to leave.”

      Lir’s eyes softened. “It is my empire, Eislyn. I shouldn’t leave them for close to a year, and they need to be prepared for the coming storm, if it hits us.”

      “And what would they say if they knew?” Reyna asked, narrowing her eyes.

      Sighing, Lir folded his arms over his chest. “They would want to fly here and fight.”

      “And you would command them to work with us?” She took a slow step toward the towering Emperor. “They wouldn’t interfere with me trying to stop Glencora my way?”

      “Reyna, no,” Eislyn cut in with a frown. “This isn’t happening. He’s not going, and neither am I. I need to stay here and help you.”

      “I would command them to, yes,” Lir said.

      “And they wouldn’t listen,” Eislyn said, whirling toward Reyna. “I spent months in Fomor. The second they think they know who the Namhaid is, they will do everything in their power to kill her.”

      Reyna closed her eyes. Just as she’d thought. “I could use Eislyn here. She’s a better researcher than anyone I’ve ever met. She will stay.”

      “You cannot command me,” Lir replied in a low growl. “You may have designated yourself the High Queen of three realms, but I’m not a part of those realms. I will return to Fomor if I deem it necessary.”

      With that, he whirled on his feet and stormed out of the library. Eislyn gaped after him, pink dotting her cheeks. After a moment, she sagged against the nearest shelf and dropped her head into her hands.

      “Why does everything have to be so damn hard?” her little sister whispered. “The moment I thought we had a chance at being happy is the moment everything started to fall apart.”

      Reyna’s heart ached for her sister. She strode across the timber floor and wrapped Eislyn up in her arms. The top of her short hair brushed against Reyna’s chin. “It seems we’ve both chosen complicated loves.”

      Eislyn sighed. “I’m sorry. I know I don’t have it nearly as bad as you do. I shouldn’t complain.”

      “Don’t be silly.” Reyna hugged her tighter. “You fell in love with our enemy. As far as I can tell, you have every right to be upset about it.”

      A choked laugh escaped from Eislyn’s throat. When she pulled back, her lips held a grin. “I fell in love with our enemy, didn’t I?”

      Reyna smiled and shrugged. “I did, too. Lorcan captured me and delivered me to his asshole of a father. Looks like you and I have a lot in common after all.”

      Eislyn’s eyes swam with unshed tears. “For the longest time, I didn’t believe we did. I thought we were nothing alike. You were the strong one. Fierce and powerful. And I was nothing but weak. I was too afraid to face anything. I thought I needed to hide behind a shield.” A tear slipped down her cheek. “So many shields.”

      Reyna’s heart softened. “You’re stronger than you think you are.”

      Eislyn nodded and brushed the tear away. “I know that now. Which is why I am staying here, despite what Lir insists. I need to help.”

      “And what about his empire?” Reyna asked.

      “He’s the one who forced this bond on us. He’ll have to figure it out himself,” she said in a sharp tone. “I want to be his wife, but I can’t follow along after him like a little pet while Tir Na Nog needs me. If he wants to return to Fomor while I help you research, then he’s going to have to break the bond that keeps us together.”

      Reyna arched her brow. “Is that possible?”

      “He doesn’t think so. But just like anything, there has to be a way to undo it.”

      “Maybe it will be in these books.” Reyna glanced around at the shelves. There were hundreds of tomes here. Thousands, even. It would take years to sift through it all, let alone fully comprehend it. Suddenly, an overwhelming sense of despair flooded over her. This was going to take a very long time. Perhaps too long. They had less than a year, if that.

      To beat Glencora, they needed to find the axe far before she did. Just because she planned to Cleave the World on Beltane did not mean she wouldn’t make it to the Fire Court before then.

      “If only we knew where to start,” Reyna murmured.

      Eislyn grinned and danced over to a wall that held rows upon rows of tiny drawers. Each was labeled with a series of numbers and letters that read like a foreign language to her. “That’s why we have a catalog. We flip through here for topics, and it tells us where to look. Did you never visit the library back home?”

      Reyna gave her a frank look. “I spent most of my time running through the forest.”

      Eislyn laughed and pulled open the first drawer. “Come on. Let’s get started.”
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      “She is close to Cleaving the World.” Filobar stood before Lorcan, wringing his hands. Sweat beaded his brow, and his entire face burned red, as if he himself stood before the flames of the Fire Court. “The time has come. If we do not do it now, it will be too late to stop her.”

      Dagda paced before them, his head bent low over his chest like the weight of an entire world squatted on his strong, wide shoulders. “I wish it did not have to come to this.”

      He stopped suddenly and whirled toward Lorcan. “I need you to swear something to me.”

      “I will happily swear,” Lorcan said. “Though you must know that in my exiled state, I can lie.”

      Dagda nodded and stared off into the distance at the verdant hills that stretched toward the clear blue horizon. Everything about this place was perfect, Lorcan had quickly realized. It was never too warm or too cold. The sky was always clear. Sunshine beamed down upon their heads every day, without fail, but it never burned their skin.

      Dagda had created a utopia in this place, and now he had to rip it to shreds.

      “Anyone on this side of the ley line can lie. But I never should have tried that whole truth-telling pact in the first place,” he muttered to himself. “It stopped nothing.”

      “You were behind that, too?” Lorcan arched his brows.

      “Aye.” Dagda sighed. “I thought if you were bound to truth, you would fare better than you have. I thought it would be easier to stop the Namhaid. I did not take her Fomorian blood into consideration. I thought merely being born on fae lands would prevent the lies. But it did not, and the fae found ways to weave their own untruths anyway.”

      Lorcan looked down at his feet. “We will try to do better than we have. That I can swear to you.”

      “Only if you win.” Dagda slowly released his breath. “Swear to me that you will not reveal more than what we’ve agreed, and that you will aim to fulfill our quest, regardless of the consequences.” Dagda lifted his head, and his eyes pierced Lorcan’s soul. “That includes death. And not just yours.”

      Lorcan stiffened, but then he nodded solemnly. “I swear it.”

      “Good,” Dagda nodded and then took off across the field. “Then it is time for you to go. Quickly now. The Cleaving is upon us.”

      They reached a small grove of trees at the edge of the field south of the stone manor house. Unlike any trees he’d seen in Tir Na Nog, they seemed to glow golden from within. The leaves were luminous and vibrant and almost as bright as the sun. As they trailed to the center of the grove, Lorcan brushed his fingers against the shimmering bark of the nearest tree. Light rippled through him, sharp and biting, both hot and icy cold at the same time. Wincing, he snatched his hand back.

      “Careful,” Dagda warned. “The magic is potent.”

      The ground before them shimmered, and a golden wall of magic rose up from the ground to hover before them. The wall rippled in the breeze.

      “That’s the ley line,” Filobar said uneasily, back to wringing his hands again. “The proper ley line. The center of it all. The section you looked through before is nothing compared to this.”

      Lorcan nodded. The section closer to the manor home had never shimmered golden like this. It just looked like air.

      “A few curious fae have touched this ley line throughout the decades. In an attempt to return to their loved ones.” Dagda’s lips flattened. “We don’t know what happened to them. They vanished.”

      “All we know is they didn’t make it back to Tir Na Nog,” Filobar said. “They may have travelled on to Neamh.”

      “Or Ifrinn.” Dagda rubbed his forehead. “Or, my worst fear, nowhere.”

      Chills swept through him at the thought. Lorcan not only had to touch the ley line, he had to step through it as well. Suddenly, the full weight of his quest settled on his shoulders. In his determination to return to Reyna, he’d barely given a thought to the danger he would have to face.

      Not that it was going to stop him. He needed to return to her side and warn her of what was to come. Otherwise, he shuddered to think what might happen.

      “You must nudge Reyna in the right direction, but you cannot be blunt in your words. Here is what you need to know. Urge her toward the flames, toward magic. Phoenixes protect, and they prevent you from harm. Reyna must transform. But you must never say those words to Reyna Darragh.”

      Lorcan gave Dagda a grim nod, though the words made little sense. “I understand.”

      Dagda stepped up to the ley line and poked the shimmering wall. It bounced against his fingers, rippling with cresting waves of gold. “When I tell you to go to the other side, heed my words. We’ll have to be quick about this. Otherwise, I fear you’ll vanish just like the rest. You can return to the land of the living from the Court of Death. But when you travel to Neamh or Ifrinn, you can never leave.”

      Lorcan’s heart began to race. He braced himself and fisted his hands. “I’m ready.”

      Dagda reached through the ley line, shoving his hands into the strange shimmering wall that stood between the Court of Death and the rest of the world. His body began to tremble as he wrapped his fingers around the rippling strands. Groaning, he pulled with all his impressive might.

      A small crack appeared in the wall. The ground shuddered beneath Lorcan’s boots.

      “It’s working,” Filobar said with a gasp, stumbling back. All the blood drained from his face and blanched his cheeks. “It’s going to work.”

      Lorcan met Filobar’s eyes as Dagda strained against the rippling ley line. He had only just met the fae, but already it was time to say goodbye. “I hope to see you in Neamh one day, Filobar.”

      The fire fae gave him a wan smile. “If I end up there, that is. Only the gods know where I’m going now. It could be Ifrinn.”

      Lorcan grasped his shoulder and gave him a firm but gentle pat. “It is Neamh for you. I have never been more certain of anything. Those who make great sacrifices yield great rewards.”

      Filobar’s eyes brightened. “Where’d you hear that one? I’ll have to write it down.”

      “Funnily enough, I came up with that one myself.” He gave the fae another pat on the shoulder. “But it’s true. I have no doubt.”

      “I’ve got it,” Dagda heaved as his face turned a gruesome shade of red. His hands shook with the force of a thousand storms. “Go, now.”

      Lorcan took a deep breath as he turned back to the creator he’d once served without question. He shook beneath the strain of the ley line’s magic as the heavy rumble beneath their feet grew into a terrible crescendo. When he’d first learned Dagda wasn’t a god, Lorcan had felt deceived, despite his continued observance of the laws. Because behind it all, he knew there was a true god who worked through Dagda. Seelie.

      But Lorcan could see now that it was more than just Seelie. Dagda had made great sacrifices to save the world. And now, he was doing it again, forsaking his peaceful life for an unknown realm beyond.

      “You are more of a god than you believe you are,” Lorcan said to him. “No matter what happens to you now, know that you will never be forgotten.”

      Dagda’s eyes swelled with tears as he struggled to keep the gap open. He turned to go.

      “And Lorcan?” Dagda grunted out. “Reyna must land the killing blow. No one else. She can only do this by herself.”

      Lorcan gave one last nod to his old god, and then he pushed through the ley line.
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      Eislyn’s eyes hurt. She flipped another page and blinked a dozen times to keep her heavy lids from falling shut. The words blurred before her. With a sigh, she stuck a small rectangle slip of parchment between the pages and closed her book. She glanced out the window. The twin moons were low in the sky, ready to bid a goodbye. The sun would soon rise in their stead.

      She’d been at this all night, and despite her fatigue, excitement buzzed in her veins. Already, she’d learned a great deal about the Fire Court. The last High Queen, Rory Allanach, had stumbled upon the prophecies of the Dagda during a routine trade with the Empire of Fomor. In a book, no less. One the queen had been able to read.

      That meant she’d had Fomorian blood in her veins, like Eislyn and Reyna did.

      Instead of taking the prophecies as a warning, High Queen Rory Allanach had taken them as a call. She’d decided to transform herself into the Namhaid.

      Still, as interesting as it all was, this knowledge helped them little. The past provided insight into what had happened here, but it gave no indication on where to find the axe. At one point, Rory had been in possession of it. Presumably until she’d decided to Cleave the World.

      So, where was it now?

      Eislyn pushed up from the cozy sofa and trailed over to where Reyna had fallen asleep in her chair. Her chin rested against the leather armor that protected her chest. She looked so innocent like this. So peaceful. Eislyn’s heart twisted. Reyna had been through so much. She hated to wake her.

      Exhaustion tugged at her bones. With a sigh, she padded over to the window and stared out at the glowing fields of fire. They needed to find answers and fast. Yesterday’s search party had come back with nothing, save for burns that pockmarked the skin of several warriors. The scouts had been forced to walk back, focusing their newfound magic on healing their wounds rather than on flight.

      Unlike Reyna and Eislyn, the warriors didn’t seem to have full access to magic.

      “Eislyn, come to bed,” Lir said from behind her, making her jump. She whirled toward him with a hammering heart. He’d retired to their chambers hours ago, and she hadn’t heard him approach.

      Pain flared in her heart as she stared up at him. Things had become so strained between them. She hated it. “I can’t. I need to keep searching for answers.”

      “You won’t find anything if you drive yourself to exhaustion.” He held out a hand. “Come. I’ll take you to bed, and then I’ll sit up researching while you sleep.”

      Her heart lifted. “You would do that?”

      A painfully long sigh drew down his broad shoulders. Shadows whorled in his black eyes. “Of course I would, Eislyn. Just because I wish to return to my empire does not mean that I do not want to help you.”

      She tensed. “If you return to your empire, your people will fly here and destroy us.”

      “Not if I explain that the Ghaisgeach has arrived. They believe in the prophecies. If I tell them that interfering will prevent the Ghaisgeach from being victorious, they will listen.” He closed the distance between them and gathered her hands in his. His touch was warm and electric, and a jolt of desire shot through her core. “I need to return to my people. Druid Evin will do his level best to keep everything running smoothly, but I worry about revolt if I’m gone for too long. You said it yourself before. Peace is a fragile thing. I do not wish to shatter it.”

      Her heart twisted with tangled emotions. She understood his predicament far too well. One of the reasons she’d asked him to break the bond in the first place was to avoid shattering his peace. She did not want to see Fomor fall into the same bloody despair Tir Na Nog had.

      But she couldn’t leave.

      She wouldn’t.

      “I understand that you need to do this, but I’m not going with you, Lir.” Taking a deep breath, Eislyn called upon the courage she’d felt when speaking with Reyna. It was one thing to say the words to her sister and quite another to speak them aloud when staring into her lover’s eyes. “I want you to find a way to break the bond. That way, we aren’t locked into staying bound to each other’s side. We can both do what we need to do.”

      He blinked and stepped back, as if she’d slapped him. “This again? Eislyn, I thought we got past this. I thought...” He shook his head, eyebrows furrowing. “Your feelings have changed.”

      “No,” she said insistently, pulling his hand back to her heart. “My feelings have not changed. But we cannot be bound to each other right now. It isn’t right or fair to either of us. We both have things we need to do!”

      “Why?” he asked, incredulously. “You’re my wife. I’m your husband. It is the natural order of things.”

      “Not here.” She shook her head fiercely. “Not in Tir Na Nog.”

      “I am not fae.”

      “But I am.” She gripped his hand tighter and peered up into his stormy eyes. “I love you. And I want nothing more than to live my life by your side, but not like this. Not now, when you’re needed there and I’m needed here. I won’t be bound to you, following you around like I’m your familiar.”

      He turned away. “So, what is it you want then, Eislyn? You would remain here and I would return to Fomor? How is that living your life by my side?”

      “I would join you in Fomor when all of this is over. For now, my sister needs me here.”

      “The Ghaisgeach shouldn’t need help. The prophecies say she does this alone.”

      “Life isn’t always as tidy as prophecies.”

      With a sigh, he took a step away from her. “Even if I agreed to this, it isn’t possible. I told you time and time again. The bond is eternal.”

      “Nothing is eternal,” she whispered. “Especially not magic.”

      He stared at her for a good long while. Silence pounded against her heart like a blunted knife, enough to hurt but not kill. They were from two different worlds, and Eislyn understood that. Lir was used to wives and husbands spending their days locked together, never able to stray far. And perhaps it wasn’t such a bad thing, in most cases. She doubted the citizens of Fomor ever travelled away from their homeland.

      But this was no ordinary situation, and she and Lir were not a normal husband and wife.

      After a moment, his eyes softened. “Fine. For you, I will try to find a way.”

      Her lips lifted into a smile. “Thank you, Lir.”

      “Now, go get some rest.” He motioned toward the door. “I’ll sit here and read until your sister wakes.”

      Eislyn glanced at the chair where Reyna had not budged an inch. She still slept soundly with her chin rested on her chest. She must have been exhausted to sleep through their heated conversation.

      Eislyn shook her head at Lir’s offer. “I’m no longer sleepy. I’ll stay up and keep reading for a little longer.”

      Pain ripped through his eyes. “Please don’t run yourself ragged on account of me. I promise I’ll do whatever I can to find a way to sever the bond.”

      “It’s not that.” She smiled and pushed up onto her toes to drop a kiss on his cheek. “My mind is just buzzing far too much for me to relax. I think I was close to finding something before, in that book. Just one more chapter. And then I’ll get some sleep.”

      He looked as though he wanted to toss her over his shoulder and carry her back to their quarters where he would no doubt strap her to the bed to enforce rest. Back in Fomor, he would have. But instead, he relented. “Alright. One more chapter, and then get some rest. Even if it’s only for a few hours.” A wicked smile curved his lips. “And perhaps a few more hours of another type of relaxation once you’ve had some sleep.”

      Her entire body flushed with a heady need. If only she were the Eislyn she’d been a year ago. She would have eagerly followed him to bed to abandon her quest. But not now. Not today. She might never be a fighter like her sister, but she could help. Her weapon would be a book instead of a sword.

      “I’ll look forward to it,” she said with a timid smile.

      Lir dropped a hot kiss on her forehead and left the room. With a sigh, Eislyn collected her book and flipped to the page she’d marked. Her mind still whirred from their conversation, repeating their tense words over and over. He didn’t want to break the bond. And it hurt him to learn she still did. Why had the Fomorians even created something like that? Surely they didn’t all want to be permanently bound together. Or maybe…they did.

      With a shake of her head, she turned her eyes onto the page. She did not think she would ever truly understand the Fomorians, even though she’d married one.

      Soon, the traditions of the Fomorians were the last thing on her mind. Her eyes scanned the pages of the next chapter.

      
        
        Rory Allanach discovered an ancient court, long forgotten by modern fae. Located deep within the Tamaris caves, from whence their infamous steel is forged, lies the Court of Ruins.

        

      

      Eislyn sucked in a sharp breath and eagerly turned the page.

      
        
        These fae once journeyed from the city of Tamaris to build a new home beneath the ground. The High Queen sought out a reason why, and when she found it, she understood far more about Tir Na Nog than she thought possible.

        There, deep beneath the dirt, sat a source of ultimate power. She left Tamaris to seek out that source and then gave herself over to Unseelie, believing it to be the path toward becoming the Namhaid.

        For the Namhaid must wield power over ice, and she believed that power could be found deep beneath the dirt.

        

      

      Eislyn kept reading, her heart pounding harder with every paragraph.

      
        
        The Court of Ruins, once a bustling city that had traded with the fae of Tir Na Nog, had been left in rubble. Only a few hundred fae remained, those who spoke a different language and seemed haunted by twisted dreams.

        Rory quickly discovered that she would find no help from their ruined court.

        But she found something else far more powerful and far more deadly than ice.

        Motcha’s Axe.

        As I sit here now, watching the fires rage across our lands, I am reminded of a time before our High Queen got her hands on such a terrible, powerful weapon. If only I knew then what I know now, I would have done my level best to stop her. All the Scholars would have. We thought it impossible—she was not an ice princess. Even if she obtained power over ice, she would never become the Namhaid.

        And she did not.

        High Queen Rory Allanach did not Cleave the World, but she destroyed our kingdom in her attempt. After she stole the axe, she took it to the Parched Plains. There, she ruined us all.

        It is only a matter of time before the fires take us all. I can only hope someone will find this journal. If what happened here is only a small portion of the destruction that will come about during the true Cleaving, I fear for the world.

        

      

      Eislyn’s eyes burned. Her heart throbbed painfully in her chest, and her breath rattled from her lungs. For a moment, all she could do was sit numbly in her chair, her white-knuckled fingers gripping the book—no, journal—with overwhelming tension.

      Finally, she sucked in a sharp breath and leapt to her feet. She knew luck had not given her this journal. The Scholar, as he called himself, had left this journal tucked in the right location and had made note of it in the card catalog. It had been earmarked “Namhaid” and “Cleaving” and “Motcha’s Axe” and had basically had a bright blazing arrow pointed straight at it.

      The Scholar had left this behind for them to find. And it might mean the difference between death and survival.

      “Reyna,” Eislyn practically shouted as she rushed across the floor. She knelt down in front of her sister and shook her arm. “Wake up!”

      Reyna jerked, sucked in a breath, and jumped to her feet. Her hand was on her sheathed dagger within a single blink of an eye. She peered at Eislyn, and then relaxed, shoulders sagging. Reyna pressed a hand to her heart.

      “By the gods, Eislyn, don’t do that again. I could have sliced your hand off.” She swept her gaze across Eislyn’s face. “You’ve found something.”

      Eislyn nodded eagerly and pushed the book into her sister’s hands. “I think I know where Motcha’s Axe is. The Scholar says it’s on the Parched Plains. Somewhere near the caves of Tamaris.”

      Reyna shook the sleep out of her eyes. “The Parched Plains? The Scholar?”

      “Just read it,” Eislyn said quickly. “I’ll go get Lir. We should make a move for it as soon as possible. I know we have months until Beltane, but...”

      Reyna gripped Eislyn’s shoulder and squeezed tight. “We want to get the axe before our sister does.”
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      Reyna strode back and forth in front of the gathered warriors. They had only gone on three runs since their arrival in the Fire Court, but half of them already looked ragged. Purple painted the skin beneath their eyes. It seemed the magic was taking a toll on them.

      “We should go without them,” Reyna murmured to Nollaig and Rhain, who stood just on the edge of the courtyard, watching the warriors gather into smaller groups. “They don’t seem to be recovering quickly enough.”

      “They’re fae,” Nollaig said. “It will take them time to adjust.”

      “Unlike Fomorians,” Reyna said with a frown.

      “It seems so,” Nollaig said quietly. “These warriors are far stronger than they were, but they need more time.”

      Reyna sighed. “We don’t have time. We need to go now. With or without them.”

      “And if we run into the human army?” Rhain asked with a grunt. “There’ll be five of us and thousands of them. I have a lot of faith in you, Reyna, but that’s far beyond all of us.”

      Five. Reyna’s frown deepened. Eislyn had insisted on joining them on the journey to the Parched Plains. Likely not so parched anymore. If her visions were anything to go by, they’d be consumed by fire.

      But it was either leave Lir behind or take Eislyn with them. She could understand her sister’s annoyance at her bond.

      “At least take a handful of fighters,” Rhain suggested. “A company or two.”

      “Alright.” Reyna glanced at Nollaig, who had continued with her strange silence since their arrival at the Fire Court. “Do you think that’s the right thing to do?”

      Nollaig clearly knew things that no one else did, and for whatever reason, she had to keep her secrets to herself. But she seemed fine with confirming the truth if Reyna guessed correctly. So, Reyna had decided to ask her opinion on any of her decisions.

      “Additional warriors shouldn’t be necessary,” Nollaig said in that raspy, wheezy voice of hers. “But...I see no reason why you shouldn’t ere on the side of caution.”

      With a nod, she turned to Rhain. “Gather a company of six. The most rested warriors. The strongest. If they are all friendly with each other, the better. If that means taking only wood fae or ice fae, then so be it. We don’t want conflict between us if we can help it.”

      Rhain’s lips twitched. “Six. Good choice, High Queen.”

      With that, he bustled off to gather the party of six. It still wouldn’t be enough if they came across Glencora’s army, not if they wanted to conquer them. But together, they might be strong enough to stage a retreat. They would return to the castle and send word to her father’s marching forces.

      Her skin prickled with unease as she thought through everything she’d learned in the Scholar’s book. He’d even made a notation about the number six, though he hadn’t elaborated. Eislyn thought there were likely more of his journals scattered throughout the library, hidden in plain sight.

      Six.

      Six kingdoms. Six thrones. Six sources of power.

      Ice, air, sea, wood, fire, and...shadow.

      Her heart twisted in on itself, and a sharp pain raked through her body like shards of ice. It nearly crumpled her to her knees. She’d stayed so busy, she’d avoided thinking of him, even at night when she collapsed in the library, paging through books.

      “Lorcan should be here for this,” she whispered to no one but herself. “We have the wrong number. We need one more.”

      She needed him.

      “You are right, Shieldmaiden,” Nollaig said in a grave voice. “Lir, Eislyn. You, me. Rhain. We need another to make six, just like your warrior party. I’ll go tell Rhain to find one more.”

      “It needs to be Lorcan,” Reyna said with so much conviction it made her heart split. It did not feel right doing this without him. He should have been there, by her side, saving the world along with her. The honor should have belonged to him, too. After everything he’d sacrificed...

      He’d given the world his life.

      Emotions rushed to the surface like a storm. When they’d been on the move, she’d been able to tuck them up inside of her and lock them up tight. Reyna had been so focused on the next task: finding the human army, securing the Sea Court throne, mobilizing her allies to reach the axe before her sister did.

      “Hey there, Shieldmaiden.” Nollaig grasped Reyna’s arm to steady her. “Grief is a mountainous foe. Do not let it crumble down on top of you.”

      Her voice shuddered with a raw knowing. Nollaig had loved Lorcan, too.

      “How are you handling this so well?” Reyna asked after she’d blinked back the tears. “You seem just as strong as you always are.”

      “So do you,” Nollaig said. “To those who do not know you as well as I do.”

      “I suppose that’s one benefit of the cloak,” Reyna said with a slight smile. “No one can see the pain on your face.”

      “Hmm. Yes. Though that is not why I wear it.”

      “Why do you wear it?” The question popped out of her mouth. She’d vowed to stop asking Nollaig questions. The fae would never tell her anything. But…her curiosity could not be doused.

      And just as she’d suspected, Nollaig ignored her question. “I once mourned someone terribly. Many someones, in fact. It took years for me to overcome the grief and harden my heart against the pain. I would not advise you do the same.”

      “You don’t think I should overcome my pain? I’m not sure I’ve ever heard that advice before.”

      “It made me forget who I once was,” Nollaig whispered. “I treated life like a game and started moving puzzle pieces around that I thought I could control. As long as I stayed where I was, playing my little game, I would never feel that mind-breaking pain again.” She turned to Reyna then, and she swore she could see Nollaig’s eyes gleaming through the thick shadows of her hood. “I came back for a reason. But once I returned to Tir Na Nog, my grief over my past life crushed me into ash. The only way to survive was to become someone else.”

      “I’m sorry,” Reyna said, wondering at what could have broken someone as strong as Nollaig. Whatever it had been, she had overcome it, like she said. But somehow, it had not been enough. “How long has it been since you came back?”

      Nollaig stiffened. “I cannot say.”

      “Right. Of course.” Reyna sighed. Nollaig had opened herself up a crack before slamming down the wall again. “You can’t say anything more. You’ve already ‘said too much’ and you can’t tell me why you can’t say. I get it. You’ve made it clear.”

      “If we stop Glencora, I will tell you everything.”

      Reyna perked up a little at that. “So, the reason you can’t tell me has to do with...oh.”

      Suddenly, it all made sense. Reyna’s mouth dropped open as she stared at the hooded fae. She kept speaking about what was meant to be and how things were supposed to turn out. All this time, Reyna had thought she might be talking about the Dagda’s visions, about important events she’d read about in books.

      But no. Reyna should have seen it before. The Dagda wasn’t the only one who had visions. Reyna had as well.

      And Nollaig.

      “You’ve had visions,” Reyna said. “That’s why you’re so worried about things going off course. You’ve seen something. And you don’t want to change it.”

      “Ah.” There was a smile in Nollaig’s voice. “Very clever, Shieldmaiden.”

      “So, I’m right.”

      She nodded. “In part. Though I haven’t had visions.”

      “So, you know things, but not through visions.” Reyna frowned. “And it has to do with the future of the world.”

      “Correct.”

      “And you can’t tell me what it is?”

      “No.”

      “Because you’re worried telling me will change things.”

      “Correct.”

      “I see.” And she did see, finally. It made her wonder exactly how much Nollaig knew. What she would give to get inside the shadow fae’s head and poke around a bit. “And you’re sure it wouldn’t help us? Maybe knowing what’s to come will help us prepare for it.”

      “Which is exactly why I can’t tell you. You would alter your actions. Then, what needs to happen might not be done.”

      “That actually makes sense,” Reyna had to admit, as much as she hated it. She shifted toward Nollaig. “So, that must mean your visions, or whatever it is, show us succeeding. If you don’t want to change anything, that must mean the outcome is good.”

      “Very good, Shieldmaiden. Very good.”

      Reyna smiled as hope bloomed in her chest. She felt her old determination swell in her belly, and excitement tripped through her veins. They could do this. They were going to win. All they had to do was find Motcha’s Axe before Glencora did, and they’d already determined the location.

      It almost felt too easy.

      “Good. We’ll mobilize our party and leave shortly,” Reyna said. “There’s just one thing I need to ask. Are we missing something? You’ve said things seem off.”

      “They certainly do,” Nollaig admitted. “Something has gone slightly off course, but that does not mean we can’t win this fight. Just be on guard, Shieldmaiden. And get that axe as soon as you can.”
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        * * *

      

      After Rhain found an extra warrior to round out their party from eleven to twelve, they soared into the skies. The trek to Tamaris took them far over the flaming fields, along the coast to the Teine Peninsula that jutted out into warm ocean waves.

      Several hours into the flight, the ancient city of Tamaris rose up before them. The roofs were crafted from glossy orange stone that glowed beneath the steady gaze of the sun. Many of the buildings were still intact, including the expansive castle that sat above it all on a parched, ashen hill. The orange stone wall wrapped around the castle proper, protecting it from the fires that raged through the city streets.

      The party slowed to a stop in the air, eyeing the city.

      “So, that’s Tamaris,” Reyna said to the others. “There’s more of it left than I thought there would be.”

      “Their buildings were built to withstand most fires,” Lir said. “We taught them how. Centuries ago.”

      Eislyn arched a brow, no doubt eagerly filing that information away into her curious mind. “Then, why did they all die?”

      “Starvation, no doubt,” Lir replied grimly. “They might not have burned, but their food supply would have. Some may have hidden out in these caves you speak of. The Court of Ruins. I still believe some fire fae would have survived.”

      They all turned to gaze out across the flaming fields. Once, they’d been full of crops. In the Fire Court, fresh food like red peppers, tomatoes, cucumbers, and corn grew heartily in the dry heat. The fire fae had also grown their own grapes for wine. Once all of that was lost to them, as well as the animals that grazed the distant fields, there would have been nothing left to eat.

      But each other.

      “What a horrible way to die,” Nollaig muttered, no doubt recalling how close the shadow fae had come to enduring a similar fate. If they had not beaten Ulaid Molt and fled into the thriving woodlands, they would have starved, too.

      Reyna frowned. “It’s as if the land itself is turning on the fae.”

      “Yes.” Lir nodded. “And it will continue to do so if the Namhaid is not stopped. The ice will melt and pour into the sea. Islands will flood. The wind will destroy cities.”

      She shuddered. “We can’t let that happen.”

      “We won’t let that happen,” Eislyn insisted, turning to Lir, her wings beating the air. “Do you know which way we need to go to reach the Parched Plains?”

      The Fomorian shielded his eyes against the sun and angled his body south. After a moment, he lifted his finger and pointed at the distant horizon. “There, where the fields fall away into rivers of molten lava. That entire area is the Parched Plains. It seems parched no more.”

      Reyna’s lips flattened. “Great.”

      They took off toward the lava. With every beat of her wings, Reyna’s excitement built. They were only a few moments away from finding the axe. Only a few more fields to pass before they reached the weapon that would destroy the world. As soon as she got her hands on it, she would hide it away someplace safe until they discovered a way to destroy it completely.

      They’d been through so much. They’d come so far. After all the battles and the blood, and the loss and the heartache, they’d finally made it.

      It would all be over so soon.

      If only Lorcan were here to see it.

      As they drew closer to the Parched Plains where small islands of land were surrounded by streams of flowing lava, a flash of silver caught Reyna’s gaze. Her heart jolted into her throat as she pushed her wings faster. The flash grew larger, building into a distinct, familiar form that pulled all the hope out of her body and tossed it into the hot air.

      “No,” she whispered, terror charging through her like a storm.

      “Reyna,” Eislyn whispered back, her voice ribbons of fear. “We’re too late.”

      Glencora was already here.
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      Reyna hurtled toward her sister, a scream lodged in her throat. Her eyes burned from the heat of the lava and the ferocity of the wind. A knife of terror stabbed her gut. Glencora stood on a tiny island in the middle of the plains with Motcha’s Axe held high above her head. Her owl familiar swooped around her and let out angry, vicious hoots.

      Her sister’s head jerked up toward the skies as Reyna’s scream finally burst from her throat. Glencora smiled. And then she slammed the sharp axe into the ground. Reyna dropped to her feet and ran, stumbling over the rocks. Her wings folded into her back as she drew her sword.

      The ground beneath her shook. A rush of wind slammed her body, knocking her back, away from Glencora and the Cleaving of the World. Her head hit rock.

      Darkness came fast.
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        * * *

      

      “Reyna.” A tender, male voice drifted into her ear, and a strong hand shook her shoulder. “Reyna, wake up.”

      Worry crept into that voice. She smiled in her sleep. For so long, she’d longed to hear him again, and he had finally found her in her dreams.

      “We need to get out of here. The lava holds iron. It will kill us all.”

      She frowned. That wasn’t what she wanted to hear in her dreams. This was supposed to be a peaceful one. With her and Lorcan...no flames or Glencora or...

      Her eyes snapped open. Lorcan peered down at her with his midnight eyes, and strands of wavy dark hair fell into his angular face. She gulped in a cry of shock. Confusion pounded against her skull, right where it had hit the rocks.

      What the hell was happening now? Was she seeing things?

      “Yes, I know, you’re shocked to see me, but I don’t have time to explain.” He stood and held out a hand. “I’m alive. And we need to go or it won’t be long until I’m dead again.”

      Reyna blinked numbly. She really was hallucinating. Lorcan Rothach stood before her as though she’d never shoved her blade into his chest. Tears leaked out of her eyes. Even though she knew none of this was real, her heart swelled at the sight of him again.

      “Lorcan?” Eislyn gasped from somewhere behind Reyna. “Is that really you? You’re...”

      “Dead?” His lips tipped up. “Not anymore. I’ll explain everything when we get to safety, but we have to go now.”

      As if to accentuate his words, the ground shook beneath her. The land suddenly split, and Reyna slid sideways, almost falling into the crack. Still numb, she reached out, grabbed Lorcan’s hand, and he pulled her up...

      Her face pressed against his chest.

      Leather, smoke, steel.

      Tears burned her eyes. Everything within her squeezed tight, and her knees buckled beneath her.

      He collected her into his arms and pushed off from the ground. Great, gleaming black wings spread from his back, pounding against the hot air. Reyna gaped, still unable to fully grasp what was happening.

      Lorcan’s dead. Nothing about this is real. It can’t be real.

      But her heart raged in her chest, desperation clawing through her soul like the talons of a majestic bird.

      The sky beside them filled with forms. The others had taken flight. Eislyn’s gaze was locked on Reyna’s face, reflecting her shock. Another rumble shook the ground. Reyna glanced down to find the Parched Plains buckling beneath the heat of the lava. A deep hole was forming in the ground, right where Glencora had Cleaved the World.

      Realization stormed through her. She’d been so distracted by her hallucinations that she’d forgotten all about the axe.

      Glencora had done it.

      Her blood stilled.

      The end of the world was upon them.
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        * * *

      

      When they set down at the castle, Reyna instantly leapt out of Lorcan’s arms and stumbled away from him. She stared at him, confusion and hope whipping up a storm of emotions in her gut.

      It looked like him, but she’d been through this shit more than once, and she wouldn’t believe a damn word of it again. She’d stabbed him. She’d watched the life fade from his eyes. It was impossible for him to be here now.

      She’d had a lot of time to think on their return flight.

      This was a lie.

      “Whoever you are, you think you’re really clever, don’t you?” she shouted as her fisted hands shook like the rumbling plains. “Did Glencora send you here to mess with me? Well, it won’t work. So, go ahead and drop the illusion.”

      Lorcan nodded. “I had a feeling you’d say that.”

      “Good.” She folded her arms over her chest and glared at him while the others set down around her. Eislyn strode up to her side and placed a comforting hand on her back, holding her steady. Her sister had been there for her in a way she’d never expected when Lorcan had died. Without her, Reyna did not think she would have survived the loss.

      “Life has been pretty cruel to us both,” Lorcan continued. “We’ve found ourselves pitted against each other, separated, ripped apart. Far too often.”

      She let out a low growl. “I thought you were going to drop the illusion.”

      “Nollaig,” he said with a nod toward the shadow fae, who hadn’t spoken a word since they’d dropped into the courtyard. Her cloak had been burnt along one side, and a single pale leg jutted out from the material. It was the only time Reyna had ever seen anything more than her gloved hand. “You know it’s me.”

      “I am not immune to illusions,” she said in her raspy voice. “You could be anyone who has given themselves over to the dark god. You could even be Glencora.”

      “But am I?” He strode toward her, his eyes flashing. “Because I think you know the truth, and I need you to tell Reyna. I’ve been where you went. I know what you know. And I also know you’ve broken your vow.”

      Nollaig stumbled back. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You don’t?” His brows winged upward. “Let me give you one more hint. Does the name Filobar ring a bell?”

      Nollaig sucked in a rattling gasp.

      “What’s going on?” Reyna stormed toward Lorcan and shoved herself between him and Nollaig. “Get the hell away from her.”

      “You might not want to be protecting her, Reyna,” Lorcan said with flashing eyes. “She’s not who you think she is.”

      “Alright.” She stabbed her finger into the center of the ever-present leather armor that hugged his sculpted muscles like a second skin. Whoever this was, they’d done a good job with the illusion. “This is how I know you aren’t Lorcan. He would never say a bad word against Nollaig.”

      “That’s because I didn’t know who she was before,” he said with a shake of his head. “Hell, I still don’t. But I know she’s not who she says she is.”

      “She hasn’t even said who she is,” Reyna hissed, pushing him back. “Now, get away from her.”

      Lir strode up toward them, towering over them all. He had yet to fold his wings back into his skin, and they pounded the air like a pair of brutal weapons. “What’s all this about then?”

      “We have an intruder in our midst,” Reyna said through clenched teeth. “Someone pretending to be Lorcan and trying to convince us that Nollaig isn’t who she says she is. Maybe he’s trying to trick us into turning on her as a way to sow discord in our ranks. But what this intruder hasn’t realized is that Nollaig is very much one of us. Anyone who stands against her stands against us all.”

      Lorcan stared at the ground. “I’ve gone about this all wrong.”

      “Yes, you have.”

      Lir cocked his head and ran a finger along the top of Lorcan’s leathers. When he pulled his finger away, it was stained gold. “He’s telling the truth.”

      “What?” Reyna glanced up at him incredulously. “Of course he isn’t. Lorcan is dead. I—”

      I killed him.

      The pain almost took her to the ground.

      “He has ley line dust on his shoulders. He’s returned from the Court of Death.” Lir nodded and regarded Lorcan with a respect that hadn’t been there a moment before. “Impressive. That’s only happened once before, with—”

      Nollaig growled. “Impossible.”

      Reyna frowned, glancing from Lir to Nollaig and back to Lorcan. Her heart pounded against her ribs as a horrible hope crashed down upon her. She wanted desperately to believe this was real. Could it be? Could he really have come back? She didn’t like Lir very much, but...she had to admit, even at his worst, he’d never lied.

      In fact, he was brutal with his truths.

      Slowly, scarcely daring to breathe, she turned to Nollaig.“Why is it impossible?”

      “Because fae cannot return from the Court of Death after they’ve died. If that was how it worked, this realm would be full of the dead.”

      “You’re right, “Lorcan said with a nod. “It doesn’t work that way. Dagda wasn’t going to help me return until he realized things are not going according to his plan.”

      Everyone was silent for a good long while. Reyna finally spoke. “His plan?”

      “To stop the Cleaving of the World.” His jaw clenched as he glanced at the fields beyond the castle walls. “He sent me back to warn you that things have gone off course. But I was too late, it seems. Glencora has already swung the axe.”
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      Reyna stared. His words dropped like a stone in her gut even as her heart nearly shattered from the sheer, desperate hope of it all. Nollaig shifted closer, her pale leg still visible from beneath her burnt cloak. The shadow fae seemed to tremble with barely-contained emotion.

      “It’s true then,” Nollaig whispered. “You’ve come back to us.”

      He gave Nollaig a curt nod. “I’ve come back for Reyna. No one else.”

      Reyna took a step toward him. She knew it was crazy to hope. She’d stabbed her blade into his heart. He was gone. She’d even buried him. This was the third time a fae had stood before her, tricking her into believing the impossible. How could she allow herself the hope of it all?

      “Nollaig,” Reyna said slowly. “Tell me you don’t believe this.”

      “What he says,” Nollaig replied in a strained voice, “he could not know. Not unless he’d truly been there. Not unless he’d returned.”

      Reyna’s heart split wide open as she stumbled forward. Desperation pounded against her head, driving her into the ground. It had been almost impossible for her to even move in the days following Lorcan’s death. It had taken all the fragile fight within her to push past her grief to take charge of the courts.

      She’d built a tenuous wall around her heart to shield her from her pain, and now it all shattered around her like a mountain of ice broken by the fist of a god.

      Tears filled her eyes. She trembled as she stared at Lorcan. Her heart ached for him. Her soul begged to collide with his.

      “Can I truly trust this?” she whispered to no one but herself. Because, if she did, and this all turned out to be a terrible lie, she did not think she could survive it.

      “Remember the stars,” Lorcan murmured. “Remember the river in Inishfall. All our plans, all our hopes, all our dreams. A life together. A simple one without all of this.” Pain flickered through his eyes. “I figured something out while I was trying to find a way back to you. I had a lot of time to think.” A familiar smile stretched across his face. “And it occurred to me that we may have misinterpreted your deal with Seelie. You let go of a normal life for you and me, but that doesn’t mean we have to stay apart. We can be together. We can live our lives side by side, but those lives will never be simple or easy. There’s no cabin in the woods, far away from it all. But we can still be each other’s future, Reyna. There is nothing in this godforsaken world I want more than that. I even travelled back from the dead for it. Because I love you more than life itself.”

      Reyna’s heart expanded, shattering her ribs. Tears poured down her face as she stared into his earnest eyes, seeing the truth laid out before her. This was no illusion. It wasn’t a trick. Only Lorcan would say these words, words that melted all the pain and rage and fear.

      She opened her eyes as he crossed the distance between them. Her feet left the ground as he hoisted her into his arms and buried his face into her hair. She breathed him into her aching lungs.

      Leather, smoke, steel.

      It was him. Solid and warm and strong. And alive. They stayed like that for ages, clinging on to each other while the sun dipped below the horizon. Fire raged nearby, but Reyna didn’t notice. There would be time for fire later. For now, all that mattered were the shadows and the ice.
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        * * *

      

      “So, what do you think?” Reyna asked after she’d given Lorcan a tour of the castle and its library. They ended up in the bedchamber she’d claimed for her own. He looked tired, as if he’d finally arrived in the Fire Court after a lengthy journey. And she supposed he had. He’d pushed through the ley line and then had flown straight here.

      Most fae did not return from the dead.

      “I think that you’re right. There will be answers in that library,” he said with a nod. “But it is strange. Dagda didn’t mention anything about this.”

      Reyna perched on the bed beside him. “What exactly did the Dagda say?”

      She assumed Dagda hadn’t provided an in depth explanation on how to stop the world from ending, or Lorcan would have mentioned it by now. But, he must have been sent back for a reason. And it had something to do with the Namhaid.

      “You won’t like my answer,” Lorcan said, flattening his lips into a thin line.

      She arched a brow and waited.

      He sighed. “I was only meant to warn you.”

      “You were only meant to warn me?” she asked, fighting against her frustration. None of this was his fault. The last thing she wanted to do was argue with him, after everything. He was here with her now, and that was all that truly mattered.

      He nodded. “Unfortunately, I was too late. Glencora has already Cleaved the World. We can only hope to find a way to undo it.”

      “Do you know how we can do that?” she asked.

      “No, my love. But if I did, I might not be able to tell you.”

      Reyna fell silent, thinking. Nollaig had said very similar things. She only confirmed information after Reyna had guessed it. The only time she ever offered something up, it had nothing to do with the Namhaid, the Cleaving, or any of the rest of it. The important things she’d kept to herself.

      “Lorcan,” she finally said in a whisper, too afraid to look into his eyes. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

      Her hands fisted as she drew upon the courage within her. She had done a terrible thing. The worst possible thing someone could do to another soul. And she did not know how he sat here so calmly beside her, as if none of it had ever happened. As if she had not stolen the life from his veins.

      He placed a hand on her neck, and the warmth of him flooded her senses. “You don’t need to say anything.”

      “Yes, I do,” she said fiercely. Finally, she drew in a deep breath and forced herself to meet his midnight eyes. The silver of hers was reflected in the darkness. “I’m so sorry. For what I did to you. I wish I could take it back and…” She fell silent. That was a lie. Despite her love for him, she couldn’t take it back. He’d been trying to release his curse upon all of Tir Na Nog. And even beyond it. Everyone would have died.

      “I forgive you a million times and more,” he said in a rough voice. “Do you not remember, Reyna? I told you to do it.”

      “So, it really was you then? Who said goodbye?” Somehow, that made it all hurt even more. He’d been right there with her at the end. He’d seen her do it.

      “For a moment, yes. I fought hard to get back to you to say goodbye. I needed you to know that it was okay.” He rubbed his thumb along the back of her neck. “There was no other way, my love. I was losing the fight against the dark magic. Every time the Cursed One drank blood, he gained more control over me. It was only a matter of minutes before I was gone forever.”

      She closed her eyes. A hot tear slipped down her cheek. “I’m just so sorry.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” His voice rose in insistence. “All that matters now is that we are here. Together. We will face whatever happens next hand in hand. I will not let anything else rip us apart. Ever again. I would burn up every star in the sky just to keep you by my side.”

      She flipped open her eyes, her heart swelling. He leaned closer, and their foreheads touched. Her skin warmed, her chest flushed. With a sigh, all the tension in her shoulders finally fled. In the back of her mind, she knew that today was only the beginning of something far worse, but right now, in this tiny moment captured in time, she could forget. Tomorrow would bring further destruction. She knew it deep within her gut.

      But tonight would bring her hope.

      His lips brushed against hers, and she sighed against him. Hunger ripped through her as she wound her arms around his neck and tangled her fingers in his thick, curly locks. His hand tightened on her neck, and a spark of heat lit her core on fire.

      Their kiss deepened. Need stormed through her. With her lips still locked on his, she shifted on the bed to straddle him. His hard length pressed against her core, throbbing against her. She grasped his neck and kissed him with all the hope and fear and pain she’d felt the past few months. His familiar mouth was like a lifeline, tugging her back into the light. She had almost fallen into perpetual darkness without him.

      His hands snaked around her back and fisted around her tunic. With a growl, he yanked hard at the material, ripping it in half. Her breasts sprang free, and he caught her nipple between his thumb and forefinger. Desire snaked through her, heady and overwhelming.

      Moaning, she dropped back her head and arched toward him, desperate desire driving away her troubled thoughts. His lips brushed against her nipple, and pleasure flared within her. As his mouth explored her skin, she reached between them and undid the button on his trousers. After so long spent apart, she ached for him and needed him in a way she never had before.

      He flipped her over and pinned her to the bed with a speed and dexterity that made her breath catch in her throat. She smiled up at him. “That’s new.”

      Growling, he drove his tongue across her right peaked breast. “You’re not the only one with magic now.”

      He slid his hand up the inside of her thigh and paused when she gasped. His fingers were agonizingly close to the apex, to where she yearned to feel his touch. With a tantalizing smile, he palmed her other thigh and pushed it down toward the bed, spreading her open before him.

      With the softest of kisses, he teased her right thigh and then her left. Shockwaves of desperate desire shook her body, and she reached out to grasp his soft, dark locks in her trembling fingers.

      With a chuckle, he dragged his tongue down the length of her thigh and then paused just before it reached her core. Her body bucked against him, and her breath rattled in her chest.

      And then, just as she’d caught her breath, a finger slipped inside of her. She clenched around him and moaned, grinding against his hand. He slid deeper inside of her, and then pushed a second finger inside to join the first. Stars dotted her eyes as he thrusted into her. Pleasure built up like thick, dark clouds in the sky, desperately ready for the crack of lightning to release the storm.

      Her need built as she rocked against his hand, his tongue teasing the apex. Suddenly, she shattered against him. A scream of release shot from her throat, and her body pulsed around his slick fingers. Sighing, she sagged against the bed and smiled at the delicious pleasure that pooled in her body.

      Lorcan pulled his hand away, and then climbed on top of her, bracing his forearms on either side of her head. Electric need flashed in his eyes. “Everything about you is perfect. The way you feel. The way you taste. The way you look when you shatter from my touch.”

      Her heart filled with a painful hope as she wound her arms around his neck. “I love you. No matter what happens, I will never stop loving you. No gods can stop it. No dark magic or curses or ley lines separating life from death. My love for you is indestructible.”

      “And my love for you is insurmountable. I was in the depths of darkness when the Cursed One took over my body and my mind, and yet I still saw you in the darkest parts of the shadows. He lost because he did not understand my love for you. It was his death, and it was my salvation.”

      She gripped him tighter and pulled his mouth down to hers. When they kissed, she could feel the emotions passing between them, as if they were living, breathing entities unto themselves. As if they existed in this realm as surely as their bodies did.

      His lips crashed against hers as his kiss grew hungry. When he settled his body firmly against hers, the hard length of him pressed against her core, and a new wave of desire washed over her. Even as satiated as she was, she was ready for more of him. She would never tire of his touch.

      She hooked her thighs around his waist, and he slowly pushed inside. She gasped as his hard cock filled her core, as her slick walls tightened around him. With a heady growl, he crashed against her, filling her completely. Before she could catch her breath, he pulled back and thrusted deep inside her once more. Her fingernails dug into his back as he claimed her with all the passion and the hope and the fear and love passing between them. Their tangled emotions crashed together just as their bodies did.

      “I love you,” he breathed as he stared down into her eyes, his thrusts growing quicker with each passing moment.

      She wound her fingers in his hair, her thumbs against his strong jawline. Her heart swelled as she stared up at him, awestruck by this male, by their fate, by the impossibility of the both of them. “I love you, Lorcan Rothach.”

      “I will love you as the world burns to the ground, and as the darkness consumes us all. If nothing is left in this world once our war with Unseelie is over, my love for you will still never fail. It will be the only thing to survive the end of everything.”

      His thrusts grew faster, more needful. She clawed his back, arching against him and giving in to the thrill of their bond. Need built in her core, and then she came undone. He came with her this time, growling as his body shook against hers. They were no longer one soul, not anymore, if they ever had been since that fateful day they’d met. They were one.
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      Lorcan rolled over to find Reyna’s silver eyes gleaming in the moonlight that spilled through the open windows. A smile tugged on her lips as she traced her finger down the edge of his jaw. A low growl rumbled in his chest, and he shifted on his side to face her.

      “I’m surprised you aren’t dead to the world.” His eyes dropped to her chest, and he noted her peaked nipples. “It looks like someone is still feeling frisky.”

      “I love you,” she whispered, edging closer to him so that their arms and legs were tangled together. He no longer knew where he ended and she began. “I love you so much that I can barely stand it. It feels like it’s thrumming inside of me, building and building to the point it’s going to shatter me into a million pieces because my body can’t hold it all inside.”

      “Well, that doesn’t sound pleasant,” he murmured.

      “But it’s true.” Her finger lingered on the spot just beneath his ear. A shiver went through him. “If I lose you again, Lorcan, I don’t think I would survive. It feels like your soul is linked to mine. And if I lost you, I would no longer be me at all.”

      “I don’t think that’s true, my love. Maybe it would hurt like hell, but you’d survive. You always do.” He slid his hand beneath the sheet to cup her smooth, curvy hips. “But I don’t intend for you to lose me again. In fact….”

      His heart nearly stopped when he came so close to voicing the words out loud. He wanted nothing more than to marry this fae, but he had no idea how she felt about that kind of thing.

      “Can you feel our bond?” he asked instead.

      When they had come together this night, something had passed between them he’d never felt. He swore he’d been able to feel her emotions pouring off her body and into his. As if they were somehow linked. But that had to be impossible, right?

      Nothing about that made sense. It must have been the fear of losing each other, that was all. They’d both been feeling so much, it was only natural that it felt like more.

      “I can,” she whispered back. “I thought it was just me.”

      “You and I are special together, I have no doubt about that,” he murmured as he rested his hand against her stomach and began to draw slow circles on her skin. Instantly, she arched, eager for his touch. He hardened with a groan.

      Reyna noticed, and a sly smile crossed her face. “And you said I’m the frisky one.”

      “Aren’t you?” His fingers drifted north, and he squeezed her right nipple. A gasp popped from her parted lips, and he felt like he might go mad if he didn’t take her right then and there.

      “My god, how do you do this to me?” He pushed up and angled his body on top of hers before catching her breast in his mouth. She shuddered against him, and he could not help but slip his other hand between her thighs to feel the wetness coating her skin. His cock hardened even more.

      “I want you on top of me,” he murmured as he pulled back and flipped her around, so that now she straddled him. He loved gazing up at her when she rode him, her perfect breasts bouncing before his eyes.

      She gasped, and then smiled, flattening her hands against his chest. Leaning down, she slipped her tongue along the curve of his ear. Need flared through him. He gripped her curvy hips with his hands and angled her toward his ready cock.

      She slid down on top of him, and her slick walls clenched around him, driving him wild. Gods, he could fuck her for days and never need a break. She arched as she rocked against him. Gazing up at her, he could not help but be awed by her beauty and her strength.

      Her lips parted as she rode him, and he thrusted deep inside her when their bodies crashed together. He pulled her against him and kissed her fiercely, growling as the need within him grew to an aching roar.

      In only moments, she came undone, quicker than the previous time. He felt smug satisfaction from knowing how much pleasure he could bring to his love. He came not long after. As they both caught their breath, Reyna curled up onto his chest and sighed.

      There was so much happiness in that smallest of noises. Lorcan had actually managed to find a way back to her. Despite all the odds stacked against him, he had clawed his way back from death itself. And it had been worth the fight.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” she whispered against his chest.

      “And I am very glad to be here. I’m not ready to die just yet, my love.”

      “If I have my way, you won’t die for a very long time.”

      He smiled, but then his lips dropped. “I’m just sorry I can’t do much to help. It seems I was too late.”

      “Just you being here helps,” she said, shifting to gaze up at him with love in her eyes. “I never thought I would need anyone, but…”

      “You don’t need me, Reyna. You’re stronger than anyone else I know. You don’t need anyone at all.”

      “Maybe need is the wrong word,” she whispered, “but there is some truth in it. I am far better off with you in my life. You make me feel as if there is light and hope in the world rather than perpetual darkness and death. Perhaps that isn’t need, but it’s something close to that.”

      He kissed her fiercely, need and love churning inside his heart. Somehow, he had found her. And he would never again let anything rip them apart.
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      “Have you found any answers?” Eislyn found Lir inside their chambers, staring solemnly out across the fields. Over the past few hours, the everflames had strangely died, leaving behind nothing but ash. It must have been a result of the Cleaving. Lir had been distant every since they’d returned from the Parched Plains, and she could not blame him. They’d all failed. Glencora had won.

      He shook his head, wincing. “By all accounts, this is it. The end of everything. Unseelie’s magic will stretch across the world. We’ll all be lost to the darkness soon enough. I just don’t understand why nothing has happened yet, other than the end of the everflames. We were supposed to feel the magic break across us when she swung the axe.”

      Eislyn frowned and stepped up beside him. “Could she have failed? We saw her swing the axe, but maybe she didn’t manage to Cleave?”

      He rubbed his jaw. “I suppose that’s possible, but it doesn’t make much sense. Why didn’t it work? Something occurred. We all felt the ground shake. Did she merely want to destroy the everflames? But why?”

      “Maybe it was a partial Cleaving,” Eislyn tried. “And she wasn’t strong enough to complete it. We all thought she’d go in search of all six sources of power first, but she came straight here. What if she did it in the wrong order?”

      “Perhaps,” he said, still rubbing his jaw. When he glanced down at her, she saw the hooded look in his eyes. He looked haunted, like his worst nightmare had come alive. “I can’t stop thinking about what Lorcan said. He visited the Court of Death and Dagda sent him back. To warn us. Things have gone wrong. We’re off course.”

      Eislyn let out a heavy sigh and placed a hand against his back, yearning to lean into him. But she knew he wouldn’t like what she had to say next. “Regardless of what Glencora did, the magic clearly hasn’t destroyed us all yet. So, there might be time to find a way to fix this. We could find a way to save us yet.”

      He gazed down at her with those impossibly dark eyes. “Your optimism is astounding, particularly after what we just witnessed.”

      “You said it yourself. We should all be lost to the darkness by now. But we aren’t.”

      “That doesn’t mean there’s a way to undo what Glencora did.”

      “Unless she failed,” Eislyn said firmly. “There are hundreds of books in that library, and I’ve been able to find several more journals from the Scholars. I want to study them. We might find more answers there. Something to explain what she did.”

      His lips flattened. “I must return to my people and warn them of what’s happened. I cannot stay here any longer, Eislyn. They must know about the Cleaving of the World. I will not leave them ignorant on this.”

      “I know,” she said softly, her fist tightening around his loose tunic. “That’s why I want to break the bond.”

      He hissed and turned away. “I told you it’s impossible.”

      “It’s not. I’ve been thinking about it a lot,” she said. “That day we wed, we bound ourselves together, our bodies, our blood? Perhaps our blood is all we need to undo it.”

      “I don’t want to lose you, Eislyn,” he said with a strained voice. “If we part ways now, we might not ever find each other again.”

      A dagger stabbed her heart, and she closed her eyes. “We can’t think about it that way. This is only temporary. When all of this is over, perhaps we could reform the bond. And then, it will be my choice. It wasn’t before. At least give me the chance to make my own decision, when the time comes. Right now, I need my freedom. If you love me like you say you do, you will give it to me.”

      He shuddered against her touch, and let out a light growl. “That isn’t fair.”

      “It isn’t fair to hold me to a bond that I never chose.”

      His fists clenched, but he nodded. “Fine. I’ll try this, even though I hate it, Eislyn. Even though I should pull you into my arms and fly you back to Fomor against your will. It isn’t safe here for you. And I don’t want you anywhere but by my side.”

      “But you’re not going to do that, are you?” she asked softly.

      “No. Dammit. I’ll give you what you bloody want, even if it kills me.”

      She hated doing this to him, to them both. But there was no other way. She’d meant every word she’d said to him, and she agreed that he needed to return to Fomor before it was too late. His people needed him. And her people needed her. Right now, they still had some measure of hope. If the world hadn’t ended yet, maybe they’d still be able to save it.

      But she couldn’t help back in Fomor. She needed to stay here with her sister. Eislyn felt the truth of it in her bones.

      With a heavy sigh, Lir crossed the room and pulled a small knife from the drawer of their bedside table. Eislyn swallowed hard at the flash of the steel, even though she had been the one to ask for this. She needed to stay strong, for both their sakes.

      Lir closed his eyes and placed the tip of the knife against his palm. “Tell me one more time, Eislyn, my love. Are you certain you want to do this?”

      She hesitated, but then nodded. “I’m certain.”

      He pricked his palm and blood pooled on his skin. Quickly, he handed the knife to her and waited for Eislyn to do the same. There was no dallying. They couldn’t wait. With Lir’s healing powers, the wound would close up tight within a few moments.

      She pricked her palm, and pain flickered like fire across her skin. Sighing, she held her hand out to his and waited. For a moment, he stared, his body tense, his hand clawed. But then he gently laced his fingers through hers and linked their palms.

      Eislyn stared into his eyes as she felt a strange rip pass between them.

      Lir winced and glanced away. “That is it then. We are no longer bound.”

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered back. “We had no other choice.”

      “There is always a choice.” He finally met her eyes then, and the pain within them almost shook her to her knees. “The funny thing about it, Eislyn, is that…” He tucked a finger beneath her chin and smiled, “this only makes me love you more. You want to save your people. I have to respect that. I was a fool to ever think you were the Namhaid.”

      She smiled through her tears. “You never really did think it was me. If you had, I wouldn’t be standing before you right now.”

      “You might be right.” He glanced out the window. “I suppose I should go.”

      Her heart lurched. “Already?”

      “There’s no time to waste,” Lir said. “It will take all night for me to return home. Fomor may have felt Motcha’s Axe strike the ground. If they did, they will know what it means. They’ll be frightened. And they will need their Emperor.”

      “And this only makes me love you more, too,” she whispered, reaching up a hand to palm his bronze face. “Even though I want another night with you.”

      He grabbed her hand against his cheek and squeezed tight. “When we reunite, my love.”

      She nodded and swallowed hard. When, not if. They had to believe that one day they’d find their way back to each other. She hadn’t been lying when she’d told him she’d gladly return to Fomor when all of this was over. Just not yet. Not now.

      There was too much else to be done.

      They left their rooms behind and strode out into the silent courtyard. The warriors had packed into the castle barracks for the night and only a few guards roamed the perimeter, though there wasn’t a damn thing out in those fields other than ash.

      “I love you,” Lir said as he kissed her hungrily. Need ripped through her body, curling her toes. She clung onto his chest, desperately wishing she could hold him here and never let him go.

      But she couldn’t. Fomor needed him, and Tir Na Nog needed her.

      “Goodbye, Lir,” she whispered as he took a step back.

      “Goodbye, my love.”

      Tears streamed down her face as she watched Lir go. His flared wings vanished into the heavy darkness of the night, his form melting into shadows. She brushed the tears off her cheeks and tried to steady herself. She had asked for this. It was what she wanted. But it still felt like a stab in the heart.

      It is for the best, she thought to herself. She could not depend on him any longer. Not like this. A part of her did yearn for him to gather her into his arms and fly her to safety, away from all of this, but it wouldn’t solve anything.

      He’d just be another shield.

      Even though she wasn’t the Ghaisgeach, she knew she was needed here.

      And he was needed in Fomor.

      “You broke the bond,” Reyna said, striding up to sling her arm around Eislyn’s shoulder. “You don’t look very happy about it.”

      “I worry I’ll never see him again,” she whispered. “Even though it’s what I had to do, that doesn’t mean I don’t feel the pain of it.”

      “Trust me, I understand what you mean far better than anyone.”

      Eislyn nodded, clinging to her sister’s own past as evidence that she hadn’t just made a horrible mistake. She and Lorcan had a bond that far exceeded anything created by magic. No matter how many times they’d been torn apart, they’d always found their way back to each other. Not even death had kept them apart. If both she and Lir survived whatever happened next, she had to believe the same would apply to them.

      She’d try her damnedest to get back to him.

      “How long does it feel like this?” Eislyn whispered.

      “Always.” Reyna hugged her tighter. “I won’t lie to you. It won’t stop hurting. But you’ll find a way to live with it. Luckily, there’s a lot to keep you occupied for now.”

      “The research,” Eislyn said, sucking in a deep breath and nodding. “All those journals. There must be something in them.”

      “If there isn’t, then we truly have failed.” Reyna gazed at the fields of ash. “I’m just so confused. I was certain we would get the axe before Glencora did. How did she reach it before us? Didn’t she need to find the sources of power first?”

      “Maybe her impatience made her fail. The world hasn’t died yet.”

      “It just doesn’t make sense,” Reyna said with a shake of her head. “We’re missing something, and whatever it is, it’s big. Right now, a puzzle stretches out before us, but we don’t have all of the pieces. It makes it look like we’re forming one picture when really, we’re forming something entirely different.”

      “Any idea what that different picture might be?” Eislyn asked, though she already knew the answer.

      “Nope,” Reyna said with a sigh. “Come. Let’s go inside the library and see what we can find. I have a feeling neither one of us will sleep well tonight. Might as well make ourselves useful.”

      Eislyn arched a brow. “I assumed you’d want to spend the evening in your, ah, chambers.”

      Reyna grinned, and a sparkle filled her eyes that Eislyn had never seen from her before. It was so unlike her sister. Always so focused on ferocity and vengeance and anger. Now, Eislyn could not help but notice that anger was balanced with light.

      “As much as I wish I could spend the rest of the night in my chambers, Lorcan is exhausted. He’s fast asleep. I should let him rest.”

      Eislyn laughed. “Say no more. I don’t think I want to know.”

      Both laughing, they returned to their spots inside the library. Eislyn took one journal while Reyna took another. They fell into companionable silence as they read. The only sound that filled the library was the crinkling of pages and the gentle roar of the fire in the hearth.

      It almost felt peaceful. Until a storm of arrows shattered the windows.

    

  







            20

          

          

      

    

    






Reyna

        

      

    

    
      Reyna leapt to her feet. Shards of glass rained down on her head, and she threw her arms up to protect her face. Eislyn shouted as she took cover behind the chair. Another arrow shot through the broken opening.

      Reyna snatched the arrow in midair and snapped it in half, her heart pounding in rage and fear. Narrowing her eyes, she strode up to the broken window and glared out into the night. The glow of the hearth flashed light onto the three forms streaming toward the castle. They leapt over the crumbled wall and launched through the window.

      “Eislyn, get back!” Reyna shouted, edging in front of where her sister hid behind the chair. She whipped her ice dagger from her belt and angled it toward the first intruder.

      “I have a weapon.” Eislyn knocked the chair aside and launched to her feet. A sword gleamed in her trembling hands.

      Reyna growled, throwing all her weight behind her first blow. The attacker was tall and wide with features hidden behind a smoking hood. They wore steel armor and wielded tall, thin blades that rippled with fire. Reyna had seen blades like that before—ones forged in the dragon lands. If they struck her skin, it would take months for her to heal, with or without the magic she’d taken from Ionad.

      “Do not fight them, Eislyn,” she said as she threw herself behind another blow that the attacker dodged. Her opponent was proving to be surprisingly quick on his feet. “They have Iron Dragons.”

      “I want to help you,” her sister stubbornly insisted.

      With a growl, Reyna slashed her blade at the attacker’s throat, just beneath his hood. She made contact, slicing through his skin. Blood poured from the wound as he tumbled to the ground. Another attacker loomed behind him. Eislyn darted out from behind Reyna and lunged.

      Reyna’s heart froze in her throat as she watched the enemy’s blade swoop through the air toward her sister. Eislyn’s sword tip sank into his throat. His eyes widened in shock as the dagger slipped from his fingers and clattered to the ground. Eislyn ducked out of the way, her eyes wild.

      The enemy fell.

      Reyna whipped toward Eislyn, shocked. “You are a better fighter than I thought you were. Where the hell did you learn that move?”

      It was something straight out of guard training.

      “Vreis taught me,” Eislyn said tensely as two more enemies clamored through the shattered window. “On the ship. He told me I needed to be my own shield, so he taught me how. I know I’m not very good, but…watch out!”

      Reyna dodged the arrow easily, knocking it aside with her fist. Seelie’s magic infused her with additional power and speed, and it had heightened her Shieldmaiden instincts. The enemy growled and nocked another arrow. This time, their opponent aimed at Eislyn instead.

      “Don’t you dare aim that arrow at my sister.” Reyna launched toward the archer with her dagger raised high. Her blade swiped toward the bow, slamming into the wood with a thunder of power. The bow flew from the archer’s hands and clattered into one of the bookshelves. Books rained down on the floor.

      Eislyn let out a gasp of shock. “Stop it! You’re going to destroy the books!”

      Reyna smiled and shook her head. Even in the depths of a battle, her sister was far more worried about knowledge than swords, even now that she apparently knew how to use one to great effect.

      The archer held up her hands as Reyna stalked toward her. Leaning down, Reyna clutched the archer’s tunic and hauled her to her feet. A pair of frightened yellow eyes stared back at her.

      “Who are you?” Reyna demanded. “Where do you come from and who are you fighting for?”

      The archer wet her lips. “I’m a fire fae.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “All the fire fae are dead.”

      “Not all of us,” the archer said. “We live underground, in a city beneath the fire. It’s the only way to survive here. And you are trespassing on our land.”

      So, the journal had been right. Some of the fire fae had survived, and they lived in a court beneath the dirt.

      “How is it trespassing if you don’t live here anymore? Look around. There’s no one here.”

      “Our time beneath the ground is over.” A smile flashed across the fire fae’s lips. “Your sister is restoring our court to the glory it once had.”

      Reyna’s stomach sank. It was just as she’d feared. Glencora had sent these archers against them. “Where is she?”

      “Where do you think she is?” the archer asked.

      “In your caves.”

      She laughed. “Absolutely not. High Queen Glencora deserves a crown and a throne and a castle to call her own, after she released us all from the Court of Ruins.”

      Reyna’s heart thumped. What the hell was the fire fae talking about now? High Queen Glencora? A throne? Surely not…surely she hadn’t taken the Seat of Power…

      But of course she had. Why wouldn’t she? It belonged to no one else.

      Dammit, Reyna thought. She’d been so certain Glencora would go after a throne—the Sea Court’s throne—that she hadn’t stopped to think about another. One with nothing and no one standing in her way. Glencora must have realized that Reyna would go straight to Gorias as soon as she found out about the warships.

      They’d been played.

      Reyna had walked straight into Glencora’s trap.

      “If she’s taken the throne, then she must be in Tamaris,” Reyna said quietly. “Her human army must have joined her there. The throne must still stand.”

      “Rory Allanach made certain it was protected.”

      Reyna turned toward Eislyn, who was watching the exchange with wide eyes. She was no doubt filing this information away in her mind’s library and making notes on sources to check.

      She loosed her grip on the fire fae. “So, what my sister did on the Parched Plains…she was releasing you from the Court of Ruins?”

      The fae cocked her head. “What else would she be doing there? The everflames are gone. We are no longer trapped because of what she did for us.”

      Reyna’s lips flattened. It didn’t make much sense, but she had no intention of telling the fae anything more. “Return to my sister and tell her I wish to have a meeting with her tomorrow at midday. On the place where she struck the ground with the axe.”

      The fae narrowed her yellow eyes. “And why would I do that instead of killing the both of you right here and now? Just as I’ve been tasked? She doesn’t want to meet with you. She wants you dead.”

      “Tell her I have something she wants.”

      The archer’s brow lifted. “And what’s that?”

      “Knowledge,” Reyna said. “We know where the sources of power are.”

      “If that’s true, then tell me where they are.”

      “No. This is between me and my sister.”

      The archer reached for another bow, but Reyna caught her wrist. She squeezed tight and leaned down to stare into her flickering yellow eyes. “I could kill you right now, but I won’t. All I would have to do is snap your wrist and then plunge my dagger into your heart. I’m giving you a chance to live. Return to your city and give my sister this message. Or don’t and die.”

      The archer swallowed hard, and Reyna knew she had her. At long last, she relented. “Fine. But I can’t promise she’ll show. She wants nothing to do with either one of you.”

      Reyna released the archer and watched her scramble through the window and vanish into the night. Her heart beat far harder than her steely face had shown.

      Eislyn whispered up to her side and stared out into the deepening dark. “You don’t know where the sources of power are.”

      “No.”

      “You’re trying to set some kind of trap?”

      “Glencora will never meet with us unless she thinks we have something she needs.” Reyna shrugged. “Whatever she did, she didn’t Cleave the World. That means she can’t yet, so maybe she does need the sources of power first. If she thinks we know where they are, she’ll come.”

      “Or she’ll just ignore us,” Eislyn said.

      “I don’t think she can ignore us. Sending assassins in the night means she’s worried about our presence here.”

      “You’re right,” her sister said. “If she had everything she needed, it would be done with by now. And she wouldn’t be bothering with us. We didn’t even know she was in Tamaris.”

      “I think she knows that one of us is the Ghaisgeach. And she’s yet to Cleave the World. The closer she gets, the more she’ll worry that we’ll find a way to stop her.” Hope filled Reyna’s heart. “We aren’t too late at all.”

      “Not one of us,” Eislyn said. “You, Reyna.”

      “I think she wonders if it’s you.” Reyna cast her a quick glance and smiled. “And I wonder, too. Once, I thought it impossible. My little sister, the bookish hermit scared of swords? But look at you now. I’m impressed by your fighting. I knew you’d learned to protect yourself, but your skill is far greater than I understood. That move you pulled, it takes practice. It makes me wonder what else you can do.”

      Eislyn coughed and flushed. “Reyna…I appreciate your faith in me, but…we both know who the hero is. And it’s not me. Just because I learned a little swordplay does not mean that I can save the world.”

      Reyna sighed, but then she stopped herself. She’d almost said that she wished she didn’t have to perform the role of the Ghaisgeach, but the haunted sense of despair that had kept her down the past few months had vanished. Lorcan had returned to her. They would never have a normal life together, but maybe that was okay. Not everyone could live in a tiny cabin on a snowy hill. That wasn’t Reyna’s fate. She knew that now.

      For once, she thought she could be the thing that the world needed.

      If they managed to stop the Namhaid, she couldn’t just vanish and leave her people to fend for themselves. They had no one else. Their leaders had all turned out twisted, dead, or broken. And Reyna was no longer broken.

      She blinked, surprised by her thoughts. It had been a long time since she’d felt whole.

      With a deep breath, she nodded. “Alright. We know what we need to do now. Let’s spend a few more hours reading these journals, and then we should both try to get some sleep. Tomorrow, we’ll trap our sister.”

      “She’s not going to like being trapped.”

      “No. She isn’t.”

      They settled onto the sofa next to each other, flipping through pages. As she read, voices from the past filled her head, taking her back to a time before fires raged across these lands. Her eyes grew heavy. Exhaustion crept into her bones. It took all her effort to stay awake. Just before sleep finally tugged her under, a strange sentence flashed before her eyes.

      The source of power is on the Parched Plains.

      She dreamt of fire.
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      “How much do you know?” Reyna asked Lorcan as she paced before him in the library. Her eyes were puffy, despite the Seelie power rushing through her veins. She hadn’t slept all night, and even magic-infused fae needed rest.

      “I know what Dagda told me, which frankly, isn’t a lot. His knowledge is steeped in visions. A lot of what he believes is a guess based on his dreams. He admitted that he’s gotten a few things wrong.”

      “The source of power is on the Parched Plains. That’s where Glencora struck the axe.” Reyna sighed. “So, does that mean she was…trying to destroy the source of power? But why?”

      Eislyn held up a book from her ever-present perch on the sofa. “The Scholar’s journal says that the group who set up the Court of Ruins in the caves were the exiled members of their society. The Fire Court saw an opportunity to trap them, using the magic that is concentrated there. The source of power is on the Parched Plains, and it continues down into the caves below them.”

      Reyna frowned. “So, Glencora broke the source of power in order to release them? But wouldn’t she want that magic for herself?”

      “She likely took the magic first,” Lorcan said. “And then she broke the source to release the prisoners.”

      “Does that mean her magic won’t run out?”

      She thought back to when she’d made her deal with Seelie. He’d gifted her with his power, but it had eventually run out. The magic had been temporary, lasting only long enough for her to find the strength to stop the Ruin’s destruction. If it wasn’t for the stream in Ionad, she still wouldn’t have any power of her own. Of course, that power had yet to run out. Did that mean it was more permanent?

      Lorcan folded his arms. “I’m not sure I can answer that.”

      She blew out a frustrated breath. “Oh, come on.”

      “Guess, Reyna.”

      “I don’t think the magic leaves us once we take it from a source of power,” Eislyn spoke up from the corner. “It might lose its potency if we use a great deal of it at once, like Mariel did with the human warships, but it will regenerate and come back. Once it’s a part of us, I think it stays.” She shrugged. “What Seelie gave you was just a sliver of his power. Not enough to last indefinitely.”

      Reyna breathed in a bubble of hope. “You’re right. I don’t feel any weaker now than I did after I first took it. And it’s been months.”

      “We’ve been flying around everywhere.” Eislyn nodded at one of the guards stationed near the library doors. “I might chalk that up to our…heritage…but they seem fine, too. Tired, but fine. After a good night’s sleep, they’re rejuvenated and ready to go again.”

      Reyna frowned and turned to Lorcan with an arched brow. “Are we on the right track here?”

      He nodded. “Dagda told me this before I came back through. The magic of the ley line is potent. He infused the lands with it himself, so he understands how it works. I gained power by walking through it. You took some by consuming it. As soon as it’s inside our bodies, it stays there unless something takes it away.”

      The Fall.

      Reyna leapt to her feet. “You know what the Fall was. You know what took our magic away from us.”

      Her heart raged in her chest like fire. Of all the things she’d ever wanted to know, this was one of them. It was a mystery that had plagued her people for a century, turning them against each other, transforming them into angry, bitter versions of themselves.

      “Now that I definitely cannot tell you.”

      Eislyn groaned and threw up her hands. “Surely that won’t affect anything we do now.”

      He pressed his lips together and glanced toward Nollaig who had barely spoken a word all night. She just sat there silently like a wraith. “Dagda sent me back here to warn you. He agreed on one condition. I must keep certain things I learned in the Court of Death to myself. Unlike others, I will not break my oath to him. He sacrificed a great deal to get me home. I will respect that.”

      Nollaig sucked in a sharp breath and stood. “I don’t know what you’re inferring, but I imagine it’s about me. You’ve been glaring at me from the moment you stepped foot on this land.”

      “You broke your vow to Dagda,” Lorcan said in a low growl. “Why else do you think things have happened as they have?”

      “Bah.” Nollaig waved her gloved hand dismissively. “I did no such thing. Glencora hasn’t Cleaved the World, so everything is back on track.”

      “It isn’t,” he said through gritted teeth. “And it’s all your fault. Who are you really, Nollaig?”

      Nollaig took a step back, and her voice went soft. “He didn’t tell you?”

      “No, he annoyingly kept your identity to himself.”

      “Stop it.” Reyna threw out her hands and stepped between them. “If you two want to argue about the Court of Death, you’ll have to do it somewhere else. All you’re doing is speaking in riddles, and I hate it.”

      “Fine,” Lorcan barked. “Nollaig, come with me.”

      “What?” the shadow fae asked, her voice dumbstruck.

      “I said come with me.” He whirled on his feet and stalked toward the open door. “I may not be your king anymore, but after the way you conspired to get me into that role, you owe me.”

      Nollaig snorted, but then shook her head. Reyna could only watch as she hurried after Lorcan.
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      “Who are you and what are you trying to accomplish here?” He wasted no time voicing the question aloud. It had been itching beneath his skin, desperate to get out. As long as he spoke to Nollaig about this in front of Reyna, she would never come clean. All in the guise of protecting the quest to save the world.

      She folded her arms over her chest. One gloved hand stuck out from the depths of her cloak. “My name is Nollaig. And I am here to help.”

      “You have another name. One you’ve used throughout your life.”

      “Dagda shouldn’t have told you that,” she snapped.

      “I disagree. I think he should have told me far more.” He strode toward her. “No one has ever seen your face, and yet you somehow weaseled your way into the lives of everyone fighting against Unseelie. One might ask why that is. And how.”

      “I am very clever.”

      He growled. “That’s not the kind of thing I’d say to someone demanding to know what kind of trick you’re pulling on all of us.”

      “My only ‘trick,’ as you call it, was convincing Bolg Rothach I was no threat.” She shrugged. “I have, however, made no attempt to trick any of the rest of you.”

      He barked out a bitter laugh. “How can you expect me to believe that? Dagda told me you died, and then you went against his wishes to return here. You were supposed to stay out of things, or else you risked knocking the whole thing off course. And as far as I can tell, you have. Glencora has the axe. She’s already destroyed a source of power. I can’t imagine it will be long before she uses the damn thing to Cleave the World. And Dagda saw none of this happening.”

      Nollaig sniffed. “Dagda was confused by his visions when I saw him years ago.”

      “How many years ago?” Lorcan tried.

      “Ten.”

      Shock flickered through him, both from the fact she’d answered and from the actual answer itself. Ten? How was that even possible? He had assumed it was much longer than that.

      “You didn’t die ten years ago,” Lorcan said slowly. “You were alive in my father’s court back then, spinning your little plot.”

      “I was alive, and then I was dead. And then I was alive again.”

      “So, you died in the Shadow Court. Did Bolg try to kill you?” It made sense, if he had. And it would explain why he’d always kept Nollaig so close. Defying death was a great power, and Bolg would have hoped for that power himself. In the end, his hope had been the thing to kill him.

      “I can see you’re not going to let go of this.” She sighed and turned away. “What I’m about to show you, Your Grace, you must not repeat to anyone else. I’m only doing so because I see no other way past this. If you don’t learn the truth, I fear you’ll never trust me again. And to get through this, we need to trust each other. For Reyna’s sake.”

      His heart began to pulse. “I will not speak a word of it to anyone on one condition. That whatever you’re about to show me is not a threat to Reyna.”

      “It’s not a threat.” She sighed. “Not in the way that you imagine, anyway.”

      He frowned. What could she possibly mean by that?

      And then he saw.

      Nollaig reached up and pushed the hood off her head.

      Long silver hair twisted into a braid that hung down her muscular back. She turned back toward him. Bronze face, bright silver eyes that pierced his soul. Lines carved around her lips, full and pink, just like…

      A gasp exploded from his throat. He pressed a hand to the hilt of his sword. “No. You can’t be.”

      “You’re right. I used another name once.” Her voiced dropped the rasp. Instead, a soft, smooth voice drifted through the room. Again, she sounded just like Reyna. “Makenna. Wife to Cos Darragh. And mother to your Reyna.”
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      Lorcan paced. “How? None of this makes any sense.”

      Nollaig—or Makenna—had replaced her hood as soon as Lorcan saw the truth in who she was. She’d worn it for so long, she did not like to go without it. “When I left Fomor, I spent decades in the shadow lands, but I quickly grew tired of the heat and darkness. I wanted to explore the rest of Tir Na Nog, you see, but I couldn’t leave Bolg long. He’d proven himself a worthless king from the beginning, and I knew I needed to find a replacement for him if I wanted a life somewhere further north. I did not want to keep an eye on him forever.”

      Lorcan sat hard. “And so that’s why you found me.”

      “It was part of it.” She shrugged. “I believe I still would have done it, even without my desire to roam. Because in the end, I did go back.”

      “And that was before you died?” he asked.

      She nodded. “I took a trip through the realms, using this cloak to stay out of sight. I have a very memorable appearance, you see.”

      “You look Fomorian. Reyna never mentioned it.”

      “I doubt she would have realized. She was just a child.” She smiled. “And you only spot the resemblance because you’ve seen Lir. Most fae don’t know what Fomorians look like.”

      He nodded. She had a point.

      “It’s the hair I was hiding,” she said. “Especially in the south. If Bolg had seen me, he never would have let me get close.”

      Lorcan waited for her to go on.

      “Eventually, I ended up in the Ice Court, and I met Cos Darragh. It was an instant connection. I’d never before felt love, but I felt it deep within my heart for that male.”

      Lorcan raised his brows. “He’s seen you since then, hasn’t he? Wouldn’t he recognize you, even beneath that cloak?”

      “He thinks I’m dead,” she said bitterly. “And I daresay it’s been a very long time since I’ve crossed his mind. Hidden beneath this cloak, speaking in a different voice, there’s nothing to suggest to him that I’m who I once was. In truth, I am not even that person anymore, Lorcan. I’ve become something else now. Someone I doubt he would love.”

      He leaned against the wall. “Surely that isn’t true.”

      Even after a hundred years had passed, Lorcan would not love Reyna even one ounce less than he did now. If anything, he would love her more.

      “It doesn’t matter.” She waved her hand. “We fell in love, got married, and had three beautiful daughters. Every now and again, I returned to Findius to help Commander Segonax set up Bolg’s successor. Everything was going well until the Ruin came with greater and greater intensity.”

      “So, it’s true then,” he murmured. “That’s how you died.”

      “The last thing I saw were my daughters’ pain-filled faces. All three of them broke that day. I saw them shatter as my life vanished before me. And then I stood in the middle of a green field, being welcomed to the afterlife by my old friend, Dagda. He wasn’t too pleased to see me, especially when he warned me that an ice princess would destroy the world. And he thought it might be one of them, my daughters, which made it my fault in a way.”

      Lorcan sucked in a breath. “And so you came back to stop it.”

      Nollaig hung her head. “At first, no. Not in the way that you think. I’d hoped to help, but…Dagda made it clear there was little I could do. He asked me to swear to him that I wouldn’t interfere, that I would stay as far away from the Ice Court as possible. If I tried to reach out to my daughters, chaos would reign. So, I tried to leave them alone. I intended to only watch.”

      Lorcan nodded as he moved over to the window to gaze out at the shifting landscape of fading fire and ash. “Dagda said something similar to me. I’m not to tell Reyna much. I could only come back and warn her.”

      “Because it could change things,” Nollaig whispered. “Because when Dagda found Seelie’s power in Inishfall, visions swarmed his mind. He saw a thousand possible directions the world could go, and this path was the only one that led to success. He left behind just enough information to nudge everything in the right direction. He worked hard to put us all on the perfect course. And he feared I would ruin it.”

      Lorcan shifted his eyes to the side. “And yet…you’ve become a part of Reyna’s life despite Dagda’s warnings.”

      He understood it now. What had happened. Why things had changed. Nollaig hadn’t stayed away from Reyna. But could he have, if the Dagda had asked the same of him?

      “He said there might come a time when our lives became entwined. I didn’t have to run from it or push her away, but I also could not treat her any differently than I would anyone else.”

      Lorcan’s frown deepened. “But you do, Nollaig. Anyone can see that you have love for her. You two have become as thick as thieves.”

      “That’s been her doing as much as mine,” Nollaig argued. “It’s how things happened. Naturally. All of that was fine. I fear it was something else I did.”

      Lorcan rounded on her. “What? Tell me now, Nollaig. We need to know this if we want to have any hope of moving forward.”

      She sucked in a deep breath, and the folds of her cloak rustled when she exhaled. “I kept away, but Holas didn’t. He watched them all for years, keeping an eye on them. I saw when the Ruin started attacking closer and closer to Falias, so I had Holas take Reyna one of my old cloaks. I was worried about her more than the rest of them. She ran through the forests with abandon all the time. I knew it was only a matter of time before the Ruin caught up with her.”

      Lorcan frowned. “Her hoarfrost cloak?”

      She nodded. “You might recognize it, as you found it one day amongst your things, and then you gave it to her.”

      He swore beneath his breath, eyes widening. “I wondered where that thing had come from, and Reyna looked like she’d seen a ghost. Didn’t one of the servants make it?”

      “No, I made certain Holas got it back to you after she lost it in the woods. The cloak provided protection from magic, and I knew the Ruin would come for her again.”

      Lorcan let out a low whistle and rubbed a hand against his jaw. This was almost too much to comprehend. He’d always known there was something off about Nollaig, some big secret she hid from the world. But to find out this…he let out a shaky breath, thinking of Reyna. How would she react to this news? Would she be happy to see her mother again? Or would she feel betrayed by these secrets?

      After a long moment, he shook his head. “I don’t see how the cloak could turn things so off course. It must be something more than that.”

      “No, you see, the cloak had unintentional consequences.” She paced the length of the room. “And I fear it’s the thing that’s set it all off course. The cloak protected Reyna that day, when the Ruin attacked her and her sister. It didn’t touch her skin. What would have happened if it had touched her? Would she have been sick in her bed, along with Glencora? Who would have gone to the Air Court to wed Thane? What would have happened, Lorcan? Where would we be now if I had not interfered?”

      Lorcan let out a long whistling breath as his heart raged in his chest. He needed to sit down. “The Ruin couldn’t hurt her though. She was immune to it.”

      “She was immune because of me,” Nollaig whispered. “After she lost the damn cloak a second time, I realized it was far too fickle a thing to depend upon when it came to my daughter’s safety. So, I turned to Unseelie, having lost all my own magic when I forced my way through the ley line. I made a deal. For her body to withstand the Ruin. In exchange, he could have my soul once I died.”

      Lorcan sucked in a breath and stumbled away, shock pounding his gut. When he spoke, his words came out in a tumble of harsh breath. “No. You couldn’t have.”

      “I could, and I did. It’s why I’m cursed. It’s why I didn’t care if I killed the king. None of that matters when Unseelie has my soul.”

      “And you did all this to save Reyna.”

      “I thought she would become the Namhaid if the Ruin got to her. And so I did everything in my power to protect her. In the end, in trying to protect Reyna, I didn’t see what was happening to Glencora.”

      “You’re saying you believe Reyna would have become the Namhaid.”

      She let out a shuddering breath. “I did. And then I thought we’d escaped it. It seemed like Unseelie was focused on someone else. Bolg Rothach. Ulaid Molt. And then…you. It never even occurred to me that the magic would have turned to Glencora. She wasn’t to be a part of this. Dagda never mentioned her.”

      “And who was to be the Ghaisgeach then?” Lorcan asked. “If not Reyna, then who?”

      Nollaig’s cloak rustled. “Eislyn.”

      His hands fisted. “You have to tell Reyna immediately. She needs to know what’s happened. And you need to tell her who you really are.”

      Nollaig flinched and shifted away from him. “I cannot.”

      “Why?” he demanded. “You’ve already changed everything. It’s gone so far off course now that we’ll—”

      “It’s gone off course, but I believe there is still hope. Reyna can stop this. And until she does, I cannot tell her any of this. Neither can you.”

      “She’d never forgive me if I kept the truth of this from her.”

      “That’s a risk we both have to take,” Nollaig said fiercely. “If we care for her, and this world, we have to let her do what’s she’s going to do. We can only watch and help her when she asks. I’ve learned my lesson, Lorcan. There’s nothing more I can do.”

      “But you’re her mother,” Lorcan insisted.

      “I know. And I have sacrificed everything for her. Perhaps even the world.”
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      They returned to the Parched Plains at first light. The ground had finally ceased its rumbling, and smaller islands of land dotted the field of flowing lava. Heat flowed across Reyna as she hovered in the air, eyeing the remains. After a few sweeps past the area that Glencora had cleaved, she flew to a small pocket of land mostly undamaged.

      “This is all very strange,” Eislyn said with a frown as they set down. She had come with Reyna while Lorcan waited back at the castle for Thane’s arriving army. A few warriors hovered in the cloudy skies above them. Reinforcements, in case anything went wrong.

      “It certainly doesn’t look like the end of the world, does it?” Reyna asked with a frown as she gazed around them. “There’s a lot of damage, but it stopped here.”

      “All she did was break up the ground,” Eislyn said. “And stop the everflames. It doesn’t make sense. Wouldn’t she want those flames to spread?”

      “You’d think. Although, the everflames aren’t related to the Cleaving of the World, are they?”

      “Not exactly, according to the journals. The Scholars left behind pages of description. The entire court was transformed, almost overnight. It was an attempt to Cleave the World, but the High Queen failed. Instead, the everflames arrived, magical in nature. Supposedly, they would never stop, not even from rain.”

      “But then they did stop.” Reyna sighed. She’d hoped that by returning to the source of it all they’d find some explanation for what had happened. But it seemed they had more questions than they ever had before. Glencora had found Motcha’s Axe before they had. She’d Cleaved the World, and all she’d done was destroy a source of power. But...

      Reyna’s stomach dropped. “What if this means she’s not the Namhaid?”

      “She’s the Namhaid.” Nollaig settled down onto the ground beside them. They hadn’t asked her to join them, and yet she’d followed them here all the same. Ever since Lorcan’s words, Reyna had felt extremely uneasy around the shadow fae. He was worried she was working against them, an idea Reyna hated but couldn’t ignore. There were so many unanswered questions surrounding the shadow fae. Maybe all this time, she’d been playing them like a fiddle.

      “You seem pretty certain about this for someone who likes to hide important information behind a veil,” Reyna said, folding her arms over her chest.

      “You’re right. Perhaps it’s time I finally explained a few things,” Nollaig said. “Lorcan made it clear that I’ve already shattered Dagda’s plan. It’s gone far off course. Look at where we are now. I’m not sure I could harm it any more than I already have.”

      Reyna’s brows arched. “But it doesn’t seem like Glencora actually succeeded in Cleaving the World.”

      “No, it doesn’t. But she shouldn’t have even had a chance to try. According to Dagda, she wasn’t supposed to get her hands on the axe.”

      “And the Dagda told you it was Glencora, did he? Because I thought he wasn’t sure who it was.”

      “He showed me his prophecies. He told me who to expect.” Nollaig tensed and turned away, gazing across the fields of lava. “For a very long time, I thought the Namhaid was Bolg Rothach. I intended to kill him before he could Cleave the World. When he started delving into Unseelie magic, I knew it was time. I traced back his ancestry, found a distant relation to the Fomorians. And that was that. He was my target. I found Lorcan, a good heir to follow in Bolg’s stead once he was gone.”

      Reyna could do nothing but stare at the shadow fae, transfixed by her words.

      “But then you arrived.”

      “You thought I was the Namhaid,” Reyna whispered.

      “I worried you might be. I always worried you might be, Reyna.” Nollaig’s voice cracked, and that strange rasp vanished for just a moment, long enough to reveal an unexpected softness. But it was gone just as quickly. “The middle daughter. Headstrong and fierce. Stubborn. Brash. Violent. You liked to run through the woods, wild. There’s a darkness in you. There always has been.”

      Reyna winced. The truth of Nollaig’s words washed over her like the lava’s heat.

      “You were always far more fond of stabbing things than learning how to bargain with lords.” There was a smile in her voice, though the words still grated against Reyna like a serrated knife. “It seemed like a bad omen. How could it be the youngest daughter who was afraid of her own shadow? How could it be the eldest? Glencora was the perfect picture of nobility, always smiling and nodding. She never balked at orders. So yes, I did think you could be the Namhaid.”

      “This is a very strange conversation,” Eislyn whispered.

      Reyna’s heart pulsed in her chest as she stared at the shadow fae. She’d never heard Nollaig speak like this. And she didn’t like a single word of it, despite the truth of it. Having your worst faults thrown into your face was never pleasant, but least of all coming from a friend.

      Someone with whom she’d let down her guard. Someone she’d trusted with her life.

      Had she been wrong to do that?

      “But,” Nollaig continued, “as it turns out, the Ruin attacked Glencora that day in the Hoarfrost Forest. It weakened her just enough for Unseelie to get into her mind. It turned her into the Namhaid, and that is that.”

      “And you know all this because Dagda told you?”

      “Basically.”

      Reyna arched a brow. “Basically?”

      “It is a little more complicated than that, but I don’t think I can explain.”

      Reyna rolled her eyes. “We’re back to this then, are we? What happened to sharing your secrets? What happened to the plan going off course?”

      “I’ve said as much as I can for now. It’s all you need to know. We, unfortunately, had our eyes on the wrong people all this time, including you. It’s resulted in a mess. Hopefully, we can right it.” Nollaig turned to gaze at the horizon. “She’ll come from that direction. How do you want to set the trap?”

      Reyna could see that she wasn’t going to get anything more out of Nollaig. She’d said everything she was going to say. For now. Nollaig tended to do that: dole out information in small chunks, based on some bizarre whim Reyna didn’t quite understand. All she knew was it had something to do with Dagda, and his prophecies, so she’d given up trying to wring it out of her.

      “We’ll need to surround her,” Reyna said, spinning in a slow circle to take in their surroundings. The landscape was a rocky one, all bunched up from the tremors that had shaken the ground. Still, this part of the Fire Court was mostly flat. Mountains loomed in the distance, some home to active volcanos. It would be easier to stage an ambush there.

      “Surrounding her won’t work. To escape, all she’ll have to do is take flight,” Eislyn countered. “How can we stop her from doing that?”

      “We just need enough fighters hidden in the area,” Reyna replied. “They wait while she approaches us. When she’s close, one of us will give them a signal. We’ll need a circular formation on the ground and in the sky. If we close in tight enough, she won’t be able to escape.”

      “And then what, Shieldmaiden?” Nollaig asked.

      “Then, we take the axe away from her. By force, if necessary.” Reyna frowned up at the warriors sweeping through the sky above them. “We’ll tell the warriors to stand back. I’ll fight her myself. I don’t want anyone else going near her.”

      Eislyn pointed at a few boulders along the edge of the cleaved area. “They can hide behind those. This just might work.”

      “She’ll be expecting this,” Nollaig grumbled. “You know that, don’t you? She isn’t going to come alone, and she will be on the lookout for hidden attackers.”

      “You’re right,” Reyna said, turning toward her. “But unfortunately, I don’t have any other ideas. We need to get the axe away from her before she tries to Cleave the World again. Next time, she might succeed.”

      “There is another option.”

      “What is it?”

      Nollaig shifted toward the left, and Reyna followed her gaze. Or at least, where she thought her gaze had focused. The distant city of Tamaris rose up before them, quiet and still.

      “Attack Tamaris?” Reyna asked, surprised. She supposed it made sense. Thane and her father would be with them by the end of the day. That would give them enough of an army to invade Tamaris, if need be. But it would mean going on the offensive and attacking Glencora. Reyna had hoped to avoid that. Glencora was still her sister.

      “I suppose it’s not a terrible idea, but—”

      “But you are far too late for that, dear sister,” a hissed voice sounded from behind her.

      Reyna whirled toward the noise. Her sister stood on one of the boulders behind them, a wicked smile curving her lips. With a gasp of surprise, Reyna took a step back. Her hand found her dagger instinctively, and her thumb brushed the hilt.

      “Surprised to see me?” Glencora laughed. “I’ve been here the whole time.”

      Reyna withdrew her dagger and edged in front of Eislyn. Nollaig whipped out a hidden bow from the folds of her thick cloak.

      Glencora’s gaze snapped to Eislyn’s face. “Always so protective of the little one. Always blocking her from pain and fear. Even if it means tossing your other sister into a pit of flames and ash.”

      “It isn’t Eislyn’s fault what happened to you,” Reyna said in a quiet, dangerous voice. “It’s mine.”

      “And yet, what would you have done that day if it had been Eislyn instead of me?” Narrowing her silver eyes, Glencora leapt down from the rock and crunched through the rubble. “Would you have insisted on searching the village for survivors? Would you have risked the Ruin’s return? You practically threw me into the path of the storm. Would you have done the same to her?”

      Reyna’s blood ran cold. “No. I wouldn’t have. I shouldn’t have done it to you either. I know it’s my fault, and I’m sorry for it. There’s no need to take my mistakes out on Eislyn.”

      “Unfortunately, taking it out on you isn’t an option. It doesn’t have the same effect you see. Reyna Darragh…” Glencora rolled her eyes. “The Hero of the Fallen. You don’t care about yourself. Not enough for it to make a difference if I attacked you. But what you do care about…” Her gaze snapped to Eislyn again. “Is her.”

      A low growl built in Reyna’s throat. She clutched her dagger tighter and leveled her gaze at Glencora. “I said to leave Eislyn out of this. This is between you and me and no one else.”

      Glencora’s eyes shifted sideways, and she smiled. Reyna tensed as Eislyn stepped out from behind her, lifting a glimmering sword.

      “Sorry, Reyna,” Eislyn whispered as her gaze stayed locked on Glencora’s face. “I love you for wanting to protect me, but the time has come for me to protect myself. I’m not going to hide behind you, or anyone else, any longer.”

      Reyna’s heart swelled even as fear pounded through her. Eislyn’s stubbornness to be her own shield was admirable, but it was going to get her killed.

      “I can handle this alone,” Reyna whispered fiercely. “Stand back.”

      Glencora laughed and spun the axe in her hands. “Unfortunately, as strong as you are, dear sister, this is one fight you cannot handle alone.”

      A hundred warriors sprang from the ash. One moment, there was nothing but the vast emptiness of the plains, and then, there were a hundred fighters charging toward them. Reyna’s heart leapt into her throat as she whirled in a circle to size them up. Smooth, rounded ears. Short, stocky. Anger flashing in pale brown eyes.

      The humans.

      Despite their mortality, they rushed forward with vigor and strength. Had Glencora given them a chance to drink from a source of power? What had it given them? Magic? Strength? Wings?

      Reyna didn’t have long to wonder. She whipped her dagger up before her and braced herself for the attack, whistling to the fae warriors in the sky above her. All together, her party would be a dozen in total. Against at least a hundred.

      Not the best odds she’d ever had.

      But also not the worst.

      “Surprised?” Glencora asked with a laugh, landing in a crouch. Ash sprayed up into her face. “You thought you were trapping me, when really, I’m the one trapping you.”

      A warrior launched toward her. He had soft brown eyes and hair that curled around his ears. Fear painted his expression, his hand gripping the small, stunted sword. Human weapons had always been smaller than fae weapons, save for the monstrous cannons they carried on their warships.

      His moves were sluggish, even with the newfound power running through his veins. Reyna whipped her dagger sideways and sliced it into his side where his leather armor didn’t cover his chest. A cry of pain exploded from his throat as he whirled his sword toward her head. She danced to the side and then lurched forward, dagger aimed at his throat.

      The blade sank in. Blood painted the ice glass. With a grimace, Reyna yanked the weapon back to her side and turned to face the next.

      Glencora loomed before her with the axe raised high. In the chaos of the fight, Reyna hadn’t noticed her sister inching closer and closer through the battling bodies. Her teeth gleamed against the reflected glow of the axe. She stalked toward Reyna, eyes narrowed in determination.

      Reyna bent her knees and ground her teeth. This was it. The day they would finally fight. The Namhaid against the Ghaisgeach. It had come far sooner than she’d expected. Reyna held her hand up beside her and curled it into a fist, calling upon the ice magic surging through her veins.

      Glencora shook her head and launched a trail of fire right at Reyna’s hand. It slammed against her fingers with the heat of a thousand suns. Reyna winced against the pain, pouring her ice magic into her hand, barely dousing the fire in time. It had almost scorched her skin.

      “None of that,” Glencora said. “I’ve always wanted to face you on the battlefield. With proper weapons in a proper fight. No magic. This needs to be a fair fight.”

      “And you think that would be a fair fight, do you? Your axe against my dagger?” Reyna arched a brow.

      “You’re a trained Shieldmaiden. I need an edge.”

      “You have an edge alright,” Reyna muttered to herself as she eyed the sharp edges of the twin, curving axe blades. They were sharp enough to cut through stone. “Besides, I came here to talk to you, not fight.”

      “Lies,” Glencora said, stalking closer. Reyna backed up a step, making sure to stay out of the reach of the axe in case her sister decided to swing it. “You set up a little trap to take my axe away from me. I know you, Reyna, far better than you think I do. Just because we were never close doesn’t mean I didn’t take note of what you’re like, how you think, and what you do.” Her eyes flickered with rage. “You love your shiny weapons. And you want to take mine away from me. Admit it!”

      Reyna glanced around her. The others were doing well with the fight, but they were still very much engaged in battle. None of the other warriors would be able to help trap Glencora. This wasn’t going entirely to plan.

      “I don’t want the axe for myself, Glencora. I just want to stop you from doing something you’ll regret.”

      Glencora barked out a laugh. “And what exactly do you think I’ll regret?”

      “Destroying the world.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not trying to destroy the world, dear sister. I’m trying to remake it. Into something new and better. Something without so much pain and corruption. Look at what we fae have been doing to each other for a century. Look at what the humans wanted to do to us. Even the Fomorians want to fight. We need to stop all the slaughter. All the death. And the only way to do that is for us to start again.”

      “By killing everyone,” Reyna said flatly. She cast another glance around for another warrior, one who was free from the fighting. While Glencora was distracted, someone needed to sneak up behind her and knock her out. It wasn’t exactly what Reyna had envisioned, but it would work. Reyna just needed to keep her talking long enough for someone else to take her down. Unfortunately, the battle raged on.

      Confusion rippled across Glencora’s face. “Cleaving the World won’t kill everyone, dear sister. It will free them, from the bonds of Seelie, cleansing them all. It will allow Unseelie to take over this world once and for all. Those who bow before him will be saved. We won’t die. Only Seelie’s followers will.”

      “This is the most delusional thing I’ve ever heard in my life, and I spent a lot of time around Bolg Rothach.”

      “It’s only because you are blind to what’s happening around you.” Glencora motioned at the blood that painted the ash from a fallen human warrior. “Look at you. Even now, you fight against your own sister. Wherever you go, death follows.”

      Reyna flinched, if only because it was far too close to the truth. Glencora might be wrong about a lot of things, but she was right about that. Death did follow her. Everywhere she went. It always had.

      “Your new human army demolished the sea fae,” Reyna said with narrowed eyes. “How can you talk about peace when you did something far worse than anything I’ve done? How much blood paints your hands?”

      “You killed your own lover,” Glencora spat.

      Ice slid through Reyna’s veins, and when she spoke next, her words came out a hiss. “Do not speak of him.”

      A greedy look flashed across Glencora’s face. “Who will you kill next, dear sister? Me? Or Eislyn?”

      Reyna growled and flung herself forward. Her ice dagger flashed through the air, hurtling toward Glencora’s throat. Her sister did nothing to stop her. She just stood and waited for the blow, as if she wanted Reyna to do it.

      But she couldn’t. A second before the blade sliced skin, Reyna threw her weight to the side and barely missed Glencora’s neck. She stumbled, her ankle twisting beneath her.

      Glencora just laughed and lifted the axe. She sliced it through the air, aiming it the sharp edge at Reyna’s neck.

      A hand shoved Reyna sideways, knocking her out of the path of the blade. She hit the ground hard, and ash sprayed into her face. Scuttling sideways, she glanced back. The axe slammed into Nollaig’s chest.

      Glencora looked stunned. She stared down at the shadow fae, her face twisted in shock and horror. With tears streaming down her face, she lifted the axe off of Nollaig’s chest, glared at Reyna, and then launched into the skies.
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Thane

        

      

    

    
      “Have you seen this letter?” Cos Darragh crumpled the parchment and tossed it into the flowing lava. They were fully on the Fire Court plains now, and lava raged around the path that cut through the rolling, ashen fields.

      A letter had reached them two days prior. Thane had read it a hundred times. Still, he itched to stick his hands into the molten iron and pull it back to his chest. It had been a letter from Reyna.

      Lorcan is alive.

      “I saw it,” Thane said lightly, careful not to agitate the older king. Cos Darragh had been in a foul mood for most of the march. Thane knew it had something to do with his daughters, but he dared not ask. Any mention of them set him off.

      He imagined things would only get worse once they arrived at the ruined castle where the others had set up camp.

      “That bastard is alive again,” Cos said in a growl. “And my daughter has just let him dance right back into our camp like nothing happened. I’ll kill him myself if I have to.”

      Thane tensed. So, that was what this was about. He should have guessed.

      “Did you read the full letter?” Thane asked. “He’s not cursed anymore. The fae you met before was not truly Lorcan Rothach.”

      “I read the damn letter,” Cos snapped. “That fae almost pulled our entire world into utter destruction. I will not have him almost ruin us again.”

      Thane fell silent as their horses trotted forward on the path. This was going to be a problem. If he had a bird, he would send a note ahead to warn them all, but their birds had fled as soon as they’d crossed the border. They were smarter than fae, he thought grimly. They knew better than to walk these cursed lands.

      “Reyna seems to think he can help us win this fight,” Thane said after a long moment of silence. “He has gained the same magic she has. And the more fighters we have, the better.”

      Cos just shook his head. “This entire thing is folly.”

      A knot of dread formed in Thane’s gut. What would happen once they reached the castle? Would Cos go straight for Lorcan? He wouldn’t put it past him. Cos had never met Lorcan when he’d been the honorable, protective warrior who had sacrificed his very life for everyone else. The High King of the Ice Court only saw him as an enemy who had tried to destroy the world.

      Thane edged his horse into a canter. “I see the castle on the horizon. I’m going to ride ahead and let them know the army is close.”

      Cos frowned. “We can have one of our scouts go for us. As kings we should—”

      But Thane just ignored him. He urged his horse forward into a gallop and streamed across the ashen lands. He clung on to the reins with tense fingers. Cos Darragh was his ally, and he’d sworn to stand by his side on all matters involving war and bloodshed.

      But he would not stand aside and watch him attack his oldest friend.

      When he reached the castle, he leapt from his horse and raced into the courtyard where Lorcan stood waiting for him. Thane stumbled to a stop, his heart in his throat. Images flashed in his head of that day. Blood. Vacant eyes. That twisted smile that had crossed Lorcan’s face just before he’d died. The one that didn’t even belong to him. When Reyna had plunged her sword into Lorcan, the male they knew and loved had already been gone.

      “My god,” Thane puffed, out of breath from the race to the castle. “It’s true then. You’re alive.”

      “And so are you, old friend.” Lorcan grinned and strode toward him. They embraced and thunked each other on the back. Thane’s face hurt from the intensity of his smile.

      “Reyna sent a letter, but I could scarcely believe it. How? Why? Tell me everything.”

      “It’s a very long story. One I’ll tell you as soon as I fill you in on everything that’s happened here. We’re in a bit of a pickle.”

      Thane’s smile died. “Well, we’re going to be in an even worse pickle when Cos gets here. As happy as I am to see you’re alive…he doesn’t share the sentiment.”

      Lorcan sighed. “I see. Well, I can’t say I blame him. He met the Cursed One who wasn’t exactly kind to his daughter.”

      “A bit of an understatement,” Thane muttered.

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      “How?”

      “I’ll make him understand I’m not a threat.” Lorcan thumped Thane on the back and grinned again. “It’s so good to see you, old friend. Let’s get you inside, and I’ll explain to you where we’re at here.”

      As they turned toward the doors, a thunder sounded outside the castle. Thane frowned, unease tumbling through him. Had Cos decided to catch up to him? He’d barely had a chance to warn Lorcan.

      But no, it was Reyna. She raced into the courtyard with a wounded Nollaig in her arms. Blood painted the shadow fae’s cloaked chest. Her limbs hung limp. She looked dead.
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      Reyna paced. Her heart felt as though a knife had raked straight through it a hundred times. Shuddering, she tried to block out the images of blood and death, though they clung to her every thought like leeches. She tried to remind herself that this was the cost of battle. Lives were lost. She should have been prepared for that. It was impossible to get out of a fight unscathed.

      But this was Nollaig.

      The deep, aching pain surprised her. She’d only met the shadow fae a couple of years ago, but it felt far longer than that. Their bond was one of the few things she’d been able to count on during her darkest days.

      “How is she?” Reyna stopped short when Lorcan whispered out of Nollaig’s room. He’d had to remove her cloak in order to inspect the wound, and he’d insisted she stay outside. Reyna didn’t know why any of that had to matter now, not when Nollaig was on the brink of death.

      Surely she ought to be by her side, the way she’d been for Reyna so many times.

      “She is suffering greatly,” Lorcan said grimly, running his fingers through the messy strands of his dark hair. “The axe’s wound goes deep, and…her return from the Court of Death still effects her now. She is struggling to heal herself.”

      “Let me go in there,” Reyna insisted. “I might be able to do something to help.”

      Lorcan grimaced. “I don’t think I can let you do that.”

      “Why not?” Reyna demanded, her fisted hands trembling. “Shouldn’t I at least have the chance to say goodbye to her? After everything we’ve been through, surely you, of all people, understand the importance of that?”

      “She is not who you think she is,” he said softly. “And finding out the truth might…”

      “Might what, Lorcan?” She sighed and closed her eyes. “I am so sick of being left in the dark. Especially about this. My friend is hurt, Lorcan. I know why she’s hiding secrets from me. For whatever reason, Dagda doesn’t want me to know certain things. But she’s dying now. If that doesn’t change things, then I don’t know what does.”

      He closed his eyes, sighed. “Alright. But before you go in there, I need you to know that I wasn’t the one who wanted to keep this from you. She was. Regardless, it wouldn’t have been my place to tell you. This is a conversation that needs to happen between the two of you and no one else.”

      Reyna’s heart thumped. What the hell did that mean?

      Lorcan shifted away from the door and pushed it open for her.

      Reyna strode inside with her heart in her throat. A female lay on the bed with sweat-drenched silver hair framing a bronze face. Deep wrinkles lined her eyes and her mouth, but her body was firm and muscular, even like this.

      Reyna trembled. A shaky breath exploded from her throat. She had to clasp onto the door to steady herself. She had seen this face before. She knew those eyes…

      “M…mother?” Reyna whispered through the tears blurring her vision.

      The female on the bed groaned. “Dammit, Lorcan. I told you not to let her in here.”

      Reyna’s knuckles went white, and a palm steadied her as she tilted sideways. Nollaig’s voice had lost all of its scraping edges, and memories flashed through her. Ice and wind, snow and frost. Her mother’s smile that lit up the entire room.

      She almost crumpled to the floor.

      “I’ve got you,” Lorcan murmured as he kept her on her feet. His strong hands were a warm, gentle reminder of where she was and how she got here.

      “What the hell is happening?” she whispered. “What is this?”

      “It’s me, Reyna,” Nollaig said. “But I think you see that. Would you like some Buntata to calm yourself down?”

      A strangled laugh burst from her throat, unbidden. “Is this some sort of illusion? You can’t be my mother. You’re…dead.”

      She whipped her head toward Lorcan, who gave her a grim nod. Nollaig, the Fomorian. The one who went to the Court of Death and returned, just like Lorcan. Who knew more than she should. Who felt like a familiar, trusted friend, when Reyna scarcely dared to trust anyone else.

      Her mouth dropped open. And then she slammed it shut. She tried to form words, but found herself speechless.

      “Come, Reyna, I’ll explain.” Nollaig motioned, with her single ungloved hand, toward a chair that sat beside the bed. Reyna couldn’t help but notice the scars running along the length of it, pockmarked and pink against the darker tone of her skin. “You should sit. This is going to be a long story, and I must warn you that you’re going to find some of it a shock.”

      Reyna obeyed. She was too dumbfounded to do anything else.
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        * * *

      

      Her mother was still alive. For now.

      After their conversation, she’d been too weary to do anything but curl up in Lorcan’s arms and try her best to sleep. But her thoughts kept her wide awake. Her mother was alive, and she’d made a deal with Unseelie to protect Reyna from becoming the Namhaid.

      It explained a lot.

      There’d always been a darkness inside of her. The Ruin had even been convinced it was her. In the end, Reyna had escaped that twisted fate, but only for it to have been cast upon another. She wasn’t angry at her mother for what she’d done. She understood it.

      Still…Reyna could not help but wonder if all of this would have been over by now if her mother—Nollaig—had not intervened.

      Glencora must have known. Somehow. Maybe she’d pieced it together herself, or maybe Unseelie had whispered it into her ears. Regardless, she’d clearly known the truth of who Nollaig was. The face when her axe struck…she’d been horrified.

      Reyna should have figured it out herself.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Lorcan murmured against her forehead. She jumped, caught off guard. She’d thought he’d been fast asleep. “You’re wondering what would have happened if Nollaig hadn’t done what she did.”

      “It’s hard not to think that way,” Reyna said, shifting on his bare chest so that she could look up into his dark eyes. “If she hadn’t intervened, would I have become the Namhaid? That’s what she believes. It’s what Dagda told her.”

      “Visions and prophecies and nothing more.” He kissed her forehead. “Perhaps you would have. We’ll never know now. All I know is the fae you’ve become would never even consider destroying the world, so maybe that’s our answer. Regardless, we can’t get bogged down in this. Through life, we meet a million tiny roads that will lead us in one direction or another. All I know is our choices have both led us here to each other. And for that, I am grateful.”

      She palmed his cheek and gazed at him with an adoration she had once believed to be impossible. Back home, in Starford Castle, she never thought she’d fall in love. That kind of thing was reserved for her sister, Glencora, who knew how to handle situations without daggers and swords.

      But now she could not imagine a world where love did not exist. And that was the kind of world Glencora wanted.

      “I’m just so worried, Lorcan,” she whispered. “I don’t know how to stop any of this.”

      Not without killing Glencora.

      “We’ll find a way to stop it together,” he murmured, rubbing his thumb against the curve of her jaw. “That’s why I’m here. You and me. We can take on anything the world throws at us.”

      She hoped he was right.
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      Reyna knocked on Nollaig’s door—it was still difficult to think of her as her mother. Overnight, she had improved a great deal, and she was no longer on the brink of death. It might be a long while before she left her bed, but she would live.

      “You’re going to be okay,” Reyna said stiffly as she approached the bed.

      Color had filled Nollaig’s cheeks, and some of the lines around her lips had faded. It made her look younger.

      And more like her mother.

      “Thanks to you,” Nollaig said.

      “Unfortunately, I’m still going to have to leave you here,” she said. “Some of the warriors will stay behind with you, but we can’t wait for you to fully heal to march on Tamaris.”

      “Good. I wouldn’t want you to, Shieldmaiden.”

      So, they were back to that then.

      “I’m not leaving you here because I’m angry with you,” she said.

      “No, but you are angry,” Nollaig replied. “And I don’t blame you. What I’ve done to you is…”

      “Wrong,” Reyna finished for her. “It was wrong. But I can’t hate you for trying to save my life. I just wish it hadn’t resulted in Glencora bearing this burden instead of me.”

      “Trust me, if I had known…”

      Reyna arched a brow. “Would you have done anything differently? Would you have let it all go?”

      Nollaig was silent for a long moment before she sighed. “I wouldn’t have let it go. I would have tried another method. One that would have protected all of you.”

      “It wouldn’t have worked,” Reyna whispered fiercely. “The three of us. Glencora, Eislyn, me. We were destined to end up in this place. Can’t you see that?”

      Nollaig winced and pulled the silk sheets up to her chin. “You are my daughters. I don’t care what destiny claims, I would never stop trying to protect you.”

      Frustration burned in Reyna’s veins.

      Nollaig shifted her face sideways on the pillow. Her silver eyes pierced Reyna’s soul. They were so bright. So much like her own. “Tell me you wouldn’t have done the same. If you’d been me, and Eislyn had been you. Tell me you wouldn’t have done everything in your power to protect her from this.”

      Reyna’s nostrils flared. “That isn’t fair.”

      “Isn’t it?” Nollaig whispered. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed that she hasn’t visited my room. You didn’t tell her about me.”

      “Seeing you die broke her mind,” Reyna whispered back. “She didn’t speak for a very long time. She can’t even remember years of her life! What would happen if she saw you again now? Would it break her again? I can’t risk that. I won’t hurt her again, not like this, not after seeing what’s she’s become. She is strong now. I will not take that away from her.”

      “You would protect her. From anything. From even her own mother.”

      Reyna clenched her hands and took a step back from the bed. “We’re leaving to march on Tamaris. I came to say goodbye.”

      “You make it sound so permanent.”

      “It might be.”

      “You’ll win,” Nollaig said, her tone turning insistent. “I believe in you more than I believe in anything else in this godforsaken world.”

      With tears in her eyes, Reyna shook her head. “Then, you should have let me fight the Ruin myself.”

      She whirled on her feet and strode out of the room. When she slammed the door behind her, she sagged against the wood, desperately clinging onto every ounce of strength she could find. Nollaig’s true nature had shaken her far more than she wanted to admit. Seeing her mother again…knowing what she had done.

      It made her soul feel scraped raw.

      The horn sounded in the courtyard of the castle. Reyna stiffened and pushed away from the wall. Her lips flattened, and her blood transformed into ice. It was time to march to war.
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        * * *

      

      A scout flew back to the castle as Reyna put the warriors into formation. Her father stood off to the side, scowling at anyone who so much as looked at him. Thane had warned her that he was out for blood where Lorcan was concerned, so she’d kept both of them from seeing each other.

      “Father,” she said, striding up to him as Wingallock settled onto her shoulder with an anxious hoot. “Thank you for getting here so quickly. I daresay we would be unsuccessful without your army.”

      “I have a mind to march them out of here and straight back home,” he said, rubbing a hand against his leather armor, stamped with the sigil of the Ice Court. “You truly wish to attack your own sister?”

      Confusion flickered through her. “She ambushed us out on the Parched Plains. She’s transforming into the Namhaid, and she plans to Cleave the World. And she destroyed all of the sea fae ships, along with the fae who were on them. So, yes, Father. I wish to march upon my sister’s army.”

      “There must be another way,” he muttered more to himself than to Reyna.

      “Unfortunately, there isn’t, and that’s not what I want to speak with you about.” She sighed. “Lorcan is here, and he is our ally. We all need to work together if we’re going to survive. I cannot have you starting a fight with him.”

      His frown deepened. “How can we know that the curse does not still have a hold on him? He tricked you once before. This could just be another plot to rip us all apart.”

      “He’s not cursed, Father.”

      “Reyna—”

      “Father.” She reached out for his weathered hand and squeezed tight. His knuckles were rough against her fingers. “I need you to trust me for once. Lorcan is no longer cursed. Alright?”

      “I don’t care if he’s cursed or not. He tried to kill you.”

      Reyna felt herself soften. “Father. You’ve never been protective of me before, and you don’t need to be now. All of that is over. Just trust me.”

      With a grim set to his jaw, he nodded. “Fine. Just keep him away from me. I cannot see him without picturing the look on his face when he had his guards drag you away.”

      And yet you did little to stop it when it was happening.

      She decided not to voice that thought. Tensions were high enough. No point in making the situation worse than it already was.

      After they’d gathered the army into a formation on the barren field just beyond the castle, they set forth toward Tamaris. On foot, it would take at least a week to reach the city. She ached to spread her wings and fly ahead, but she couldn’t leave her army behind. There weren’t enough magic-infused fae to take on the number of fighters in Glencora’s army, not when the humans had a measure of magic themselves.

      Reyna rode in front on Enbarr’s back. Her father had brought her mare south with him, and it felt right to be reunited with her horse again. Wingallock swooped beside her, rising up into the clouds every now and again to scout ahead. She felt a strange hope bloom in her chest. Surely they could get through this together.

      “We’ve come a long way, haven’t we, Enbarr?” Reyna murmured as they cantered in the front center of the army, just ahead of the warriors. Lorcan and Eislyn rode on either side of her, and her father had taken the far right. Thane rode in front on the left. Rhain kept him company, as well as several of the shadow fae who had helped her survive back in Findius.

      Everyone was here. The entire damn continent had come for this fight.

      “You seem nervous,” Lorcan said from beside her.

      She leaned back in her saddle and gazed across the ashen land. “It’s impossible not to be. The world is depending on us, and we don’t even know if we’ll win this fight.”

      “We’ll win because we have to.”

      “You heard what Nollaig said.” Reyna still couldn’t get used to calling the fae her mother. For too long, she’d thought of her as the shadow fae, the cloaked, strange friend she’d grown to love. How could she reconcile that with the image of her mother in her head? “She interfered and threw the whole thing off course. Who’s to say there’s even a chance at this point?”

      “If Dagda thought there wasn’t a chance, he never would have sacrificed everything to send me back here.”

      “What do you mean?” Frowning, she shifted on her horse to face him. His eyes had clouded over. His jaw was tense.

      “There’s a reason no one ever returns from the Court of Death,” he finally said. “It’s impossible, unless you’re a full-blooded Fomorian with the power to protect you. You need that magic to pass through safely. Apparently, there’s some distant Fomorian ancestor in my bloodline, which helped get me through, but it wasn’t enough.”

      “But you’re here,” Reyna said, still confused.

      “Dagda ripped open the ley line so that I could pass through. But in doing so, it tore apart the entire Court of Death. It no longer exists now. All of the souls who called it home have passed on to the realms beyond.”

      Reyna let out a low whistle. She’d had no idea. “And he did that, just so you could warn me?”

      Lorcan nodded. “He knew about everything that’s happened here, including Nollaig’s interference. He knew about you and Eislyn and Glencora. And he still had hope. There must be something we can do to turn things around. Otherwise, he never would have made that sacrifice.”

      Reyna fell silent as they continued their march across the plains. She had to admit, Lorcan’s words had soothed some of the pain around her heart. The truth about Nollaig’s past had unravelled some of Reyna’s determination and belief in herself. For so long, she’d been terrified of who she might become, and now she knew she’d been so close to a dark fate.

      But maybe none of it even mattered. Nollaig had interfered, but what if she hadn’t needed to do a damn thing? Would Reyna have truly become the thing she feared the most?

      Maybe she never would have. Maybe she would have fought back. If there was anything she’d learned about herself over the past few years, it was this: nothing could break her. Not even fate.

      Maybe Unseelie had intended for Reyna to become the Namhaid, but she would have refused him, regardless of a damn protective cloak or not. Visions could only take one so far. Reyna had found a way to defy the odds more than once.

      “You look like you want to rip the sun from the sky,” Lorcan said with a hint of amusement in his voice. “It’s good to see that look on your face again.”

      She shot him a sideways glance and grinned. “You like it when I look like I want to destroy things?”

      “There’s a fire in you, Reyna,” he said, his voice growing somber. “You’re fierce and determined, bold and rash. It’s what I love about you. The spark in your eyes lights my soul on fire.”

      Her heart pounded against her ribs. “You better stop with that kind of talk, or I’ll have to leap off my horse and onto yours so I can straddle you.”

      “Go right ahead.” He winked, his dark eyes flashing with need. “I’m sure I could conjure enough shadows to hide us from the thousand warriors marching behind us.”

      She grinned. “That might take quite a lot of shadows.”

      “Come over here then. Let’s test it.”

      She knew he was joking, but she couldn’t pretend she wasn’t at least a little tempted. The idea of finding a moment of delicious peace with Lorcan amidst so much chaos and danger…it was a thrilling thought, to say the least. Maybe if her father wasn’t around. He’d lose his damn mind to rage.

      “Hold that thought,” she said with a smile. “We might have to wait until this battle is over.”

      The sudden reminder of the looming war filled her with dread. In all of this, there was a singular thought she’d been trying to ignore, much like she’d tried to block out the nagging voice in the back of her head telling her that something had gone wrong with Glencora.

      What would she have to do in order to stop her sister? What if Reyna couldn’t get her hands on the axe? Her plan for now was to rip it away from Glencora and destroy it before she could Cleave the World, but what if that didn’t work? Her sister had gained a great deal of strength and magic, and she seemed more than willing to fight.

      Reyna might balk at the shifting details of the prophecy, but the broad strokes had never changed. An ice princess had become the Namhaid. And the visions spoke of only one solution. Her opponent, the Hero of the Fallen, would have to kill her. It was the only way to save the world.

      “Eislyn,” Reyna said, turning to her little sister. She feared it would destroy Eislyn’s mind to witness something so horrific. It had already happened once. “If things go wrong, and we’re unable to trap Glencora, I need you to promise me you’ll run.”

      Eislyn’s face screwed up. “What? Of course not.”

      “It’s for your own safety,” Reyna said. “There’s no telling what she’ll try to do if we fail.”

      “I’m there until the end, Reyna. This is my fight, as well as yours. I’m not leaving your side until all of this is over.”

      Reyna fell silent, her heart thumping as she thought back to what Nollaig had told her. Reyna, the Namhaid. Eislyn, the Ghaisgeach…

      If things had gone differently, they would have faced off against each other. And Eislyn would have won. It all made sense. Horrible, twisted sense. Eislyn would have won because no matter what Unseelie did to Reyna’s mind, Reyna would not have been able to hurt her little sister.

      Their bond would have broken through it all.

      Glencora did not have that kind of bond with Reyna. Or with Eislyn. They’d never grown close, not like that.

      Reyna let out a whistling breath and muttered to herself. “This is going to be harder than we think.”

      A screech echoed across the plains as if confirming her darkest thoughts. Reyna tensed and shielded her eyes against the sun. And there, spiralling through the clouds, was a monster unlike any she had ever seen.

      Red scales, bulbous orange eyes, and a tail covered in spikes.

      It was a dragon.
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Eislyn

        

      

    

    
      The army’s formation exploded into chaos as the dragon bore down on them. Delight whistled through her veins even as her heart raged like a bonfire in her chest. She leapt off her horse, her boots kicking up clouds of ash. There was a dragon in the sky.

      A dragon in the sky!

      She’d read about them in books, of course, but she never once thought she’d see one with her own two eyes. Hell, most fae wondered if the dragons were even real. But they were. At least, one of them was.

      The warriors screamed and scattered across the plains, running back in the direction they’d come. The ones who didn’t run nocked arrows and aimed them at the great blood-red beast storming through the clouds.

      Eislyn’s heart dropped as they aimed and loosed their arrows.

      “Stop it!” she screamed, throwing herself toward the cluster of wood fae with arrows. Her feet pounded the ground. Ash sprayed into her face.

      A hand gripped her arm and yanked her back. Reyna’s angry face stared into hers. “What the hell are you doing, Eislyn? There’s a fucking dragon up there!”

      Eislyn ripped free. “He won’t attack us. Not unless we attack him.”

      “No? Then explain the fire.”

      In the distance, the dragon swept across the plains, right in their direction. Fire streamed from his open mouth as he torched the entire path that wound through the Parched Plains and up into Tamaris. Eislyn shifted on her feet and frowned.

      “Well, yes, that’s not a great sign, but dragons aren’t inherently dangerous. Not unless they’re being controlled by someone else…”

      Reyna’s face hardened as realization slammed down on them both.

      “Glencora,” they whispered in unison. Their older sister had somehow found herself in possession of a dragon, and she had sent it ahead to destroy her enemy’s army. And it would be a horribly effective move.

      “Right.” Reyna grimaced as she pushed the wings from her back. The silver-tipped feathers flared on either side of her as they caught on the light wind. “Run tell Father that the bulk of the army needs to fall back. The only fighters who can take on this beast are those infused with magic.”

      Eislyn frowned. “That’s me. I am infused with magic.”

      “Someone needs to tell Father.” Reyna glanced over her shoulder at the looming dragon. He had almost reached their front lines. “Go. Now. I know you want to help, and that’s what this is. We need to save as many lives as possible.” At the stubborn look Eislyn must have been sporting, Reyna sighed. “You can join us in the skies after you warn Father. Just hurry.”

      Eislyn nodded and watched as Reyna barked orders at the magic-infused warriors. Together, they all took flight, their sights set on the approaching dragon. With an irritated sigh, Eislyn pushed through the screaming warriors and raced toward her father.

      He stood in the distance, face blanched, eyes wide. His sword hung heavily by his side in a hand so tense his knuckles were white. Eislyn rushed up to him and snapped her fingers in front of his face. She’d never seen him this frightened before. It should have put the fear into her bones, but instead, it made her feel fierce.

      She was one of the few keeping her head straight in all of this.

      He blinked, and his silver eyes focused on her face. “You need to get out of here, Eislyn. We’ll take care of this. You go on to safety now.”

      His voice was shaky, and as he raised the sword before him, the blade trembled.

      “No.” She stepped in front of him. “Reyna has different orders. You need to withdraw the army while the magic-infused fighters take on the dragon.”

      His brows pinched tight. “These warriors are mine, not your sister’s.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” She pressed a hand against his, so that he lowered his sword. “You have magic, but your fighters don’t. The dragon will turn them to ash if they don’t run.”

      A strange expression flickered across his face as he hesitated, clearly uneasy about letting Reyna order him around. Frustration rose up like a snake within Eislyn, desperate to strike. But she had to remember her father was born of another time, where High Queens were never heads of armies. Where women sat quietly to knit. A fate he had always wanted for his own daughters. She almost laughed at the thought of it. Look at the three of them now.

      “Alright.” He spun on his feet and gave the signal to his warriors, though over half of them had already fled the fight. Even the bravest of warrior struggled when faced with the threat of a dragon, it seemed. “I am only doing this because I want to protect my people, not because Reyna ordered me to do so.”

      Eislyn fought the urge to roll her eyes. “You should allow yourself to become accustomed to Reyna making orders, Father. She is your heir, after all.”

      He stiffened. “Glencora is my heir.”

      Eislyn stared up at her father, dumbfounded. She tried to find the words to respond, to remind him of what they now faced. The truth was, she understood him far more than she wanted to. He loved Glencora. His eldest daughter had always done exactly what he’d expected of her, and she would have made a great heir…

      “She married into another court. But what’s more, she’s trying to destroy the damn world.” She shook her head and pushed her wings from her back. “Anyway, none of that matters right now. Go, Father. Lead the army to safety.”

      He grabbed her arm and tried to pull her back, his face ashen. “You can’t go out there!”

      “I can and I will.” She shook him off, but his hand wouldn’t budge. He was not as easy to convince as Reyna. “There are only a small number of us with magic, Father. And I’m one of them. Reyna needs me.”

      He snorted, shaking his head. “Are you out of your damn mind? Reyna doesn’t need you. You can barely take care of yourself.”

      She flinched, and her voice grew cold. “I took care of myself for several very long months. I’m only alive because of myself. Because of my own strength and bravery. Let go of me, Father.”

      “You’re alive because you got lucky.” He ground his teeth together, clenching his jaw. “And because of that damn Emperor of Fomor, who kept you locked up tight in his palace. You think you can fight because you escaped from the Air Court, but you’ve never truly seen battle. The last time you looked someone in the eyes as they died, you went mute for years. And you can’t even remember that because of how weak you are against pain.”

      Furious tears filled her eyes, and she yanked hard. With her enhanced strength, her arm came out of her father’s hand easily. She could still feel his fingers where they had tightened against her skin, constricting her, holding her back, locking her in place. Right where he wanted her.

      “Maybe I would have recovered more quickly if you hadn’t treated me like a piece of precious ice that might shatter at the slightest blow. I’m stronger than you think I am, Father, and I am done hiding behind your shadow. I am an Empress, and I can make my own damn decisions. And my decision today is to fight.”

      With that, she turned her back on her shocked father’s face and took flight. Despite her bold words, she felt as though he’d scratched his nails right through the soul of her. He had never believed in her. She could see that now. If he had, he never would have wrapped her up in a bubble and kept the world away.

      She was not a little frozen doll. She was not a frail painting hung along the wall to study and admire from afar. She was her own damn shield.

      Eislyn spun through the clouds in the direction of the dragon. A handful of warriors had already fallen. Their bodies littered the ground beneath the battle raging in the sky. Reyna was out front, as always, shooting balls of ice at the creature’s monstrous head.

      But it shot fire right back, melting the ice instantaneously.

      Air fae warriors blew wind, but the beast didn’t even seem to notice it. Wood fae shot vines and thorns from their open palms, but the dragon burned those up as well. The only fae who seemed to have any luck against the dragon were the shadow fae. They filled the sky with mist, blinding the dragon momentarily.

      Eislyn flew up to Reyna’s side just as her sister tried another bout of ice. It melted as it drew near to the dragon, even though he hadn’t spotted it through the mist.

      “Nothing seems to work,” Reyna said, heaving from the sheer effort of it all. Sweat dotted her brow. “Did Father take the army away?”

      “Not without a few carefully barbed insults, but yes.” Eislyn frowned. “Stop throwing ice at it. The dragon is made of fire. That will never work.”

      “Do you have a better idea instead?” Reyna asked with an arched brow as Lorcan and the rest of the shadow fae sent forth more mist toward the dragon.

      “They have the right idea, but…”

      “But what?”

      “It’s only slowing him down, not stopping him. Let me try to communicate with him.”

      Reyna stared at her incredulously. “You want to talk to the dragon that is trying to kill us all.”

      “Dragons are peaceful creatures unless disturbed.” Eislyn cocked her head. “That makes me think Glencora disturbed him. Maybe if I let him know that we mean him no harm, he’ll go away.”

      “I think that ship has sailed, dear sister,” Reyna replied.

      “Just let me try,” Eislyn insisted. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “Hmm, let’s see. He could chomp you up into tiny pieces after roasting you up like a pit on a stick.”

      Eislyn flew toward the dragon. Reyna called out after her, but she ignored her sister’s pleas. Something in her gut told her that this was the right choice. Dragons did not like destruction and death. Those were assumptions made by fearful men. They saw fire and those great monstrous beasts, and they only assumed the worst.

      A rush of wings sounded by her head as her sister flew to her side. Their two familiars spun in circles of agitation over their heads.

      “You’re not going to talk me out of this,” Eislyn said, not even casting a sideways glance at Reyna.

      “I know. Which is why I’m going to stay beside you while you do it.”

      At that, Eislyn did look at her sister. There was no joking smile on her face. “You’re going to let me do it?”

      “I don’t think I have any choice.” At that, she did smile. “You’ve got a mind of your own and a determination I can only respect. But the second that thing opens its massive mouth, I’m dragging you away from here.”

      “Deal.” Eislyn nodded.

      They edged closer to the dragon. Reyna and Lorcan flanked her, their wings outstretched and beating on the humid air. Eislyn narrowed her eyes as she dodged in close to the dragon. It had ceased its powerful, fiery blows and was now watching Eislyn with a curious expression on his face.

      Or what might have been a curious expression. If he wasn’t a dragon.

      “Hello,” Eislyn tried, wondering if dragons could understand the fae language. “We would like to call a ceasefire. We don’t mean you any harm.”

      The dragon regarded her for a moment before his lips lifted into what resembled a smile. Eislyn smiled back, heart lifting. Had she actually gotten through to him? Could it be as simple as that? She knew the dragons were peaceful creatures, but this almost seemed too…

      The dragon began to shift and transform. His scales rippled beneath the steady glow of the sun, and his massive body began to shake. Fire engulfed him, sending shockwaves of heat rippling across the fae fighters. Eislyn winced against the strength of it, and Reyna shouted in rage. Suddenly, the fire died, and the dragon was…gone.

      In his place was a pair of silver wings and a familiar face that struck dread into Eislyn’s heart. She sucked in a sharp breath and danced back as a blade arced toward her throat.

      “Glencora?” Eislyn hissed through her clenched teeth. “How? Why?”

      Glencora just laughed at the stunned expressions on their faces. “There is great power to be found in these fire lands. Or…well, there was, but I destroyed it. It’s all gone now, and I’m the last dragon shifter alive.”

      Eislyn thought that probably wasn’t true. There were those in the kingdoms past Fomor. But that wouldn’t help them now.

      Reyna rushed in fast with her ice glass dagger held up before her. “Glad you could join us for this fight, dear sister. It looks like we won’t need to seek you out, after all.”

      “So much for your peaceful parley,” Glencora spat. “Trying to march on Tamaris, were you? Against me, your sister?” She laughed. “You have no idea what you’re truly up against.”

      She opened her mouth as if to scream, but then a burst of fire streamed toward the trio. Lorcan threw out his shadows and mist just in time, enveloping them in a protective cocoon that blocked the flames. The force of it slammed into his misty wall, throwing them away from the dragon. They tumbled out of the sky and landed in a heap of tangled limbs that shook the breath from Eislyn’s lungs.

      When the fire finally cleared, Glencora was gone.
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Lorcan

        

      

    

    
      “What the hell was that?” Reyna stalked back and forth on the scorched ground as Eislyn tended to some of the fallen warriors. About a dozen of them had been knocked out of the skies, and not all had fared as well as Lorcan had. In fact, half of their army was gone. Many of those not burnt by the dragon flames had fled.

      “That was our sister,” Eislyn said grimly after she’d patched up a warrior’s dislocated shoulder. She stood and wiped her hand on her silk trousers. “She’s a dragon shifter now.”

      Lorcan pursed his lips and watched the sisters exchange words. He was less concerned about Glencora’s new powers—unexpected but not entirely surprising, given the circumstances—and more interested in what his own powers had done against the fire. For a long time, he’d believed the reason his shadows had helped him and Reyna withstand the Ruin’s attack was because he’d hidden them from view.

      But what if it had been more than that? What if the shadows could create a sort of shield against other magic?

      That could certainly prove its usefulness.

      “You say that like it’s not the most ridiculous thing to have ever happened to any of us.” Reyna threw up her hands. “Our sister can shift into a dragon now. She’s a monstrous beast that can breathe fire, destroying entire armies within seconds. How are we ever going to beat her if she can do that?”

      “I don’t know, but we’re going to have to figure it out.”

      Reyna stormed through the ash. “How?”

      “My love,” Lorcan said in a soft voice.

      Instantly, the tension in her shoulders loosened. She whirled to him with a hopeful glint in her eyes. “Yes?”

      The love in her eyes poured like water from a steady stream. She had been looking at him like that a lot lately. No matter what happened, a single word from him could bring a softness to her lips, almost a smile. It made him want to rip her away from all of this suffering and pain. To their little hut in the snow-drenched woods where the world would cease to exist.

      He blinked the thought away. “My shadow magic. It did something against that fire.”

      “You’re right. It did.” She gazed up at the sky above them, at right where they’d battled the dragon. “How many shadow fae did we bring with us? Enough to win?”

      “I’m not sure.” Lorcan scanned the survivors. Cos had taken off with half the ice fae. Many of the wood, air, and shadow fae warriors had followed him as well. Only the strongest and bravest were left, and that did not amount to much. Most of these warriors had been fighting for years, and they were tired of it. Lorcan couldn’t blame them.

      She nodded, gazing around. “We need to take stock of our numbers and gather everyone together. Take care of the wounded. Unfortunately, it means we’ll need to stop here for the night before making our forward march in the morning.”

      “Do you think that’s a good idea?” Eislyn asked with a shuddering breath. “What if Glencora comes back?”

      “I don’t think she’ll come back. She’ll wait to see what we do first.”

      “Why in the name of the Dagda would she do this instead of killing us all?”

      Lorcan rubbed his chin. “I don’t think she wants either of you dead. She wants you on her side. And she no doubt wants some fae to add to her collection. I wouldn’t be surprised if she intends on trying to take our army instead of destroying it.”

      Reyna frowned. “How many of them do you think would be tempted to join her?”

      Lorcan met her gaze. “Some will be sorely tempted, my love. It is not about you or your rule. It is about fear. The dragon was purposeful. She wanted our army to know what she can do. She’ll use that against us.”

      “So, she’ll wait to see if we retreat.”

      “And if we do return to the castle, she’ll send spies to talk our warriors into joining her.” Lorcan’s frown deepened. “If we don’t turn back, we should expect a show of strength next time we meet her on the battlefield. She might try to turn the fae against us then. We should be ready for it.”

      Reyna sighed and closed her eyes as the weight of her reign resettled on her shoulders. The haunted look returned. Whenever she held a sword or a dagger, that look died, only to resurrect after battle. She had always been more comfortable in a warrior’s garb. High Queen corsets were far too tight.

      As Reyna moved off to round up the warriors, Eislyn patched up another fae’s wounded arm and edged over to Lorcan when she was done. She scratched at the rough patch of hair on the back of her neck where she’d shorn it to trick the Fomorians. It had begun to grow over the past few months, but she kept cutting it back.

      “That was a clever trick you did back there,” she said. “How long have you been able to do that?”

      “For about one hour,” he said. “I lucked into it. Instinct took over, and there it was.”

      “Have any more instincts like that up your sleeve?”

      “I doubt it, but you might.”

      When she arched her brow in question, he continued. “Your mother is a Fomorian, so you have access to shadow magic, too, even though you’ve only drank from the Wood Court’s source of power.”

      Her face blanched, and her hands tightened around the hem of her tunic. “Don’t say is.”

      He blinked. “Don’t say is?”

      “You said my mother is a Fomorian. She isn’t. She’s dead.” Gritting her teeth, Eislyn trailed off to another group of warriors. Lorcan watched her go, cursing at himself as much as Nollaig. She really ought to tell Eislyn the truth. The girl wasn’t the frail thing she’d once been. Seeing her mother’s face again would not break her mind, despite their worst fears. He saw a lot of Reyna in her little sister now. If anything, hearing the truth might strengthen her resolve.

      But it was not his place to tell her, and Dagda had been clear on one thing: he could not involve himself in this. Not fully. All he could do was nudge Reyna in the right direction. It felt like fighting with his hands tied behind his back.

      He couldn’t help but wonder if Dagda’s instructions even mattered anymore. Things had gone off track. That much he was certain of. And Dagda was gone, off to the afterlife where he couldn’t watch the dealings of the fae still alive. Lorcan ground his teeth as he considered his options.

      He could not break his vow to Dagda. But perhaps…

      “I have an idea,” Lorcan said when Reyna returned to his side.

      Reyna eyed him warily. “I’m not sure I’m thrilled about the look in your eye. You seem…excited.”

      “Answer me one question. Why can Glencora shift into a dragon?” He folded his arms and waited.

      “Because she consumed the source of power from the Fire Court,” she replied.

      He shook his head. “I don’t think so. None of her fighters shifted, even though they were moving with enhanced speed and strength. The humans don’t have access to that kind of power.”

      “Alright…”

      “She’s Fomorian, just like you. Her blood rushes with the magic of all six realms. That’s how she was able to tap into that power.” He gave her a nod. “I think you should try it. Call upon the magic of the flames.”

      “You want me to try to shift into a dragon?” she asked him incredulously. “An actual dragon.”

      “Don’t sound so skeptical,” he said with a smile. “Your sister can shift into one. You saw her do it.”

      “I’m still not entirely sure I didn’t hallucinate the whole damn thing.” She shook her head. “People don’t just shift into dragons, Lorcan.”

      “People clearly do,” he said. “Just try it. If it doesn’t work, then we will move on to another option.”

      Reyna hesitated. Something about this idea troubled her, though he didn’t understand what about it put her so on edge. There was nothing big to it. All she had to do was try to shift.

      “Reyna.” He inched closer and took her hands in his. “Do you trust me?”

      “Of course I do,” she whispered. “I trust you more than I trust myself.”

      “Then, trust me on this.” He squeezed her hands. “If you can do this, it could change the entire course of the battle ahead. One dragon versus one dragon is far better odds than one versus zero. And if you can do it, perhaps Eislyn can, too…”

      “Alright.” Reyna sighed and stepped back, though her expression remained troubled. “I’ll try it, but…if something goes wrong, I need you to get everyone away from me as soon as possible.”

      Ah. So that was it. She was worried she wouldn’t be able to control herself in dragon form. “You would never hurt any of us, Reyna.”

      “What if I’m not myself?” she asked, flushing. “I didn’t consume the source of power in the fire lands. I might not have the same control that Glencora does.”

      “It won’t be a problem,” he said. “But I’ll keep everyone safe, just in case.”

      “Good.” With trembling hands, Reyna lowered her weapon to the ground and shrugged out of her leather armor. She stood on the ashen field with a light wind whipping her silk tunic and trousers around her body. She looked firm and strong and powerful standing there, even with her tangled hair tumbling around her shoulders.

      She looked like a wild thing that could not be tamed.

      He hoped she’d never change.

      She knelt to the ground and placed a hand on the ash. Squeezing shut her eyes, she murmured to herself. Lorcan waited with his breath in his throat. Reyna had the power to do whatever she set her mind to. All she had to do was will herself into the shape of a dragon, and…

      Moments stretched by.

      Nothing happened. Lorcan’s heart sank, but he kept a gentle smile pasted on his face. He did not want her to see his disappointment.

      “It didn’t work,” she said, slumping over the ground. She pounded her fists against the ash. “Dammit, it didn’t work!”

      “That’s because you didn’t drink the Fire Court’s source of power, Reyna,” Eislyn said softly. They both glanced up at her little sister as she joined them. “We are part Fomorians, but we fell, just like everyone else did. When Glencora drank from the source of power, it magnified that power, stretched it wide. Wider than a human would get. Wider than even a fae. You and me, we never had a chance to drink the fire magic. So, we can wield a little fire, but we can’t do something as powerful as shift. We’ll never be able to now that Glencora destroyed it.”

      “We needed this, Eislyn,” Reyna whispered, glancing up at her. “The last thing I want to do is shift into a dragon, but dammit, we needed this edge against her. Like Lorcan said, what’s one dragon when you have two?”

      “Does the Wood Court have anything like that?” Lorcan asked, glancing between them. “Another powerful creature, one strong enough to face a dragon. You both drank its power…”

      Eislyn and Reyna just stared at each other. After a moment, Eislyn replied. “If there is, no one knows what it is.”

      “To be honest, it never even occurred to me that any of us would be able to shift into anything. How did Glencora discover this? Did Unseelie tell her?” Reyna asked.

      “I suppose that’s possible,” Eislyn said, though she didn’t sound so convinced. “But he’s whispered into both of our heads. I never heard anything about this.”

      “Nor have I,” Lorcan said. “Don’t forget. I once had that mark inside of me.”

      “So, Glencora seems to know far more about how all this works.” Reyna shook her head. “How is that even possible? Where did she find this information?”

      Eislyn frowned and gazed back in the direction of their castle camp. It was too far in the distance for any of them to see it now, even with their enhanced eyesight. “A part of me wonders if I should return to the castle and continue my research. But we don’t have time for that. Anything I find…it will be too late to use it in this fight.”

      “And we need to prepare to march in the morning.” Reyna pushed up from the ground and strode toward Enbarr, her silver hair tumbling behind her, Wingallock soaring by her side. “In two days, we reach Tamaris. We’ll have to face off against our sister, with or without a dragon on our side.”
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      Crumbling ruins dotted the peninsula that stretched behind the chanting human army. Beneath the glow of the twin crescent moons, the city looked full of ghosts. Glencora had gathered most of her troops at the edge of the city and had waited while Reyna’s army marched across the fire lands. Some of them stood behind the city walls, pounding their fists against their chests.

      There were thousands of enemy fighters, but it looked to be an even match. Once, the human army would have been nothing against the warriors of Tir Na Nog, but the hundred years of war had cut their numbers in more than half. With her father’s deserters returning to the castle, Reyna was only left with a random assortment of fae warriors. From all the realms, from all the armies, this was all that was left. But the biggest problem was, her opponent had a dragon.

      Not now, of course. Just behind the chanting army, Glencora stood on a small boulder that rose up from the ground like a dais. A crimson cloak hung from her shoulders and rippled behind her like a pair of dragon wings. She’d braided her silver hair and topped it with a ruby-encrusted crown. Her owl familiar perched on her left shoulder, his wings flared wide. The sight reminded Reyna of her dreams.

      “Could be worse,” Rhain said from beside her at the head of the army. He rolled back his beefy shoulders as he gazed across the fields, the light wind rippling the grey hair around his face. “There are fewer of them than I thought. We can take on that number.”

      “I’m not worried about the humans,” Reyna said. “It’s Glencora who will prove to be the problem.”

      “Aye, but at least she’s not a dragon now,” he said with a nod in Glencora’s direction.

      “For now. She’ll bide her time. Wait for the right moment to strike. Perhaps she wants to lure us onto the field before transforming into the beast. Then, we’ll be trapped. She can kill us all.”

      It still didn’t make much sense. When facing off against an enemy army, Glencora surely would have wanted to be at the height of her strength. Why hadn’t she transformed back into the beast? Perhaps Lorcan was right, and Glencora wanted some fae to add to her human army. But why? It wasn’t as if she needed them to fight for her. All she had to do was loose her breath upon the lands and she’d win. They couldn’t kill her in that form. Not with the knowledge they had.

      Glencora had an edge. Why wasn’t she using it?

      “We’ll just stick to the plan,” Rhain said. “As long as we stay back, her fire cannot harm us.”

      “Unfortunately,” Reyna replied dryly. “She has wings. If she wants to burn us to death, she will, and I don’t think there’s anything we can do to stop her.”

      “Lorcan’s shadow fae powers might be all we need.”

      Reyna nodded, though it didn’t feel like enough. They needed something more than defense if they wanted to stop her sister. She had attempted to shift a few more times during the march to Tamaris. Eislyn had tried as well. Even Lorcan had given it a shot. None of them had felt even a hint of magic burning through their veins during their attempts. That power was not available to them.

      Even then…as much as she knew they needed it, she didn’t want to transform. She didn’t want to lose herself to the beast.

      “Let’s move,” she whispered, more to herself than to Rhain.

      They marched down the hill toward the city. As they did, human warriors streamed from the open gates to meet them on the battlefield. They’d expected this. The city walls had crumbled long ago and provided little defense. If the fae swarmed the city, the humans would be forced to fight in close combat. On the fields, they might succeed in holding them back with enough archers.

      And a dragon.

      Reyna charged forward, Wingallock swooping beside her. The rumble of hooves filled the air. As the fae grew closer to Glencora’s army, lines of humans fell back to reveal heavily armored archers nocking their arrows.

      Reyna had expected that, too.

      She slowed and held up a hand to stop her army, just out of reach of the archers. The warriors stopped. The pounding ceased. Silence rose up around them like mist. The humans on the other side of the field stared back. Not a single soul moved. Breath frosted on Reyna’s lips, the ice in her veins rising to the surface as if called upon by the threat of death that loomed before her.

      A single set of hooves thumped the ground as Glencora inched her way to the front of the army. Her sister sat on an ebony mare with a flowing silver mane. Tamaris steel armor hugged her thin frame, but the fire in her eyes spoke of strength and of darkness. Her gaze locked on Reyna, whose heart thumped painfully in her chest. The sisters stared at each other across the ashen expanse. Neither said a word, and no one in either army dared speak.

      The horse stomped the ground once, and then twice. Glencora finally spoke. “You have come to steal my city from me.”

      “It is not your city, Glencora.”

      “It is now.” A wicked smile curled her lips. “I have taken the Seat of Power. Now, I am the High Queen of these lands. And you are invading it.”

      Rhain swore from her side.

      But she’d been expecting this, too.

      “And what will you reign over, dear sister?” Reyna shouted across the field. “The ash?”

      “There are fire fae who call these lands their home.” Glencora shifted to the side to gesture at a small band of fae warriors who stood amongst the humans. They all wore leather armor dyed deep red and held spears at the ready. Their eyes were hooded and distrustful. Glencora might rule over them now, but they didn’t look particularly pleased about it.

      “A hundred or so,” Reyna replied. “Two hundred at most. If that is what you came here for, then enjoy your new role. We will leave you to it.”

      Glencora growled, lip snarling. “Lies. You came here for my axe.”

      “I came to stop you from Cleaving the World.”

      The words hung heavily between them, and then Glencora laughed again. “Do you even know what that means?”

      Reyna gripped Enbarr’s reins. “I certainly do. The question is, do you? Because the sister I know would never do something like this.”

      “You never knew the sister I was.” Glencora’s harsh whisper drifted across the field. “You never bothered to try to find out. You were too busy with your shields and your battles, your disobedience and your wild horse rides through the woods. And when you weren’t roaming the woods, you were fawning over our little sister. You never once thought to see how I was. No, it was always Eislyn this and Eislyn that. You do know you have more than one sister, yes?”

      Reyna stiffened. Glencora’s words cut deep. “You’re right. I could have been a better sister to you. If you let me make it up to you, I will. I just need you to hand over that axe first.”

      Fire flickered in the depths of Glencora’s eyes, and Reyna realized a moment too late that she’d said the wrong thing. It was that bloody axe. She shouldn’t have mentioned it.

      “More lies,” Glencora hissed, her hands tightening on the axe. “You’re just trying to pacify me. You don’t care! Not about old Glencora who has to sit inside with her prim hands on her prim lap and smile at the bullshit that lords spout!”

      Reyna’s eyes slightly widened before she regained control of her shock. “You never once gave an indication that a courtly life was something you didn’t want. If I’d known that, I would have fought for a different life for you. I would have insisted Father let you do something else.”

      “You never even thought to ask.”

      Tears burned the corners of Reyna’s eyes, but she blinked them back. Unseelie was twisting her sister’s mind and using her words against her. It was working. He knew how to hurt them both, and she could not let him break down her determination. She could not let him make her doubt herself.

      Reyna squared her shoulders. “Stand down, sister. Put down the axe and retreat to your new city. I won’t try to stop you from ruling the Fire Court, if that is what you truly want. We don’t need to battle over this. This can end in peace. But I need you to put down that weapon. We need to destroy it before it destroys the world.”

      Glencora’s fingers tensed. For a moment, Reyna thought she might have gotten through to her. The look in her eyes was one of pure turmoil, as if she did not quite believe in Unseelie’s plot…as if peace might truly be an option.

      But then hatred swirled into her eyes, destroying the doubt. “This is my city and my axe. I will not let you take either one.”

      Glencora raised her hand to motion at her warriors. Reyna signalled her own, telling them to inch back. They were well out of range of the arrows, and surely Glencora didn’t plan on charging her weaker army into the center of the field. That would end in so much death. Her humans would die. They might have gained strength from the source of power, but it wasn’t enough against fae.

      “Charge!” she shouted, throwing her hand down in a fierce motion that set the humans off across the field.

      Reyna blinked in surprise but recovered quickly. She turned toward her warriors, lifting her own hand. “Charge! Now! Draw your swords!”

      The fae roared in unison as they took off through the thick ash, trailing just behind Reyna. She took the lead, galloping ahead as she leaned forward against Enbarr’s back. As their ruler, she would put herself in danger before the rest of them. The battlefield called to her, whispered to her soul. Reyna tightened her grip on the hilt of her sword and let the lust for battle whirl through her veins. It had been a very long time since she’d felt the thrill of steel.

      The fae met the humans in the middle of the ashen field. Blades clashed. Arrows whistled through the air. Reyna locked her gaze on her sister, who had waited behind in the safety of her archers. Narrowing her eyes, she leapt off Enbarr and stalked toward Glencora, dodging each arrow the humans shot. Wingallock caught several arrows in his claws and flung them at nearby fighters.

      As the battle crashed around her, Reyna climbed the hill and stood before her sister, knocking stray arrows aside as if they were nothing but pesky flies. It was time to make a point.

      Glencora’s braided air sprang free as a harsh wind whipped around them. Her rippling crimson cloak matched the colors of the Fire Court. Their symbol, that of a flared phoenix rising from the ashes, had been embroidered along the edges in golden thread. Reyna had to admit that she looked the part. A powerful High Queen ready to dispense harsh justice on those she perceived as her enemy.

      “Put down the axe, Glencora,” Reyna said calmly. “And walk away from this.”

      Glencora laughed but held up her hand to stop her archers. “I won’t waste any more arrows on you, but that doesn’t mean I yield. I will never walk away from this, dear sister. Put down your weapon and bow to me.”

      “You’ve done enough damage, and you’ve made your point.” Reyna slowly lowered her sword until the tip hit the ash. “We can find some sort of compromise. If you wish to rule the Fire Court, then so be it.”

      “You think that’s what this is about?” She smiled. “A little bit of power?”

      “That’s exactly what this is about. You think that by destroying Seelie’s power, you can have more power yourself. But surely you know that you cannot kill a god.”

      “Seelie is already dead.” Glencora’s smile flickered with danger and death. “Everything you are fighting against is all for nought, Reyna, can’t you see? Even if you beat me, what then? Unseelie still wins. Your god is dead.”

      Reyna took a step back, her heart slamming against her ribs. “That’s impossible.”

      “Is it?” Glencora’s smile died. “Nothing is immune from death. Not even gods.”

      Fear pounded in her veins as she stared at her sister. This was nothing more than a lie, a horrible, twisted lie to knock Reyna off her feet. She had visited Seelie down in the Inishfall pit. She had spoken to him…

      No. Her stomach twisted. Not once had Seelie ever spoken aloud. Not to her. She’d felt his presence there, but Unseelie had been the one to speak. Eislyn had experienced the same thing. She’d gone into the pit and faced the gods. Only Unseelie had spoken to her.

      Surely that didn’t mean…

      “I made a deal with Seelie,” Reyna said, throwing back her shoulders as resolve strengthened in her gut. She wouldn’t allow Glencora to play mind games with her any longer. “I was given two options for a deal. One for Seelie’s powers. One for Unseelie’s. After I took Seelie’s deal, I felt his magic within me, fueling me for months. These are nothing but lies, Glencora, and not even good ones at that.”

      Glencora waved her hand dismissively. “Unseelie played a game with you, and you lost. He filled you with Seelie’s power when you refused him, but your god was never there. Why do you think that power ran out? Unseelie didn’t want you to hold on to it forever. In the end, he wanted it to break you. It might have, but…you turned out to be stronger than he thought. He won’t make that mistake again.”

      Reyna’s blood ran cold. “Seelie cannot be dead.”

      “He can be, and he is.” Glencora grinned and stepped closer. “Dagda killed him. Many, many years ago, when he gave the fae magic. Only a small portion of his power is left, distributed throughout Tir Na Nog, as well as the final source in the Inishfall pit. I am going to find all of those sources of power, and I am going to destroy them all with this axe. And then there will be nothing left of Seelie in this world. That’s how I’m going to Cleave the World, dear sister. I’m going to drive out the rest of the light. Only Unseelie’s power will be left.”

      Fear tumbled through Reyna’s belly, and all she could do was whisper in response. “You’re mad.”

      “No madder than you.”

      Glencora swung the axe at Reyna’s head. Instinctively, her arm flew up to block it, and her hand curled around the wooden hilt. The strength of the blow slammed through her. A ringing sounded in her ears. Her grip stayed locked on the axe even as her vision blurred.

      “Give it up, dear sister,” Glencora hissed into her face, close enough that her spittle landed on Reyna’s cheeks. “You will never be able to beat me, not unless you give in to Unseelie. And then you will understand the truth about what you fight against. You believe you’re doing the right thing, but you’re wrong. This world is dying. Seelie’s power is ripping it apart. I am trying to save it.”

      Reyna stared into her sister’s silver eyes, the ones that matched her own, and she saw the truth. Glencora believed every word she said. She truly thought she was saving the world.

      Doubt tripped through her. Reyna couldn’t be wrong…could she? Was she fighting on the wrong side? Could Seelie’s power be as terrible as Glencora thought? The Ruin had been born from Seelie’s magic, and it had almost killed them all.

      The roar of battle filled her ears, and her resolve suddenly strengthened. She tightened her grip on the axe, forcing down the doubt. Glencora was trying to get into her head, and it was working. Unseelie knew exactly what her sister needed to say in order for Reyna to question her actions. He knew how to make her wonder, how to make her doubt. He knew how much she’d struggled against the Ruin’s magic.

      This was just another one of his twisted games.

      Reyna gritted her teeth and shoved Glencora back with all her might, releasing her grip on the axe. She bent her knees and drew her sword. The blade whistled through the air to join the cacophony of battle.

      Her blood sang in her veins as she breathed it all in. Blood, sweat, and death. The sword buzzing in her hands, she smiled and swung hard.

      Glencora jumped back, laughing. “I see Shieldmaiden Reyna has come out to play. Your lust for battle will be your undoing.”

      “Quite the contrary,” Reyna said, stalking forward. “It will be your undoing.”

      “It will never be my undoing, dear sister. Not as long as you refuse to kill me.” To demonstrate her point, Glencora easily jumped aside as Reyna swung her next blow, tempered by the fear of slicing her sister’s chest wide open. Deep down, Reyna did not want to kill her.

      The hilt of her sword slipped in her sweaty palms, and Glencora zeroed in on the tiny movement. She was on Reyna before she could even blink, throwing the axe toward Reyna’s head. Reyna threw up her sword to block the blow. The weapon slammed into her blade, throwing her off the hill. As she hurtled through the air, she tried to push her wings from her back, but she was too slow. Her head hit the ground hard, and pain lanced through her skull. The world grew dark; the ash tipped sideways beneath her.

      “I don’t want to kill you, Reyna!” Glencora screamed, her wings unfolding like twin blades. “Stop coming after me and let me save the world!”

      Her ears ringing, Reyna watched her sister vanish into the darkness.
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      “Things are far worse than I thought they were,” she said as she settled into the chair beside Nollaig’s bed. Her mother was awake and well now. All the pain had been wiped from her skin, and her eyes were alert. Reyna, on the other hand, felt as though she’d been turned to ash.

      The battle had ended just as Reyna had expected. Reyna’s fae warriors had fought well, and the humans had been defeated. Glencora had fled, choosing to abandon her fighters. She had never transformed into the dragon again. She might have won if she had. No one quite understood why she’d chosen that path.

      “I take it you did not get your hands on that axe.”

      “Oh, I got my hands on it. Right before Glencora swung it at my head.” She sighed and closed her eyes. “If it weren’t for Seelie’s magic, I’d likely be dead.”

      Seelie. Her stomach twisted once more.

      “What’s the matter?” Nollaig’s voice went sharp. “Beyond the usual, of course. You look as though…is Eislyn okay? Has something happened to her? What—”

      “Seelie is dead.”

      “Sorry, what?”

      “Seelie is dead.” Reyna pried open her eyes to see her mother’s face staring back at her with an expression that matched the turmoil in her own soul. “It turns out that everything we’ve been fighting for has already been destroyed. A very long time ago. When the Dagda gave magic to the fae, it had some unintended consequences. It killed Seelie. All this time, Dagda has just been trying to right his own mistakes. If it weren’t for him, I doubt any of this would be happening.”

      Armed with the knowledge Glencora had given them, Eislyn had spent the past few hours flying through the shelves of the library. She knew where to look now, and she’d found a great deal of information discovered by the previous High Queen. Details on Dagda and what he’d done. It had been eye-opening.

      “Oh.” Nollaig blinked and then sank back into her pillows. “Oh. Well, that certainly explains a great deal, but…if Seelie is dead, then how does his magic remain?”

      “Because Dagda put most of the magic into the land itself. Six sources of power, six courts. The rest he used to trap Unseelie in Inishfall as best he could. That way, Unseelie’s magic could only spread through blood and bones and minds. He cannot roam the lands as he once could.”

      “Unseelie could once roam the lands? No wonder Dagda was so intense about it all,” Nollaig muttered. “He felt guilty. He was trying to fix his own damn mistake. And yet he had the gall to blame me for everything that’s happening.”

      “Yes,” Reyna said tensely. “It turns out that none of this is your fault.”

      Nollaig—her mother—grimaced. “I’d rather it be my fault. If Seelie is dead, he can’t help us. And if Glencora is trying to destroy all his magic…that’s what happened on the Parched Plains, isn’t it?”

      Reyna nodded. “She destroyed his source of power in the Fire Court. I wondered why the everflames died, and that’s why. Fire magic is gone. It only remains in those who already had it. That leaves Glencora, and a few of the fire fae she found. No one else.”

      Nollaig’s lips flattened. “I understand what she’s planning to do now. She will drink from every source of power before destroying them all. She’ll be far more powerful than everyone else.”

      “And then she’ll destroy the last remnants of the power trapping Unseelie, unleashing him on the world. There will be nothing left of Seelie to stop him.”

      “Well, this is certainly a cheery conversation!” Nollaig shook her head and reached for the pink frothy drink on her bedside table. “At least there are the Fomorians. Eislyn should send word to Lir. We’re going to need his army, after all.”

      Reyna frowned. She hated depending on the Fomorians, but Nollaig was right. The power of all six elements already ran through their veins. They might be the only ones who could stand up against Glencora when all was said and done.

      “We can’t let her get that far,” Reyna said quietly. “If she unleashes Unseelie, I have a feeling that’s the end of everything. That’s the Cleaving of the World the Dagda feared. There will be nothing anyone can do at that point, not even the Fomorians. Everything Dagda did, it was to stop her from releasing Unseelie from his prison.”

      “I think you might be right. But how exactly are we going to do that?”

      “We can’t let her destroy another source. I think I know where she’s heading next.”

      “Where?” Nollaig arched a brow.

      “She’ll go for the Shadow Court. It’s the closest, and there are no warriors there to stop her. They all left when we won the war against Ulaid Molt.”

      “You’re right, Shieldmaiden. I bet that’s where she’s gone.”

      Reyna’s hands clenched, and she swallowed down the hard lump in her throat. Her voice was soft when she found the words. “You know you can just call me Reyna. You don’t have to keep using a title that isn’t even mine any longer.”

      Nollaig stared at her with those luminous silver eyes. They turned glassy as a wobbly smile crested her lips. “You will always be a Shieldmaiden to me. You embody every part of one, even if you never swore your vows.”

      Reyna’s heart pulsed as the words filled her mind. It had been so long since she had thought of them.

      
        
        I swear I will be the sword that rings true.

        I swear I will protect the realm with the ice in my veins.

        I will not cower when faced with the darkest enemy.

        I will never run from the shadows in the night.

        My life for theirs. My soul for theirs. My everything for the realm.

        

      

      “You have no idea how proud I was when Holas told me what you’d done. He’d been watching you, you see.” She smiled, and a tear slipped down her cheek. “My daughter. A Shieldmaiden. An honorable warrior who wanted to protect her people with her own life. The sword that rings true.”

      “Nollaig,” Reyna said as her throat grew tight. There was even a burning in her eyes. She blinked it away as quickly as she could.

      “So, if it’s alright with you, I’d prefer to honor you with that title,” Nollaig said, clearing her throat. “I know you never got to speak your vows. I know it isn’t the same, but I will hear them from you now, if you wish. You can become a sworn Shieldmaiden, just like you’ve always wanted.”

      Reyna blew out a long breath as her heart rattled in her chest. For so long, she had wanted nothing but to speak those vows. The need had burned in her gut like fire. So much had changed since then. Reyna was no longer that girl with the flowing silver braid running through the woods with a wild smile and a sword.

      But she still yearned to speak those vows. She was still a Shieldmaiden, now more than she’d ever been. She began to speak the words.

      “My life for theirs,” Reyna whispered. “My soul for theirs. My everything for the realm.”

      She meant every word she said, and then she added on one last thought at the end.

      “For all the realms.”

      Her magic burned like ice.
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      They all sat in the library, a party of grumpy fae with pinched brows and frowns carved into their faces. The end of the world loomed before them like a monstrous shadow, and they couldn’t find the edges of it. Her father hadn’t even bothered to join them in their research. He thought they were doomed and saw no point in trying to fight it.

      “So.” Reyna let out a sigh as she paced across the timber floor. Everyone stared at her with expectant faces. “There are some positive and negative aspects to our situation.”

      Rhain snorted, folding his arms. “Positives?”

      “For one, we know far more now than we did before.” She’d struggled to come up with positives before this meeting, but she knew she had to dig deep and find them, if only to boost morale. She didn’t want everyone giving up, not yet. Not while they could still put up a fight. “Two, Glencora has shown her hand. Before, we didn’t quite understand what she was doing. Her first Cleaving confused us and set us off in the wrong direction. Now that we have the full picture, we can make a plan that has greater odds at succeeding.”

      Nollaig leaned against a bookshelf in her old, familiar cloak. Once again, she lurked in the shadows, hiding her true identity from the world. Only Reyna and Lorcan knew the truth. “And what plans have greater odds at succeeding, Shieldmaiden?”

      “High Queen,” Rhain said with a frown. “Have a little respect. She saved your goddamn life. At least use the title she—”

      “Nollaig may call me Shieldmaiden,” Reyna cut in. “As for plans, we have two options, as far as I can see. Glencora needs to find the other sources of power, which means we need to find them, too. We can either follow her to the Shadow Court’s source of power, or we can try to move two steps ahead of her, setting up a trap.”

      “A trap didn’t work the first time around,” Thane said with a frown.

      “That was out on the Parched Plains, which she saw coming,” Lorcan said. “I think Reyna is suggesting something a bit more covert.”

      “But how can we be covert with an army?” Thane asked. “If she has any sense at all, she’ll keep an eye on us with spies or birds or both.”

      “Which is why we can’t take an army for the second option,” Reyna said. “It would have to be a small force, one that we move in the dead of night beneath a cloak of shadows.” She glanced to Lorcan at that. He and the other shadow fae were the only way they could pull off that kind of trick. “Or we could use the cloak of shadows to head south. Either way, we’ll be hidden in the darkness.”

      “You want to use my shadows.” He rubbed his jaw. “Not a bad idea at all. That would solve the problem of the birds and the spies, so long as we move at night.”

      “Could you hide an entire army beneath your shadows?” Thane asked.

      “Not likely. As Reyna said, it would need to be a small force regardless of which way we go.”

      “Would that be enough against a dragon woman?” Rhain grunted and shook his head. “Apologies, High Queen, but this situation seems more impossible than any other we’ve faced so far. Including…you know.” He jerked his head toward Lorcan.

      “You can speak plainly, Rhain,” Lorcan said with a smile. “We all know what happened. No need to dance around the subject.”

      “Yes, well, you know what I mean. Your whole cursed thing where you wanted to eat us.”

      “I remember all too well.”

      “One potential problem with this,” Nollaig suddenly cut in, “is we haven’t a clue where the other sources of power are. How will we know where to go?”

      “We do know where one source of power is.” Reyna sat up a little straighter, suddenly alarmed. “Ionad, in the Wood Court. We can’t let her go there. She’ll kill all the Dryads. They don’t have enough fighters to stop her, especially if she uses fire against them. The entire forest would burn.”

      Rhain stood, face pale. “You think she’ll go there first?”

      “No, she has her sights set on the shadow lands first. I’m certain of it. But she’ll make her move for Ionad eventually.”

      “And then she’ll move north, leaving the Ice Court for the end,” Eislyn whispered.

      Her homeland. Saved for last.

      They all fell silent, pondering the destruction that loomed before them. The quest felt impossible, but so had many throughout Reyna’s life. She just had to look at this one as she had any other. A difficulty she would conquer. Eventually. She just hoped it would be soon enough to save Tir Na Nog from losing what little magic remained.

      “So, our first task is to determine where all the sources of power are.” Eislyn frowned. “But how did Glencora find them? I’ve read all of the journals in this library. None of them mention the locations, but the High Queen of the Fire Court must have known.”

      “Perhaps the answers aren’t here,” Lorcan said, speaking up from the shadowy corner. “Perhaps she found the answers somewhere else.”

      “Tamaris,” Reyna breathed. She paced the floor. “Part of the castle there looked intact, just like this one. I bet there is another library there.”

      Lorcan nodded. “I wouldn’t be surprised if there was. The fire fae clearly spent many years looking into the Cleaving of the World. Maybe they divided their research between the cities. It makes sense, seeing what they did to hide the answers in these shelves, what little answers we got. If they split it up between cities, all the better for keeping it out of the wrong hands.”

      “And yet, they failed,” Reyna said grimly. “We need to go to Tamaris.”
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      “Tamaris,” Reyna said. “The ancient capital city of the Fire Court.”

      Now, it was nothing but rubble. Most of it, at least. Chunks of stone buildings were scattered throughout the winding streets, remnants of the once great city. Eislyn had shown her paintings of Tamaris from her books, depictions of what life had once been like for the fire fae.

      Spires had once risen into the sky, stained orange from the sand and ash that drifted in the wind. Laughter and trade would have filtered through the streets like it did in Tairngire. A booming city, full of life. Now, it was home to no one but the dead.

      “I suppose we ought to go inside the castle,” Lorcan said from beside her. They’d stopped on a distant hill to scope things out, just in case Glencora had left any warriors behind as a trap. She might have guessed Reyna would return. So, they’d waited hours, watching, hidden in the shadows. Not a single soul roamed those streets.

      “This feels wrong,” Reyna said with a frown. “I know we all agreed to come here, but what if we were wrong? What if we should be going after Glencora instead of wasting our time inside the Fire Court? She’s done with this realm. We need to stop her before she does anything else.”

      “Patience, my love,” he murmured. “We’ll never be able to stop her unless we know everything she knows. We have no idea where the Shadow Court’s source of power is.”

      It was exactly what Eislyn had said just before she’d settled down with her stack of dragon books. They’d decided to split their efforts. Reyna and Lorcan would search Tamaris for information on the sources of power while Eislyn would find a way to stop Glencora in her dragon form.

      If they could stop her in her dragon form. And that was one big if.

      Together, Lorcan and Reyna flew to the castle at the top of the hill. There were signs of life here, though nothing more than the remnants of Glencora’s army. Small campfire ashes dotted the courtyard. Scraps of torn clothing fluttered in the wind. Footprints trailed this way and that through a thick layer of ash. Blood stained the walls. Reyna hoped that was from nothing more than the battle. Or had her sister started partaking in blood?

      They pushed into the nearest tower and roamed the castle, hunting for any sign of information. Glencora had found something here, and they had to track it down. After several wrong turns that led to dead ends, they stepped through an arched doorway. A library loomed before them, the shelves as high as the stars. It was fully intact, just like the other. The leather tomes gleamed against the moonlight streaming in through the stained, arched windows.

      “Well.” Lorcan let out a low whistle. “I think we’ve found what we’re looking for.”

      Reyna trailed through the stacks, eyeing the leather spines. “Maybe we should have brought Eislyn. She’d know where to start.”

      “We can bring her here, if we don’t manage to find anything ourselves,” he replied before pulling a book from the shelves. “Might as well make a go of it ourselves though. We came all this way.”

      Reyna caught Lorcan’s eyes across the room, and she smiled. He looked so out of sorts holding a tiny book up before his eyes, his leather armor clinging tightly to his chest. “Did you ever expect us to end up like this? Searching through a library instead of out there fighting on a battlefield?”

      He snapped the book shut and grinned. “To be honest, Reyna, I’m surprised you haven’t started stabbing the books with your ice glass dagger.”

      “I do love stabbing things,” she said wistfully.

      He crossed the room and tucked his finger beneath her chin. “Keep talking like that, and I might have to stab you with something else.”

      Heat flushed her core. “Mmm. Well, if that excites you, then I can’t wait to tell you about the time I shoved my dagger into a stack of pancakes because I got too hungry. I used it as a utensil.”

      “Hmm.” He dragged his lips across her jaw, and a storm of sparks flared across her skin. “Tell me more.”

      Reyna opened her mouth, but then faltered. Glencora’s words rushed into her mind, and the electric excitement in her core vanished like smoke in the wind. “Do you think my sister is right about me?”

      Lorcan pulled back and frowned. “Which sister? Glencora?”

      “She says I’m so besotted by violence that I’m only making Tir Na Nog worse than it is now. That if we stop her, we’ll rip the world apart. That we’re the ones in the wrong.”

      “Tir Na Nog has already been ripped apart. You’re doing the right thing, Reyna, in trying to bring it back together.” He tucked his finger beneath her chin and peered into her eyes. “Don’t let Glencora’s words get to you. She is driven by Unseelie.”

      “That doesn’t mean she’s wrong,” Reyna argued. “What if I’m not the right fae to lead us into the new world? What if that would threaten our future? Maybe Tir Na Nog needs someone else. Someone better than me.”

      “First, no one is better than you.” His gaze intensified. “But second, who else would do it, Reyna?”

      “You?”

      He shook his head. “Absolutely not. I have had my fill of ruling. I will gladly stand by your side, but the thrones are not mine, nor will they ever be.”

      “What about Eislyn?” she asked in a rush of words. “She’s become so strong. And she is so kind. I don’t see any reason why she would not do well on a throne.”

      Lorcan’s lips tipped up in the corners. “She wishes to return to Fomor when all of this is over. I daresay she would take the thrones if you asked her to, but her heart lies somewhere else.”

      Reyna let out a sigh. “You’re right. I couldn’t take that from her, regardless of how I feel about that damn husband of hers.”

      “So, who does that leave?” Lorcan asked with an arched brow.

      “Nollaig? Rhain?” Reyna spoke the names aloud and knew they’d never work. Nollaig was, well, Nollaig. And Rhain was a warrior who liked to keep his head down and spend his nights in the tavern. He would never sit on a throne. She did not even suggest Thane. He’d made it clear that he wanted nothing to do with ruling any longer. He’d even sworn to give her the Air Court when all was said and done. That only left one other fae, and he’d been strangely distant ever since they’d faced the dragon on the battlefield. “What about my father?”

      Lorcan pursed his lips, looking unconvinced. “Your father’s heart does not seem to be in this fight, but I suppose…he isn’t a terrible option. And I daresay there are many lords and ladies throughout the realms who might wish to step up to rule. But…I must admit, Reyna, none of them would be a better choice than you. Tir Na Nog deserves a ruler who led them through the darkness and into dawn. The Hero of the Fallen. You.”

      She closed her eyes. “I do not want it.”

      She had never wanted it.

      “That’s why it should be you. Those who lust for power do not deserve it.”

      Reyna let out a heavy sigh that shook her entire body. The conversation left her feeling empty and numb, as if the future belonged to an entirely different fae than her. She meant what she said. A life as an empress was not something she wanted for herself. But she did not know if it would even matter in the end. If they could not beat Glencora, she wouldn’t rule Tir Na Nog. No one would.

      No one but Unseelie.

      “We should keep looking for some answers,” Reyna finally said as she squared her shoulders. She couldn’t let her worries and doubts get to her, not like when the Ruin had tormented her. Letting her mind go down that path wouldn’t lead to anything good. She had to stay strong. Not only for Tir Na Nog but for herself.

      They returned to the shelves. Here, the Scholars had not left behind a trail of clues for others to follow. Perhaps it was because there wasn’t anything important here, or perhaps it was because they hadn’t had the time. According to the journals Eislyn had found, the destruction of the fire lands had come swiftly.

      Eislyn’s research had taught Reyna a thing or two about navigating a library, and she soon found herself among the tomes that discussed ancient history, lore, and prophecies. She pulled a volume out from the others. The books on either side of it were covered in dust, but this one had been wiped clean. Her heartbeat picked up speed as she flipped open the cover.

      This book had been recently read. And soon she found why. The author discussed the sources of power, estimating the locations of each one in Tir Na Nog. It seemed the Scholars had not been certain. They’d done research into the powers and had sent fae in search of them, but most of what they wrote was conjecture. Worse, they’d written down the exact locations in some sort of code.

      Still, it was a place to start. And this was likely where Glencora had gained her insight.

      She snapped the book shut. “Here’s the first book to take back. This talks about the locations of the sources.”

      “Good.” He trailed back to her side. “Anything about shifting?”

      She frowned. He was still dead set on the whole shifting thing. Reyna wanted to drop it. Something about the magic put her on edge. It reminded her of…the Ruin. The storms. The anguish she’d felt all those months. She never wanted to feel that way again.

      “Nothing about the shifting,” she said quietly.

      She had felt Glencora’s power that day. It had felt like a storm. Ash had even swirled around her, transforming the world into a snowfall of darkness. Whatever allowed her to transform into the dragon, it was the same magic that had created the Ruin.

      Lorcan crossed the room, his expression soft, as if he could read every word that ran through her mind. Maybe he could. He’d always been so attuned to her emotions. Sometimes, it felt as though he knew her better than she knew herself.

      He took the book from her hands and placed it on a nearby table. “If we find a way for you to shift into something that can face a dragon, would you do it?”

      “I…” She glanced away. “I’m not sure, Lorcan. I’d like to think we could win without all that.”

      “All that? You mean, without using the magic?”

      She shifted on her feet. Lorcan knew all about the Ruin, of course, and how it had almost destroyed her. But knowing about it was not the same as feeling it. “When Glencora shifted, did you notice anything about the magic?”

      “It was powerful. But surely you don’t fear that. I’ve never seen you scared of anything, least of all the power of someone else.”

      “Did it remind you of anything else? Another power?”

      He frowned. “What is this about, Reyna?”

      “Nothing.” She shook her head, her heart thumping. Thinking about the Ruin still put her on edge. She did not want to go back to that place. That darkness…it had been all-consuming. The night she’d spent in the hot, dark streets of Findius, huddling against the grimy walls of an alley. It had been the lowest point of her life. Her mind had almost broken that night.

      Somehow, she had survived but only just.

      “I’m just being paranoid,” she whispered, swallowing down the pain. “Let’s keep looking for more answers. If we find something about the shifting, I’ll…consider it.” But that was a lie, and she hated that she’d spoken it to Lorcan, of all people.

      It brought a fact to startling clarity in her mind. After all these months, even after they’d destroyed it, the Ruin still haunted her. She had driven away the worst of it, the lightning and the thunder. But the dark clouds remained. How could she fix an entire continent when she couldn’t even fix herself?
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      Lorcan wandered through the library stacks, searching for a book about dragon shifting and half-hoping he wouldn’t even find it. The look on Reyna’s face when he’d brought it up again had nearly shattered his heart. Something was bothering her about this whole thing, and try as he might, he couldn’t puzzle it out. Why would she be so against something that could help them win this war?

      With a shake of his head, he continued to trail through the library. He gazed around, lost. He’d never been particularly bookish, even as a child. There hadn’t been very many tomes in a tiny village like Comharra, and when he should have been learning his alphabet, he’d been practicing with a sword. He’d always felt far more at home on a battlefield than in a library.

      Still, Reyna had insisted he come with her on her journey instead of her sister. As he stared at the leather spines, his heart squeezed tight in his chest. He knew why she’d chosen him. After everything that had happened between them, she didn’t want to part ways again. Truth be told, he couldn’t blame her. Every time they said goodbye, something terrible happened.

      He closed his eyes and breathed in the musty scent of old books. If only he could speak to Dagda again. He’d seen visions of the future. Things might have gone off course, but surely he would have an inkling of the future. Did Lorcan and Reyna have any chance of making it through this alive, together? He fisted his hands as he thought of those dreams he’d once had, when he’d been trapped inside the Cursed One’s head. Those verdant fields. The burning lands across the ocean. He would not let that be their future.

      With a sigh, he turned his attention back on the books. He needed to find something about dragon shifters, or about sources of power. Preferably both. If they wanted to stop Glencora, they needed to know where she was headed next, and how to conjure up a beast strong enough to fight her.

      It was a tall order.

      Something flickered in the corner of his eye. Frowning, he turned toward the movement and almost jumped out of his skin. Filobar stood just before him, shimmering like a waterfall. Lorcan reached toward the image, and his hand went through it, as if Filobar was made of nothing more than mist. Lorcan’s heart pounded hard against his ribs as he stared at the fire fae. Filobar should be dead, long gone to Neamh or Ifrinn. How had he survived?

      “What is going on?” Lorcan murmured in a low voice. “How are you here? Is the Court of Death…?” Had it survived?

      “I don’t have long,” the little fae whispered. “Come closer. Don’t let Reyna overhear this.”

      Frowning, Lorcan took a step toward the fire fae.

      “The Court of Death has shattered, but Dagda managed to keep us from moving on temporarily, by creating another small bubble realm. It won’t last forever, unfortunately. Soon, we’ll vanish with the rest of them.”

      His eyes narrowed. Why had the Dagda even bothered? When Dagda had ripped open the ley line, he’d accepted his fate. His only purpose had been to stop Reyna from passing on, and he’d done his duty. Why was he still here?

      Lorcan did not have a very good feeling about this.

      “What is it, Filobar?” Lorcan asked in a low growl. “Has something else gone wrong?”

      Filobar wet his lips. “You need to know that Seelie is dead.”

      “Yes.” His hands fisted. “We puzzled that out ourselves. When Glencora told us. Did you not think that might be pertinent information before?”

      “Dagda thought you might not take it very well,” Filobar said. “It was his fault, you see.”

      “He’s right. I wouldn’t have taken it very well at all. Where the hell is he anyway? Why has he sent you to do his dirty work for him? This is his damn mess. He should be the one to clean it up.”

      Lorcan could scarcely believe he could speak this way about Dagda, someone he’d once considered his god, but…he’d had enough of Dagda’s games. He was playing with fire, and if something else went wrong, Reyna would be the one who got burned, not him. Instead of facing this himself, he’d hid out in a different realm, setting up an elaborate plot to right his wrongs. He was a coward.

      “He’s holding our bubble realm together. If he doesn’t concentrate, it will implode on us.”

      “Serves you right,” Lorcan said. “For not fixing this mess your damn selves.”

      “Reyna is going to be tested,” Filobar said quickly, ignoring Lorcan’s angry jabs. “Betrayal looms large before her. Darkness watches from the corners, waiting to pounce. To go forward, she will have to face her past and overcome it. If she is not prepared, she will fall. You have not been pushing her toward the flames like you vowed. She needs to transform, she needs the magic. Immunity and protection are the same. You can stop it from even happening.”

      Lorcan’s heart shuddered. “What the hell does that mean? Stop speaking in riddles.”

      “She will need to face the darkness alone. You cannot help her with this. The only way that she can overcome the shadows inside of her is to look them in the eye and know that she and she alone is stronger than them. She must be the one to wield the final blow.”

      Lorcan growled. This was insanity.

      “There is a book behind you that will encourage her toward the right path.” Filobar’s voice wobbled as the shimmering wall began to shatter around him. “She must transform. And she must rise from the ashes. I must go.”

      The wall dimmed, melting into shadows.

      “No, come back,” Lorcan said, hands fisting. “Let me speak to Dagda. I need to know—”

      But Filobar was gone.

      Lorcan stood there for a moment, staring at the empty space where Filobar had vanished. His mind replayed the conversation. Betrayal loomed large. Darkness watched from the corners. Reyna must face her past and overcome it. What the hell did all that mean? Betrayal…by who?

      And what did she have to overcome?

      With a frustrated sigh, Lorcan whirled to face the bookshelf behind him. Books crammed together, filling the space with thousands of words. How the hell was he going to find the book Filobar had mentioned? Lorcan started to turn away, to call for Reyna, but then a single title caught his eye. The bright red spine stood out from the rest like the glowing, red-misted sun of the shadow lands.

      He reached out and slid the book from the shelf with a single finger. When he flipped open the book, he understood why.

      “A phoenix again?” he murmured to himself. “But why?”

      It was an old children’s tale, of a phoenix rising from the ashes. A classic story he’d heard as a boy, one of the few stories that echoed throughout all of Tir Na Nog. A little girl and her familiar walked into the woods and got lost. Together, they endured hardship after hardship, facing frost and beasts alike. In the end, she survived, but only by facing the monsters in the woods instead of running from them.

      “What’s that?” Reyna asked, popping up beside him with a stack of books in her arms. When she saw what it was, a fond smile stretched across her face. “Ah. I remember that story. The Little Girl and Her Phoenix. Mother used to read it to me before bed every night.” Her smile died. “Mother.”

      “This story has given me an idea. I think you should try to transform into a phoenix.”

      Reyna laughed. “A phoenix? They’re the same size as owls, and they don’t breathe fire. I don’t think I’d put up much of a fight against a dragon.”

      Lorcan frowned and glanced back at the shadows where Filobar had appeared. “In normal situations, perhaps. But with magic, you might…be larger?”

      “Where in the world did you get this idea?”

      He pressed his lips together. Should he tell her? Could he? If he did, would things continue to go wrong? He’d seen what kind of an effect Nollaig’s interference had. But would she listen to him if she didn’t know the truth?

      “I…” He fisted his hands around the book. Reyna needed to know. He would not hide things from her. They’d been through that before. No more lies. No more secrets. She meant too much to him for that. “Filobar just appeared to me through the ley line. He said this book would tell you what you need to do, and he mentioned that you would need to rise from the ashes. As crazy as it sounds, I think there must be something to it.”

      The amused smile faded from her lips. “You got a visit from Dagda’s servant? But didn’t the Court of Death get destroyed?”

      “Apparently, they were able to hold on long enough to send us this message,” Lorcan said, his lips flatlining. “I saw his form shatter before my very eyes. I think they’re both well and truly gone now, and this is the final thing they’ve left us.”

      Her eyes flickered with sadness as she stared at the book. “Well.”

      He nodded. “Well.”

      “It looks like I can’t ignore this damn book.” She drew her eyes up to his face. Pain flickered in the depths of them. What was she so scared of? “I don’t see what chance in hell I have of fighting Glencora if I’m in the form of a phoenix. What does he expect me to do. Peck her with my beak?”

      “I don’t know, Reyna,” he said softly. “But it’s the only option we might have. You will have to transform and rise from the ashes. You need to become the hero of this world.”
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      Dragon shifters had once proudly ruled the Fire Court. Eislyn had never known any of this. They had thrived in ancient times, just years after Dagda had left Tir Na Nog for the Court of Death. After a few decades, they’d lost their hold on the fire fae. As they did, they’d struggled to remain in their fae forms, and the dragon slowly took over until there was nothing left of them but the beast.

      She eagerly turned the page to continue reading. It seemed the dragon shifter issue was a sore spot for the fire fae, and the druids had scrubbed much of this history from their books. They didn’t want the other courts to learn of their weaknesses.

      It was interesting stuff, but not particularly helpful. Even if Glencora got stuck in her dragon form, she could still terrorize them.

      Eislyn closed the book with a sigh and picked up the next. Her eyes were puffy and raw, but she had to keep reading. Glencora was on her way to destroy the next source of power.

      “Can I help you, Shieldmaiden?” Nollaig said from behind her.

      Eislyn jumped, startled. She hadn’t heard the shadow fae approach. “Um, sure.”

      Nollaig settled on the sofa across from where Eislyn had curled up beneath a blanket. She passed her a book, her nerves all a tangle. Something about the shadow fae unnerved her and always had. She wasn’t entirely sure why Reyna kept her so close. How could she trust her? She’d never even seen her face. And why did she insist on wearing that cloak all the time anyway? It clearly meant she was hiding something.

      “You’re wondering about my cloak,” Nollaig said after a moment. “I can tell by the look on your face. Everyone gets it at some point in time.”

      “You have to admit it’s unusual.”

      “Of course it is.”

      “That’s not really an answer,” Eislyn said.

      “Because I am not going to tell you why, Shieldmaiden.”

      “Does Reyna know?”

      Nollaig flipped a page. “Would it make you feel better if she did?”

      “Yes. I trust my sister.” She studied the shadow fae, wondering at the thickness of the shadows inside her hood. It was like she wore a veil of some sort. “If she knows the truth about you, then I’ll stop asking questions.”

      “Well then. Luckily for us both, she does know. Would you like to try Buntata, Shieldmaiden?”

      Eislyn glanced up to see the shadow fae holding out a small tankard full of a pink, foaming liquid. Where the hell had that come from? Eislyn reached out and took it with a frown. She sniffed. It smelled strangely sweet but earthy.

      “Why do you call me Shieldmaiden?” Eislyn asked. “I noticed you call my sister that as well, even though she hasn’t been a Shieldmaiden for years now.”

      “It is a sign of respect.” Nollaig nodded when Eislyn took a sip of the liquid. It tasted quite nice actually, and it warmed her belly. “Your sister trained hard and embodies the vows of the Shieldmaidens. Therefore, she deserves that title.”

      “She has a higher title now. High Queen.”

      “Bah.” Nollaig waved her gloved hand dismissively. “High Queens sit on thrones, bickering with lords. Shieldmaidens protect.”

      Eislyn took another sip. “But you wanted her to become High Queen.”

      “I did. I firmly believe that a High Queen or King should have the strength and the spirit to protect their people. Your sister has that in spades. She makes a good High Queen, and a good Shieldmaiden. There is no reason she cannot be both.”

      A smile lifted Eislyn’s lips. “You know, I think I may have misjudged you. I must admit, I found you a bit strange when we first met, and I didn’t entirely trust your motivation for being here.”

      “It’s hard to trust someone who hides in a cloak.”

      “You’re right. It is. But I should have given you the benefit of the doubt.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have.” Nollaig leaned forward. “I certainly wouldn’t in your place. One day, I do want to explain my cloak to you. I just worry…hmm.”

      “Worry what?” Eislyn asked, putting down the book.

      “No more about that,” Nollaig said, sitting back. “I would love to know more about you, Eislyn. Reyna tells me that you have come a long way from your…previous situation. She mentioned you were greatly affected by the Ruin as a child.”

      Eislyn’s smile dropped, and her stomach began to churn. “Oh. Yes, that’s right. I don’t remember much about it myself, but I didn’t speak for a long time after I saw it kill my mother. Sometimes, I still have nightmares about it, and I swear I see hidden shadows in the dark. I—”

      She cut off, surprised she had shared so much with this strange shadow fae. These were not the kinds of things she liked to discuss. It had taken her years to even think of mentioning it to anyone at all.

      “I am so sorry, Eislyn,” Nollaig said, her voice full of earnest compassion. “You never should have had to endure such a thing.”

      “Well.” She puffed out a breath and squared her shoulders. “I’m not that scared girl anymore.”

      “Good.” The smile in Nollaig’s voice was infectious. “I wouldn’t expect you to be. You are my…um, you’re…well, you are Reyna Darragh’s sister.”

      Eislyn cocked her head. Nollaig seemed flustered, which seemed like an impossibility. The shadow fae could get flustered? She was strong and powerful and bizarre as hell. And yet she suddenly seemed to grow very, very small.

      Eislyn opened her mouth to ask if there was a problem, but an ice fae warrior rushed into the library, his silver hair all askew around his chiseled face. His eyes whirled through the room until they landed on where Eislyn perched near the window, boarded up from the attack.

      “Princess,” he said, clearing his throat. “You…well, ah. Someone is here to see you.”

      She didn’t correct his mistake. Eislyn was no longer a Princess of the Ice Court. She was proud to be an Empress, particularly Lir’s wife. But it was just a simple mistake, she was sure. He had likely been an ice fae warrior for decades. To him, she might always be their Princess.

      “A visitor?” Frowning, she glanced at Nollaig, whose entire body seemed to stiffen beneath her cloak. “Who in the name of the Dagda would be visiting me in the Fire Court?”

      Her heart began to race, and she wet her lips in unease. Could it be an enemy? Someone from her past? Had her northern cousins tracked her down after what she’d done?

      They would know she was here. Her father would have sent word to the court back home to alert them of his movements. The Grand Alderman would be in charge while he was gone, but…what if he wasn’t truly loyal to her father? What if, with her cousins, he’d seized control of the court? And now they’d sent an assassin here to deal with the Darraghs.

      “You don’t need to announce me to my own damn wife.” Lir’s familiar, lyrical voice drifted in from the corridor. Eislyn’s heart leapt into her throat, and she let out a cry. He strode into the library, his massive form towering over the ice fae warrior, and glanced around. When his gaze landed on Eislyn, fire burned in her chest.

      “There you are.” He grinned. “I thought they were going to try to stop me from seeing you. And while I come in peace, I’d rather rip apart this land than never see my wife again.”

      Tears streamed from her eyes as she rushed across the room. She launched herself up into his arms and wound her legs around his hips, burying herself in his bare chest. He gripped her hard and dragged his lips against her cheek. Hope and love tangled together, just like them. In the back of her mind, Eislyn had worried she would never see him again.

      “How are you here?” she whispered into his ear. “I thought you had to go back.”

      “I did go back,” he murmured softly. She could hear the smile in his voice, and it drove away whatever fear she had that the Fomorians were coming for them. This was not a visit of warning. He’d come back for her and nothing more. “I took care of things, and now I’ve returned to you. Did you truly think I would leave you here to deal with all of this alone? I got your letter. I know how bad things are. I would never do that, Eislyn. Not with the way I feel about you.”

      Her heart expanded, filling up her whole chest. “But what about your worries? What about this war? Your people will want to come here to fight us…won’t they?”

      She pulled back and frowned. Surely he wouldn’t have let that happen…would he? He had met the fae here. He knew they were not an evil race. If his people came here to engage them in battle, all truly would be lost. The fae could not fight Glencora and the Fomorians at the same time.

      “They do want to come here, but not for the reasons you fear.” He rubbed his thumb against her cheek, brushing away one of her stray tears. “They want to help. Well…some of them do. I’ve brought some of my warriors along with me. They want to fight by your side in the battle against the Namhaid.”

      Her heart sank even as it lifted. They could use all the help they could get, and a true alliance between Tir Na Nog and Fomor would change everything, especially for the hope of a better future once all of this was over, if they survived.

      “You didn’t say her name,” she whispered as she unwound her legs from his hips. “You called her the Namhaid.”

      He met her gaze, his eyes soft. “She is no longer your sister. Not the one you once knew.”

      “I don’t care,” she whispered. “I won’t let you kill her.”

      “We’re not going to kill her, Eislyn,” he said gently. “The warriors who came with me all agree that her fate is in the hands of the Ghaisgeach.”

      “But you believe Reyna will have to kill her,” she countered.

      He didn’t answer. Instead, he turned toward the silent shadow fae who watched the exchange from behind her hooded cloak. Eislyn couldn’t help but wonder what she thought of this all. What was her expression hidden behind those shadows? Did she agree with him? Or was she on Eislyn’s side? It was impossible to tell.

      “I heard you were wounded in my absence. I’m glad to see you’re well now.”

      Nollaig pushed up from her chair. “I was glad to see you as well until you said you still believe Glencora Darragh should die.”

      With that, Nollaig stormed out of the room and left them both staring after her shadows. Lir sighed and ran a hand down his face.

      “I can never quite figure her out,” he murmured. “Nor why she started wearing that damn cloak everywhere she went. Did you see her when she was wounded? Surely she must have removed it then.”

      “She only let Reyna and Lorcan see her.”

      “There is something off about her now,” Lir said, his frown deepening. “I worry we can’t trust her.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. “She has Reyna’s ear. She trusts Nollaig more than she trusts anyone else, save for me and Lorcan, perhaps. And Reyna is not one to trust so easily.”

      Lir chuckled. “Yes. She’s made that abundantly clear…I just…you said Reyna saw her without the hood and the cloak?”

      “I mean, I think so.” Eislyn frowned, thinking back. She knew with certainty that Lorcan had seen the shadow fae. He’d administered the healing herbs. But had Reyna actually seen her? Eislyn tried to remember but Reyna had never said for certain that she had. “You said that Nollaig was a queen once, yes?”

      “A very long time ago,” Lir said with a nod. “She left Fomor of her own accord and spent a great deal of time in the shadow lands.”

      “Could Unseelie have gotten to her?” Eislyn hated to ask, but…Nollaig had been around during every change in their fortunes. She’d once stood by Bolg Rothach’s side. Reyna had explained she’d only done it so that she might one day take him down, but…what if it was the other way around? What if she was working with Glencora from the inside? And what if she only ended up betraying them all?

      Eislyn hated to think it. She’d started to like the shadow fae.

      “I think it’s possible,” Lir said, his frown deepening. “We need to find out exactly what Nollaig is hiding. And if she is the betrayer we believe she could be, we will need to kill her, Eislyn.”

      Eislyn winced. “Do you think that’s really necessary?”

      “I see no other way around it.” Lir stared off into the distance, his gaze hard. “When faced with the end of the world, we must do the difficult things.”
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      Fomorians waited in the courtyard. They were arguing with her father. From the skies, she could make out their expressions, and not a single one smiled. In fact, she was certain she had never seen her father’s face that shade of red.

      With a frown, she swooped into the courtyard, her heart throbbing with unease. Lir had vowed he would not send his army against them. He’d agreed to leave the battles in her hands. Eislyn said they could trust him, but Reyna had been worried her sister was blinded by love.

      “What’s going on here?” she demanded when she landed at a run.

      Lir stood at the front of his party. A dozen Fomorians stood around him, all decked in warrior garb. Leather and steel were crisscrossed on their bronze chests. Spears were strapped to their backs. At least they weren’t aiming the weapons at her father.

      “Lovely to see you as well, Empress Reyna,” Lir drawled in his heavily-accented Fomorian voice. That word brought on a deeper scowl from her father. She hadn’t yet spoken to him about this. She knew he wouldn’t like it, as it meant she’d effectively be taking his crown from his head. It was a delicate matter that needed a slow approach. And Lir had just tossed it out before them like a slab of meat.

      Thanks, Lir. Greatly appreciated.

      “You were supposed to be warning your people that the Namhaid has come.” She narrowed her eyes at the gathered Fomorian warriors. “Not turning your weapons on us. You said you’d come back when this was over, not before.”

      “I changed my mind.” He folded his arms. “I got a letter from Eislyn. She told me what’s happened here, mentioned the dragon situation. You need my help. Hell, you need all the help you can get. She also mentioned the band of human warriors waiting it out in the Witchlight Woods. You need their help, too.”

      Reyna arched a brow. “You think we need the help of a dozen humans.”

      “Every fighter counts. Especially against a dragon. Have you ever fought one before?”

      “Actually, I have. The one currently flying straight for the source of power in the shadow lands.”

      “Before that.”

      “No,” she grumbled. “Not that it matters. Has anyone?”

      “Yes.” He smiled. “Me.”

      “You don’t honestly expect me to believe you’ve fought a dragon.”

      “There’s no reason for me to lie about this, Empress. It isn’t as though I want to fight one. Tricky beasts, they are, and more powerful than you’d think possible.”

      “Her title is High Queen,” Cos Darragh said through clenched teeth. “You disrespect the courts.”

      Lir just ignored him. “If you want to have any hope of beating your enemy, you need us to fight by your side. Let us not make the mistakes of the past. Instead of being at odds, let us work together instead.”

      For the first time since she’d laid eyes on Emperor Lir, she did not want to punch his smug face. His words spoke to her heart. Tir Na Nog wasn’t the only continent that needed to rally together. The fae and the Fomorians had spent too long at odds. Yes, they traded, but that was the extent of their interactions.

      “You’ve been killing our kind for years,” Reyna said quietly. “The Wild Hunt. The fae who find themselves on your shores.”

      “The Wild Hunt was a terrible mistake.” Lir dropped his voice. “And the fae who landed on our shores…my people are scared of fae. It isn’t right, but it’s the truth. They feared the Namhaid would come to their homes and kill them in their beds.”

      “That doesn’t make it right,” Reyna argued.

      “No, it doesn’t.” He held out a hand. “But I cannot undo the past. All I can do is forge a new path forward, where bloodshed is no more. I would make that alliance with you, Empress Reyna Darragh, and I would fight by your side on the battlefield. It would be my honor.”

      Reyna hesitated as she stared into his ebony eyes. Her father whispered a curse from beside her. “Don’t do it, Reyna. These fae cannot be trusted, and you are not our Empress!”

      “I have brought three kingdoms together,” Reyna said firmly. “And Thane has decided to give me his crown as well. That is an empire, Father. And it is mine.”

      She took Lir’s strong hand and shook. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her sister whisper out of the tower, beaming. She’d no doubt hoped for an alliance between their continents.

      “I cannot believe this.” Cos shook his head and stormed away from them, slamming the door behind him as he stalked into the tower. Reyna watched him go, frowning. He was stuck in the past. Change loomed before them all. It was the only way to heal Tir Na Nog’s wounds, but Cos Darragh wanted things to remain as they’d once been. He had always been fiercely loyal to his people, and she could not fault him for that. The idea of forming an empire had never sat right with him.

      The Selkirks had mentioned it, at first, before the alliance. Her father had turned that down. He’d only accepted peace when they’d sworn that the Ice Court kingdom could remain distinct. An alliance, not an empire.

      “You did the right thing,” Eislyn said as she stepped up to Reyna’s side. Her gaze, however, was also locked to the shut door where their father had disappeared. “He still holds onto grudges from the past.”

      “And yet, he’s the one who was so eager for peace that he tried to marry all three of his daughters to the same king.”

      “That’s different,” Eislyn said softly. “That was the Air Court. Familiar, northern, right next door. The Fomorians are from across the sea. But he’ll come around.”

      “I hope you’re right.” Reyna dragged her gaze away from the door and found the sparkle in her sister’s eyes. “You look happy, though I can’t imagine why.”

      Eislyn grinned. “I didn’t think he’d come back.”

      “He loves you. I think I would have been more shocked if he hadn’t returned to your side.”

      A flush crept across her cheeks. “That’s what Nollaig said.”

      “Nollaig.” Reyna started, and she bit her lip. “So, you’ve been speaking to Nollaig then…”

      Eislyn shrugged, nonchalant. If Nollaig had mentioned anything at all about her true identity, Eislyn wouldn’t be so calm. So, she hadn’t told her yet. Reyna couldn’t decide whether or not that was a good thing. Perhaps it was for the best. But Eislyn seemed so strong…

      “Did Nollaig mention anything else…” Reyna asked, clearing her throat. “Anything personal about herself?”

      Eislyn cocked her head. “You’re acting odd. Just like she was. Is something going on? And are you sure you trust her? Something isn’t right about her, Reyna, and I worry she’s playing a game we can’t see.”

      Reyna blew out a breath and tried to find the words. But Lir and Lorcan stepped in on either side of them, cutting through the conversation.

      “There’s more,” Lir said quietly as his warriors wandered inside the castle, led by Rhain who had decided to give them a tour of their camp. “We sent a scout down south on the way here. He arrived a moment before you did and gave us the news. Glencora has travelled to the shadow lands. It seems her sights are set on destroying the source of power there, just as you expected.”

      “How much exactly did Eislyn tell you in that letter?” Reyna asked.

      Eislyn flushed and glanced down. “As much as I could fit onto a very long scroll. The bird seemed to struggle at first, so I even had to cut part of it off. I just…I thought he should know what was happening here. I’m sorry if that was going against your wishes, but…”

      “It was a good idea,” Reyna broke in with a firm nod. “Lir is right. We all need to join together for this fight. Before, I was certain we could face her ourselves, but her dragon form does change things, whether I like it or not.”

      Pride flickered in Lorcan’s eyes as he gazed down at her. “I agree.”

      She beamed, but the smile quickly dropped from her face. They’d expected this move from Glencora. They had even started to plan for it. But the thought of her sister destroying the power of the shadow lands made her gut twist into a thousand tiny knots. Glencora had already destroyed one power, and she was about to destroy another. They couldn’t let her get to a third.

      She turned to Eislyn. “We brought back some books that talk about the sources of power, but it’s a jumble of words that don’t make sense to me. Do you think you can figure it out? We don’t have long.”

      “Of course,” Eislyn said. “I will do my best.”

      “There’s also…” Reyna cleared her throat. “Another book. Do you remember the story about the girl and her phoenix?”

      Eislyn’s brows furrowed. “You mean the children’s tale?”

      “That’s the one. There might be something to it.”

      “Something to it that relates to the end of the world?” Eislyn smiled and cocked her head. “That’s…something I don’t think I ever expected you to say. What makes you think that?”

      “It’s a long story. What I need from you is any insight into how one might transform into a phoenix.”

      “You want to transform into a phoenix?” Lir edged in close, brows furrowed. “Why exactly would you want to do that?”

      “It might be a way to stop Glencora.” Reyna met Lorcan’s eyes. He gave her a slight shrug. Even though he’d led her to this book, he still thought it was as strange as she did. A phoenix from a children’s tale? If only his strange little friend from beyond the ley line had actually given them some useful information, like how exactly a phoenix could fight a dragon.

      “Really…?” Eislyn looked as doubtful as Reyna felt.

      She nodded. “And we need to gather the humans from the Witchlight Woods as well, and check with Mariel to see if she’s been able to find some willing warriors from the Sea Court to come fight by our side. Let’s gather everyone we can.”

      Lir nodded. “The time has come for the world to join together.”
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Lorcan

        

      

    

    
      “We’ll leave for the shadow lands at first light.” Reyna strolled into the makeshift hall where warriors were crammed into the oak tables for the nightly feast. It had proven difficult to find enough food to feed an army. Lorcan did not envy Rhain, who had been assigned the duty of gathering supplies.

      Reyna plopped onto the bench beside him and frowned down at the table. Ever since he had mentioned the phoenix to her, a cloud had been hanging over her head. For the past several hours, she’d holed up inside the library with her sister. They’d gotten lost in their research, refusing help. Lir and Lorcan had taken to the hall for the feast.

      “Does that mean you’ve found your answer?” Lir asked from where he braced his large arms on the table across from Lorcan.

      “We think so.” Reyna sighed. “We’ve been pouring over the maps and the hints all day. The book holds clues, written in a strange pattern that’s difficult to translate. It turns out the instructions to decipher it might have been in another book, but those pages have been ripped out.”

      “Glencora would have done that,” Lorcan said with a nod. It was just as he’d expected. The Namhaid wouldn’t have wanted to leave behind the answers. Instead, she was taunting them. Here are the answers. But you can’t have them.

      “If that’s the case, then how do you know where we need to go?” Lir asked, leaning forward and dropping his voice so that the other warriors could not overhear their conversation.

      “Because we have the journals from the Scholars. There are some maps inside of them.” Reyna sighed and dropped her head into her hands. “We cross-referenced a few things, and we think we found the answer. At least, we hope we have. Unfortunately, it’s all we’ve got.”

      “There might be a way to check,” Lir suddenly said. “We could scout the shadow lands location and see if you’re right. If she’s gone to the same place, we’ll know you’re on the right track for the rest of the sources. It’s better to be certain before we move the larger army.”

      Lorcan thought Reyna would argue against it. Glencora had grown strong, and she could easily overpower a small scouting party. At one time, Reyna had been one of the most headstrong and brash fae he’d ever met, rushing forward with little thought to the consequences of her actions. But, these past few months had revealed a different side of her. She thought things through a lot more deeply now.

      Still, she was Reyna Darragh, and she would never change completely.

      “You’re right,” she said with a nod. “It will take weeks for our army to march anywhere. Thankfully, we have some magic-infused warriors. Now that we have an idea of where it is…what if we could beat her to the shadow fae source?”

      “Beat her to the source of power. I like that idea.” Lir palmed the table. “With my warriors combined with yours—the ones who drank the Wood Court source—we’d be fifty strong.”

      That wasn’t enough to face a dragon, but Lorcan decided not to point that out. Reyna knew it wasn’t.

      “Just one question.” Lorcan drummed his fingers on the table. “What will we do if we beat her there? Arriving first doesn’t stop her from destroying it.”

      “We’ll drink the source. That way, at least some of us will have that magic,” Reyna said. “And then we’ll set a trap. If the shadows can hide us all from view, she will not know we’re there. And then…we’ll try to take the axe from her once she’s surrounded. If she tries to transform into a dragon, we might be able to grab the axe then. I doubt she could hold onto it and shift at the same time.”

      “That very well might work,” Lorcan said.

      “On one condition,” Reyna said, turning her gaze onto Lir. “I don’t want your warriors attacking her just because she’s the Namhaid. Let me handle it. Without violence.”

      Lir frowned. “She’ll never just hand over the axe.”

      “Maybe I can talk her into it. She is my sister, after all.”

      “She is the Namhaid,” he said fiercely.

      “And I am the Ghaisgeach. I will face her as I see fit, and I will not do it with violence.”

      Lorcan pursed his lips but remained silent. He fought the urge to mention the phoenix, to remind her of Dagda’s words. But he knew Reyna better than he even knew himself. If she wasn’t bringing it up, it was because she didn’t want to discuss it.

      Lir folded his arms and leaned back. “We should work together, Reyna. You might be the Ghaisgeach, but that does not mean you should make your decisions alone.”

      “I didn’t make it alone,” she snapped. “I made it with your wife.”

      Lir’s eyes clouded over.

      “And Nollaig.”

      Lir stiffened. Even his hands clenched. Lorcan narrowed his eyes. That was an odd reaction.

      “Do you really think you should be listening to a cloaked fae who refuses to reveal herself to the world?” he asked in a low voice. “How do you know that you can trust her?”

      Reyna regarded Lir carefully like a snake considering prey. “I thought you knew her.”

      “I did,” he said. “Back then, she didn’t wear a cloak.”

      “Well, it’s none of your concern, and I have made my decision,” she said coolly. “Prepare your warriors. We’ll leave in an hour. And stay the hell away from Nollaig.”
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      They took off through the midnight skies. Both moons were high above them as they soared from the ashen fields of the Fire Court. Reyna and Eislyn took the lead with Lorcan, Nollaig, and Lir flanking their sides. Oddly enough, Lir had argued against the formation from the start. He did not think Nollaig should have such a prominent position amongst them.

      All together, they were fifty strong, Fomorians and magically-enhanced fae gathered together to create a powerful force. If they were charging ahead toward almost any other foe, they truly would be unstoppable. But the enemy had a dragon.

      Hell, the enemy was a dragon.

      Lorcan surged up to Reyna’s side as they left the fire lands behind. She cast him a glance, smiling. Her silver hair streamed around her face like ribbons of light. Beneath the steady glow of the moons, she almost looked happy. But he could see the darkness lurking in the corners of her eyes. Even with the determined set of her shoulders, she feared the outcome of this fight.

      “I’ve never seen anything more beautiful in my life,” he said as they approached the border between the realms. Shadows loomed before them, thicker than night.

      Her lips tipped up as she stared ahead at the misty lands. “The shadows truly are beautiful.” With a laugh, she shook her head. “I wish the old me could hear myself now. I never thought I could think something like that.”

      “I meant you, Reyna.”

      “Oh.” She flushed beneath his gaze. He liked that he could still make her blush, even after all this time. “You’re not too bad to look at either, you know.”

      “It does make me happy to hear you don’t hate the shadow lands as much as I thought you did.” He turned his gaze onto the mist-enshrouded lands. So many terrible moments had been captured there, but the good far exceeded the bad. If it weren’t for their time together at the Shadow Court, he and Reyna might never have become what they were now. There, she had finally seen him for who and what he was, and instead of running away, she’d embraced him. All of him.

      He’d always hoped to return here years down the line. After establishing his people in a safer world, he’d wanted to find a way to improve these lands and the darkness therein so that his people might be able to one day return home, if they wanted to. Maybe even he and Reyna would have joined them.

      But that might never happen now. If Glencora destroyed the source of power, what would come of this place?

      He turned to Reyna, his eyes catching on her streaming hair. His hand reached out toward her, and a smile tipped up the corners of his lips.

      And then something slammed into his chest. Pain ripped his body apart. His back arched as his wings faltered. Heart roaring in his chest, he stretched his arms wide as his body bucked.

      Reyna was by his side in an instant. Her hand latched onto his arm, and she peered into his face. “Lorcan? What’s happening? What’s going on?”

      He shook in the sky. Pain almost blinded him. He latched his gaze on the silver of her eyes. It was the only thing that kept him from blacking out completely.

      After a moment, the pain dulled. His wings weakly flapped against the clouds. Reyna still had a tight grip on his arms, and the expression on her face was one of pure desperation. Was she holding him in the sky?

      He shook his head to rid himself of the last remnants of the pain.

      “Lorcan?” Reyna asked, her voice smaller now.

      He shuddered, trying to sort through what had happened. It had almost felt like…he lifted his gaze as realization tumbled over him.

      “I know what happened,” he murmured. “Glencora just destroyed the source of power.”

      Reyna’s lips flatlined. “How do you know that? Why would it cause you to react like…this? Why would it cause you so much pain?”

      “I’m not sure.” He shook his head, still reeling from the blast of pain. “Perhaps because I have the source of power inside of me now. I’m linked to it, by stepping through the ley line.”

      “I didn’t feel anything when Glencora destroyed the fire source.”

      “You aren’t linked to it,” he said. “You never consumed that source. Whatever fire magic you have is by birth.”

      Reyna fell silent and cast her gaze beyond him. No doubt the other warriors had seen him falter and writhe. Lir flew up beside him. Grim lines stretched out from his eyes.

      “You felt her destroy it. Then, we are too late,” Lir said. “She beat us to the source, just as we feared.”

      “What should we do?” Eislyn asked as she joined them. The whites of her eyes almost took up her entire face. “If she beat us to the power, then…she’ll be even stronger now. We’ll never be able to get the axe off of her like this.”

      “We need to head to the next source and cut her off. Now,” Reyna said fiercely. “She beat us to this one, and we can’t let her beat us to the next. She’ll try the wood lands next, which means the Dryads must be warned.”

      The Dryads would have no idea what was coming for them. A dragon could burn down their entire village in nothing more than a moment. The flames…they would consume the entire forest. So many innocents would die.

      Reyna seemed to come to the same conclusion that he had, almost in unison. More and more, it seemed their minds and thoughts were linked. They had bonded in a way that Lorcan had never thought possible. Just in time for the world to end.

      Lir nodded and flicked his fingers at the warriors clustered behind them. “We’ll need to let the army know to march north. If enough of us reach the Dryads before she does, we can protect those lands…though I must admit, a part of me thinks we should meet her in the skies now. Stop her before she has the chance to make way to the wood lands.”

      “That won’t work. She’s far too strong. If she shifts into a dragon, there will be no stopping her, and we’ll lose far too many lives. We’ll try the trap,” Reyna said, nodding at Lorcan. “With the power of the shadows. She may have destroyed the source, but we still have some among us who can wield the magic. We can hide ourselves from view and wait. If we time it right, she’ll never have any idea what is happening until it’s too late.”

      “Sounds like a bit of a gamble to me,” Lir said with a frown.

      “A gamble is all we have.” Reyna’s voice grew soft as she drew closer to Lorcan. “If we want to beat my sister, we need the shadows. More than we ever have before.”
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      Mariel Dalais itched to fight. Even though Reyna had asked her to keep an eye on the Witchlight Woods and the political landscape at the Sea Court, Mariel had never felt more useless, even when she’d been running The Bloody Dagger in the slums. At least then she’d had her marks, those cruel fae who deserved a knife in the dark.

      The humans were a boring lot. All they wanted to do was sit around and complain about the king who had abandoned them. They patrolled the perimeter of the city and stayed clear of the fae guards who called Tairngire home. More than once she’d asked if they’d prefer some barracks inside the castle proper, but they refused.

      Their grudges ran deep. Humans and fae weren’t so unlike after all. The fae of Tir Na Nog were hopelessly divided, and had been even before the war. Sure, there’d been open borders, and the courts cooperated with each other for the most part. But they had still kept themselves separated, using the magic as an excuse. Ice fae up north, shadow fae down south. Preconceptions and stereotypical ideals were whispered in dark corners.

      Mariel shook her head as she perched in the trees, watching the humans down below, whispering amongst themselves about the strange realm they’d become a part of now. At least until they found a ship that could sail them out of here.

      The fae had used the magic as an excuse to keep their courts separate and distinct. The ice fae needed to be in their homeland with the snow and the cold, and the wood fae needed their forests. But when that magic had been destroyed, the fae hadn’t come together. They’d gone to war.

      She leapt from the branch and landed in a crouch beside the fire. Only a few of the humans even bothered to glance up at her. They’d become accustomed to her odd ways already.

      “Any sign of the silver-haired monster?” Alec asked, whittling a way at a figurine he’d begun carving a few days ago. So far, it looked like a lump of bread in wood form.

      “The monster has a name,” Mariel said. “But no, there’s still no sign of her.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re defending her after everything she’s done,” one of the other humans barked with a laugh. He was a barrel of a man, all muscles and brawn. “I thought you were supposed to be one of the good ones. Turns out, you’re all alike.”

      Mariel rolled her eyes and plucked a piece of meat from his fingers. She tossed it into her mouth and chewed, trying not to make a face. It was tough and chewy. Gross. They’d be better off inside the castle, eating the food transported in from the rest of the realm—bread and fresh vegetables—but they were dead set on not taking anything offered to them.

      “Look, I know you hate us, but we’re not monsters or animals or horrible creatures scrabbling across the ground. We’re fae. People, just like you. And we have names.”

      “Whatever.” He grunted.

      Alec stood, frowning. “She’s right. If we’re going to be successful against this enemy, we need to accept that we have to fight beside the fae. And we need to accept that they’re not all monstrous beings from our faerie tales.”

      Mariel fought back a smile.

      The human barrel grunted again. “Some of them are.”

      “But not all.” Alec nodded at Mariel. “Mariel is one of the good ones from what I can see. We need to listen to her.”

      Mariel’s heart sank. She didn’t feel like one of the good ones. The humans didn’t know what she’d done to Tairngire and how she’d tried to steal the throne. Sighing, she turned back to the branches and leapt away. Settling in against the bark of the tree, she watched the skies with one eye on the distant shore. She would have to return to the Sea Court in the morning, but for now, she would watch the shores of Tairngire, just in case. She shouldn’t have even come back, but she couldn’t leave her beloved city unprotected for long.

      There had been no sign of Glencora or the humans ships in weeks. Reyna and the others had sent her messages here and there. The last she’d heard, Glencora had finally left the Fire Court behind, but she hadn’t sailed north. This whole thing seemed pointless, watching for a foe that would never arrive. Mariel needed to be down south with the others, fighting. She was stronger now. She had power. This watching and waiting was a waste of her time.

      Suddenly, a silver blur shot through the sky. Mariel’s heart leapt into her throat as she stood on the branch. What had that been? A bird and nothing more?

      Surely it was not Glencora. The messages had been clear. She had gone south. There, Glencora planned to destroy the Shadow Court’s source of power, and then she would move on to the Wood Court.

      She couldn’t be here.

      Still, Mariel unfolded her wings and took to the sky. She rose above the dense canopy and scanned the horizon before her. There, in the distance, the silver blur shot forward, to the north. A pair of powerful wings beat the air. Magic stormed out behind her like a cloak of shimmering glass. Mariel focused her vision, just barely quickly enough to distinguish the features.

      It was Glencora.

      Mariel’s stomach dropped, and she froze in the air, torn. She could try to go after Glencora and fight her alone. None of her army was with her now. Or she could send an immediate warning to Reyna.

      She ground her teeth as she watched. She only had a few seconds to make up her mind, and then Glencora would be too far ahead for Mariel to catch up. Another beat passed. Reyna had warned her what Glencora had become. A dragon. And as strong as Mariel was, she knew she could not fight a beast like that by herself. And if Glencora set her sights on the Witchlight Woods and maybe even Tairngire…she would burn it down completely.

      Everyone inside would die.

      Cursing beneath her breath, she darted through the trees. When she landed beside the fire, the humans were already on their feet.

      “You saw something,” Alec said in a firm and knowing voice. He must have seen her dart into the sky.

      “It’s the enemy. She’s heading north. It’s time to fight.”
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      When they landed in Ionad, the Dryads were gone. Reyna stood just inside the wall of rain, staring at the abandoned village with a growing sense of unease. Only a few weeks ago, this place had been a bustling, lively village, packed with Dryads. Now, it was full of nothing but ghosts.

      “What’s happened here?” Eislyn asked in awe as they edged further into the village.

      “I think that’s fairly obvious, Shieldmaiden,” Nollaig replied in a chirpy tone of voice that reminded Reyna of the cloaked fae she’d once known, even though it was becoming increasingly difficult to think of Nollaig that way. “They left.”

      “Thanks for the insight,” Eislyn said dryly.

      Reyna fought back a smile. She trailed down the dirt-packed path to cross the small stream that still burbled through the center of the village. Kneeling beside it, she dropped her forefinger into the cool water and then lifted it to her lips. Magic buzzed on her tongue.

      “No need to panic just yet,” Reyna said quietly, though the frown stayed etched onto her face. “Magic is still here. The stream is alive with it.”

      Lorcan knelt beside her and skimmed the surface of the water with his knuckles. “But why would they leave?”

      Nollaig stepped up behind them. “The Queen of the Dryads is one of the few living beings who has spoken directly with Dagda about his visions. It could be that he saw something, and he warned her. Or she watched the signs. She seemed very on edge last time we were here.”

      “So, you think Dagda told her to leave because something is going to happen here?” Reyna pushed up from the ground, heart constricting. “That’s…not exactly hopeful.”

      Nollaig shrugged. “It doesn’t necessarily have to be a bad thing. She might know that something will happen and that her presence here would make it worse.”

      “Do you have any idea what it would be?” Lorcan asked with a frown. “No dancing around it. No lying. Just tell us if there’s something you know.”

      “I don’t know anything about what will happen here. I’m only guessing.”

      “Well.” Eislyn sighed and turned to Reyna. “What should we do?”

      The three of them looked at her as if she had all the answers in the world, when really, she had none. Reyna was just making this up as she went along, reacting to whatever Glencora threw her way. But she was desperately trying to keep up and get one step ahead of her sister. All they did was fall further and further behind.

      And now this. The Dryads were gone. Despite what Nollaig said, Reyna could not help but believe this was a terrible sign of things to come.

      “First things first,” Reyna said after a deep breath. “There isn’t enough room in Ionad for everyone we have with us, so we’re going to bring the army into the village in shifts while the rest camp out in the forest. We’ll get as many warriors full of magic as we possibly can. We won’t be able to get through them all, but a thousand more would give us better odds.” She glanced around. “Father will alert us when Glencora has crossed the border. At that point, we brace ourselves for a fight.”

      Reyna shot a sharp glance at Nollaig before the cloaked fae could argue against her. “I know you didn’t want the entire army to drink the source of power, but we have no other choice. We need this magic.”

      Nollaig raised a single gloved hand by her side and shook her head. “If this is what you believe must be done, I will not argue against it.”

      Reyna gave a firm nod and then turned to Lorcan. “Can you gather the first group of warriors? Let’s try to do twenty at once. Any more and things might turn too chaotic. We can’t have everyone trying to rush the stream at once. Fights could break out. I don’t want any violence over this magic.”

      Lorcan tucked a finger beneath her chin and gazed at her with such adoration that her heart shook. “It will be done.”

      Moments later, Lorcan returned with twenty fae. Half looked eager. Half looked wary. And every single one of them looked tired as hell. This army needed the magic.

      “This is the source.” She glanced around at the gathered warriors, including Lir. “I want more of our people to drink from it before Glencora arrives. This is our stand against her. We can win, but we need the strength and the power contained in this stream.”

      The warriors nodded and lined up to drink from the stream. Each one knelt in turn, took a sip, and then moved away for the next fae. Once they were finished, Lorcan took them back through the rain wall and brought another group inside. Reyna kept watch, just in case anything went wrong.

      “You’re handling this well, Shieldmaiden,” Nollaig said quietly as she joined Reyna by the mouth of the stream.

      “Thanks. Do you know where I got the idea to do this in shifts?”

      “From that clever, little brain of yours.”

      “Back in the deep winters of Falias, the cold would freeze our crops and the shallow waters along the trade route with Fomor. Sometimes, we ran low on grains for a month or two. It was easier before the war, or so Father said.” Reyna smiled. “Over a hundred years ago, we could trade with the Air Court for grains during those cold, frozen months. They liked ice glass, you see. And we have plenty of that.”

      Nollaig stayed as silent and as still as a corpse.

      “But no matter. My mother was very good at rationing the grains for every family inside of Falias. There was enough for everyone to survive if they only took what they needed. She set up a little cart in the castle courtyard and called for each family to come forward one by one in small, manageable groups. The ice fae got hungry, but they never overran that little cart because they trusted my mother to handle it for them.” A wistful smile crossed her face. “So, that’s where I got the idea.”

      “Reyna.” Nollaig’s voice was hoarse, even compared to the usual rasp she spoke with. “I don’t know what to say. You know I am so sorry for everything.”

      “I know you are. And I have to admit, I didn’t know how to handle this at first.” She turned to Nollaig then, and stared at her through eyes blurred by tears. Her voice dropped to a whisper so that no one else could hear. “I came to grips with your death a very long time ago. While Eislyn suffered, I had to find a way to be strong. Otherwise, I didn’t think my little sister would survive. And so I had to force myself to get over it fast. Realizing the truth, seeing you again, it was almost too much to handle. It was easier just to pretend that you’re still Nollaig, especially when you wear that damn, smelly cloak all the time.”

      “My cloak is not smelly.”

      Reyna grinned. “You just can’t tell how much it stinks because you haven’t taken the thing off in ten years.”

      Nollaig chuckled and then fell silent before she spoke again. “I appreciate what you said. I know this must be hard. It isn’t every day that your mother returns from the dead. And I am not even that much like that mother you once knew. I know how strange I am. I realize I have lost a lot of who I once was. It was the only way I could survive.”

      “I’m starting to get used to it,” Reyna said, turning her gaze onto her lover. “You’re not the only one who came back to me when I thought I’d lost you forever.”

      “Ah.” Nollaig smiled. At least, it sounded like she did.

      Thane pushed through the wall of rain, his face pinched tight. He was moving slowly, as if dragging his feet across the ground. Frowning, Reyna strode over to him. He was flanked by a few warriors she recognized from her father’s army. He hadn’t planned to bring them into Ionad until Glencora crossed the border. Reyna’s heart sank. She’d only just begun distributing the magic. She’d hoped for another day, at least.

      “What’s the word from the border?” she asked Thane in a clear, steel voice. She did not want the others to see her falter beneath the threat of the impending fight. “Please tell me she isn’t here already.”

      Thane lifted his tunic to reveal a knife wound in his gut. A gasp popped from Reyna’s lips as she pressed a hand to her heart. She rushed toward Thane and ducked beneath his shoulder, holding him upright. Now, she understood why he moved with such fatigue.

      “What happened?” she snapped, fear throttling her heart.

      “Your father turned on us,” he said tiredly as he held his hand against his wound. “He’s the reason I’m like this.”

      Sharp pain ripped through her heart. She fisted her hands and helped Thane hobble over to a fallen log beside the stream. Slowly, she lowered him down and sat beside him. Lorcan rushed over, his face reddened and screwed up in pain.

      “What do you mean?” she asked in a quiet whisper. “Are you telling me my father stabbed you in the gut?” She snapped up her gaze to Nollaig. “He needs some healing herbs. Go and find them.”

      Nollaig nodded and whispered off into the village. Reyna turned her attention back onto Thane. Now that they were seated, she could see the blood painting his tunic. The white of his eyes. The painful set of his jaw. He was wounded far worse than he wanted to admit, and yet he’d travelled all the way here from the border.

      “Glencora left Findius to head north, just as we expected.” Thane winced, curling over on himself. “When she saw your father at the border, she stood atop the wall and demanded audience with him alone. He obliged.”

      Reyna’s stomach twisted as he told his story. She had a bad feeling about where this was going.

      “He spoke with her for a very long time. An hour, at least.” He shook his head. “I should have realized then that something was wrong.”

      “And then what happened?”

      His lips went white. “He flew back down. Said we all had a choice. We could either join Glencora’s side or we could die. The ice fae were confused. The air fae took my side. A battle broke out, and your father found me in the midst of it. He demanded I go with him and the others. I believe he wanted more magic-infused fae on his side. I said no. He stabbed me.”

      Reyna sucked in a sharp breath, glancing up when Nollaig returned with a cup of clear liquid. She handed it over, and Reyna was forced to focus on the wound rather than the bitter pain of her father’s betrayal.

      “Drink this,” Nollaig said. “You will heal.”

      Thane paled as he stared at the cup. “What is it?”

      “It’s exactly what you fear,” she said, her words clipped. “But you need to drink it or you will die.”

      “I don’t deserve it,” he said bitterly. “And I don’t want it.”

      “Drink it, Thane,” Lorcan growled as he paced back and forth like a caged animal. “I can’t lose you. Please.”

      “Listen to him.” Reyna pushed the cup into his hands. Her voice wavered as her thoughts drifted back to her father. How could he have done this to her? How could he have turned his back on the light?

      Thane took the cup, frowned at it, and then tipped it back into his mouth. His face brightened immediately.

      A winged fae thundered to the ground before them. Black feathers, mousy eyes, hair that looked more brown than golden. Several fae jumped to their feet and drew their weapons, but Reyna motioned for them to stop.

      “Mariel?” she asked, striding toward the air fae. “What are you doing here?”

      “Your sister,” Mariel said in a grim voice. “I spotted her flying over the Witchlight Woods.”

      Reyna’s stomach dropped. “She’s gone for the Air Court already? Please don’t tell me she destroyed the source of power there.”

      “Thankfully, no. Not yet.” Mariel’s lips flatlined. “Although I don’t think you’ll be any happier once you hear where she’s gone.”

      Her dread was like a waking beast. Reyna slowly closed her hands into fists. “Tell me.”

      “She’s gone to the Ice Court.”

    

  







            38

          

          

      

    

    






Eislyn

        

      

    

    
      “I’m sorry to hear about your father.” Lir settled down on the log next to Eislyn. She’d found an abandoned hut in the far corner of the village, away from the bustle of the stream. She needed a moment to think, to breathe. Her father’s betrayal was like the bite of a sea serpent. Painful, and it would leave a scar. Luckily, Thane was healing. He would survive.

      She traced her fingers along the title of the book in her lap. When all else failed, she would read. It was the only way she knew how to deal with the world around her. Every time she got lost in the pages of a book, her mind drifted away to a better place, a realm beyond her own. Even if these tales were from history instead of fiction, they still helped her escape.

      She had always felt more at home in books than in the real world.

      “Reyna is taking it a lot harder than I am,” she whispered, thinking of her sister. The betrayal had little to do with Eislyn and everything to do with her older sisters. Her father didn’t want to believe that Reyna was right. He didn’t want to admit that his oldest daughter had been transformed into an agent of darkness and death. For whatever reason, it was easier for him to believe that Reyna was in the wrong.

      Eislyn could only imagine how much that hurt.

      “Still, I know what it’s like to feel betrayed.” Lir gave her a sad smile. “Wherever there is war, there is betrayal.”

      “I doubt betrayal will ever end, even if the war does,” she said with a heavy sigh.

      “You’d be surprised. It certainly helps, even if it does not eradicate it completely.”

      She tipped back her head to gaze up at him. “Thank you for coming back. I can’t say it enough.”

      He lifted his fingers to her face and cupped her cheek. The dark fire in his eyes sparked a heat in her chest. “I was only being selfish.”

      Eislyn smiled and leaned into his touch. “Well, never stop being selfish then.”

      Lir leaned in and kissed her deeply. She wrapped her hands around his leather vest and clung on tight, relishing in the feel of his soft lips. Need curled within her, tempting her to do far more than this. But she couldn’t. Not now. Her sister needed her to find answers and fast. They couldn’t wait around much longer. Not when Glencora had flown north.

      It was only a matter of time before she destroyed the Ice Court’s source of power. Eislyn shuddered and pulled away. That thought certainly put a damper on the flames of her heart.

      “You’re worried,” Lir noted.

      “Of course I am.” She dropped her hands into her lap and clutched the book. “What happens if she destroys our source of power? What happens to the Ice Court, Lir? You saw the remains of the fire lands. No more everflames. No more fire. The mists vanished from the Shadow Court. Does that mean…?”

      No more ice?

      Lir shook his head, his eyebrows pinched. “I don’t know, Eislyn. I hope not. Your kingdom is far enough north that it’s already naturally cold. I doubt the snow and ice will vanish entirely.”

      “But some will,” she said softly.” And my father wants it to happen.”

      “He might not understand what Glencora is doing. Regardless, it looks as though he took the warriors who stayed with him to the ships. I expect they’ll attempt to meet Glencora somewhere in the north. Their lack of wings is slowing them down.” He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close. “I could take my warriors and destroy those ships, if you’d like.”

      She let out a soft sigh. “The fae on those ships are a large portion of all that remains of the Ice Court, and they follow my father out of blind loyalty. Cos Darragh has always ruled them well. Some may not even understand what is truly happening here. It’s not their fault. They should not be punished for this.”

      “It may not be their fault, but it is dangerous to allow an enemy army to sail around, helping the Namhaid hunt down another source of power.”

      “They’re little help to her right now.” She cracked open the book. “Glencora went alone to the Ice Court. She wants to destroy the power there herself. Father is likely taking the army to secure the Sea Court’s islands. They’ll meet her there once she is done with the ice.”

      Lir fell silent, and then tapped the leather cover of the book. “What’s this one about?”

      “Animals of Tir Na Nog,” she said quietly. “I can’t stop thinking about Glencora’s dragon and what Dagda passed on through Lorcan. Reyna needs to transform into something in order to beat our sister, but what? I was hoping this book might help.”

      “Maybe she can transform into an owl, like her familiar.”

      “What good would an owl do against a dragon?”

      “Perhaps you’re right.” He smiled. “What about an ice dragon?”

      “Oh, please.” She rolled her eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Maybe we’re thinking about this all wrong.”

      She twisted toward him and arched her brow. Embers flickered in his eyes, and she had the intense desire to reach up and run her fingers through his hair. Her heart swelled, even in the midst of so much pain. He had come back for her, but it hadn’t been to save her or shield her or tuck her away in some cage. Lir had come back to fight beside her.

      Flushing, she turned her focus back onto the conversation. “Wrong in what way?”

      “We keep thinking of it as something strong enough to fight a dragon, but what if that isn’t the key?” he said. “What if the key is something else?”

      “A good point,” Eislyn said slowly with a nod. “But that still doesn’t answer things. Transform into what?”

      Lir shook his head. “Have a read of your book. I’ll go see if the others need my help.”

      Eislyn nodded as he crunched out of the hut, and then she turned her eyes to the page. Something wasn’t right about all this, though she couldn’t puzzle it out. Dagda had never said anything about a dragon in any of his many visions. Sure, things had gone off track, but this seemed an odd thing to get wrong. Even though they’d made a few wrong turns, the larger picture was still the same.

      The Namhaid had come. She had found the axe. She was trying to Cleave the World.

      But she hadn’t succeeded. Not yet. The world was meant to end on Beltane, and that day had not yet come. Did that mean they weren’t as far off course as they thought? Then, why had there been no mention of a dragon?

      With a frustrated sigh, she flipped through the book of animals. There were the usuals, of course. Bears and owls, rabbits and snakes. It went into details about the smaller creatures, like the hoarfrost worms that weaved silk.

      Eislyn flipped the page and found an entry for the phoenix, the sigil of the Fire Court. She frowned as she read the words. While their army had been in the fire lands, they had not seen a single one of the birds. Strange that it would have vanished, even with the perpetual fire. Flames could not harm a phoenix…

      Eislyn jumped to her feet as a wild thought popped into her head. Could that be it? But…how? Even if a phoenix survived flames, it couldn’t harm a dragon. Could it? They were twice as large as owls, but next to a dragon, that was nothing. And there was that old children’s tale…

      Lir strode back into the room, sighing and shaking his head. “Your sister is distraught.”

      “Maybe we just need a phoenix,” she said in a rush of words. “I know we dismissed it before, but…what if it’s as simple as that?”

      He stared blankly for a moment until he started. “A phoenix? That’s not large enough. The dragon would swallow it whole.”

      Her heart sank. “You’re probably right. It’s just…flames cannot kill a phoenix.”

      “Unfortunately, I think your sister would have needed to drink from the Fire Court’s source of power in order to transform into that, even if it could work.” He gave Eislyn a nod. “But it’s worth giving it a try.”

      She looked down at herself. “Surely you don’t mean me.”

      “Reyna’s upset about your father. I don’t think she’s in the mindset to try anything at the moment.”

      Her eyes drifted toward the hut’s door. “I should go to her.”

      He nodded. “It would be good if you could take her some positive news. Just give it a try. I’ll be here with you every step of the way.”

      Eislyn steadied herself and mindlessly gave her owl a scratch on the chin. She’d been fighting to help, fighting to do something that could change the course of this war. If she could find a way to shift into another creature, it truly could change everything. Could a phoenix even help? She didn’t know. But she was determined to find out.

      Might as well give it a try.

      With a deep breath, she closed her eyes and called upon the hidden magic within her. She rarely liked to use it, not after what happened the day Vreis had died. But still, she called for it now, focusing on the power that burned in her veins. In her mind’s eye, she imagined a phoenix. Wings flared, fiery feathers splashed across a steel-blue sky.

      Nothing happened.

      Not even the hint of fire magic flickered in her veins.

      Shoulders drooping, she peeled open her eyes. “It didn’t work.”

      Lir sighed and motioned at the book. “Well, then keep reading. There must be something else.”

      But she’d read every single word of the book, along with the Scholar’s journals at least a half a dozen times. There was nothing else. They’d run out of information, and they’d run out of time.
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      Reyna sat on a log with her head in her hands. Her father had betrayed her. He’d betrayed them all. Tears leaked out of her eyes, burning her face. It was far too warm in the Wood Court for them to freeze.

      She wasn’t even certain she wanted them to freeze, not now. The ice would remind her of her life back home. The laughter at the feasting table, her father’s wise, kind eyes. She shook her head and bit back a scream. How could he have done this to her?

      They’d always been at odds, but only because he loved her. Didn’t he?

      Lorcan settled down beside her. She didn’t have to look up to know it was him. She could feel his comforting presence, the shadows that melted against her skin. The scent of leather, smoke, and steel wrapped around her like a soothing cloak.

      “I’m so sorry, Reyna,” he said gently. “I know what this feels like, and I wish you never had to experience it.”

      “The betrayal of a father, you mean.”

      “It hurts, I know.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulders, pulling her close. She sighed and rested her cheek against his leather armor. “Far more for you, I imagine. You two had a relationship. You trusted him.”

      “I’m now realizing I shouldn’t have,” she whispered as memories filled her mind. “Glencora has always been the good daughter. She did what he asked without complaint. She never caused him any trouble. Eislyn, on the other hand, was a stranger to him. And I was trouble.”

      “That doesn’t make it right.”

      “No, it doesn’t, but he had to make a choice.” She closed her eyes. “We forced him to choose between his daughters, and it was never going to be me.”

      “You’re the daughter trying to save the world. You and Eislyn.”

      “Didn’t you hear what Glencora said?” Reyna shifted away to meet his steady gaze. The warmth in his eyes soothed her shattered soul. “She believes she is the one who is trying to save the world. He had to choose. Which one of us would he believe? Who did he think was more likely to be right? Look at our pasts. Glencora. Me. If you hadn’t been by my side through everything, what would you think?”

      “I know what I would think.” He captured her chin in his fingers. “I would trust the one who has sacrificed everything for this goddamn continent. The one who isn’t following Unseelie.”

      That was the crux of it. The sharpened tip of her pain. Despite everything Reyna said to Lorcan now, she left out one important thing. Her father had seen her sacrifice. He’d watched how much she had suffered after she’d stabbed her blade into Lorcan’s chest. He knew exactly what she’d had to give up. The tears on her face. He’d seen that, too.

      He knew.

      And yet he’d chosen to listen to Glencora.

      “She must have lied to him,” Reyna said softly. “Whatever she said, it convinced him that I couldn’t be trusted. He’s always been strange about my experience with the Ruin. She probably used that against me.”

      “He wasn’t there when you were dealing with the Ruin. He wouldn’t understand what you went through.”

      “And he’s been strange these past few weeks,” Reyna said, thinking back on the many arguments they’d had over Lorcan, over Glencora, and even over Lir. “I should have seen this coming. He hasn’t been happy about a lot of my decisions. The alliance with Lir. The possibility that I would become Empress when all was said and done. All of it pushed him away. And straight into Glencora’s arms.”

      “You cannot blame yourself for this,” Lorcan said. “He’s made his own decisions, and now he will have to live with the consequences.”

      Pain flickered in her heart as she lifted her eyes to meet his. “I cannot kill my own father, Lorcan.”

      “Hopefully it will not come to that.”

      “Shieldmaiden.” Nollaig’s soft voice whispered out of the darkness. Reyna turned toward the cloaked fae who stood a short distance away, watching from the shadows of the trees.

      “Lorcan,” Reyna said softly. “Would you mind giving us a few moments?”

      “Of course.” He stood and moved off through the trees. Reyna watched him vanish into the shadows, and a wistful yearning stole through her. She wished they could be anywhere but here.

      Nollaig strode forward and handed Reyna a cup of Buntata. She drank it without question, downing the contents in a single gulp. As she wiped the pink froth from her lips, Nollaig sat beside her and pushed off the hood of her cloak.

      Reyna almost choked. She stared at the cloaked fae...her mother. Blood rushed into her ears. It was a lot easier when she could think of her as just Nollaig. Then, the past didn’t loom behind her like a wraith waiting to pounce with a scythe of pain.

      “Your father is a troubled male,” she said softly. “And I feel as though I’m in a unique position to understand his pain.”

      Reyna pressed her lips together. “You don’t have to explain. I know exactly why he did what he did. He believes Glencora is in the right, and I’m in the wrong. What else would he think? You thought it, too.”

      Nollaig—her mother—glanced at her sharply. “Only because that’s what Dagda told me. I never should have listened to him. Once I watched you, with my own eyes, I knew you would never destroy the world.”

      “And yet you still felt it necessary to intervene,” Reyna said. “I am so terrible that my own mother and father believe the worst about me.”

      “No, Reyna,” Nollaig whispered. “Fearing it is not the same as believing it. You should know that better than anyone. Did you truly believe the things the Ruin whispered to you? Or did it voice your worst fears aloud, tempting you into believing in them?”

      “That’s not the same,” Reyna said in a hoarse voice. “And at times, I did believe those fears. I thought the voice inside of me was right. Sometimes, I still wonder if it was. You talk about the Ruin in the past tense. But it isn’t gone. I am still a mess of thoughts I do not want. Maybe Father is right. I wasn’t supposed to be the Ghaisgeach. I might not be now. Dagda said it himself. Things have gone off course. Everything is up in the air. We’ve been depending on me to do what has to be done in order to save the world, but maybe that’s where we’re going wrong. I might be the very thing that gets us all killed. It might be time for me to step aside.”

      “No, Reyna,” her mother said with tears in her eyes. But Reyna couldn’t sit here and have this conversation any longer. She pushed up from the log and stared up at the sky, the slivers of it visible through the twisting branches overhead. Her own words echoed in her mind like the old whispers of the Ruin’s taunts. She thought she’d gotten past this. She thought she’d left all that behind.

      But her father’s betrayal had cut her mind wide open and she couldn’t hold back the fears and doubts any longer. The truth about her loomed large like a dragon ready to strike. And she would drown in the flames.

      “I have to go,” Reyna whispered, brushing the tears from her cheeks. There was nothing to it. She couldn’t stay any longer. If she did, she would ruin the entire thing. The only way for the fae to survive…hell, the only way for the entire world to survive was if she was gone from this place. The more she tried to help, the worse she made it.

      Dagda had been right all along. Reyna would destroy the world, even as she tried to save it.

      “Go?” Nollaig stood. “Go where?”

      “Don’t you worry about that.” Reyna whistled for her owl. Wingallock swooped in from the sky and settled on her shoulder. At least she would have him.

      “Reyna.” Nollaig’s voice turned sharp as Reyna strode out of the clearing and back into the forest proper. She would take a moment to collect some supplies, and then she would fly out of here before anyone even knew she was gone.

      She thought about Lorcan. The last thing she wanted was to say goodbye, but she refused to drag him down with her. He’d come back from the Court of Death just to stop this world from turning into nothing but ash. And she would let him do just that. Without her.

      Tears filled her eyes, but she’d made up her mind. It was the only way for the world to win. She didn’t know where she would go. To the dragon lands, perhaps. Or even beyond. She did not know what kind of world existed beyond the dragons, but she would find out. Or perhaps she would take herself to Inishfall.

      She couldn’t hurt anyone there.

      Without another glance behind her, Reyna grabbed her satchel, vanished through the trees, and left Tir Na Nog behind.
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Lorcan

        

      

    

    
      “Reyna’s gone.” Nollaig found him beside the waterfall where nightmares of his past flickered from the depths of the waters. He’d felt himself drawn to this place, even though the Cursed One had almost taken Reyna’s life here. He’d wanted to confront it. To overcome it. If he could stare at the darkest part of his past, maybe he could finally leave it all behind.

      With a frown, he twisted toward Nollaig. “Gone where?”

      “Gone, as in gone.” Nollaig pushed back her hood, and the turmoil swirled deep in her silver eyes. She looked so much like Reyna. It was still difficult for him to see her as the same person, even though he knew she was. He’d always imagined her with dark hair and eyes, like him. “She took her things and fled. She believes we’re better off without her.”

      His stomach dropped. “What do you mean? That doesn’t make any sense. She’s Reyna. Reyna would never abandon us.”

      She would never abandon me.

      “I fear it might be partly my fault,” she said softly. “And it is certainly Cos Darragh’s fault. We’ve driven her away.”

      “How?” Lorcan growled, his hands fisting. “What the hell did you say to her, Nollaig?”

      She pressed her lips together. They turned as white as the clouds. “I told her everything I told you. She took it to heart, and she believes she might inadvertently bring about the end of everything, because I once feared she’d become the Namhaid.”

      “You told her that her own mother believed the worst of her. Of course she’d take that to heart. Have you not met Reyna? She’d give up everything. She has given up everything.”

      Nollaig winced and glanced away. “I had to be honest with her, Lorcan. No more lying. No more hiding. She needed to know who I am and what I did. And why. Even you told me I should tell her the truth.”

      “I told you that you should tell her who you are.” He closed his eyes, pain a hammer against his heart. “I never said that you should tell her what you once thought. She’s been wrestling with this damn thing for so long. You don’t know how scared she was about the Namhaid. It was the last thing she wanted to become, and you only confirmed her worst fears. She came to me after you first told her. You don’t know how much it got inside her head.”

      “Yes, I do know, Lorcan,” she said. “I was there, same as you. I never meant to hurt her. I thought telling her the truth was the right thing to do. Lies have hurt my family for far too long. Regardless, she left because of her father far more than because of me. His betrayal cut deep.”

      Lorcan ground his teeth. Nollaig was right about that, at least. The Darragh family had been ripped apart by this. They would never heal now, especially not after Cos’s decision to join Glencora on the battlefield. And he knew Reyna deserved the truth. It had just hurt her far more than he could stand.

      “I have to go after her,” Lorcan said, turning back toward Nollaig. “I have to make her see that she is not what she fears.” He didn’t know what he would do if she refused to come back. The thought would cripple him if he considered it too long. Lorcan refused to imagine a life without Reyna Darragh. He’d returned from death for her. He had fought against their god’s wishes so that he might return. If he had to rip the sun from the sky and throw it at Glencora’s dragon in order to save Reyna’s soul, then he would do that, too.

      “Tell her I’m sorry,” Nollaig said in a small voice. “And that I will be gone by the time she returns. I realize my presence here only hurts her. She would be better off without me in her life.”

      Lorcan gripped Nollaig’s arm and shook her gently. “You will do no such thing. If you want to make this right, you’ll stay. Imagine how she’ll feel when she realizes you’ve gone. Because of her. It will cut her heart into ribbons. Do you want that? After everything else?”

      Nollaig’s eyes widened. “She doesn’t want me here, Lorcan. I’ve hurt her far too much.”

      “She loves the hell out of you,” he growled. “You will stay.”

      She blinked up at him with those silver eyes that looked so much like Reyna’s. Against her bronze skin, they seemed otherworldly, like twin moons set against the sunset sky. It was crazy to think she’d been by his side all that time, and he’d never even known it.

      “You picked me,” Lorcan said softly. “Why?”

      “Because you seemed good and real and right.” She smiled up at him, though the pain remained in her eyes. “You were raised away from Bolg where he could not poison you with his darkness. I could tell when I looked at you. It’s in your eyes. No matter what he did to you, I knew your soul would prevail.”

      “So, you trusted me.”

      “Of course I did. I still do.”

      “Then, stay.” He released her and stepped back. “I will make sure she returns to us. Don’t run now. Not when she needs you the most. She’s hurting because of what her father did. The betrayal has cut into her like a scythe. If she comes back and finds you’ve left…”

      “I’m hurting her worse by being here, Lorcan. Can’t you see that?”

      “No,” he said firmly. “You are her mother, and she loves you. Do not leave her now.”

      He turned his back on Nollaig and looked up at the skies. There was nothing more he could do but hope she would listen to his words and see the truth in them. With a deep breath, he pushed his wings from his back, unfolding them and taking to the skies.

      He had to find Reyna before she was too far gone to reach.
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        * * *

      

      His wings flared across the dying sunlit sky, shot through with deep oranges and reds. Lorcan spotted Reyna in the distance. It was impossible to miss the silver streaming south, away from the Wood Court, away from them all. She was flying to the shadow lands.

      His frown deepened as he pushed forward, straining to catch up with her. Where the hell did she think she was going? To Inishfall?

      She’d mentioned it before. The idea of locking herself away in that magical prison so that the world would be safe from her. But that had been back when the Ruin had plagued her mind, whispering harsh fears and worries into her thoughts. Had she fallen that far? Had her father’s betrayal hit her that hard?

      Pain flared in his heart. He roared and shot through the skies, refusing to let her get away like this. They had come too far together for either of them to give up now.

      “Reyna!” He shouted as he grew closer. Her wings faltered, and she spun. When he saw her face, he sucked in a sharp breath of shock. Her eyes looked dead. “Don’t you dare run from me like this.”

      She stared at him, and then spun away. “I have to leave.”

      Before she could resume her flight, he shot forward and flew in front of her to block her path.

      “Listen to me.” He pulled her against his chest, their wings beating in time behind them. Silver against black. “Stop thinking about Dagda’s visions. You cannot let them get into your mind. None of that matters. What matters is you, Reyna, and what you decide to do. To hell with the prophecies.”

      “I can’t just say to hell with them, Lorcan.” She dug her nails into his arms, clinging on as they whipped in circles through the clouds. “I can’t just ignore them like you can. They’re about me! They speak of the destruction I’ll cause. Imagine if you were in my shoes. Think how you would feel if you found out this truth.”

      “It’s just a vision,” he whispered. “A thing that could come to pass. But it didn’t. Because you are you.”

      “Because my mother intervened.” She closed her eyes.

      “No.” He leaned in and pressed his forehead against hers. “Because you are Reyna Darragh. And you would never destroy the goddamn world. Dagda was wrong. His visions have not come to pass. Look me in the eyes. Tell me you can’t see past your fears.”

      Slowly, she peeled her eyes open. The pain that roiled through the silver shook his heart. “I don’t think I can.”

      “Well, you’re wrong.” He wrapped his wings around hers as they tumbled through the skies, wind whipping around them. “You’re stronger than this. The world needs you, Reyna. You’re the one who can save us all. And I won’t stop telling you this until you finally see the truth.”

      “My father…”

      “Is a bastard who can’t see right from wrong,” he said through clenched teeth. “He let his own fears rule him. Don’t be like him.”

      “And my mother.” Pain rippled in her voice. “She only intervened because she thought—”

      “You are not your mother,” he said. “And you’re certainly not your father.”

      “I’m only going to ruin things. I’ve been ruining them all this time. Seelie isn’t even alive anymore. He’s dead. The savior of our world is dead.”

      “You are the savior of the goddamn world.” He gripped her tighter. “You saved me.”

      She shook her head, letting out a harsh laugh. “I stabbed you in the chest.”

      “I survived that.” He gave her a wry smile. “And you did far more for me than you’re willing to admit. Who dug that mark out of my skin? Who freed me? Who made me believe in myself? That was you.”

      She stared back into his eyes, and a measure of hope flickered through him. “I forgot about that.”

      “I haven’t.” The wind whirled around them as he held her close. “Your face and your eyes are the only thing that got me through my darkest nights. When all was lost, you were the only thing in the world that gave me light. The world needs you, Reyna. Even more than I do.”

      Light finally sparked in the darkness of her eyes. “But the prophecies…”

      “No. They don’t matter. Not anymore.” He shook his head. “I know what Filobar meant now. His cryptic clues. You must face your past and rise above it. He meant the prophecies, the fear and threat of what you might become. The Ruin, and its taunts. The lies it whispered to you. That’s why you’re afraid of the dragon magic, why you’re afraid to transform. You have to move past it, Reyna. You need to let it go. If you won’t do it for yourself, do it for me.”

      She clutched his hands, squeezing her eyes shut tight. “What if you’re wrong?”

      “I’m not wrong.”

      “But what if—”

      “Do you trust me?” he asked.

      “Of course I trust you. More than anyone else in this world.”

      “Then believe me when I say I’m not wrong.” He’d never been more certain of anything in his life. He just hoped his faith in her would be enough to convince her the same. “Trust me, Reyna. I will not let you fall.”

      With a whisper of a sigh, she folded herself up in his arms. Her wings drooped down behind her so that she might fit squarely against his chest. The weight pulled at him, dragging them both toward the ground. He flared his wings behind him and soared. They spun through the clouds at an impossible speed, her arms and legs wrapped around him. Her owl shot behind them, beating his wings in time with Lorcan’s as if their three souls were inexplicably linked.

      The ground rushed by beneath them, a blur of brilliant green. It reminded Lorcan of his dreams, the raging fire in the distance, his desperation to ignore the fight ahead and cling onto the past behind them. Now, he threw those fears aside. Neither one of them could run from this any longer.

      Reyna’s hand slipped between them as they flew. With a sly smile on her face, she unbuttoned his trousers and reached for his cock. He shuddered as she ran her fingers along his length, now as hard as the strongest steel.

      “What…” He murmured against her ear, “exactly do you think you’re doing?”

      “You know exactly what I’m doing,” she whispered back.

      “We are flying, you know.” He groaned as she tightened her grip. It was all he could do to keep beating his wings against the wind. “If you aren’t careful, I might forget what I’m doing, and we’ll both plummet to the ground.”

      “Mmm.” She continued stroking him, dragging him toward the brink with every tug. His lips found her neck, and he dragged his tongue across her delicate skin. Need stormed through him until he could think of nothing but her touch. Gods, he wanted her.

      “Stop,” he said hoarsely as his wings faltered. Her fingers slowed, though the heat in her eyes felt like another stroke. “I want to be inside of you.”

      A delicious smile curved her lips. “While we’re flying?”

      He answered by slipping his hand to the waistband of her trousers and tugging them down over her hips. She shifted against him, helping him push the soft material aside. The silk slid away, and nothing was between them now but air. She arched toward him, slick and ready for him.

      He plunged inside of her with an angry, deep thrust that shook him to his soul. She cried out his name and dug her fingernails into his skin. With a growl, he reached behind her and flared his hands against her bum. He yanked her toward him as he thrusted once more and shook as her slick walls squeezed tight around his cock.

      “Lorcan,” she gasped as she trembled in his arms. He slammed into her once more, letting the fear of losing her release with each thrust. Their bodies collided in the air as their wings were a storm of feathers around them. The numb look in her eyes faded as need and love rushed in to replace it.

      “I love you,” he said, beating his wings in time with his thrusts. “I don’t care what happens. I don’t care if you’re the savior of the world, or if you’re meant to destroy it. I will hold onto you with all my might and never let go.”

      She met his eyes, and she arched against him. “I love you, too.”

      He held her close as she came around him. Her slick walls throbbed with the release of her pleasure, and the sensation drove him over the edge. As they rushed through the skies, he emptied himself inside of her, leaving them both sweat-slicked and spent.

      “Do you trust me?” he murmured into her ear as they clung to each other in the clouds.

      “More than anything,” she whispered back.

      “Then, come back. We need you. This cannot be the end of everything.”

      She nodded and sighed against him. “Alright. I’ll come back. For you.”
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Reyna

        

      

    

    
      When they returned to camp, her sister was waiting for her. Eislyn rushed toward her and leapt into her arms, snaking her hands around Reyna’s neck. Her breath whooshed out of her from the force of the hug, but she smiled and nuzzled her face into her sister’s hair. She smelled of frost and snow, of mountains and libraries, of happiness and hope.

      “You can never do anything like this again,” Eislyn whispered fiercely as she tightened her grip on Reyna’s neck. “You can’t leave me like that. It’s not fair. I can’t do this without you.”

      A tear slipped out of Reyna’s eyes, one final time. “I’m so sorry. I never should have left without saying goodbye.”

      “No.” Eislyn pulled back. The silver of her eyes sharpened like steel. “It’s not about goodbye. The world needs you, Reyna. I need you. If you leave us to tackle this alone, we’ll never make it through.”

      Reyna sighed and nodded. “I know. It was hard for me to see that before, but I know now. We’re in this together. You and I.”

      “Shieldmaiden,” Nollaig said quietly from behind Eislyn. Reyna stiffened and lifted her eyes, meeting the shadow-filled hood of her old friend, of her mother. It still hurt to look into her face, but…truth be told, Reyna had expected her mother to leave this place after their fight. Reyna thought she would have driven her away.

      “You’re still here,” Reyna said, pulling out of Eislyn’s grasp.

      “Of course I’m still here.”

      Eislyn’s brows furrowed. “Why would she have left? Did something happen?” She whirled toward the cloaked fae, scowling. “Are you why she left? What did you say to her?”

      “Something I should have told you long ago.” Nollaig sucked in a deep breath, and then pushed back her hood. Eislyn gasped and stumbled away. Reyna kept her hand upon her sister’s back to keep her steady. It was time for Eislyn to learn the truth, just as Reyna had, but…she knew it would be difficult for her sister to hear, especially after what had happened to her all those years ago.

      “Mother?” Eislyn’s was so soft that it almost drifted away on the wind. She leaned back against Reyna’s hand. “What is going on?”

      “The truth is before your eyes,” Reyna said gently. “Nollaig is our mother. She’s been hiding in plain sight all these years, by the order of Dagda. He did not want her to tell us who she is.”

      “Mother.” Eislyn repeated the word, staring at Nollaig. Her face was as pale as the clouds. She did not seem to have heard Reyna’s words at all.

      Reyna smiled and turned away as her little sister flung herself into Nollaig’s open arm. She left them to their reunion with a little more hope in her heart. She’d never seen her sister so full of light.
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        * * *

      

      “We need a new plan,” Reyna said as she sat at the head of the table. She’d gathered all of her advisors and closest friends into the hut. On the table before them, maps of each kingdom highlighted the possible sources of power. Eislyn had been able to find the location of the Ice Court’s which meant Glencora likely would have as well. It was deep within the mountains, in one of the many caverns where they’d mined ice glass.

      “Everything we’ve tried so far hasn’t worked,” Reyna said, glancing at each of them in turn. Lorcan, Eislyn, Lir, Rhain, Nollaig, and Thane. They were all she had left now. “Glencora is always two steps ahead of us, anticipating our every move. So, we need to come up with something she won’t expect.”

      “Anything we come up with, she’ll no doubt think of herself,” Rhain said with a frown. “She’s likely puzzling over plots and plans just like we are. To be unexpected, we’d have to do something that doesn’t make sense. Something that isn’t smart. I’m not sure that is the right approach if we want to win this.”

      “Something that isn’t smart,” Thane mused as he rubbed his chin. “Like follow her into the mountains without our army? She went without hers. Might as well go without ours.”

      “And let her transform into a dragon and kill us all?” Rhain harrumphed and sat back in his chair, folding his arms. “I’m willing to do whatever our Empress says, but that seems like a death knell for the world.”

      “I’m not sure we have any other choice,” Eislyn said, shaking her head. “I’ve been going over all the books and journals we have. There’s nothing in them. Dagda’s visions never mention a dragon. Lir and I looked for a possible transformation, another animal, but we found nothing there either.”

      “That’s not true,” Lir said. “We did find the phoenix. It’s immune to flames.”

      “And how would you propose we use a phoenix? Fly in close, transform, and then grab the axe?” Reyna had resisted transforming into another form out of fear. The magic felt so similar to the Ruin. But Lorcan was right. She had to move past her fears if they were going to win this fight.

      “I tried transforming into a phoenix myself,” Eislyn said with a sigh. “As a test. But it didn’t work. I think it’s similar to the dragon shifting. We need the Fire Court’s source of power to do it.”

      “Oh.” Reyna frowned. “Anything else?”

      “There’s nothing, Reyna.”

      Her sister looked defeated. Hell, they all did. Despite everything they’d tried, Glencora still won. There was little they could do now except go after her and try their level best to stop her from destroying anything else. They had no defense, no way to stop a dragon.

      It seemed it didn’t matter. They’d have to fight against her without all that.

      “Perhaps.” Lorcan cleared his throat. “There is something missing in translation.”

      Eislyn cocked her head. “What do you mean?”

      “A phoenix is immune to flames, but what else is it?” he asked.

      Reyna pressed her lips together. “I don’t know. What else is it, Lorcan?”

      After a moment, he sighed and ran a hand down his face. “Think. If it is immune to flames, what else would it be immune to? What causes flames?”

      “A dragon.” Reyna shook her head. “But how does that help us? If we can’t become phoenixes, then its immunity does us no good.”

      “The word in the text is ‘protect’ instead of immune. Read it again.”

      Reyna frowned and glanced down at the book spread open on the table before them. Her eyes tripped across the words, and he was right. Phoenixes are protected from flames. She flicked her eyes back up to meet his steady gaze. “Alright. Protection. Immunity. It means the same thing.”

      “This is a book translated from Fomorian.” Lorcan stabbed a finger at the page. “It should say that phoenixes prevent flames. They can stop fae from transforming into dragons. Dagda told me as much. I wasn’t supposed to say it outright, but dammit, we have to stop your sister before she destroys us all, and playing word games is no way to do it.”

      All the blood drained from Reyna’s face as hope strangled her heart. If they could prevent Glencora from shifting into a dragon, they would stand a chance at beating her. “How do we get a phoenix?”

      Eislyn gasped and grabbed the book. “We don’t need a phoenix. Why didn’t I see this ages ago? It’s not about a phoenix. It’s not about animals at all. The fire fae had the power to control flames. That meant they had the power to control dragons, too. If those of us with Fomorian blood in our veins, and therefore a measure of fire magic, focus our powers on Glencora, we should be able to stop her from shifting. We don’t have enough fire magic to become dragons ourselves, but we can stop dragons. I can’t promise it will work, but…I’m sure it will. I would bet my life on it.”

      “Alright.” Reyna palmed the table and stood. “I’m going after her. We can’t take the entire army with us. There’s no time. And I think we should be prepared for my father and his army to attack Ionad. This could be some kind of trap, a way to lure us away from another source of power. We need most of our army to stay here and protect this place.” She scanned the room. “I need a few volunteers to come with me. Five in total, if that many are willing and able. I will fight Glencora alone unless something goes wrong. Those who come with me will wield their magic on Glencora or they will stand by, ready to fight a dragon if we fail.”

      Rhain whistled and gave an approving nod. “Six warriors to save the world. It’s fitting, Empress.”

      When had everyone taken to calling her that? She wasn’t Empress, at least not yet.

      “I’m going,” Lorcan said as he stood beside her.

      She nodded. Obviously, she had expected Lorcan to volunteer. They would need his shadow magic.

      “I’ll go.” Lir stood. “My powers might be of help.”

      She’d expected this as well, and while he wasn’t her first choice, she had to admit he was right. As one of the strongest among them, he was best fighting by her side.

      Thane slowly stood from the table. “I’ll come as well.”

      That one surprised her. He’d stayed out of the fighting for the most part, preferring to lead the army rather than engage in all-out war. And he’d almost died a couple of days ago.

      “Are you sure, Thane? You don’t have to do this. You can stay here and organize the defensive wall around the source of power instead.”

      “I’m certain.” The fury and determination in his eyes cut off any additional questioning on her part. If he felt that strongly about it, then so be it. She gave him a nod.

      “That makes four of us. We need two more.”

      “One more. I’m going,” Eislyn said fiercely, her expression daring anyone to argue. Reyna frowned. Her little sister had come a long way, but…it was difficult to accept her on the battlefield. In front of a dragon. Who wanted to kill them all.

      Gritting her teeth, Reyna forced out a nod. “I don’t like it, but I’m not going to stop you from doing what you believe is right. I’ll let you be your own damn shield as much as possible, but the second Glencora turns her flames on you, I’m shielding you myself.”

      Eislyn flattened her lips. “Fine.”

      “So, that leaves me. I want to help,” Mariel said from the dark corner of the hut where she leaned against the thatched wall, arms folded. She hadn’t returned to the Sea Court or the Witchlight Woods after alerting Reyna of Glencora’s whereabouts. Her human allies had decided to march south to join them in Ionad, though it would be weeks before they arrived.

      Reyna glanced at Thane, who merely shrugged.

      “She wants to make amends for what happened in Tairngire. I can understand that. If she wants to come along, then I won’t argue against it.”

      “And you think she can be trusted?”

      Thane sighed. “Mariel is guilty of the same thing I am. Bad choices when it comes to protecting our people. We did what we thought was right, and there is honor in that.”

      “Glencora thinks she’s doing the right thing, too,” Reyna countered. “How do we know they aren’t somehow working together?”

      “Mariel cannot lie. We can ask her plainly.” Thane turned to the air fae who had tried to steal the throne from him. “Whose side are you on, Mariel?”

      “I’m on Reyna Darragh’s side. The side of Seelie. I will not betray you as your father did. You have my word.”

      “Well. I can’t argue against that.” Reyna glanced around at the five fighters who had volunteered to join her. Together, they had to take down the enemy of the world. Again. And it might just be their last chance.
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      The snow gleamed beneath the setting sun. The brilliance of it almost blinded Reyna as she stretched her wings wide on either side of her. Heart in her throat, she drank in the sight of the ice and the snow and the frost. An intense, aching need curled around her heart, and tears filled her eyes.

      Home.

      It had been so long since she’d been home.

      When they crossed the Shard, Reyna took a moment to soar down to the ground. She sank into the snow and yanked off her boots. Her toes slipped across the ice. It bit into her skin like dozens of sharp teeth. A soothing cold slithered through her body, sparking her mind in a way she had not felt in months. Her skin buzzed. The hair on her nape stood on end.

      With a shuddering sigh, she lowered herself to her knees and braced her hands against the ice. Her heart pumped her frozen blood through her veins. Ripples of energy coursed down her spine. Her entire body felt alive.

      She felt powerful.

      She felt strong.

      “This is the strangest bloody thing I’ve ever seen,” Mariel said with a grunt from behind her. With a grin, Reyna pushed up from the ground and faced the others. They’d landed all around her, cloaks billowing in the gentle wind. Lorcan gazed at the distant mountains with an expression of awe on his face. Her heart lifted. She’d wanted for so long to show him her kingdom. And he looked suitably impressed.

      “Don’t you like it?” she asked Mariel.

      “It’s freezing.”

      “Yes, that’s the point.”

      “I think it’s beautiful,” Eislyn said with a happy sigh. “It reminds me of better times.”

      “Unfortunately, better times will never be had if we stay here rolling around in the snow,” Lir said, though his eyes twinkled as he gazed at Eislyn. “We really should continue north. Glencora will have reached the source of power by now. It’s only a matter of time before she destroys it.”

      That sobered Reyna up within an instant.

      They pushed off from the ground once more and aimed their sights on the distant northern mountains. It would take them at least another hour to reach the caves that contained the source of power. From there, they would have to go on foot into the depths of the mountain, seeking out an underground waterfall.

      Excitement tripped through Reyna’s veins at the thought. It would be cold down there. Ice clung to the walls of the caverns, and a freezing chill would settle into her bones. The cold rejuvenated her. It made her feel invincible.

      Sharp pain flared in her chest and ripped through her wings. Reyna cried out and tumbled toward the ground. Wind whipped around her as she snatched at nothing but air. Wingallock screamed. The snow rose up fast, slamming into her body. Her breath shot from her lungs as the world went black.
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        * * *

      

      When she awoke, four pairs of eyes hovered before her. Not a single one of them were silver.

      “Where’s Eislyn?” she gasped as fear lanced through her heart.

      She leapt to her feet and winced at the pain in her head. Eislyn sat in a puddle of melting snow, her arms wrapped around her knees. She paled as she glanced up at Reyna.

      “You felt it, too, then?” her sister asked in a soft whisper.

      Reyna nodded. “Like something ripped my heart wide open.”

      The ground rumbled beneath her feet. Reyna glanced up just in time to see the trees shiver in the icy wind. Snow tumbled from the branches and landed like chunks of ice on the ground, spraying up snow.

      Reyna’s heart pounded her ribs. She swallowed hard as she lifted her gaze toward the south. More trees shook off the snow. Several patches of grass poked up from the ground. With a gasping cry, Reyna stumbled back.

      “It’s happening,” she said in a harsh whisper. “She’s destroyed it.”

      It was almost impossible for her to believe. Her beloved kingdom, her blessed ice. Surely this couldn’t be happening. Not now. Not like this. Reyna did not know how she would live in a world without ice.

      Lorcan palmed her back. “I’m sorry. We weren’t fast enough.”

      “My ice.”

      “You’re north where it’s cold. Some of it will remain, Empress,” Lir said gently. “It won’t all melt. I can promise you that.”

      Lir might be right. In the human lands, the northern territories were covered in ice and snow, though the cold didn’t extend as far south as it did in Tir Na Nog. It still felt like a stab in the gut. Reyna rushed toward the trees, leaping through piles of snow. She ran up to the nearest evergreen and leaned into the pines, closing her eyes. The hoarfrost worms loved these trees. And they had spoken to her for so very long.

      Now, nothing remained but silence.

      “She has destroyed the ice magic,” she said fiercely, curling her hands into fists. “This has to stop. Now. I will not let her get away with this.”

      She glared at the others when they said nothing. Wings flared, she pushed up from the ground. “Are you coming or not? We know where she is, and we can’t let her get away. She has no army. She has nothing but that damn axe. And it is time to stop her once and for all.”

      The others joined her in the sky, though they said very little. Rage burned through her like a storm, and she funneled that feeling into her wings. She flew faster than she’d ever flown before, so fast the others struggled to keep up with her.

      As they drew close to the mountains, Reyna noticed chunks of ice sliding off and falling into the Mag Mell Sea. An avalanche of snow, filling the rushing waters.

      “It’s happening,” Eislyn whispered as they slowed to watch.

      Reyna twisted toward her. “What’s happening?”

      Her sister began to sing.

      
        
        All the lands above and all the lands below

        Created from the god’s own hand

        Blessed by the seas and cursed by the snow

        Where the ash spreads far across the lands

        Ghaisgeach comes riding in on wings of old

        The savior of the realm, as foretold

        A dance with the beasts

        And a song with the kings

        Only Ghaisgeach can bring the peace

        

      

      “Ancient sea fae lore,” Thane murmured as he stared at Eislyn in awe, wings gently beating the wind. “We heard that song one night in the taverns. I never thought it meant anything, even with the mention of the Ghaisgeach, but…”

      They turned to stare at the snow tumbling into the Mag Mell Sea. Reyna’s stomach twisted into knots. The pain at losing her beloved snow was one thing, but the consequences were quite another. If they didn’t stop this somehow, the Sea Court would drown. There were thousands of fae living on those islands, and they had no idea what was coming for them now.

      “We need to find Glencora,” Reyna said as she shot forward in the sky. “Keep an eye out for wings. We don’t know how long it will take her to climb back out of the caverns, and it could be any moment from now.”

      “And what will we do when we find her, dear sister?” Eislyn asked in a soft whisper as she struggled to remain beside her.

      Reyna turned to meet Eislyn’s eyes, and she knew her expression said it all. “You know what we have to do.”

      “No,” Eislyn said harshly. “We can save her from this. We can’t let an enemy god destroy her.”

      “He’s already destroyed her. He’s transformed her into the very person the Dagda feared she would become.” Her hands fisted. “If there was another way, you know I would choose it. But there’s nothing else we can do. Glencora would never destroy this realm. She’s no longer our sister.”

      Reyna turned to face the lands rushing past beneath them, her heart a broken, shattered thing. What she’d said to Eislyn was true, but she still hated that she had to become the very thing that killed the ones she loved. She’d done it once, and now she would have to do it again. Why did it have to be her? Why couldn’t the gods have chosen someone else?

      She knew she’d never have the answers to those questions. And maybe she didn’t want them.

      In the distance, a mountain rumbled. Reyna turned her attention to it and pushed her wings in that direction. Snow tumbled off the tallest peak and pounded against the ground. As she approached, she saw an entrance to a cavern tunneled out on the highest peak. Her heart pulsed, but she refused to let the fear slow her down.

      When they reached the mountain, they all settled down on the lip of the cavern ledge that jutted off the side of it. Thane whistled as he shuffled to the edge and peered down. They were in the clouds, high above the snowy grounds of the Ice Court. The sun beamed down on them from a clear sky, but the light did not penetrate the darkness of the cavern.

      “You think she’s in there?” Lir asked, eyeing the cavern entrance with an uneasy look on his face. It was the first time Reyna had seen the Fomorian on edge.

      “I know she is in there.” Reyna could feel it, the pulse of dark magic against her skin.

      There had always been something unique about the feel of Unseelie’s power. It throbbed like death, like utter destruction. And his essence was here now, even after the source of power was gone. Maybe because it was gone.

      “Let’s go inside,” she said quietly, as she drew firelight into her palm and stepped forward into the cavern. Even though Glencora had destroyed the source of power, she had only removed it from the lands, not from the fae themselves. The others followed just behind her, Lir palming his own ball of light. Lorcan’s magic pulsed against her skin as he doused them in shadows. As they made their way forward, the familiar scent of ice glass swirled through the darkness. Reyna’s heart thundered as the scent grew stronger. She’d never liked the caverns, the sensation of being underground. It felt like a trap, impossible to escape if something went wrong.

      Glencora knew that. It was likely why she’d waited down below instead of facing them in the skies above the realm.

      When they faced a fork in the cavern path, Reyna chose the left, purely based on scent alone. This one felt darker, the magic felt stronger, and the swirling frost of the ice glass was more all-consuming here. When they reached the end of the path, she saw why. A large cavern opened up before them. Ice glass lined every single wall from the yawning gap up through the peak of the mountain that loomed high above them.

      An ancient bridge spanned the distance between their ledge and the cavern floor on the other side. Where Glencora was waiting for them.

      She stood, her silver hair bound in a long braid, over a small stream that spilled into the cavern from a waterfall. It trickled through a small break in the rock, likely the result of rainfall and melting snow. It felt warmer inside the cavern than it did outside. Thermal pools were nearby no doubt. It would explain how the snows outside could melt to form a waterfall.

      With a deep breath, Reyna stepped forward out of the shadows.

      “Dear sister,” Glencora announced, her voice echoing through the cavernous space. “I had hoped you might find me here. I waited just in case.”

      Reyna palmed the hilt of her sword, still strapped around her waist. “Undo what you’ve done, Glencora. Give the Ice Court their magic back.”

      She tipped back her head and laughed. “If you think I can do that, then you don’t understand anything about what I’m doing. I destroyed it, dear sister. There is no bringing it back.”

      Reyna’s gut churned. She’d suspected as much, but the loss of her realm’s magic scraped through her soul like the claws of a terrible beast. It would leave behind scars.

      She dropped her voice so only the others could hear her. “Wait here. Follow the plan.”

      Squaring her shoulders, Reyna crossed the bridge. Glencora watched her with hawkish eyes, her lips curving into a wicked smile. Reyna glanced around, noting the lack of her army, the lack of anyone at all.

      “You’re alone,” Reyna said.

      “The humans are a frustrating lot. Even with power, they cannot fly. Besides, most didn’t survive our little battle.”

      “And our father?” Reyna asked through gritted teeth.

      Glencora smiled. “He is taking his army to the Sea Court. The source of power there is located deep within the castle. He will lead the fight. By the time I am done with you, there will be no one inside that court left to stop me.”

      Reyna’s hands fisted. “What the hell did you say to him?”

      “It didn’t take much. He was already doubting you when I got to him. It seems you’ve made some troubling alliances.” Her silver eyes flashed. “The Emperor of Fomor? You do realize what he’s done to our people.”

      “It’s no worse than what you’ve done,” Reyna shot back. “And unlike you, he was trying to save the world, not end it.”

      Glencora laughed. “You keep telling yourself you are on the side of right, and you cannot see that you are part of the problem. Tell me, has all your plotting and your scheming done anything other than destroy your honor? How can you tell yourself you are the hero when you planned on murdering a king for power?”

      Reyna pulled the sword from her sheathe. The steel whistled ominously through the cold air. “That was a mistake, and I have apologized for it to the person who matters. I will not let you play mind games with me, Glencora. We both know who is on the side of light here, and it is not you.”

      “Perhaps not,” Glencora sniffed. “But only in darkness may the light begin anew. Where does the sunrise come from? It does not come from day. It only comes from night.”

      Reyna rolled her eyes and twisted her blade in her hands. “You’re not going to convince me you’re right by spouting metaphors about sunrises. You want to save the world, but in doing so, you will destroy every living soul alive. And I am trying to save them.”

      “Trying,” Glencora said, narrowing her eyes. “And failing. I was waiting for the right moment to use my dragon against you again, dear sister. You see, it seems we fae cannot shift too often, or we risk becoming the dragon permanently. But this fight right here is worth the risk. I tried to reason with you. I wanted you on my side. But I see that is impossible now, and I want to see your flesh burn from your bones. ”

      Glencora crouched and curled her hands. She stared at Reyna as if waiting for something to happen. Reyna held her sword at the ready before her, her heart pounding hard. She did not know if Eislyn’s idea would work, and if it failed, Reyna would have to face off against a full-grown, fire-breathing dragon.

      A moment passed in hushed silence. The concentration on Glencora’s face deepened into lines that stretched across her forehead. She growled, fisting her hands so tightly they began to shake like leaves.

      “What the hell have you done?” Glencora shouted as sweat beaded on her brow. “How have you done this to me?”

      With a growl, she suddenly swung the axe at Reyna’s head. Reyna threw up her own sword to block the blow, and the force of the clash sent her stumbling back toward the bridge. Gritting her teeth, she threw out a blast of ice toward her sister, but a flare of fire from Glencora melted it in an instant.

      Glencora spat on the cavern’s stone floor. “You still haven’t realized that magic doesn’t work against me. You’ll never be fast enough, not when I have Unseelie on my side.”

      Reyna gave her sister a vicious smile. “Then, how have I stopped you from transforming into your dragon?”

      Glencora faltered, just for a split second in time. Doubt filled her eyes, but then vanished in the next blink. “It’s the ice glass. That’s all. My powers must be muted down here.”

      “You know that isn’t true,” Reyna said, advancing toward her. “If it was, then my ice would have hit you. You wouldn’t have been able to use fire to stop it.”

      Glencora’s eyes narrowed into two thin pinpricks of silver. “Lies.”

      “Not lies,” Reyna said, lifting her sword once more. “And it will be the thing that ends this once and for all.”

      Glencora laughed. The eerie sound echoed all around them, shivering Reyna’s bones, but she would not let fear stop her from winning this fight. She rushed her sister, swinging her sword in an arc. Glencora raised the axe. Their steel crashed together. Reyna had been expecting the block, and she used the momentum to propel herself around behind Glencora.

      With a trembling breath, she pressed the blade against her sister’s neck. Her heart tumbled inside her chest. Fear and anger pounded like drums against her head. “Drop the axe.”

      Glencora tightened her grip on the weapon, but stayed frozen in place. “I knew you wanted nothing else than to steel my weapon.”

      “Drop the axe!” she shouted.

      “No.” Glencora bent a knee, as if preparing for an attack. “Your truth betrays you, dear sister. You might kill me one day, but you won’t do it like this. With a cowardly blade on my neck while you hide behind me.”

      Tears burned Reyna’s eyes as she ground her teeth, pressing the blade tighter against her sister’s neck. This was her chance to end it all with only a little bloodshed. Glencora was trapped. Eislyn’s idea had worked. There was nothing their sister could do to stop them. It could all be over in just a moment’s time.

      Reyna had known for a very long time how this had to end.

      All she had to do was swipe her blade across her sister’s neck.

      With a frustrated sigh, the grip on her sword faltered. Glencora moved, as if she’d been waiting for it. Her sister whirled on her feet and swung the axe at Reyna’s chest. The blade cut through her armor, slicing it into ribbons. The sharp edge glanced across her skin, and pain flared in her gut. It was only a small cut, but blood poured from the wound. Fear stormed through Reyna’s heart as she backed up, twisting her hands around her sword’s hilt.

      She shouldn’t have let Glencora get so close. She should have killed her when she had the chance.

      Their blades clashed together once more. Parry after parry, dance after dance. Reyna’s breath heaved in her lungs, and she felt the eyes of her allies on her back. She’d told them to stay put, but she did not know how long they would listen to her commands when they could see how close she was to failing.

      With a roar, Glencora slammed her axe against Reyna’s sword and knocked her back toward the bridge. Reyna hurtled into the rocky ground, rolling on her side until her face peered over the edge of the cavern’s cliff. She scrabbled up just in time to dodge Glencora’s next blow.

      Wingallock screamed and swooped in, his claws outstretched toward the axe. Glencora laughed and swung at the owl. He dodged the blow, just barely. Slowly, Reyna pushed up from the ground. Her muscles ached as she heaved her sword back into her arms.

      “Reyna!” Lorcan shouted as he threw off the shadows and stormed across the bridge.

      Glencora’s smile turned vicious as she shifted her eyes toward him. “Ah, good. Your lover has finally joined the party. He will be dead soon enough.”

      Glencora turned away from Reyna and stalked toward Lorcan, bending her knees to prepare for an attack. Lorcan rushed forward, throwing all his weight behind his blow. Her sister blocked with a powerful slam. The sword hurtled out of his hands, falling down into the depths of the cavern. The steel clattered against the rocks as it vanished into the darkness.

      “I can’t wait to have his blood on my hands.” Glencora raised her axe toward Lorcan. She swung hard. The blade whistled toward his body, a death sentence he would not survive.

      Pain and fear twisted Reyna’s heart. She did not want to do this, but she had no other choice. She lunged forward, driving her sword into Glencora’s neck.
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      “You did it, my love.” Lorcan gently took the sword from her hands and wound his arms around her shaking body. “You did it. As I always knew you would.”

      Reyna closed her eyes and drew his scent into her mind. It was the only thing that could soothe her now. Stabbing her sister had felt like slicing the blade into her own heart. She would never forget the moment her body had crumpled, when the life had vanished right before her.

      So much death. So much pain. So much horror.

      But it was over now.

      They’d won.

      They had just lost so much to get here.

      “It’s over,” Reyna whispered. “It’s finally over.”
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        * * *

      

      She returned to Falias and cheers. The ice fae lined the winding road that led up to the castle. They’d gathered, shouting for her in victory, somehow knowing they had won a brutal war against death. Reyna bound up the darkness in her heart and shoved it down. The smile she plastered onto her face was the greatest lie she’d ever told, but it had to be done.

      The people of Tir Na Nog needed her to be strong.

      Inside the castle, she found the servants waiting for her, along with her father’s old trusted Grand Alderman. Orrin had been loyal to her father. He said nothing now, just bowed low like everyone else. She vaguely wondered if she would need to find a replacement for him. He might prove to be a problem in time.

      But she was too weary to think about all of that now. The political future of the kingdoms could wait until morning. For now, she needed sleep and time to wash the pain of the battle away.

      With tired bones, she led Lorcan through the castle and into her old chambers. It still glittered like ice. She gazed at the old bed and its hoarfrost silk sheets with fond sadness. Once, she’d hated these four walls. They’d been a cage, keeping her away from the forests and the fights. If only she had understood the beauty of the life she’d once had here, maybe she would have appreciated it more. The chill still hung like mist in the castle, but she knew it would not last forever. She had stopped Glencora, but the damage had been done.

      The ice lands would slowly warm. Falias, as far south as it was, would lose its snow eventually. At least she would get to see it as it had once been, one last time.

      “Are you glad to be home?” Lorcan asked as he poked at a block of ice that sat beside the window.

      She sighed. “You know I love my homeland, even though it’s changing. The ice is melting, Lorcan. Did you see that?”

      “It’s just the same as the south. The fires stopped burning. The mists and shadows cleared. Glencora destroyed the power transforming the kingdoms into their separate magic-enhanced lands.”

      “I feel as if we’ve lost something very important.”

      “That’s because this is all we’ve ever known.” He poked the block again, clearly confused by its presence in her room. She couldn’t help but smile at that. “But remember, the lands weren’t like this before Dagda brought the magic here. Maybe this is for the best. Maybe it’s the way things were meant to be all along.”

      Reyna arched a brow. “It almost sounds as though you agree with Glencora for doing what she did.”

      “Absolutely not.” He sighed and turned toward her. “Reyna, what is this block of ice doing in your quarters? I honestly can’t figure it out. It seems impossibly ludicrous.”

      She stifled a laugh. “Guess.”

      He folded his arms. “It’s big enough to be a seat. You sit on it. You actually sit on ice.”

      “I would definitely sit on a block of ice, but no, that’s not what it’s for.”

      “Then what?” He frowned. “You eat it?”

      She laughed out loud at that one. “What do you think I do, Lorcan? Sit next to it and slowly nibble at it?”

      “Whatever explanation you give me will be just as ridiculous as that. It is a block of ice. What could you possibly do with it?”

      “It is a table for when we wish to feast alone in our rooms.” She strode over to it and wiped her hand across the flat, frozen surface. “You can leave most food on it for a couple of days, if you’d like. It keeps it perfectly preserved that way.”

      “You have tables made out of ice here. And you like it,” he said with an amused smile. “You really are an odd fae.”

      “Wait until you take a bath here.” A wicked smile curved her lips. “There’s no hot water.”

      He scoffed. “You’re lying.”

      “Absolutely not. Do you think ice fae want to bathe in hot water? Blasphemy.”

      “Everything is starting to make a little more sense now. You always were oddly alarmed every time you bathed at the Air Court.”

      “Yes, and you knew that because you liked to barge in on me without knocking.”

      His lips curled. “That’s because I was hoping you’d invite me to join you.”

      She flushed. “Don’t lie. You hated me then. You just wanted to make my life as miserable as possible.”

      His eyes darkened as he crossed the room. “I never hated you, Reyna. Not even for a single second in time. The moment I set eyes on you, I knew I would never be the same. Look at me now. I’m in the Ice Court. Surrounded by snow and frost. And I’ve never been happier in my life.”

      Tears filled her eyes, and one slipped down her cheek. It slowed, almost freezing. She truly was home.

      Confusion rippled across his face as he brushed the tear aside. “What have I said? I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

      “Nothing. I’m just…very, very tired. And surprisingly hungry.” Her stomach growled. “I have no idea how long it’s been since I slept or ate.”

      “Leave it to me.” He smiled and gestured at the ice table. “I’ll go fetch some food and sit it out on that blasted thing.”

      “You don’t need to do that, Lorcan,” she said. “I can ask a servant to bring us both a meal.”

      “I want to,” he said firmly. “You have been through so much, and you never let anyone help you with anything. So, let me do this one thing for you.”

      Her heart softened, and she nodded. “Alright, but be quick. Food and sleep are not the only things I want tonight.”

      His eyes burned with heat as he backed away toward the door. “Hold that thought. I won’t be long.”

      Reyna watched him go and then slumped onto the bed. Weariness tugged at her bones and her heart. Slowly, she curled up on her side and sank into the pillows. Lorcan wouldn’t be gone very long, but her eyes were so heavy, she couldn’t keep them open. She would just rest for a moment. Sleep called, and Reyna answered.
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        * * *

      

      She awoke in a confused blur of shadows and darkness and pain. Her head pounded; blood rushed through her ears. Groaning, she pressed a shaking hand against her forehead where sharp pain sliced through her skull. When she pulled her fingers away, they were covered in blood.

      “I thought about killing you in your sleep, but I wanted you to look into my eyes as you died. I needed to see the fear on your face as you understood. I needed you to know who choked the life from your veins.” The voice slithered out from the shadows. A familiar voice. One from her nightmares. Snakes of fear slammed their fangs into her heart, knocking her fully awake.

      She pushed up from the bed, still reeling from the pain. Blood dripped into her eyes. Staring at the dark corner of the room, she could not help but wonder if this was another dream, another nightmare. Nothing was there. Nothing but darkness, shadows, and mist.

      Still, she reached for the dagger beside the bed, only to find it was gone. Swearing beneath her breath, she scuttled back on the bed and dropped down on the other side of it. She reached beneath the bed and drew out another knife, one she’d kept hidden in case of an emergency just like this. When she’d left the Ice Court for Tairngire, she hadn’t thought to take it with her. Thankfully, none of the servants had ever moved it, not that they would have thought to check for hidden weapons in her bed.

      Unseelie laughed, a harsh, alien noise that grated her eardrums. “Do you think a tiny little knife can do anything against me? I am a god.”

      “Gods can die,” she hissed back. “Glencora told me everything. Seelie is dead.”

      “She did not tell you everything, or you wouldn’t be so surprised to find me here. All this time, you thought you could stop me by destroying her. But you were wrong. She released me from my Inishfall prison weeks ago.” He stepped from the shadows, revealing himself. Reyna’s hand tightened on the hilt of her dagger instinctively. Unseelie was unlike anyone she had ever seen before.

      Larger than even Lir, he towered over Reyna. His bald head gleamed against the moonlight. The lack of hair highlighted the sharp, deadly curves of his ears, and his hooded eyes gleamed with fire. Black, thick lines were tattooed across his bare chest and arms. His only armor was two leather straps that crossed over his heart.

      Swallowing hard, Reyna fought down the fear. He might be an ancient, deadly being, but he was no god. No more so than Seelie had been. He was only flesh and blood.

      She focused her attention on his words. What was that he’d said? “Glencora released you from your prison.” She pressed her lips together, hating that she hadn’t realized it before. “You were trapped in Inishfall. You were a prisoner there.”

      His lips curled into a deadly smile, revealing his teeth, which were sharp and jagged. “The first prisoner, trapped there by Seelie himself.”

      “Who you somehow killed, through Dagda.”

      “To trap me there, he had to trap himself,” Unseelie said with a harsh laugh. “You see, this world is all about balance. There is no Seelie without Unseelie. We cannot exist without each other, or…at least not until the world reforms itself.”

      Realization settled against her heart like a dagger. “That’s all this has been about, hasn’t it? You just want to be free. Free from your prison, free from Seelie. And…”

      And it had worked.

      He flashed his jagged teeth and stepped closer. “And now all I have to do is finish the job. I won’t let you stand in my way, Reyna Darragh. I will destroy the last three sources of power, and I will rid this world of Seelie once and for all. Then, and only then, can it be reformed. The world will be mine for the taking.”

      Reyna tightened her grip on the dagger and bent her knees. The axe gleamed in Unseelie’s hands. The sharp blade could cut right through her if she let him get close enough. She needed something better than a dagger. Something with range. A bow and arrow might work, but…she didn’t have one near.

      Her eyes darted to the open door. If she could somehow get around him and into the corridor, she might be able to make it to the weapons’ room before he caught up. Out of the corner of her eye, she sensed movement.

      She turned her gaze back onto his face, only to find a wicked smile stretching his thin, red lips.

      “This should be fun.” He twirled the axe in his hands. “I’m a predator, and you are my prey. Would you like to run, little mouse? Better be quick.”

      She narrowed her eyes and hesitated. He wanted her to try to run, which made her itch to stay. Could she fight him like this? Her eyes strayed to her dagger. Maybe if she was fast enough. Maybe if she darted in close. Shivering, she shook her head. No, she couldn’t do that. He would destroy her with the axe before her dagger hit flesh.

      Gritting her teeth, she rushed toward the open doorway. Unseelie turned his head to watch her go. At the very last minute, he stepped up behind her, curled his fingers around the back of her cloak and slammed her against the wall. Pain flared behind her eyes. Her head thunked against the hard stone.

      Inside her mind, she screamed. Or maybe it was out loud. She couldn’t see. She couldn’t think. A sharp blade pressed against the back of her neck.

      The cool bite of it snapped the pain away.

      She whirled on her feet, desperate to fight.
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      Unseelie chuckled. It was no normal laugh. It sounded like a thousand dying screams echoing through a cavern so deep and dark that it was impossible to escape. Reyna shuddered and threw her foot into the center of his chest. With wide eyes, he struggled for breath and stumbled back.

      “You picked the wrong fae to fight,” she said in a hiss as she narrowed her eyes. This was all a bluff, of course. He was clearly stronger, and the power thrumming off his body set her teeth on edge. She might have a chance with back-up, but she was all she had.

      “Try as you might, Reyna Darragh, you can never beat me.” He stalked toward her, twirling his blade this way and that in some bizarre dance of steel and rage. “You’re just a mortal fae. I am a god.”

      “A god who got trapped in a prison,” she said, smiling. “Doesn’t sound like much of a god to me.”

      He roared and raised his axe over his head. Reyna jumped to the side and danced behind him. There was nothing between her and the door now. She wet her lips and took a step back. Should she run? Should she go get help? But what if she led Unseelie straight to Eislyn?

      “Coward,” he hissed as if reading her mind. “You talk a big game, but then you want to run and hide when you finally get the chance to stop me. Where is big, bold Reyna Darragh, Shieldmaiden of Tir Na Nog, now?”

      Annoyingly, he had a point.

      But she also refused to die here. Reyna whirled on her feet and ran for the door. She just needed to make it to the weapons’ room. With a bow and arrow, she was much more likely to take him down. Or even a sword would do. Anything but her dagger.

      She pounded her feet against the cold stone, eyes blurring as she strained to move at a speed that could rival a dragon. As she reached the door, she opened her mouth to scream a warning to anyone near. Something heavy and sharp slammed into her skull. Pain flared behind her eyes. Her vision blurred as she tumbled forward. Her head slammed into the stone.

      I need to warn Eislyn, she thought with a desperation that shook her heart in her chest. Eislyn…

      Darkness filled her mind.
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        * * *

      

      The snow had melted by the time she opened her eyes. Now, verdant fields stretched out on every side of her, vanishing into a perfect blue horizon. She rubbed her eyes and sat up in the grass, trying to make sense of it. How long had she been unconscious? Why had no one found her?

      She gazed around until her eyes locked on a stone manor house that squatted on top of a hill. Ivy crept up the side of it, swallowing much of the ground floor. Her heart nearly stopped at the sight of it. She and Lorcan had spent hours discussing his time in the Court of Death, and he’d described this manor house in great detail.

      But that would mean…

      She closed her eyes. The scent of fresh blossoms and dewey grass filled her head. If she was in the Court of Death, she had not survived Unseelie’s attack against her. And no one had any idea he was coming for them.

      Heart hammering, she pushed up from the ground and headed toward the manor house. Maybe this was nothing more than a dream. Lorcan had said the Court of Death had been destroyed. Dagda hadn’t been able to keep it intact when sending Lorcan through the ley line. It was impossible for her to be here now unless here wasn’t the Court of Death at all.

      It was just a dream.

      But if she was asleep, Unseelie would kill her.

      She picked up speed, racing across the meadow. The manor house grew taller as she approached on tired feet. Flinging open the doors, she strode inside and glared around for any sign of her bloody god.

      “Dagda!” she shouted as she strode through the dark corridors. “Where the hell are you? Stop hiding and come out here to face me now.”

      No answer. With a growl, she raced through the manor, searching for any sign of life. A steaming cup of tea. A half-eaten biscuit on a tray. Bathwater thrown out a window. Rumpled sheets on an unmade bed.

      But the place was as empty and as silent as a tomb.

      The only room that held any sign of life was a large empty hall with windows facing the southern meadows. There was a desk that squatted in the far corner. On top of it sat a single sheet of parchment.

      She snatched up the parchment. It was a note from Dagda.

      
        
        Dear Reyna,

        I, and the rest of the dead, have been forced to move on in order to leave the Court of Death intact for your arrival. I wish I could have spoken with you myself, but alas, this letter must do.

        You may find all of this unnaturally confusing. To be very blunt, I have lied to you. I lied to everyone, including those who arrived in this land. I lied to Nollaig, and I lied to Lorcan.

        Truth be told, everything has gone according to plan. I allowed Nollaig to interfere, to draw you into the web of my own making. I told Lorcan things had gone wrong because he had to be convinced all was lost, in order for you to believe the same. The only way for you to win was to overcome the doubt in yourself. To face the darkness inside of you.

        Now, it is time for you to rise from the ashes.

        Return to the world of the living through the ley line. Destroy Unseelie. He seeks to claim the world. You are the only one who can stop him.

        I am sorry things had to go this way. I know I have caused you a great deal of pain. But you are iron, and you are stronger from the flames.

        Yours,

        Dagda

        

      

      Reyna crumpled the parchment and threw it across the floor. She stared at it, that rippled page sitting there like a snake ready to strike her in the heart. Her hands fisted, and a scream built in her throat.

      “How dare you?” she hissed at him as tears burned her eyes. “You used me like a puppet on a string.”

      And she would never have the chance to punch him in the nose. He was gone. Truth be told, he must have known she’d want to pull out her dagger and stab him right in the gut for what he’d done to her. And so he’d left, moving on while she struggled to deal with the mess he’d plopped on her plate.

      How much of her life had he controlled? How much had he been watching and waiting from the realm beyond the ley line?

      Asshole. Dagda was no god. He was a meddler who thought he could treat people like pawns in his own game. She knew he was only trying to save the world, but there had to have been another way.

      And now she had to somehow find a way back home. Without his damn help.

      Breath heaving, she whirled in a circle, searching for something she could use to rip open the ley line. A sword or a dagger. Anything sharp. But there was little left. Dagda had packed it all up. Had he taken it all into the next realm?

      It didn’t matter. She had to get out of here. Because even though she wanted to rage against his name, she would follow through with his damned plan. There was nothing else she could do. She wouldn’t let the world fall apart because she couldn’t control her anger toward a fallen god.

      What had Lorcan said about the ley line? It was located away from the manor house near a cluster of trees. Narrowing her eyes, she stormed out of the house and strode across the meadow with fire in her heart. Wingallock swooped in from the sky above and settled on her shoulder. She jerked up her head, surprised.

      “You’re here too, eh?” she whispered with a sad smile. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. You’re with me every step of the way, even in death.”

      “I may not be the same on the other side of the veil,” Wingallock said in a deep, masculine voice that made Reyna jump ten feet into the air.

      She pressed a hand to her hammering heart and stumbled to a stop. Her face whipped toward him. “Maybe this really is a dream.”

      “You can hear me,” he said quietly, “because we are beyond the ley line.”

      Reyna gaped at her owl. Her beautiful, magical owl who had been by her side every step of her life. They’d fought to communicate with each other, learning signals and expressions in the eyes. All this time…

      “Have you always been able to understand me?” she whispered.

      He nodded his feathery head. “It is the way of the familiars. I can understand you, but you cannot understand me. Unless we step through the ley line. The magic of this place allows you to hear me fully.”

      Reyna glanced around the Court of Death with a new appreciation. “What else can happen here?”

      “Safety from death, for the most part,” Wingallock said. “That is why Dagda created it.”

      “And you know about Dagda how?” Reyna asked as her heartbeat picked up speed. What else did Wingallock know? If she’d been able to understand him before now, what else could he have told her? Could they have avoided all of this?

      “I was born in this place. Most familiars are.” Wingallock peered at her with his luminous yellow eyes. “Dagda sent me to you when you were born. He knew that you would need me one day.”

      Her hands fisted once more even as her heart softened toward her owl. She hated feeling this way, like she was nothing more than a puppet on a string following a set path that Dagda had written out for her far before she was even born. She’d never had any choice in the matter. Every single thing that had happened in her life was because of his choices, his meddling, his ideas.

      “This is the moment he dreaded most of all,” Wingallock said, cutting through her thoughts. “The moment when you would have to decide. The moment he could no longer control. It is up to you now, Reyna. What you do or don’t do. You can return through the ley line and continue Dagda’s quest. Or you can stay here and live for the rest of eternity. Some may be able to join you eventually. You won’t even have to spend your days alone.”

      “Lorcan,” she whispered, heart thumping.

      “Yes.” Wingallock nodded. “Lorcan.”

      Reyna closed her eyes. The thought was far more tempting than she wanted to admit out loud, though Wingallock would know the truth of her heart. He always did.

      “It’s not right what Dagda has done to me,” she whispered. “His intentions are pure, but that doesn’t erase all the bad. It feels like all I’ve been doing this entire time is playing his game. One with stakes too large to even comprehend. How could he have done this? What gave him the right?”

      “He’s trying to undo his own mistakes,” Wingallock said gently. “And he’s put great trust in you. I know it’s difficult to see now, but it is a great honor to fulfill this role. You will save the world, if you decide to.”

      “But how?” Reyna fisted her hands. “Unseelie is…alive. He’s flesh and blood, and he’s stronger than anyone I’ve ever met. Even stronger than the Fomorians. Impossible to kill.”

      “You said it yourself. Unseelie is not impossible to kill. The gods are not immortal.”

      Reyna let out a shuddering breath and nodded. “So, I must return. There’s no other choice I can make.”

      “You must know one thing before you return,” Wingallock said mournfully. “We will change, and the thing you must do in order to save them all is the one thing you fear most.”

      Unease whispered through her. “What do you mean?”

      “Going through the ley line has repercussions. For your mother, it was her hand. For Lorcan, it was the future existence of this place. The fae were forced to move on, including Dagda. And now you must go through, but it won’t be without repercussions.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “We will both lose a part of who we are,” he said. “But we will rise from the ashes.”

      “What part of ourselves?”

      “I cannot be certain.”

      “And the other thing? What I fear most?”

      “You know what that is,” Wingallock said.

      She ground her teeth together and whipped her head back toward the shimmering ley line. “The thing I fear most is that I would be the one to Cleave the World, not save it.”

      “Cleaving the World does not destroy it. Look at what your sister was doing until you stopped her. She was destroying Seelie’s sources of power, and nothing more.”

      “But…” Reyna’s heart dropped. “You’re saying I’ll have to destroy the other three sources? No…that can’t be right. That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Doesn’t it?” Wingallock asked. “Look at what is happening to your world. The rumble of the earth. The islands drowning. The ash that coats the fields.”

      “Because Glencora destroyed the sources.”

      “No,” Wingallock said. “Because she released Unseelie from his prison, and Seelie is dead. The world is unbalanced. The only way to save it is to kill Unseelie and destroy the last remnants of Seelie’s power. Then, and only then, can the world regain the balance it needs in order to survive.”

      Unshed tears burned Reyna’s eyes. “But that would mean the fae could never get their magic back. Only those of us who have already taken from the sources will have magic. The rest of our people never will. That’s it. Gone forever. No chance of ever getting it back.”

      “Yes. You are exactly right.”

      Understanding rushed over her like a tidal wave. She stumbled back from the ley line and stared at it as though it might bite. Wingallock had been right, of course. Cleaving the World was the last thing she wanted to do. Destroying Seelie’s magic…surely there had to be some other way.

      Another thought slammed into her mind like an iron block. Her mouth dropped open. Her fisted hands trembled by her sides. “Wait. Does that make me the Namhaid? Has it really been me all this time? It wasn’t Glencora at all?”

      “You and Glencora both played your part in the prophecy of the Namhaid. But yes, you are both the destroyers of everything. It is why Dagda’s written prophecies were so difficult for the Fomorians to translate. There are two of you, each with different roles. Your sister sided with Unseelie and threatened to destroy everything through his power. And you will be the one who stops it all by ending the magic of the fae lands.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “Of course you don’t,” he said. “Dagda knew you wouldn’t. That’s why he always feared your choice. He saw a multitude of futures and put the pieces in place to bring us here, but he cannot see past this moment. What you decide now means everything.”

      “It’s not like he gave me much of a choice,” she mumbled to herself. “About anything.”

      “You have always had a choice. It’s just that you have always chosen the right path to lead you here. Only one with a soul of honor would end up in this place.”

      “But I’ve made mistakes,” Reyna argued, tears filling her eyes. “I’ve done the wrong thing time and time again, and I certainly have not always been honorable. Many would argue my decision to forsake my Princess title to become a Shieldmaiden was the ultimate betrayal of my people.”

      “You were training to protect them, despite the constraints placed upon you from birth. Some would say that is the ultimate display of honor.”

      Reyna closed her eyes. “I don’t know if I can do this, Wingallock. I don’t want to destroy Seelie’s magic. I never wanted to swing that axe. I always hoped…I always thought…we could someday return to the kingdoms we once were. Full of magic, full of power. Now, only some will have that power. Many others won’t. That seems wrong and likely to lead to corruption.”

      “Unless those with magic make binding vows to protect Tir Na Nog. Instead of using that power for their own aims, they will serve. That was the original intention of Dagda, when he made Tir Na Nog fae unable to lie. He wanted them to use their power for good.”

      “That didn’t work,” Reyna said with a shake of her head. “Fae found ways to get around their words. Mincing truths, trapping enemies in lies. Innocents often got caught up in it. Besides, how will any of that stand if the magic is fully gone? Will fae be able to lie?”

      “I do not know, Reyna.”

      She blinked, his words surprising her. He’d seemed so knowledgeable, so certain about everything, until now. She’d just assumed he’d have a convincing argument once more. To hear he didn’t know…Realization churned in her gut. Dagda had never seen past this moment.

      “Then, how can you be so certain we’ll succeed?”

      “As the Empress of Tir Na Nog, I am certain you will find the best way forward.”

      That didn’t make her feel much better, but there wasn’t time to puzzle it out. Not now. Unseelie was loose in the Ice Court. Her loved ones had no idea. Well, perhaps they did now. She could only hope they’d managed to get away if he’d attacked.

      She twisted her sweaty palms together and stared at the ley line. The choice loomed before her like a snake poised to strike. Ha! Did she really think she had a choice? Not a damned thing in the world, even the threat of Motcha’s Axe in her hands, would stop her from going back. Lorcan was there. So was Eislyn. They needed her.

      Taking a deep breath, she rested her hands on Wingallock’s talons. “I think you already know what I’m going to do.”

      “Of course I do,” he said softly. “We are one.”

      She squared her shoulders. The next step forward would be one she could not turn back from. It would change everything, somehow. But it was the only step she could take. Unseelie had to be stopped. The world had to be saved.

      With a deep breath, she pushed against the ley line. Her skin caught fire, and the pain ate her alive.
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Lorcan

        

      

    

    
      Lorcan felt a piece of his soul shatter. He stiffened as he stood in the Ice Court kitchens, waiting for a snack so he could return to his love. Pain ripped down one side of him, and a strange sensation made his fingers go numb.

      Frowning, he twisted on his feet to glance behind him, half-expecting an enemy to have popped up in the gloomy, cold corridors with a knife. But no one was there. And his hand felt okay now. A little odd, but…

      Another piece of his soul broke off. Or, at least, that was what it felt like. He couldn’t explain it any other way. It was as if something deep down inside of him was being sliced away, piece by piece.

      One of the servants bustled back into the kitchen with a plate of fresh fruit. There was also a glob of ice on it. How odd.

      “Here you go,” she said with a smile. “This was Reyna’s favorite snack when she lived here.”

      “Thanks.” He took the plate and hastened back to Reyna’s chambers. He had the sudden urge to look into her eyes to make certain she was okay. Something seemed horribly, inexplicably wrong, though he couldn’t say what or how he would know.

      When he stumbled into her bedchamber, he fell to his knees. Her body lay before him, crumpled and broken. She stared at him with listless eyes. Heart ripped wide open, he tossed the plate aside and crawled toward her.

      “Reyna,” he whispered, lifting her head off the cold stone and placing it into his lap. He glanced around wildly, trying to understand what had happened. Had she collapsed? Was she just tired? There was no wound that he could see, but—

      He pressed his fingers to her throat. She wasn’t breathing.

      Everything within him broke. The pain was blinding. Lorcan tipped back his head and roared.
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        * * *

      

      It took a long time for his brain to register what had happened, and still, he felt numb. Like he existed in a body that wasn’t his own. The world had gone dark around the edges. His old familiar shadows swirled around him, but for once, they did not comfort him at all.

      He collected Reyna into his arms and kicked the window open with his boot. A moment later, he soared through the skies. Wingallock was nowhere to be seen. Lorcan tried not to think about what that meant. He knew. Of course, he knew. But he would not accept it.

      This was Reyna Darragh. She was the Ghaisgeach, the savior of the world. She couldn’t die.

      He wouldn’t let her go that easily.

      Lorcan soared over Tir Na Nog and ignored the sight at the edge of his vision: more ice tumbling into the sea. None of that mattered right now. It was a problem for another time. Reyna would fix it. She was the only one who could.

      Grinding his teeth together, he could not help but turn his mind onto Dagda. The god who had brought him back to life. He’d never mentioned Reyna’s death to him. It hadn’t even been a consideration. Had he known? Why hadn’t he told Lorcan about it? If he had, maybe Lorcan could have done something to stop it. He never would have left her alone in that room. He would have stayed beside her to face whoever had done this.

      And if he had died with her, then so be it.

      He couldn’t live in this world without her. He’d only come back so that he could stand by her side and help her face the darkness.

      “Reyna,” he roared. “You can’t leave me here alone.”

      He swept across the golden expanse of the Air Court. The fields of wheat rushed by, soon replaced by the verdant forest of the Wood Court. With a deep breath, he dove down toward the ancient home of the Dryads. Several shouts exploded into the air from the army stationed there, but they ceased when the scouts spotted it was him.

      No one said a word as he dropped amongst them, striding purposely toward the source of power. The babble of the brook was the only sound, even amongst thousands of warriors. Concerned faces peered at him, but he paid them no mind.

      He was too focused on the source of power.

      Gently, he knelt on the shore and lowered Reyna into the stream. He cupped his hands in the cool, running water and lifted them to her lips. Trembling, he poured the water into her mouth, and then sat back on his heels to wait.

      He had no idea if this would work. Distantly, he realized that he wasn’t really thinking straight. If she was gone from this world, no amount of magic would bring her back. Quickly, he blinked away the tears that pricked the corners of his eyes. He would not cry. Not until he was certain she was gone from him.

      He wasn’t ready to give up yet. He would rip the source of power apart if he had to. Whatever it took to keep her with him. He would rush into the clouds and pull the stars from the sky. He would burn up an entire sun. Nothing would be too high a price to pay.

      His breath heaved from his lungs as he stared at her broken body, waiting for something to happen. As the moments inched by, he bent over, his shoulders slumped. He closed his eyes and called to the dead god that had abandoned them. Could Dagda see them now? Was there something he could do? He pleaded with him, sent out prayer after prayer, hoping that somewhere, Dagda or Seelie could hear him and do something, anything, he didn’t care what.

      Dagda had seen it all, every single thing that would happen. He must have seen this, too. Why hadn’t he done anything to try and stop it? Reyna was supposed to be the hero of the world…

      And she had been. She’d stopped the Namhaid from Cleaving the World. But surely that did not mean she had to die now.

      Suddenly, a crack sounded from the stream. Lorcan jerked up his head just as a strange slit appeared in the ley line before him. It was then he realized that Reyna’s body had vanished from the stream, replaced by nothing but trickling water. Lorcan blinked, and then cast his glance this way and that, but she was nowhere to be seen. None of the warriors had crept closer. No one had approached. And yet Reyna’s body was gone.

      The shimmering crack widened in the ley line. A face peered out at him, a face full of silver and light. Reyna.

      His heart lurched with a force that made him gasp.

      She was here. Reyna was here. He didn’t even stop to consider it. He just moved like the wind itself.

      Jumping to his feet, he shoved his hand through the crack in the magic to reach her. He pulled at the seams just as he’d seen the Dagda do himself. Pain flared in his arms as the magic pushed against him, the ley line desperate to stay shut. Gritting his teeth, he growled. He wouldn’t give in. He wouldn’t give up. Nothing, no matter how much pain it threw at him, would make him cease his efforts to reach her.

      “Lorcan,” Reyna’s soft, beautiful voice called to him through the crack. Her eyes were wide and fearful as she stared at the way he shuddered against the force of the ley line. “Let go. You’re going to get yourself killed.”

      “No,” he growled. “You need to come through the ley line. Crawl through the gap if you have to. Just get out of there now. I will only be able to hold it open for a little while longer, and I doubt I’ll be able to get it open again. This might be our only chance to get you out of there. Just trust me, and get out.”

      Reyna didn’t hesitate. She grabbed the edge of the shimmering crack and hurled herself through it. She landed in a heap in the middle of the stream and Lorcan let go, letting the magic slam shut. Reyna screamed and jumped to her feet, her eyes wide and full of panic.

      “Wingallock is still in there. We have to get him out. I’m not going to leave my familiar in there to face the rest of his eternity alone.”

      Lorcan’s stomach dropped. Turning back to the ley line, he felt his face transform into ash. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Just get it back open. We can get him out of there.”

      “I don’t think…alright, Reyna. I’ll try.” Lorcan pushed his hands against the ley line, digging in his fingernails. He ground his teeth together, braced himself, and pulled with all his might. But nothing happened. Not even the sliver of an inch cracked. It didn’t budge. The door had slammed shut, and it did not want to be open again.

      He shook his head and couldn’t bring himself to look into her face. He knew what he would see. Despair in her eyes. She loved her owl fiercely. “I can’t get it back open, Reyna.”

      Tears streamed down her flushed face. “Then let me do it.”

      Before he could stop her, she rushed toward the ley line and ripped it wide open with seemingly no effort at all.

      And then she dove inside.

      Lorcan roared as the ley line slammed shut once more. He pounded his fists against it, desperation raging in his soul. He tipped back his head and beat his wings against the sky. This wasn’t possible. He’d saved her. He’d gotten her out of there. He’d flown her all the way to the ley line so that he might bring her back to him, and now she was already gone.

      He’d had only moments with her. That wasn’t enough.

      The ley line flew open with an intensity that knocked him off his feet. Flames roared around Reyna’s body as she stepped through the shimmering wall with a phoenix flying by her side. Somehow, he knew it was Wingallock, burnt to ash and transformed by the flames. She looked at him with eyes as red as the mist-enshrouded sun. Lorcan knew he should step back in fear of getting burnt, but he couldn’t force himself. He rushed up to her and wrapped his arms around her waist, dragging her away from the fire.

      She wound her arms around his neck and buried her face in his chest as the flames died behind her.

      “You smell like home,” she whispered.

      His heart lurched. “I am your home. I will always be your home, no matter what tries to stand in our way. Death cannot stop me. Nothing can.”

      She squeezed her arms tighter around his neck and sighed. “Unfortunately, our lives can never be normal, Lorcan, especially not now. Unseelie is alive. He’s roaming these lands. I have to find him and kill him. And then I have to Cleave the World.”
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      Lorcan seemed shocked by her words, but he accepted them readily after a few moments had passed. As soon as she explained what had happened in the Court of Death, he nodded and asked how he could help. She loved him for that.

      Almost losing Wingallock had made her feel as if her soul had split in two. She hadn’t been thinking clearly when she’d thrown herself back into the Court of Death. She didn’t even know how she had reopened the ley line, and she hoped she’d never have to try again. Somehow, she had brought him back through with her, but he had been transformed, just like he’d said. Instead of the owl who had been by her side every day of her life, her familiar was now a phoenix with flared orange wings the color of the sun.

      And yet, he didn’t feel any different to her. When she looked at him, he was the same familiar she’d always known. She didn’t see the orange feathers in place of the white silver they’d once been. She saw the other half of her soul.

      “Where is everyone else?” she asked, glancing around. “And why the hell are we inside the Wood Court?”

      “They’re back in Falias,” he said quietly. “I didn’t want to alarm anyone until I was certain what had happened to you.”

      Fear shot through her heart. “Unseelie is there. My sister has no idea. He’ll kill them all. We have to—”

      “Go back.” He nodded. “I know. We can take a few guards with us just in case.”

      Reyna arched a brow. “You aren’t going to insist I stay here and rest after my ordeal? You know how it feels to step through the ley line.”

      “Would you listen to me if I told you to stay?” he asked with a curving smile.

      “No.”

      “Well, there you go.” He turned to wave at a group of warriors who stood watching their exchange with awed expressions on their faces. It probably wasn’t every day they witnessed someone coming back to life through a magical, shimmering wall. “Why argue when we need to get back to Falias as soon as possible?”

      Lorcan pulled a sword from his back and pressed it into her hands. “Take this.”

      “What weapon will you use?” she asked, hefting the sword in her hands to learn the weight of it. Tamaris steel. She’d never wielded one of these before. They were sturdy and strong, but she did not know how one would fare against a magical axe.

      “I have another blade, one forged in fire,” he said, patting the dagger hilt strapped to his side. “We can’t be sure what it will take to kill a god, but this weapon will at least cause some damage.”

      Unease tumbled through her. Lorcan was right. How the hell did one kill a god? Dagda probably knew, and yet he hadn’t thought to share that little tidbit of information. She grumbled out loud at the thought of him. Even if all this worked, even if they did end up defeating Unseelie, she would never forgive Dagda for what he had done.

      But she would deal with her feelings toward Dagda later. Right now, she had a god to kill.

      Together, they spread their wings and arched toward the sky. A half dozen warriors joined them, fanning out in a bird-like formation while Reyna and Lorcan took the lead. They flew across the mountainous border separating the Air and Wood Courts, and Reyna could not help but notice how the winds had calmed.

      The air seemed still and humid. And wrong.

      Understanding settled on her shoulders like a heavy, woollen cloak. She pressed her lips together and glanced at Lorcan. “Can you feel that?”

      Sadness churned in his eyes as he nodded. “The winds are gone. The power has left these lands. Unseelie must have left the Ice Court. He went to the Witchlight Woods, and he destroyed another source of power.”

      She tried not to see the good in that, but she couldn’t help herself. If Unseelie had already left the Ice Court, then perhaps her sister was safe. No one else had died. Once he thought he’d disposed of Reyna, he had moved on with his quest.

      But that meant he was one step closer to destroying them all.

      When they reached the skies above the Ice Court, the air itself felt warmer than it had the day before. In the distant north, Reyna could see the snow and the ice still glistening like silver. Further south, the snow had begun to melt.

      Her heart nearly shattered. She wished she could bottle up all of the snow and keep it here forever, just like the magic had done. There was no way to get it back now, and the weight of that knowledge was heavier than any cloak she’d ever worn. The only way for the world to go on was for the magic of the lands to die. There was no bringing it back, not anymore.

      Her kingdom would no longer know perpetual winter. The southern reaches of it might even have warm days during summer. Spring blossoms, fields of green. They would have to find another way to live, another way to survive.

      At least she would always have memories of the ice. Unseelie couldn’t take that away from her.

      When they swooped down into Falias, with bows and arrows and swords raised before them, all looked silent and peaceful and still. The dark god was nowhere to be seen, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t stalking through the corridors with his axe blade flashing like death.  As soon as her feet touched the ground, Reyna pushed into the castle.

      “Eislyn!” Reyna shouted as she rushed through the corridors of the place she had once called home. Her feet pounded the stone floor, and the sound echoed in her head like a war drum. “Eislyn!”

      Her sister stepped out from her chambers at the end of the hall. Her hair was mussed. Her eyes were sleepy. Confusion rippled across her face, and Lir edged out behind her, his bare chest gleaming like the sun.

      “What’s going on?” Eislyn asked. “It’s not even dawn yet.”

      “Oh, Eislyn.” Reyna slammed into her sister and clung on tight, breathing in the scent of her. She should have known Lir would keep her safe, but the fear of losing Eislyn had almost driven her to madness. “You’re okay. You’re safe. You’re alive.”

      “Um, yes?” Eislyn pulled back with a slight laugh, though it sounded strained. “What’s going on, Reyna?”

      “Yes,” Lir said, his voice growing hard. “What exactly is going on?”

      Taking a deep breath, Reyna filled them in on everything that had happened. When she was done explaining, they both looked as horrified as she felt. Just when they thought they’d finally won the war, things had gone horribly wrong. And now they had to fix their own mistakes.

      If only they’d stopped Glencora sooner, then her sister never would have had a chance to unleash Unseelie.

      “Right.” Lir dragged a hand down his face. “What are we to do?”

      “We can’t stay here,” Reyna said firmly. “He’s already destroyed the source of power in the air fae lands. I have no doubt at all he’s heading for the Sea Court next. He might have already reached it. We need to go straight for the forest where our army waits. And we have to protect it for all its worth.”

      Confusion rippled across Eislyn’s face. “But why? You said that Seelie’s power needs to be destroyed to keep the balance. I agree we need to stop Unseelie, but then why protect the source? Shouldn’t we get rid of it?”

      “If Unseelie destroys the source of power, chaos will reign. The balance will fully break, and his power will consume the lands. The rumbles we feel? It will get worse. We can’t let him destroy Seelie’s magic. And we can’t destroy it either. Not yet. Not until he’s gone. Unseelie must die first.”

      “Besides,” Lorcan added. “The source acts as a lure. We can trap him there, force him to fight us all. If we destroy it before he does, then he won’t come to face our army.”

      “Those are all good points, but you’re missing the most important of them all. If all of Seelie’s magic is gone, our army would likely fall under Unseelie’s control,” Lir said. “It’s in the prophecies. If the Ghaisgeach fails to save the world, every soul alive will be bound to Unseelie’s dark magic. That might even include us.”

      The four of them exchanged uneasy glances. If Unseelie took control of all of their minds, that was it. No one would be able to stop him because no one would even want to go against him anymore. Reyna had once seen warriors under Unseelie’s thrall. Their eyes had gone vacant. They had scarcely known who they were.

      That would be the entire world unless they stopped him.

      “So, what do we do?” Eislyn whispered.

      “Return to the Wood Court. Make a plan there. And wait for him to come for us.”

      “And he will come for us,” Lorcan said in a grave voice. “It is only a matter of time.”
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      Eislyn’s mind whirred as they returned to the Wood Court. They set down in the middle of Ionad village, abandoned by those ancient fae-like people who had seemed to sense that trouble was coming. They’d been right. Overnight, her sister had faced off against Unseelie and died.

      Eislyn hated that she’d had no idea. She couldn’t really forgive herself for sleeping while her sister battled for her life. It didn’t seem fair or right at all. They were in this together, all to the very end.

      “I need to do some more research,” she said to Lir while Reyna bustled off with Lorcan. They would instruct their warriors on how best to protect the source of power. They’d create walls of fighters. Unfortunately, that was the only choice they had. The Dryad village was nothing more than a cluster of huts and a stream. They had no protective walls. No battlements or defensive structures. It seemed like a very terrible way to build a village, especially in a world like this one.

      “Eislyn,” Lir said, tucking a finger beneath her chin. “I’m not certain research will help. We need to fight Unseelie. For that, we need weapons and fighters. Books will do little against a god.”

      “This isn’t right though.” She scanned the grounds. “There’s nothing here. We’re in the middle of the woods without defensive walls or even a keep or a castle to fall back into. Trying to protect this place seems like a great way to die.”

      Lir nodded. “You’re right. In normal circumstances, I would never suggest staging a defensive battle here in these woods. It’s a terrible strategy. We need a fortress, not an unprotected village.”

      “A fortress like Findius.”

      Lir raised his eyebrows. “Findius would work well. It has a large wall that is almost impassible. That said, Unseelie has wings. No wall can stop him.”

      “If he brings fighters, very few of them will have wings,” Eislyn said. “Most fae in Tir Na Nog don’t, especially the ones in my father’s army.”

      “You’re right. They don’t. But what are you suggesting? We can’t tempt Unseelie to go to Findius. The power isn’t there. It’s here.”

      “Unless…we moved it,” Eislyn said as an idea popped into her mind. She had no idea if it was at all possible, but…what if they could move the power? They could take it somewhere safer, somewhere that even Unseelie would find difficult to reach. They could have fighters on the wall, aiming their arrows and their magic at anyone who tried to fly overhead.

      If they could do that…they might stand a chance.

      “The magic is infused in the stream, Eislyn. There’s no way to move it unless we bottled up the entire river. I don’t see how that’s possible.”

      “But what if it is possible?” She began to pace through the small clearing. “Dagda did it. He took the magic from Inishfall and brought it here, placing it in six locations throughout Tir Na Nog. So, he moved it. If he could do it, why couldn’t we?”

      “But then why leave it here...?” Lir cocked his head, as if thinking. A spark had lit his eyes, one that reminded Eislyn of herself, almost. Curiosity. The thirst for knowledge. The hope of words transforming into an idea that could change the course of everything.

      They were more alike than she’d once thought.

      “The Dagda made mistakes,” Eislyn said. “That much is abundantly clear.”

      “There just seems to be a reason behind everything he’s done.”

      “And maybe he had a reason for this,” Eislyn said with a shrug. “I don’t think we can sit around wondering what he planned anymore. We have to do what we think is right and plow forward as best we can. He isn’t here anymore. We are. The future of the world is in our hands.”

      Lir beamed at her and wrapped her up in his arms. His heartbeat pounded against her ear, and that strange sensation rippled through her once more. His heartbeat sounded so familiar. Not because she’d heard it from him before. Because she’d heard it from somewhere else, somewhere far away in the darkest corners of her mind. Had she met him before? No, that was impossible.

      “The only problem is,” she said as she sighed against him. “I’ll have to ask my sister to move the power. I hate to do that to her, but she needs to be the one to do it.”

      “She’s strong.”

      “But she’s been through so much.”

      “As the Ghaisgeach, it is her duty to do what needs to be done. If anyone can survive it, it will be her. I would offer to do it myself, but…”

      Eislyn pulled back to meet his steady gaze. “But you believe it needs to be Reyna.”

      He gave her a solemn nod. “The Ghaisgeach needs to lead us to the end of this all.”

      With a sigh, Eislyn nodded and began to search the village for Reyna. No point in waiting around. If they were going to move the source of power, they needed to do it before Unseelie and his army arrived.

      She found her sister at the head of the army. Her brows were pinched tight, but her shoulders were thrown back. Even though Dagda had settled the weight of an entire world upon her shoulders, she did not bow beneath it. She stayed strong. Eislyn couldn’t help but smile. Despite his horrible decisions, he’d made one right choice. Reyna would get them through this.

      “Reyna, I have an idea.” Eislyn edged up beside her. The forest was crammed with warriors.

      “Anything, dear sister,” Reyna said with a tired sigh. “As it stands, this is not going to work well at all. If these warriors were trained Shieldmaidens, then perhaps we might have an edge in the woods. But most are not good with range weapons, and they don’t know how to sneak quietly through the brush. They’re made for battlefields and brutal swords.”

      “Then we should give them that.”

      Reyna turned toward her with confusion rippling through her eyes. “Unseelie will come here. We can’t leave the source of power unprotected.”

      “That’s why we take the source with us,” Eislyn said. “Dagda did it. So can you.”

      Reyna stared at her for a good long while before finally nodding. “That makes sense. Any idea how we do that?”

      “I think you’re the only one that knows the answer to that. You need to pull it inside of you, just like you’ve done before,” Eislyn said. “It will be a lot of power storming through you. I hate to ask you to do it, after everything that you’ve been through….after the Ruin. But you know how to hold onto yourself with that kind of power inside of you. You survived it before. You can survive it again, for the good of the world.”

      Eislyn cut herself off and held her breath. She feared this might be too much for Reyna to take. The Ruin had almost killed her. Even after she’d rid herself of it, that magic still had its claws in her soul. It likely always would. Maybe it was a mistake, asking her to do it again. But it seemed right. It felt right.

      “Where would we go?” Reyna finally asked, her voice soft.

      “Findius. Behind the wall. Unless you have a better idea.”

      Reyna nodded. “It’s probably the best protected city in Tir Na Nog, and there is enough room there for the entire army. The only problem is food.”

      “I have a plan for that, too.” Eislyn glanced up at Lir. “I think the shadow lands will be more accommodating now. The source has been destroyed. The mists and shadows have cleared.”

      “In time, there will be food. Farmers can grow crops and harvest them in a few months,” Reyna said with a frown. “But we don’t have that kind of time. The army will be hungry now.”

      “Just trust me, dear sister.” Eislyn clasped Reyna’s hands in hers. “I know things seem impossible right now, but I have an impossible hope. This will all turn out okay. I just know it.”

      Reyna grasped her back and dropped her forehead to hers. “I trust you.”

      “And you’ll consume the source?”

      Reyna’s eyes peered into her soul. “It’s time to face my fears. I will.”
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      Reyna stared at the stream like it was a gurgling river of molten lava rather than the cooling, magical waters of Seelie’s powers. Dread and determination tangled together in her gut as Lorcan stood beside her with a steady hand on her back. Eislyn had asked Reyna to do the unthinkable, but in the end, she knew her sister was right. Surviving the Ruin, understanding how that power felt rushing through her veins, meant Reyna was the right person to carry this godly power inside of her now.

      At least it would only be temporary. She would pull it into herself, take it across the border, and then deposit it deep within the Findius caverns. It would take them a week or two to reach the Shadow Court city. But after that, she could rid herself of it.

      The Ruin had lived inside of her far longer than that.

      “Alright,” Reyna said with a harrumph she hoped doused any remnants of the dread inside of her. “No sense in standing around and swaying like a bunch of trees. We don’t have much time.”

      Reyna approached the stream. She knelt beside it and let the water rush through her fingers. Sparks of magic filled the air, swirling around her like a whirlwind of power. She would have to take this, all of it. Wetting her lips, she sat back on her heels and focused her thoughts on the things she loved instead of what she feared.

      Lorcan’s booming laugh. His wicked grin. The strength of his arms wrapped around her body. The darkness of his eyes, the way those same shadows curled against her skin when he lost control of his emotions.

      With a deep breath, she leaned forward and pushed through the waters with a single hand. Her palm hit the sandy ground at the bottom, clouding the water a dull brown. The magic buzzed against her skin, hot and electric.

      She glanced around her at her gathered allies until her eyes landed on Eislyn. Standing beside Lir’s immense frame, she looked small, except for the spark in her eyes, the determination in the set of her jaw, and the ferocity in the way she stood. Shoulders back, chin high.

      “How do I do this?” Reyna asked.

      Eislyn shook her head. “How did you pull the Ruin into your body?”

      Reyna pressed her lips together. So, it was like that then. That was pretty unsettling.

      This is Seelie’s magic, she reminded herself. Of course, the Ruin had been born from Seelie magic as well. That destructive force had killed so many, even in the name of the god of light.

      The dead god of light.

      “I’m right here with you every step of the way,” Lorcan murmured from behind her. The deep, familiar lilt of his voice emboldened her. She closed her eyes and focused on the power, forcing herself to think of the day she’d drawn the Ruin inside of her. With a deep breath, she twisted her focus around the magic and pulled.

      A ripple of power shot through her body.

      Gritting her teeth, she tugged even harder. More power stormed inside of her, lighting up every inch of her skin. It felt like a thousand sharp knives stormed through her veins, slicing and twisting and cutting her to pieces. Pain flared deep within her soul as she kept on tugging, pulling harder and harder until her head went light and darkness filled her soul.
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      She cracked open her eyes to the cacophony of a million buzzing insects. “Did I do it? What happened?”

      She needn’t have asked. The power burned through her veins like fire. Heat engulfed her, making sweat bead on her forehead. She pushed up from the ground and shook her head. The power pulsed against her skin, bouncing like it wanted to get out. It felt like it wanted to split her apart.

      Lorcan knelt beside her and peered into her eyes with a frown. In the shadows of his eyes, she read worry. “You collapsed.”

      “Yes,” she said, wincing at the volume of her voice. Everything was so loud. “Seelie’s power is even more overwhelming than the Ruin was.”

      “That’s because this is his raw power,” Eislyn said from beside her. Reyna jumped at the sound of her voice. It felt like she was speaking right into her very eardrum. “The Ruin was transformed power. A piece of it and nothing more.”

      “I feel like I might explode,” Reyna whispered.

      “Alright, that’s it then,” Lorcan said firmly. “Put the magic back into the stream. We’ll find another way to beat Unseelie.”

      “No,” Reyna scraped out, shaking her head against the sound of her own voice. “I’ve already done it now. It’s inside of me. Let’s make the pain worth it. As soon as we reach Findius, I can get this shit out of me.”

      From the corner of her eye, she saw the flicker of bronze as Lir frowned. “I’ll admit, I’d hoped Reyna could somehow use this power against Unseelie on the battlefield. Why hide it inside the shadow fae city when it could be used to kill him?”

      “You want me to fight with this?” She could barely even see straight.

      “Not now, I don’t,” he said with a grunt. “We’ll have to figure out something else.”

      Reyna pushed up from the ground and gritted her teeth against the distant glare of the sun pushing through the trees. Even the dimmest of lights was almost blinding. She glanced around at the gathered fae. Nollaig quietly stood behind them all, watching with a tense set of her shoulders. She hadn’t been informed of what Reyna had planned to do beforehand. And there was a reason for that. If she’d known, she would have likely tried to stop it.

      “Gather the army and whatever food you can,” Reyna said, resuming her role as the Empress or Queen or whatever they wanted to call her. “We don’t have time to pick berries. Just grab what the Dryads left behind.” She turned to Lorcan. “We need to start marching south by sundown. Unseelie draws near, and we need to be gone before he gets here. A head start is the only thing that can save us now.”

      Lorcan nodded and bowed his head. “I will do whatever you command of me, my Queen.”
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      They reached Findius three days earlier than expected. Many in the army had drank from the stream, and the enhanced speed proved useful. Several companies never got the chance, but Reyna did not want to leave them behind to march alone while the rest of the army flew ahead.

      If she left them, she knew their fate. Unseelie would destroy them as soon as he found them.

      But their steps were quick and hopeful, and soon the army poured through the open gates at the base of the Findius wall. She and Lorcan slammed the gates shut behind them as soon as they entered the city and bolstered the metal with large iron blocks.

      After they stationed several warriors at the gates, the rest of the army pushed into the city itself. When Reyna strode out from the tunnels, she couldn’t help but gasp. The city had been transformed. Gone were the mists and the strange red tint of the sun through the shadows. The skies were blue and clear, and the summer glowed as golden as the Air Court banners. It was still inexplicably hot, but there was a freshness to the heat now. Instead of sticky and dense, the heat was a soft caress against Reyna’s skin.

      She might not hate it completely.

      Lorcan let out a low whistle. “I never thought I would see Findius like this.”

      “Do you miss the shadows and the mists?” she asked. “The way the sun glows red in the sky?”

      She felt him staring at her and turned to see a wistful smile curving his lips. “Strangely enough, no. As long as I have you beside me, I don’t care about shadows or mists or glowing red suns. I’ll be happy wherever we go.”

      Her heart swelled in her chest, almost painfully with the amount of magic trapped inside her body. She held out her hand toward him. “Thank you for coming back to me.”

      “You don’t have to thank me. I was being selfish. I wasn’t ready to let you go.”

      “I think it was more selfless than you want to admit,” she said, turning to face him. “You didn’t want to see the world die.”

      “I won’t lie. That was part of it.” He laced his fingers through hers and drew her close. “But it was you, Reyna. It will always be you. My reason for everything.”

      Closing her eyes, she dropped her head against his chest. With Seelie’s magic pulsing through her veins, his heartbeat was loud in her ears, but she didn’t feel the need to cringe away. He was her rock amidst the storm, the only thing that cut through the intensity of the magic.

      “I need to put this magic in the ground,” she whispered. “Before it tears me apart. Right?”

      “You’re thinking of using it against Unseelie, like Lir suggested, aren’t you?”

      “A little bit.”

      “It’s dangerous, Reyna.”

      “Everything we do is dangerous.” She reached around him, palming her hands against his steady back, her fingers splayed against his muscles. “Facing Unseelie without this magic is just as dangerous as facing him with it.”

      “Not for the army,” he said with a hard edge to his tone. “But it’s far more dangerous for you.”

      “Someone needs to have the strength to face him.”

      “That’s why we have an entire army. We’re facing him together.”

      She pulled back and searched his eyes. So many conflicting emotions flickered through them, and she could read every one. Deep down, he knew she was right. They were better off fighting Unseelie with the kind of power that could oppose him. There was a reason he wanted to destroy Seelie’s magic. As long as it existed, and as long as it could be used against him, he could be stopped.

      “I worry we won’t be able to stop him without it,” she said in a rush of words, finally speaking her fears out loud. “He killed me, Lorcan. And I was barely able to put up a fight. No matter who I’ve faced, I’ve never gone down as easily as that. Yes, we have an army, but so does he. He will use it to force our warriors into a battle. And then he will go for the source of power. You and I, we’ll be protecting it from his attack. He will come to us, so we will have to face him regardless of whether or not I hold this power inside of me.”

      “Oh, Reyna.” He pulled her back and settled his chin on the top of her head. “You would do anything to save your people, but I fear this might be too much.”

      He wouldn’t stop her though, even if he disagreed. Even if he wanted to whisk her away from danger and lock her up safe someplace far away. For that, she could not help but love him.

      “Reyna!’ Eislyn rushed through the crowd of warriors with wide and fearful eyes. She came from the direction of the wall.

      Reyna pulled away from Lorcan and took a step toward her sister. Her heart pounded at the look in her eye. “What’s wrong?”

      Eislyn fisted her hands and glanced over her shoulder, up toward where Lir perched on the edge of the wall, his bronze wings flared behind him. He stared down at the ground on the other side, hunched and tense.

      “We got here just in time,” Eislyn said in a whisper. “Unseelie is marching with Father and his army. They’re coming through the trees. They must have reached Ionad and found the source was gone. They’re here already.”
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      They braced the city for an attack but none came. Unseelie did not even attempt a flight over the wall. Instead, he and his army, along with her father’s warriors, set up camp on the ashen fields that had once been part of the Forest of Thorns. Even after all the months that had passed, life resisted. The Ruin had left behind a mark.

      Reyna stood on top of the wall with Lorcan and Eislyn, staring down at the enemy. They had found deep green tents somewhere, likely back in Murias. Unseelie could have ransacked the barracks there before marching south for the siege. The color stood out against the grey ground, a spark of life in the middle of a sea of death.

      “The last thing I expected from Unseelie was a siege,” Reyna murmured. “I was certain he would want to attack and destroy the source of power as quickly as possible. The longer he waits, the more time passes before he can gain full control over this world.”

      “He has been waiting for centuries,” Eislyn said. “To him, what’s a few months more?”

      “You have a point.”

      “Speaking of powers,” Lorcan said with a clear of his throat, “it might be time for you to release the Seelie power you took from the Wood Court. It’s been weeks now, Reyna. We never meant for you to hold onto it for this long.”

      Reyna fisted her hands and shifted away so that he might not see the expression on her face. He knew her far too well. The moment he caught a glimpse of her eyes, he would know the thoughts whirling through her mind. Reyna had no intention of giving it up. Not until Unseelie was dead.

      But he didn’t even need to see her face to know. He could probably tell by the tension in her shoulders, the sharpness in the way she breathed.

      “Reyna.” A beat passed. “It will kill you if you hold it inside of you for too long. We can’t go through this again. I will not let you sacrifice yourself like this.”

      “I’m not sacrificing myself,” she whispered fiercely, whirling back toward him. “I’m just doing what has to be done.”

      “This was only meant to be temporary. Take the power, move it south, and wait.” He towered over her, his breath ragged in his throat.

      “It’s not enough,” she said in a soft whisper. “It won’t be enough.”

      “You can fight him without Seelie’s powers, Reyna.”

      She loosed a breath. “I can. And I would fail.”

      “Reyna,” he said, his voice breaking like a mountain cracking beneath the force of monstrous lightning. “Think about what you’re doing. I can’t lose you, not again.”

      She palmed his leather armor and leaned into his chest. His words shot down into the very depths of her soul, and the pain he felt radiated through her body, almost as though she were gathering it inside of her like she’d pulled in the power. But as much as she hated causing that terror in his eyes, she would not break.

      “It’s what I have to do. I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life.”

      Unseelie would come for her eventually, and she had to be strong enough to fight him one-on-one. Despite what they planned, no matter how much strategy they employed, it would come down to the two of them. Reyna, the Ghaisgeach, the Namhaid, whatever she was...versus Unseelie. And she had to be ready for the fight. If she wasn’t, her life was not the only thing she would forfeit. The entire world would suffer. It could even die.

      He shook his head and pulled back. “There must be some other way.”

      “If there is, we’ll never find it in time.”

      “Give it to me instead,” Lorcan said with a harsh growl in his voice. “Let me take some of it for you. You’ve already been through enough. We can share this burden together.”

      Reyna sighed and smiled up at him, her heart constricting at the determination written across his face. “I don’t think that’s how it works. I don’t think you can only take half of it. It’s either all or nothing.”

      “Then, I’ll take it all.”

      “There’s a reason we chose me, Lorcan. I’ve been through this before. I know how to handle it. As strong as I know you are, I would not put this on you. I wouldn’t put it on anyone. The Ruin was worse. Far, far worse. And if I could survive that, then I will survive this.”

      “But how much longer will it be?  Months? Years? The longer Unseelie draws this out, the weaker you’ll get.” Lorcan turned to gaze out at the enemy’s camp on the ashen field below them. He ground his teeth together, his jaw rippling like lightning. “We need to tempt him into action. We need to get him and his army to attack. The longer this siege goes on, the more likely it is that we’ll lose. And he knows this.”

      “He’s waiting for Beltane.” Reyna had been thinking of it for weeks. The original prophecy.  The Fomorians and what they believed. The Cleaving of the World was meant to happen on Beltane. After everything that had happened, they’d all been lulled into a sense of complacency about Beltane. They thought the prophecies had gone off track, that the Cleaving of the World would come sooner than they’d thought.

      But it had all been a lie. Dagda set it up so they would believe all was lost, when really, everything was going exactly according to his plan. That could only mean that Beltane was still in play.

      Lorcan let out a low whistle and nodded. “I can’t believe I didn’t see that before. You’re right. He thinks Beltane is the day it all ends...but surely that means we need to force him into a battle before then. If we stop Unseelie before Beltane, he’ll never have the chance to even try to Cleave the World.”

      “You’re forgetting that the Cleaving has to happen,” Reyna said softly. “And I’m the one who has to do it. I need to get the axe away from Unseelie, I need to kill him, and then I have to destroy the magic that is inside of me. If I don’t, the magic of the world will be unbalanced. It won’t survive.”

      Lorcan sighed and closed his eyes.  “I hate this. You shouldn’t have to deal with this alone. Beltane isn’t for another two months. Can you make it that long?”

      “I’ll have to make it,” Reyna said as she cast her eyes upon the emerald tents below. “Because we don’t have any other choice.”
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      The weeks bled by like a river. Food became scarce just as Reyna and Lorcan had feared. The little they brought with them quickly ran out, and while several farmers toiled in the fields, it would be weeks yet before there were enough crops to feed an army. The warriors were getting restless. Whispers drifted through the barracks, rumors of revolt. Reyna did her best to keep morale as high as possible, but hungry warriors were difficult to control.

      It didn’t help when the dawn of a new day brought temptation upon them. Reyna stood at the top of the wall just as she did every morning. Unseelie strode out from his army, his dark cloak billowing behind him as he gazed up at her with a wicked grin plastered to his twisted face. Instantly, she knew something terrible was about to happen.

      “Fae of Tir Na Nog,” Unseelie began, his voice booming as loud as thunder. “I understand why it is you wish to fight against me. Your Empress has been feeding you lies. I do not wish to destroy the world. She does. However, I do not hold her crimes against you. That would not be fair to any of you, the innocents who have followed their leader into a stronghold full of lies. Therefore, I wish to make an offer to any of you who listen.”

      Lorcan tensed where he stood beside her. “What the fuck is he doing?”

      “Nothing good,” she muttered as she whirled to glance behind her. Warriors had stopped their training in the courtyard below. They cocked their heads and listened to the enemy’s words. She couldn’t stop them, of course. There was nothing she could do but wait for the inevitable.

      Of course, there was one thing she could do. She grabbed the bow from the ground beside her, notched an arrow, and let it loose. It whistled through the air, arching perfectly toward the enemy with his bald head and pockmarked face. His eyes caught on hers, and his pale lips twisted into a wicked grin. Just as her arrow hurtled toward his heart, he stepped to the side.

      Reyna let out a gasp of irritation.

      “He can dodge arrows like you,” Lorcan murmured. “ Shouldn’t be surprised about that.”

      “I’m not surprised. Just annoyed. At least it’s useful information to have. Of course, it would’ve been far more useful if the arrow had killed him.”

      Unseelie laughed and spoke again. “Your brave leader is trying to kill me just for speaking to you all. What is it that she doesn’t want you to hear me say? Is it that I have food? There is plenty of it here. You’re in the shadow lands, but over the wall, my army camps in the wood fae lands. Even without the source of power here, the lands are plentiful with fruit, nuts, and meat. Leave this folly behind and join me. And you will never go hungry again.”

      Dread churned in Reyna’s stomach.  He was trying to get to them by appealing to their base needs. It was smart. She hated to admit it, but it was true. Her warriors were starving, and in their weakened, desperate state, some would listen to him.

      Reyna whirled on her feet to gaze down at the courtyard once again. Several of the warriors had begun to make their move. They strode through their allies with their eyes locked on the gate that would lead them through the tunnel and into Unseelie’s open arms. A few of the other warriors realized what was happening, and a scuffle broke out.

      “This is bad,” Lorcan said. “If we’re not careful, we’ll have a bloodbath on our hands.”

      “You’re right. But I can’t let them go. Not until they’ve heard from me.” Reyna backed away from the stone wall and pushed off into the sky, aiming her sights on the scuffle in the courtyard. Reyna didn’t want to reign as a tyrant, and she would not force anyone to follow her. But she also couldn’t stand by and watch fae lose their souls to the darkness.

      She landed in the middle of the scuffle, knocking the fae apart. With the ferocity deep down inside of her, she threw back her shoulders and addressed the warriors in the courtyard. “You have listened to his words, and now you will listen to mine. He is a dark god. His powers are steeped in blood and bone. When someone it gives themselves over to him, their minds are twisted into something brutal and wrong. If you decide you want that, then I won’t stop you. But you need to know exactly what it is you’re walking into. I will not have you go thinking you’re walking into the light. You will lose your soul, you will lose your mind, and then you will eventually lose your life.”

      Several of the warriors who had begun to flee through the gates glanced at each other uneasily. But several others shrugged and began picking their way through the crowd. A few of her loyal warriors raised their swords, but Reyna motioned for them to stop.

      “They have free will, and that’s not something that I will take away from them. If they choose the darkness, then so be it.”

      Reyna also knew that if she forced these warriers to stay, they would eventually cause greater problems. They would find a way to sabotage the battle, so they were better off outside of the city then within it.

      In the end, only thirty or so warriors left Findius to join Unseelie in his emerald and silver camp. It was still far too many. The loss of every soul felt like a punch in the gut.

      As the weeks wore on, fae fighters continued to leave in small groups. They stumbled through the tunnel and out into the open air where the enemy greeted them with a smile and a platter of food. None of the Fomorians or the humans from the Witchlight Woods went to join Unseelie. Reyna took note of that.

      Two more fae left the night before Beltane, just as the sunset streaked orange and pink across the horizon like splashes of brilliant paint. Reyna stood on top of the wall, watching the deserters. She curled her hands around the edge of the stone while the darkness of the night transformed them into wraiths.  And then a single arrow whistled up from the enemy camp, engulfed in flames.
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      The fire arrow slammed into the skull of one of the human archers stationed along the top of the wall. The leather clad warrier fell forward, his body tumbling through the air. The thump that followed resounded through the tense silence. And then a moment passed before Reyna’s army exploded into action.

      Reyna twisted toward her warriors and shouted off commands, getting the archers ready to loose their arrows. She turned to more waiting companies and sent extra teams toward the gates just in case Unseelie tried to barge through them. Reyna gathered those who could fly in the courtyard to prepare for an aerial assault. Over the months, they had poured over maps and strategy plans, trying to anticipate Unseelie’s moves. They expected him to use the fae he had lured over to his side to fly up and scale the wall. It would be the quickest way to get inside. Then, any of those who got through would head to the gates and open them for her father’s army.

      So, she had focused their defensive strategy on archers and flight. But Reyna could not help but feel as if they were missing a very important piece of the puzzle. It seemed almost too straightforward, too easy. Of course Unseelie would take to the skies. Why wouldn’t he use his wings? It was what Reyna would do if she didn’t know someone inside the stronghold had the magic to confront him.

      Unseelie wouldn’t know that Reyna had kept hold of the source of power. Even her warriors didn’t know. Only her closest allies. No one who would betray her. So, why was she so worried that something would go wrong?

      She shook out her doubts and turned to face the warriors that had gathered before her. With a deep breath, she called upon a confidence that she did not possess. She had to encourage them. She couldn’t show just how fearful she was or they wouldn’t be able to fight with the ferocity needed to win this battle.

      “This is the time when I’m supposed to make a rousing speech to urge you into this fight. I’ve been on the battlefield at times like this, listening to our leaders wax poetic about vengeance and blood and death. The glory of battle.” She gave them all a whisper of a smile. “But that’s not what I’m going to do today, because I no longer believe there is glory in battle. For too long, we have fought against each other, killing anyone who was part of a court different than ours. It’s time that ended. There has been far too much death in Tir Na Nog. If we do not stop killing each other, there won’t be any fae left to fight for.

      “There is no glory in death and blood. Unfortunately, we have no other choice. We must raise our swords this one last time. If we want to save our world, we must defeat this enemy. He is the god of darkness and death, of blood and bone. He turned us against each other until we destroyed ourselves. We must show him that we are stronger than he thinks we are. The fae of Tir Na Nog who have allied after so many years of war. The humans who have joined us with their bows and arrows on top of the wall. And the Fomorians, who have flown across the sea to fight by our side. We will not bow down to a god who wants to twist this world into something wrong. We are fighting for our future and for every living thing in this world. So we do not fight for glory. We fight to survive, and that is why he will never beat us.”

      For a moment, the only sound was silence. She had gotten a little carried away with her little speech, but once the words had begun to flow, she could not stop them. She believed every word of it. They were fighting for love and survival. For the fae, for the world, for each other. That was far more powerful than hate. And while Unseelie had done his level best to corrupt them, they’d stayed strong.

      A single warrior bellowed in agreement. His voice echoed through the courtyard like the call of distant thunder.

      Another warrior cried out. And then another. Soon, the courtyard was full of the song of battle. Feet stomped, fighters cheered. And beneath it all was the heavy beating of Reyna’s heart.

      Reyna pointed at the skies above them and pushed her wings against the air. Wingallock soared beside her as their warriors took flight. Lir, Eislyn, and Lorcan joined her in the clouds to face Unseelie and the fae he had tempted to his side.

      When they reached the sky above the wall, Reyna found her army face to face with the enemy. Several fae shot wind from their open palms while others conjured splinters and vines from their bare hands, lobbing them toward Reyna as if they were arrows.

      She dodged them easily, but not all of her fighters fared as well. Two were struck down, the splinters sinking into their necks or their eyes. Reyna growled and shot forward with ice building on her fingers. She shot her first blow at the front fighters. The ice slammed into them, freezing them in place. They tumbled from the sky, shattering on the ground below.

      “Where is Unseelie?” Lorcan shouted over the rush of wind as he pushed up to her side.

      Reyna glanced around with a frown, dodging another flurry of splinters. There was no sign of the dark god anywhere, not even on the battlefield down below. Dread pooled in her veins like molten lava.

      “An illusion,” she whispered. It was the only explanation. In the chaos of battle, he’d hidden himself among his army so that Reyna would lose sight of him. She turned to Lorcan. “Keep the enemy engaged. I’m going to sweep above the army below and see if I spot anything unusual.”

      “Reyna, don’t,” he said, reaching out to hold her back. “You can’t go alone. It’s too dangerous.”

      “I’ll be fine,” she insisted. “The ground warriors have bows and arrows. I can dodge those.”

      Without another word, she took off, pushing back toward the castle before winding around the edge of the wall and behind the fighters in the skies. Lorcan, Eislyn, and Lir kept them engaged, and their enemies didn’t notice her advance. She soared down toward the army on the ground, swooping to the side when arrows were launched her way.

      She focused on their numbers, her gaze snagging on faces, wondering if one of them was Unseelie in disguise. But it was impossible to tell. If the dark god was among them, his illusion was too complex for her to see through it.

      Cursing beneath her breath, she dodged back to the wall, only to find her winged allies had fallen back behind it. Fear tripped through her veins. She rushed through the air and landed on the wall where they all clustered around a warrior who had been hit by an arrow in the chest.

      Rhain peered up at her with bleary eyes. His lips wobbled as he tried to smile. “Damn arrows. Wish I could dodge ‘em like you can.”

      “Oh, Rhain.” She fell to her knees beside him and pressed her shaking fingers to the wound on his chest. The arrow still protruded out of his body, poking through the leather. She didn’t have the heart to pull it out. It might mean the death of him if she did. “I’m so sorry I got you wrapped up in all of this.”

      If it wasn’t for her, he would be sitting in that wood fae tavern, his head leaning against the wall between the two battered shields. Safe and warm. Maybe even happy. Instead, he was on the brink of death.

      “Bah,” he said in a raspy voice. “You think I want to sit on the sidelines while Unseelie himself is trying to rip our world apart? I think not.”

      She pressed her lips together. “If I pull out this arrow, do you think you can heal yourself in time?”

      In time. Horrible words that dragged knives through her heart. Rhain knew what she meant. He would have moments, if that, before he’d bleed out. Fomorians could heal themselves, unlike the fallen fae, unlike humans. And even faster than fae with powers. But he was not indestructible. A wound could still kill if it was brutal enough.

      And Reyna feared this one was.

      He let out a shuddering breath and squeezed his eyes shut tight. “Well, there’s only one way to find out.”

      “And you’re sure you want to do that?” she whispered.

      “I’m either going to die now or later. That arrow has to come out eventually. And I’d rather face it now when I’m still strong. The longer it’s in me, the weaker I’ll become.”

      Reyna gritted her teeth and steeled herself. She forced her hands to steady as she lifted them to the shaft of the arrow. Her fingers were already soaked in his blood, but she found it within her to secure the arrow.

      Rhain’s breathing stilled as he gave her a nod. “Go on.”

      With a sharp intake of breath, she tugged on the arrow. It ripped free of his armor, and he roared as his body bucked from the pain. With a growl, she tossed the arrow over the wall and pressed her hands back to the wound. He had to make it. She could not lose him like this.

      Blood poured from the wound, coating her hands. Lorcan gripped her shoulder, holding her steady, keeping her together when she swore she might shatter from the fear of losing Rhain. After the moments stretched by, his body finally stilled. He let out a ragged breath.

      And then he smiled. “I’m alright. I’m alive.”

      Suddenly, a hundred enemy warriors landed on the wall around them. Reyna whipped toward them, watching in horror as they felled the human archers who had been raining down their arrows on the army below. Reyna lifted Rhain into her arms and shouted through the roar in her ears.

      “Fall back!” she screamed at her allies, locking eyes with Lorcan as she did. “Get into the stronghold! Pull everyone inside! Unseelie’s army has breached the wall.”

      The words fell from her lips, but she struggled to believe them. They’d known this might happen, but it still shocked her into almost a standstill. But there was no time for that, no time to think. Only time to act. She pushed away from the wall with Rhain in her arms and flew to the safety of the stronghold.

      The others were right beside her as they flew, but several of her warriors were plucked from the sky and fell with a thunk on the stone streets of the city below them.

      Gritting her teeth, Reyna shot a blast of ice behind her. It hit a few of the enemy warriors. They fell and shattered against the ground.

      But there were too many of them. She and her fighters needed to get inside.

      The roar of thunder cracked through the sky, and the bulbous clouds overhead opened up over their heads. Rain slammed down onto them. It hit Rhain’s skin and sizzled, burning his face.

      She choked out a cry of alarm and ducked down into the open doors of the stronghold just as the rain fell like a sheet against the ground. She stared in horror as some of the warriors got caught in the thick of it. Even in the midst of so much water, their bodies sparked, lighting up in flames. They vanished into shadows and ash almost instantaneously.

      “What the hell is that?” she breathed as the guards slammed the doors shut and bolted them into place.

      “Molten rain,” Eislyn whispered back with wide and fearful eyes. “Unseelie has found a way to control the storms. We can’t leave this stronghold as long as the rain lasts. He’s trapped us inside.”
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      Rain pounded the stone roof, and a battering ram slammed against the bolted castle doors. With her heart in her throat, Reyna paced beside the window overlooking the courtyard below. Hundreds of enemy warriors had gathered there, mostly from her father’s army. They seemed immune to the storm.

      And they would eventually get inside.

      “Something about this does not seem right,” Nollaig muttered from where she stood beside the window, her single gloved hand pressed against the glass. “No, this is wrong.”

      Reyna didn’t like it much herself. “Maybe we shouldn’t have fallen back. It feels cowardly to hide like this, trapped inside a castle while our enemies try to knock through the doors. We should be out there fighting instead.”

      “We had to fall back. They breached the walls.” Nollaig’s shadowy hood shifted toward her. “And that rain.”

      Reyna pointed at the courtyard. “Why isn’t it harming them?”

      She shook her head. “Unseelie’s magic is beyond my comprehension. Whatever he’s doing, it doesn’t matter. Because they aren’t harmed by it, and yet we are. Everyone except for you, of course.”

      The rain had not burned Reyna’s skin. She assumed it had something to do with the power she held inside of her.

      “It would matter if we could break whatever spell he’s cast over them,” Reyna said with an arched brow. “They’d be forced to take cover. Or stick it out and get burned.”

      Nollaig sighed. “And how do we do that, Reyna?”

      “I don’t know,” she said with a frown. “But there has to be something we can do that’s better than this.”

      Rhain was healing well, thank the Dagda, although several other warriors had fallen in their flight back to the castle. Not everyone had made it inside. At this point, they were greatly outnumbered by the enemy, and they’d been backed into a corner. Reyna’s skin itched to get outside and wield her sword against Unseelie. It was the only way for this brutal hell to finally end.

      “They’ll be inside soon,” Reyna said, fisting her hands. “That door won’t hold out much longer, even as strong as it is. We either need a plan of attack, or we need to pull the army into the caves beneath the castle.”

      “Into the dungeons?” Nollaig asked as she pushed away from the window to join Reyna’s side.

      She nodded.

      “I didn’t think you’d ever want to return to that place.”

      “It’s the last place I want to go, but do we have much of a choice?” She gazed across the hall at the broken warriors. Blood stained their faces. Their eyes were rimmed in purple and red. Gaunt cheeks and sunken eyes painted every face. They’d spent months starving, and then they’d been forced to fight. A horrible certainty solidified like a boulder in Reyna’s gut. They were going to lose this battle. The numbers were not on their side, and Reyna’s warriors were weak, tired, and beaten down.

      “I won’t see them all die, Nollaig,” Reyna whispered.

      Nollaig reached out and gripped her hand. “You’re the Ghaisgeach. You cannot give up hope.”

      “Then, what do I do?” she asked, heart pounding. “How do we beat him?”

      Nollaig shifted her hood toward the army trapped inside the castle. She was silent for a long moment, and Reyna could sense the despair rolling off of her. The rain continued to hammer against the roof, and the enemy slammed repeatedly against the wooden doors. It was the sound of war.

      “I fear we’ve been looking at this wrong,” Nollaig finally said. “We have an army. We have warriors. And yet, Dagda was always clear. Only the Ghaisgeach could stop Unseelie.”

      Reyna’s heart pounded. “Is that even true anymore? After everything that has happened, how can we even know the truth? Am I the Namhaid, the one who will Cleave the World? Or am I the Ghaisgeach?”

      “Truth be told, Reyna, I believe you’re both.” She squeezed her hand. “You will save us from Unseelie, and then you will destroy the last remnants of Seelie’s magic, because that’s the only thing that will prevent total destruction. Without the darkness, there can be no light. The world would not survive it.”

      “So, what are you saying?” Reyna whispered.

      “I’m saying…” Nollaig glanced at the army once more. “You may be right. We need to pull the warriors back, take them into the dungeon caves. And then you will face Unseelie by yourself.”

      Reyna sucked in a sharp breath and stepped back. “I tried facing him alone once before. He killed me.”

      “And now you have been reborn.” Nollaig stepped in close and pushed back her hood to reveal the silver eyes and flowing hair of her mother. The sight of her squeezed her heart like a vice. “You need to look deep down inside of you for the strength you know you have, and you need to use it to destroy him.”

      Her heartbeat kicked up speed. “That’s impossible, and shocking coming from you. You went against Dagda’s orders and spent years doing everything in your power to protect me. You’d send me against Unseelie now, alone?”

      Nollaig reached up and palmed her gloved hand against Reyna’s cheek. “I was afraid for you and for all of us. I was wrong to think you weren’t strong enough to withstand Unseelie. If anyone can beat him, it’s you. And while I would do anything I could to protect you, I also know you have to do this yourself. My interference could get you killed. And that’s the last thing I want to do.”

      “Mother,” Reyna whispered.

      She smiled. “We’ll pull the warriors back. You’ll have to come up with an explanation for everyone else. I’m not sure Lorcan will be quite as understanding as me. He won’t want you to fight alone.”

      “I can’t lie to him, Mother.”

      “Then, I will,” she said with a nod. “Eislyn, too. She’s grown far more stubborn than I ever expected. She’d fight tooth and nail to stay beside you until the very end.”

      “And what if you’re wrong?” Reyna couldn’t help but ask. “What if I’m not the one who can defeat him? What if it’s someone else?”

      “Deep down inside, you know I’m not wrong.” Her mother pulled her hood around her face, transforming her back into Nollaig. “As for how, I do not know. The answer lies somewhere inside of you, and I believe that only you can figure it out. But hurry, Reyna. Our world does not have much time.”

      Inside of me. Reyna closed her eyes and felt the thrumming of Seelie’s magic bouncing against her skin, swirling through her body like an angry storm. And suddenly, she understood. Using this power, it was the only way to beat him. It was the only way to protect her from the brutal rain. But the same magic might destroy her in the process.

      “I know what must be done,” Reyna whispered.

      Nollaig gave a nod and called for the warriors to follow her into the dungeon caves.
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      “What’s happening?” Lorcan asked as the warriors drifted from the Great Hall and into the corridors that would lead them to the entrance to the dungeons. His eyes were streaked with red. Despite his protestations, Lorcan was as weary and as hungry as the rest of them. “Where are they going?”

      Reyna sighed. “We’re falling back. Nollaig has a plan.”

      He frowned. “What plan?”

      “A plan to win this war.”

      “But what is it, Reyna?”

      “We need to get everyone into the dungeons, and then she’ll explain everything.” She pressed up onto her toes and wound her arms around his neck. “You need to go with them.”

      His face hardened, and he slowly extracted her arms. “Let me guess. You won’t be coming with us.”

      “There’s something else I need to do,” she whispered. “And I need you to let me do it.”

      “Tell me what it is.”

      “Lorcan…”

      “Tell me.” His voice was firm, commanding, like a king.

      She closed her eyes. The last thing she wanted to do was lie to him. They’d been down that road in the past, and it was not a place she wanted to return to. They were more than that, better than that. But if she told him, she knew what he would do.

      “Make me a promise,” she said.

      His eyes narrowed. “What kind of promise?”

      “Promise that you won’t follow me.”

      “Absolutely not.” Grimacing, he ran his fingers through his dark, wavy hair. “You’re going to face Unseelie alone, aren’t you? With that magic inside of you? That’s what Nollaig’s plan is, isn’t it? You both think it’s the only way we can win.”

      “We don’t think it, Lorcan. We know.”

      “You’re impossible,” he said, his voice rising. “You’re both impossible. I should have realized a long time ago you two are related because you’re both bloody stubborn and reckless as hell. There’s an entire army out there, Reyna. Unseelie killed you once before. You can’t face him by yourself! And if he doesn’t kill you, the rain will!”

      “Things are different now, and you know it.” She squared her shoulders and grabbed his hand. “The army doesn’t matter. It’s a distraction and nothing more. I need to draw Unseelie away from here and face him. Alone. And I can use Seelie’s magic to protect my skin from the rain. Unseelie will follow me if I’m by myself. I’m the one he needs to kill. I’m the one who has the power he wants to destroy.”

      All the blood drained from Lorcan’s face. “You’re serious about this.”

      She nodded. “Our people will be safe in the dungeon caves, even if Unseelie’s army breaks down those doors. I’ll draw Unseelie away, fight, and kill him. It’s the only way.”

      “You can’t do this alone,” he said, his voice going rough.

      “I have no other choice. No one else has this power. You know I’m the one who must do this. You told me yourself.” She pushed up onto her toes and pressed her lips to his cheek. “Please make sure my sister and my mother stay safe. If I’m wrong about all of this, I need you to protect them.”
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      Reyna rushed up the winding stairwell of the castle, her hoarfrost cloak billowing behind her. She’d left Lorcan staring after her with fear in his eyes, and she wondered if she would ever rid herself of the image. He looked as if she’d betrayed him horribly, and maybe she had. They were to face the world together, as a team, and she’d insisted he stayed behind.

      Surprisingly, he hadn’t followed.

      She reached the top of the stairwell and pushed through the door leading to the top level of the castle. With a deep breath, she raced down the corridor and pushed into one of the many empty chambers. This had once been someone’s lodgings, but no more. Every room was as empty and as vacant as the ashen fields of the shadow lands.

      After rushing past the bed and fireplace, she threw open the windows and stared out at the heavy rain. She closed her eyes and called upon the power inside of her, begging for Seelie to hear.

      I need you to protect me and my familiar from this rain. I know you’re not here, you’ve been gone a long time. But maybe you can still hear me somehow, beyond the ley line, beyond this world. We need you now. You and your power. Or this world will not survive.

      Reyna felt the magic buzz across her skin. Sucking in a sharp breath, she flipped open her eyes and slowly lifted her hand outside the window, bracing herself. The water hit, drenching her hand, but…there was no sting to it. Sucking in a breath, she pushed out into the open air, Wingallock by her side.

      She took to the skies, rising high above the castle to find the courtyard teeming with the enemy. For a moment, she hovered in the air and stared down at the army. There were so many warriors amongst them now.

      The rain coated her hands and face, dragging down the cloak that hung around her feet. She wiped the rain out of her eyes and pushed forward, bracing herself for the inevitable fight. Rushing through the bulbous clouds, she circled the army in the courtyard below. Several of the warriors caught sight of her and sent up a shout. Arrows whistled through the rain but came nowhere close. Rain and arrows never mixed well.

      “Come on, Wingallock,” she whispered to her familiar, driving herself away from the rain. She set her eyes on the ashen fields just outside of the city, dread pounding against her skull. Visions from her dreams flashed in her mind. Bodies and ash. Death and despair. It was all coming to pass, but it was still unlike anything she’d ever expected.

      When she reached the center of the field, she set down, her boots sinking into the wet ash. Clumps of it clung to the leather, and her wings grew heavy from the rain. She shook out her feathers, and then pulled them into her back. Wingallock settled on her shoulder, his brilliant orange feathers a beacon in the black.

      “And now we wait,” she whispered, her pulse flickering in her neck.

      It didn’t take long. Moments passed before a long shadow stretched out before her. Unseelie had continued to hide in the shadows, but now, he slowly unveiled himself before her. Tall and menacing. Armored and mad. His heavy boots stomped through the ash before he came to a stop before her. They stared at each other in silence as the rain drenched them both.

      “Are you finally ready to die?” he asked in a harsh whisper that sent chills along her arms. “Give up the power, Reyna Darragh. It will destroy you if you don’t.”

      “And if I do give you the magic, I’ll survive?” she shouted over the roar of the storm.

      His lips twisted into a smile. “I will let you stand by my side. You do not have to die.”

      “Stand by your side?” Reyna shook her head and laughed. “As myself or as a twisted servant?”

      “Are you not already twisted, Reyna Darragh? Look at your past, at who you’ve been and what you’ve done? And tell me that everything about you is kind and good. All fae are twisted. All humans are as well. And the Fomorians most of all.”

      “Don’t act as though you’re saving this world,” Reyna said, taking a step toward the enemy. “If there is light, there must be dark. And if there is dark, there must be light. Balance keeps this world together. You said so yourself. If you destroy the last remnants of Seelie’s magic, and you’re all that is left, the world won’t survive.”

      “Not as it is.” He stretched his arms wide, and suddenly the rain stopped. “It will be a new world. And only those who follow me will survive.”

      “That’s what you told them,” Reyna said, understanding at once. “The fae who joined you. Glencora. My father. You told them that if they followed you, they’d live.”

      “Mortals.” He smiled. “So desperate to cling on to your existence, even if it’s a terrible one. Fear of death motivates you all, reducing you to nothing but animals. Even you, the ‘Ghaisgeach’ who believes she’s above it all. You’re fighting so hard for your miserable existence when you cannot see that I am trying to save you from it. Join me, and you will live.”

      “Living in perpetual darkness is not life,” she shot back. “The land itself cannot even survive this, let alone fae or humans. I felt the shockwaves. We all saw the ice falling into the sea. Those islands will drown. The earth will crack.”

      “All of the earthquakes will end eventually as the world adjusts to the new order of things.” His dark gaze flickered. “But enough of all this. I did not come here to talk. This is your last chance, Reyna Darragh. Will you join me or will you die?”

      “Neither,” she said, pulling the sword from her side. “I will fight.”
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      The steady drumming of the rain stopped. Eislyn froze halfway down the stairs, whirled, and latched onto Nollaig’s arm. When she spoke, she scarcely recognized the power in her own voice.

      “The rain stopped. Turn the warriors around and head to the courtyard at once.”

      Nollaig stilled. “Shieldmaiden, I’m not certain that’s wise. There are hundreds of enemies out there. And there is no telling when the rain will begin again.”

      Thane edged up beside her, as well as Mariel and Lir. “Do what she said. We have a chance to fight, and we should take it. Hiding below will not win us this war.”

      A moment passed, and then Nollaig gave a nod. “Very well, Shieldmaiden.”

      Nollaig—her mother—turned to bark commands at the retreating army. For a moment, the warriors glanced around with confused looks on their faces, but then they quickly sprang into action. Lorcan rushed up to Eislyn’s side just as she moved toward the doors.

      “Where are you going?” he asked. “What’s happening?”

      “The rain has stopped,” Eislyn said, bracing herself for the words she knew he’d say next. “We’re going to fight my father’s army while we have the chance.”

      “Reyna has gone to face Unseelie alone,” he said, his voice rising.

      “I know.”

      He shook his head and stepped back, palming the hilt of his sword. “I’m going after her.”

      She smiled. “I know. Keep her safe for us, will you? Hopefully, we won’t be far behind.”

      Lorcan nodded and vanished down the corridor. Eislyn squared her shoulders and turned back to the door. Her allies stepped up beside her as two companies slowly approached the heavy thumping. The enemy was still trying to break down the doors.

      “Your father will be out there,” Thane said quietly. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      Pain flickered in the depths of Eislyn’s heart. “Unseelie has gotten to my father. I fear...he’s already gone.”

      Thane gave her a grim nod.

      “What are our numbers like now?” she asked.

      Mariel frowned. “We have half a dozen humans left, including Alec, their leader.”

      “We still have all of our Fomorians,” Lir said.

      “And near a thousand fae,” Thane added.

      “It will have to be enough,” Eislyn whispered, remembering the words she’d heard in Inishfall. The Humans, the Fomorians, and the Fae would decide the fate of the world together.

      Even when Reyna destroyed Unseelie, the army would remain. They would never win cowering in the dungeons. They had to face the demons if they wanted to survive.

      Eislyn gave the signal, announcing to the warriors that it was time. They rushed forward and pried open the doors, standing back as the enemy slammed them wide open.

      “Charge!” Eislyn shouted.

      The army rushed forward while the Fomorians took flight. Eislyn joined the fray with her sword held high before her. Bodies and steel slammed together in the courtyard, and the scent of death filled the air.

      Eislyn fought with all the strength and determination in her gut. An enemy fae roared before her, spittle dripping down his chin. She threw her weight behind her sword, arcing it toward his chest. He ducked out of the way and sliced his blade sideways. She danced back, out of reach. Another enemy loomed up beside her, a silver-haired ice fae with a long, tumbling braid. An arrow thunked into her face. Eislyn gasped and glanced back to see Alec, the human captain, give her a salute.

      She gave him a nod and turned back toward her foe. He was rushing her, angling his sword like a battering ram. Eislyn slammed her blade against his, knocking him back. His eyes widened as she lunged forward and shoved the tip of her sword into his neck. Life drained from his eyes. Gritting her teeth, she yanked her sword back, and he fell into a heap in the ash.

      Her father stepped before her, and all the blood rushed from her veins. Her breath rattled from her lungs like ancient parchment. Cos Darragh no longer looked like himself. He was a ghost in her father’s clothing. His eyes were wide and vacant and streaked through with red. Pale cheeks. Twisted lips. He shuffled forward, staring at her as if he’d never seen her before.

      “Father,” she whispered, lowering her sword. “It’s me. Eislyn.”

      No answer.

      She glanced to the side. The other warriors were engaged in battle. It looked as though her side was winning. Mariel had felled several foes, fighting beside Thane. Lir was in the skies, taking down the few remaining magic-enhanced enemy fae, while Nollaig shot arrows at anyone who tried to enter the stronghold.

      Eislyn could wait for Lir and Nollaig to finish, or she could call for Mariel and Thane. They would help her with this, if she asked. But she knew she shouldn’t. She needed to face her father herself.

      Cos Darragh, or what was left of him, stalked closer. He sneered and raised his sword, angling the sharp blade at Eislyn’s neck.

      “Father, please,” she whispered as the tears streamed down her cheeks. “Come back to me. Forget about Unseelie and join the side of light.”

      “I’m going to drink your blood,” he said in a rasping voice.

      Her heart tumbled in her chest. Reyna had warned her of this, of what Unseelie’s servants turned to once he’d corrupted their minds. Blood and bone and death. Her hands fisted around the hilt of her sword as realization slammed down onto her head. Her father truly was lost to them now. She could try to reason with him, trap him until the blood cleared from his mind...

      She reached out for his arm. He smacked her hand away and roared. His blade whistled as it hurtled toward her head. Choking out a cry, she danced out of the way. He threw another blow at her head. She stumbled to the side.

      He rushed forward, grabbed her cloak, and hauled her from the ground. Her feet dangled beneath her, and his spit hit her cheeks. As she stared into his enraged eyes, she no longer saw any hint of her father.

      She had to save herself, but she had to save him, too. He would never again be himself, not when he was this far gone.

      “I’m going to feast upon your bones.”

      “No, you won’t.” She closed her eyes and shoved her sword into his heart. His hand released her cloak, and she crumpled to the ground. Lir caught her as her knees buckled and she released her grip on the sword.

      Her tears mixed with her father’s blood.

      “I’m so sorry, Eislyn,” Lir whispered into her hair as she slumped against him. “I’ve got you. It’s all over now.”
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      Unseelie’s smile widened as he lifted the axe from the ground. He spun the monstrous weapon in his hands and then rushed across the field. Reyna braced herself, muttering beneath her breath and calling on the magic. As soon as he was close, she threw out a hand and shot a burst of wooden splinters at his throat.

      The splinters slammed into his neck. He slowed to a stop and rolled his eyes, plucking a handful from his skin. With a laugh, he curled his hand around the splinters as they turned to dust.

      “You think you can use Seelie’s power against me?” He arched his brows as he stalked closer. “You have but a sixth of it. You’ll have to do better than that.”

      Reyna wet her lips and tried to think while keeping her eyes locked on his advancing form. The splinters clearly hadn’t worked. What else could the wood fae do? Conjure a log from thin air and drop it on top of Unseelie’s head? No, if that were possible, she would have heard of that by now.

      She could only conjure the arrow-like splinters or some ivy. Useful in a normal fight, but nothing about this was normal. She needed something bigger.

      Unseelie rushed toward her. Grinding her teeth, she hurled a blast of ice in his direction. Just before it hit, he threw his hand in front of him, dissolving the ice to ash. She stumbled back, eyes wide. How the hell was he doing that? And how could she fight him if nothing she did worked?

      Her heart thumped as he swung his axe. She threw up her sword and braced herself for the blow. The blades clashed hard, jarring her senses. She felt the force of it all the way down to her toes, but she held strong, breath heaving.

      Nollaig had been convinced that Reyna had the power to stop Unseelie. Dagda, too. But this was impossible. The power did nothing against him, and she knew why. It was just as he’d said. Perhaps with the full strength of Seelie’s power, she would be able to stop him, but she only had a part. A small part. A sixth. She needed more.

      Unseelie roared and spat into her face. She stumbled back, flattening herself against the ground as he threw another blow at her gut. The blade whistled as it passed just over her head. Her heart throbbed painfully. That had been far too close.

      She rolled over and jumped to her feet, ducking down once more when the blade passed close. Gripping her sword, she whirled behind him and swung. He stepped out of the path of her blade, and then smacked it aside.

      The sword flew through the air and landed with a thud on the ground, sinking into the ash. She sucked in a sharp breath and grabbed her ice blade.

      Unseelie smiled and stalked toward her, laughing. “Give up, Reyna Darragh. Put down your blade. You have lost.”

      But Reyna would never give up. She growled and rushed toward him, ducking beneath the axe. Her blade found the space between his armor and sank into flesh. He roared and grabbed her by the neck. Pain flared from his tight grip around her throat. He threw her away from him, leaving her blade inside his gut.

      Her body slammed against the ground.

      Unseelie ripped the dagger from his side and tossed it across the field, far past her sword. Almost instantly, the wound closed up.

      Fear tumbled in her belly.

      “You cannot kill me,” he said, stalking toward her. Ash burst up from the ground with every step, misting behind him like a cloak. “I am a god.”

      But he had killed Seelie. He was not indestructible. She shook her head and forced herself to ignore the pain, slowly returning to her feet. Fisting her hands, she braced herself for his next advance. She had no weapons now. The power did not work against him, just like…it hadn’t worked against Ulaid Molt.

      And then Lorcan landed beside her, blasting Unseelie back with a wall of shadows.

      A gasp popped from her throat as she whirled toward him. A determined glint in his eye quieted her questions. She should have known he would come as soon as the rain stopped. Lorcan Rothach would never let her face death alone.

      Her heart swelled even as fear stormed through it. He was going to get himself killed. Just like she was.

      “Lorcan, stay back,” she warned.

      “Ah,” Unseelie said with a smile. “Your lover has finally joined you. How poetic it is that you will die together.”

      But she ignored Unseelie’s words for once as she stared at Lorcan. The thought she’d had just before he’d arrived…Unseelie fought like Ulaid Molt. She’d not fared much better against him, and only one thing had been able to stop him.

      The Ruin.

      But not just the Ruin. Forcing the Ruin into his body.

      She wet her lips as an idea sparked in her mind. Slowly, she turned back to face Unseelie. Battling him would not destroy him. His power was too strong for that. Swords and daggers did very little. He healed too quickly. And the Seelie power she had…when launched against him, like an attack, he could stop.

      But the power was in direct opposition to him. It was the light to his darkness. How would he fare if she pushed that magic into his body? Just like she’d done to Ulaid Molt.

      Suddenly, it all clicked into place. Why she was the one. How the world had prepared her for this moment. All these years and battles and wars had prepared her for this single moment in time, when she had everything she needed to kill the enemy of the world.

      And Lorcan was here by her side to help her do it.

      She wouldn’t do this alone. They would win this fight together.

      “Lorcan,” she whispered. “I need you to remember something.”

      He slid his eyes her way. “Remember what?”

      “The curse,” she breathed.

      Confusion rippled across his face, but she didn’t elaborate. She couldn’t. If Unseelie could somehow hear them—and he might with his enhanced hearing—she couldn’t give away her plan. He might find a way to stop her if he knew what she’d do next.

      “Hold him back,” she said, a little louder.

      She whirled behind Lorcan and crouched to the ground. Without even a hint of hesitation, he moved in front of her and braced his knees, holding his sword high before him. Distantly, she heard Unseelie laugh and goad him into attacking, but Lorcan held strong.

      Reyna focused on the magic within her. She knew how to do this, she thought, as the buzz of it filled her head. She’d done it before. She could do it again. The world had prepared her for this moment. She couldn’t let it down.

      Grinding her teeth, she pushed the magic out of her, and gave a tiny fraction of it to the ground. The rest she aimed at Unseelie. Tiny glowing particles lifted from her skin, like little bulbs of lightning. They illuminated the world around them, transforming the darkness into a beacon of light.

      “What the hell is this?” Unseelie asked, his laughter booming. “You’re giving up? I should have known you’d never have the courage to fight me until the end. You’re too scared of death, just like the rest of them. Reyna Darragh, the Ghaisgeach, on her knees and surrendering when the world needs her the most.”

      Reyna just ignored him. He wouldn’t be laughing soon enough.

      The power thundered as it ripped from her skin, and pain scraped through her very soul until nothing existed but the magic. It twisted and tore through the air, desperate for freedom. Her head rang; darkness shuddered into her eyes. Even her heart felt as though it had been raked through a thousand times. She was barely clinging onto consciousness. As she strained against the power, she could no longer hear or see the world around her. All that existed was the light and the darkness, clashing against each other like swords.

      She heaved against the ground. The power pounded against her, and its desperation for freedom almost shattered her mind.

      With one final burst of energy, she pushed the magic into Unseelie’s body. Everything went black. Her eyes rolled as her body tumbled forward, and her cheek hit the ground. She cracked open one eye to see the enemy a few feet away. Unseelie screamed and clawed at his face as the bubbles of light entered his form.

      He dropped the axe and fell to his knees just as Lorcan reached him. Lorcan swung his sword at Unseelie’s gut. The enemy dodged the blow, but fell to the ground nonetheless. Lorcan slammed his blade into his side, shoving through the armor and into his skin.

      Then, he grabbed the axe and ran back to Reyna’s side. He pushed the hilt into her hands. “You need to kill him.”

      “I can’t,” she whispered. “I’m too weak right now. You do it, Lorcan.”

      “You’re the strongest fae I’ve ever known.” He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her to her feet. Pressing his forehead against hers, he breathed his scent into her face, awakening her from the pain. “You can do this.”

      Lorcan stepped back, leaving Reyna with the axe in her shaking hands. With a newfound determination boiling in her veins, she turned to face Unseelie.
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      Reyna stumbled toward Unseelie and stood over him as he writhed in the ash. The commanding, powerful god was nothing now. All the chaos he had caused. All the pain and death. Now reduced to nothing but dying flesh.

      “I want you to know who killed you,” Reyna whispered as she tightened her grip on the heavy axe. “I want you to realize what has happened to you.”

      She sucked in a breath and slammed the axe down onto his neck. Power exploded as the blade hit, hurtling her back through the air. Pain ripped through her soul like sharpened swords. Everything within her shattered. Her head hit the ground, and shadows choked out the light.
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        * * *

      

      The ground rumbled beneath her, and Reyna awoke with a start. She jumped to her feet and winced as the world shook violently beneath her. Lorcan grabbed her arms to hold her steady while Eislyn, Mariel, Thane, and Lir settled down beside them. Her sister’s eyes looked haunted, and blood painted her cloak.

      Eislyn rushed toward Reyna and threw her arms around her, hissing fiercely. “Never go off alone like that again. I thought you were dead.”

      Reyna squeezed her back, wincing at the pounding in her head. “I’m sorry. No one else could come. Not with the poisoned rain.”

      Her sister pulled back with a frown. “You would have come alone anyway.” She glanced around, and then stiffened when her gaze landed on Unseelie. “Is he really dead?”

      Reyna nodded, stumbling to the side when another violent quake shook the ground. “And we’ll be dead soon if I don’t destroy the last of the power. I put a bit of it into the ground, just in case my plan went wrong.”

      Lorcan grimly passed the axe back into her hands from where she’d dropped it. “I would have destroyed it myself, but…after everything that’s happened, I didn’t want to chance something going wrong if it wasn’t you.”

      Reyna nodded. He was right. She needed to Cleave the World, but she had realized that this burden was not hers alone to carry. It never had been. Slowly, she turned to face her sister beside her. “Come. Let’s all hold onto this axe. We will destroy the magic together.”

      Eislyn’s lips tipped up, but her smile quickly vanished as the ground shook so hard they all tumbled into the ash. Lightning flashed through the sky, and heavy clouds stormed into view. Reyna swallowed hard as she stared up at them. If those clouds were full of more of that rain, none of them would survive. Seelie’s magic wasn’t around to protect them any longer.

      “We need to be quick,” Reyna said, shoving up from the ground and grabbing the axe. No one else spoke a word as they formed a circle with her around the magic. They each gripped the axe. Six hands held it steady above the rumbling ground.

      Reyna glanced at Lorcan. He gave her a nod, mouthing words that only she could hear.

      I love you, no matter what happens next.

      “Now!” she shouted.

      They lifted the axe in unison and slammed it into the ground.
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      The rumbling stopped. A crack in the world yawned wide before her. Reyna stumbled back and stared down into the molten lava swirling below them. The orange gleamed like rusted blood. A few more moments, and the entire world would have ripped itself apart.

      “It almost destroyed us all,” she whispered, dropping the bloody axe to the ground beside her dusty leather boots. She never wanted to touch that weapon again, regardless of what it had done to save them. It was cursed.

      With the toe of her boot, she pushed the axe closer to the newly-formed cavern. Lorcan’s breath itched. She glanced up at him, her fisted hands shaking by her sides.

      “I need to get rid of it,” she said. “No one should ever have the power of this thing.”

      “Are you sure it won’t prove useful one day?”

      “Useful for what? Destroying the damn world?” With a roar, she kicked the axe over the edge. It tumbled down into the lava, sizzling as the steel met the heat.

      Lorcan stepped in front of her and took her fisted hands in his. The warmth of him soothed her frayed nerves and brought her back to the here and now, where they stood on a broken battlefield that they had won despite all the odds stacked against them. Lorcan had stayed by her side all the way, and somehow, they had both survived.

      Reyna leapt into his arms and wound her legs around his waist. He let out an oomph of surprise, but then crushed her against him. Their heartbeats thundered in time as they held on tight. The scent of him chased away the stench of blood and death, and a stillness settled over her, a sensation she had never once felt.

      Peace.

      Lir asked, striding up to stand beside them. Soot covered his cheeks and forehead, but otherwise, he looked untouched by the fierce battle. He and Eislyn quickly filled them in on what had happened back in the stronghold. Reyna’s heart hurt when she thought of her father and what Eislyn had been forced to do. In the end, Unseelie had stolen so much from them all.

      “Are you sure it’s over?” Lir asked.

      “Magic is gone. Didn’t you feel it break?”

      He shook his head. “No, but the magic of Fomor existed far before Tir Na Nog’s did. Perhaps…ours isn’t gone.”

      “If yours isn’t gone, then who the hell did we just kill?” she asked, staring down at the crack in the earth. “Because I would have thought a god’s power would affect the entire world, not just a portion of it.”

      “Maybe we’ve been wrong all this time,” Eislyn whispered in awe. “Maybe neither one of them were gods.”

      “What were they then?” Thane asked as he wearily trudged up beside them with Mariel leaning into his side.

      “Beings of great power,” Lir said solemnly. “Ancient beings, perhaps. But not gods.”

      Reyna’s heart raced inside her chest. “Fomorians?”

      “Perhaps, but it doesn’t truly matter. They each held great power inside of them, power that opposed one another.” Lir sighed and ran a hand down his face. “There is no record of this, anywhere in our world. So, we can only guess who they were and how they turned into what they became.”

      Eislyn hugged her arms to her chest and sighed. “I wish we could find out. What I would give to find a book on this somewhere, hidden in the secret passages of a lost library.”

      Reyna slung her arm around her sister. “Maybe it’s out there somewhere. If it is, I’m certain of one thing. You could find it if you put your mind to it.”

      She glanced up at Lir. “Have any desire to go searching the world for a lost book?”

      He gave her a fond smile. “If that’s what would make you happy, Eislyn, I’ll go anywhere you want.”

      “But first,” Reyna said, gazing around at the destruction Unseelie had left behind. “We need to deal with this mess. Gather the wounded and sort out the enemy survivors. We won’t stay in Findius for long, but we need to give the army time to recover from the war. Then, it’s time to retake our lands and forge a new empire. Together.”
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      It was almost time for them to return to the Empire of Fomor. Lir was needed back home, and Eislyn had fulfilled every duty she had to Tir Na Nog. Peace had descended upon the realms. Very few lords and ladies had even objected to the dissolution of the kingdoms. Reyna had become their Empress, crowned by the continent, powered by no throne. The seats themselves had lost their magic along with the rest of the land. Only the fae themselves held magic now, the ones who drank from a source of power. They had all taken vows to protect the newly formed empire. Only time would tell how well those vows held true.

      Reyna stood in the chilly chambers of Falias, brushing Eislyn’s short hair. She’d let it grow out to her shoulders, but had decided to keep it that length instead of allowing it to return to the flowing locks it had once been. Something about it felt too much like the past. Eislyn was no longer the young fae who had worn her hair long and loose around her shoulders. She was different now, and she had no desire to go back.

      “Are you ready for this, dear sister?” Reyna asked quietly as she swiped the brush through Eislyn’s hair. “This time, it will really count.”

      “It counted last time,” Eislyn argued.

      “Not in a way that mattered,” she said. “This time, it is your choice. You are speaking the words out of your own free will, and you’re doing so because you love him, not because he’s afraid to let you loose on the world.”

      Eislyn knew that Reyna still hadn’t fully forgiven Lir for what he’d done. She imagined her sister never would. But she’d come to accept him, regardless of how she felt, because she knew he made Eislyn happy. And that was enough for the both of them.

      She loosed a breath and smiled. “I’m ready.”

      “You’ll be binding yourself to him.”

      “I know. It’s what I want.”

      Eislyn had thought a lot about her bond with Lir and what it might mean for her life. It was not a small thing, agreeing to stay beside someone forever. And she’d turned it down once. Eislyn knew she never wanted to make that commitment unless she was certain she would never want to break it again. Otherwise, it was pointless. If she agreed to this, it would mean forever.

      “Well, I’m certainly not going to stand in the way of what you want. Even if this is Emperor Lir that were talking about.” Reyna shot her a ghost of a smile.

      Eislyn grinned back. “I know you never really liked him. But he’s a good male.”

      “I didn’t like who I thought he was. But I believe that people can change and I believe that people can regret past decisions they’ve made. What he did with the Wild Hunt was wrong, no matter his reasoning. If he was still that male, riding across continents and slaying fae, then my feelings toward him wouldn’t have changed.” Reyna sighed. “But I don’t think that’s him anymore. So, I won’t stab him in the heart.” She grinned when she spoke the last sentence, but Eislyn knew there was a measure of truth in her words.

      “Your speech before the battle was riveting, but you still love the blade,” Eislyn said with a smile. “You always will.”

      “My sword will always be an extension of my arm, but I no longer lust for battle. It’s just… if anyone decides to harm me or mine, then I will gleefully show them who Reyna Darragh really is.”

      Eislyn threw an arm around her sister’s shoulders and pulled her close. “And I wouldn’t expect anything less. I only ask that you keep your sword hidden this one day. I’d prefer to end my wedding without any blood on the floor.”

      Reyna laughed. “As long as no one puts a boar before you just before we feast, then I can make that promise.”

      “Like during Thane’s coronation. Poor Thane,”  Eislyn said wistfully. “He deserves more than what this world has given him.”

      “He’ll be all right. I think he’s looking forward to living a peaceful life in the Thousand Islands. With Mariel by his side, oddly enough. He was never meant for courtly life.”

      “Neither were we.”

      “And yet here we are, two of the most powerful rulers in the world. Now, let’s get you to your future husband who was your previous husband that you never really broke things off with.”

      Together, the sisters laughed and strode into the Great Hall arm-in-arm. Eislyn strode down the aisle that her sister had set out for her. Icicles lined the walls with splashes of pink and blue flowers. Silk ribbons were strung up between the seats, embroidered with the sigil of the Ice Court. Even after the dissolution of the realms, Reyna had held onto the symbols of her heart. Her mother, Nollaig, sat in the front row, beaming with her hood thrown back. Thane and Mariel sat beside her, along with Lorcan, Reyna, and Rhain.

      Lir stood at the end, clad in resplendent garb of golds and reds. He wore crisscrossed leather straps across his chest, and as always, his muscles gleamed beneath the glow of the candlelit chandeliers. He took her hand in his and gazed down at her with adoring eyes. Her heartbeat picked up speed, even though they’d been through this once before. Like her sister had said, this time it really mattered. This time, it was real, and every word said aloud, she would mean.

      His heartbeat thrummed beneath her fingers, and that strange sense of knowing flooded her veins. And then suddenly, her mind cleared, as if a cloth had been wiped across a frosted windowpane. She had heard his heartbeat for years. In her visions, in her nightmares, in her dreams.

      She sucked in a sharp gasp.

      His eyes searched hers before the druid began. “Are you truly ready for this, Eislyn? I don’t want to force you to remain by my side unless it’s what you absolutely want. We can find another way, if that’s what you would prefer. This will bind you to me, and it will bind me to you. And when we return to Fomor, you will be their Empress. That comes with the weight of responsibility that I know you can bear, but I would never force it upon you. Before, I kept you away from all of that, but if we want my people to accept you as my wife, I would have you rule by my side.”

      Eislyn squared her shoulders and responded with a fierce gaze she had only ever seen from her sister. “I don’t know if I would be a good ruler, but I am eager to try my best. I’ll do anything I can. And I want to do it by your side. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.” Her breath caught. “I think I always knew you would come into my life.”

      It felt like fate.

      Lir’s smile was blinding. “Then, let us say our vows and confirm our bond once and for all. For the rest of our lives. For eternity.”
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      “What a beautiful wedding.” Lorcan stood in the back corner watching the bride and the groom spin along the floor in each others’ arms. The wedding they’d never had a chance to have until now. Eislyn beamed. So did Lir. Lorcan never thought he’d be watching the Fomorian he’d feared all his life drink and dance and laugh the night away.

      The fae who had chased him down in the night and then had let him get away.

      But none of that mattered anymore.

      Reyna was safe and so was he, and somehow, the realms had found peace.

      “I’m glad my sister was able to have the wedding she’d always dreamed of,” Reyna said, sighing and shaking her head. “Instead of that monstrosity that happened in Fomor.”

      Lorcan’s lips quirked. “I thought you decided to accept your brother-in-law, but I can still see the daggers in your eyes.”

      “I’ve accepted him and I’ve forgiven him, but now it’s time for him to make up for his mistakes. This wedding is a good start.”

      “And how do you feel about the wedding itself ?” Lorcan said slowly as he watched her. Now that she knew she could lie, she did it often enough that it was easier to read the truth in the way she held her body or the glint in her eye.

      “It’s beautiful, just like you said. A bit too crowded for my liking, but I think it will take me a long time to feel comfortable with so many others around. I still feel like there are daggers in the dark. Trust will have to come in time.”

      That wasn’t exactly what he’d been hoping to hear. “What about their vows? The commitment they’ve made to each other. The love that was clearly shining between them when they made the agreement to stand beside each other for the rest of time.”

      Reyna gave him an odd look. “I think it’s a bit strange, but Eislyn can make her own decisions. If she wants to bind herself to someone else, then that’s what she should do.”

      “So you would never bind yourself to someone else,” Lorcan said quietly.

      “I would never vow to stay beside someone without the option of leaving their side. What if there was something I needed to do? What if there was a reason we needed to be in different places at the same time? An important reason. I understand it’s what Eislyn wants, but no, I would never do that myself.” Reyna slowly lifted her eyes to meet his, with a question hidden in the silver. “Why are you asking me this? Surely that’s not what you want?”

      His heart pounded in his chest. “To bind myself to someone’s side? No, no that’s not what I want. But what do you think of the rest of it? Marriage in general. I know you planned to marry Thane all those months ago. But we know why. It wasn’t because you believe in marriage. It’s because you wanted to kill him and take his throne.”

      Reyna winced. “Please don’t tell me you’re still angry about that. Like Lir, I’ve made mistakes. I’ve owned up to them. Thane has even forgiven me. Can’t you forgive me, too?”

      “I forgave you a very long time ago,” he murmured. “And you didn’t answer my question.”

      “Your question about marriage?” Reyna went as still as a statue. When she finally answered, her voice was softer than a whisper. “It’s the bond I’m against. Not marriage.”

      Lorcan cleared his throat, and his palms began to sweat. He didn’t know what had come over him. He’d never felt this nervous in his life, not even when he’d been forced into his father’s duty. “So, you’re saying that you would be open to your own wedding. One day.”

      A flush spread pink through Reyna’s cheeks. “I am not against it.”

      Suddenly, before he could talk himself out of it, Lorcan knelt before the only female he had ever loved. The only person in the entire godforsaken world that had made him feel something more than just despair. She had changed him, and he knew he had changed her, too. Together, they were stronger than they ever would be apart. They had fought so hard, time and time again, to stay together. Nothing could rip them away from each other again.

      Reyna pressed a hand to her chest as she stared down at him with eyes burning like the stars. “Lorcan, what are you doing?”

      “I’m doing something I should have done months ago,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. “You are the best person I have ever met. Rash and impulsive, fearless and strong. You would do anything in your power, and even beyond, to save the ones you love. I’ve never met anyone like you, and I certainly never will again. And so, there is one question left that I must ask you. Reyna Darragh, would you please do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

      Reyna shuddered as she stared down at him. She took a step forward, almost like a stumble. And, for a moment, he wasn’t sure that it was from happiness or from fear. Reyna didn’t run from much, but would she run from this? From him?

      He gazed up at her with a longing he’d never felt. If she said no, he wouldn’t know what to do with himself. Their life together would never be normal, but they could have this. They could stand before the entire empire and make a commitment to each other that would last the rest of their days. They could proclaim their love to the world. But would she want that?

      Reyna sank to her knees and clasped his hands in hers, tears streaming down her face.

      “Yes,” she whispered with all of the emotion he felt inside of his soul. “It’s the only thing I want.”
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      “We can go north, if you’d like,” Lorcan said as he lazily traced his fingers along her stomach. They’d spent the past week hiding from the courts, locked up in a world of their own making, but that time was quickly drawing to a close. The fae of Tir Na Nog needed a leader, and that was her.

      Reyna tangled her hands in his hair and gazed into his adoring face. “Falias is no longer home for the ice, at least not during summer. We would have to go into the mountains at the northern tip of the continent in order to find perpetual winter.”

      “We can,” he said with a lopsided smile, “if that’s where you’d like to go.”

      “I don’t think that’s a very good place to hold court, my love.” She sighed, her heart near to bursting. He would do that for her, she knew. He didn’t have the ice in his veins, but he would follow her to that place if she asked it of him. Forever cold, for the rest of his long life.

      And she might even be tempted…but the mountains were isolated. They were far away from life, and the hustle and bustle of court and trade. Those were advantages in her eyes…if she were anyone other than Reyna Darragh.

      “If we’re isolated, we won’t be able to rule successfully,” she added. “We need to be somewhere more easily accessed by most.”

      “We have wings. We can fly anywhere on the continent easily enough.”

      “It’s not about me, Lorcan,” she said quietly. “It’s about them.”

      “You will sacrifice your own happiness. Again.” His fingers slowed, stilling near her belly button. “You don’t have to do this, you know. If you want another life, no one will hold it against you. After everything you’ve done for the fae, you can step aside now. Let another lead.”

      “There is no one else,” she whispered. “I’ve brought them together. I can’t abandon them now. Do you really think I would?”

      “No. But I had to ask, if only to make sure you were certain. Once we leave this room, these fae will look to you as their ruler. Magic won’t bind you to them, but your heart will. There will be no turning back.”

      “I know.” Her hands tightened on his. “But it’s what I have to do. And I can’t rule from a hidden mountain pass in the snow.”

      “Then, where will we go? Tairngire?” He shifted on top of her and braced his forearms on either side of her head. His lips were agonizingly close. Maybe they could spend a few more moments inside this room before they left…

      “Not Tairngire. We need a fresh start.” Reyna smiled as he leaned down to kiss her neck. Shivers stormed through her, trying to drag her thoughts away from their conversation. “Comharra.”

      He stiffened and pulled back. For once, Reyna could not read the shadows in his eyes. “Comharra?”

      “If that’s alright with you, of course,” she said quickly. “We could build a city there as a tribute to those who once called the village home. The ruins could remain, if you didn’t want anything built on top of them.”

      “From the ashes, the phoenix rises,” Lorcan whispered hoarsely.

      She cupped his face. “If you don’t want to do it, say the word. That village was your home. Those people were your friends.”

      “It is the best idea you’ve ever had.” He dropped his forehead to hers and stared at her with those eyes the color of darkness. “You do them an honor. The beginning of an empire, built from the bones of a once forgotten village. We won’t touch the ruins. We’ll build the city around them. A remembrance of the shattered kingdoms we once were. Perhaps it will be enough to prevent future wars, a way to remind those who seek vengeance that peace is greater than death.”
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        * * *

      

      They arrived in Comharra a week later. No one was expecting them. Several of the wood fae who had trekked across the mountains to escape the harsh reality of a life beneath the rule of Ulaid Molt still lived inside the little huts.

      They cheered when Reyna landed, but it was not the extravagant affair that most Empress arrivals were. Reyna liked it that way. She did not need crowds lining the road, tossing flowers and coins her way. All she needed was the relief in their eyes.

      They immediately took her inside the tavern for a drink and asked for updates on the war. News had been slow to spread throughout the realms. The last they’d heard, Reyna still sat on the Wood Court throne.

      “So, you didn’t feel a shift in the magic of the lands?” Reyna asked as they sat in the grungy, musty space around a small, rickety table. “The lands aren’t as golden as they once were.”

      “They’ve never been particularly golden here,” Gennell, the tavern owner, said with a sigh. “At least not since we’ve lived here. It’s been a struggle to grow much other than a few fields of wheat. Would have been easier with some help from the crown, but…” The fae stiffened, fell silent, and cast her eyes to her bare feet. “Apologies, Your Excellence.”

      “First, don’t apologize. Second, I think I’m going to come up with a new title. That one…is a bit much.”

      Lorcan grinned.

      “Things will change here soon enough,” Reyna added. “As long as it’s alright with you and everyone else who lives here. I’d like to build a city out of Comharra, but I don’t want to upend your lives. This is your home and always will be. And if you’d rather we go somewhere else, then say the word.”

      The fae blinked at her. “You’re the Empress of Tir Na Nog. Surely you aren’t asking for our permission. Can’t you do whatever you want?”

      “I can. But that’s not how I tend to rule.”

      Tears filled the fae’s eyes. “Well, damn. It’s certainly alright with me. Hell, we’ll welcome a city here. You going to help us grow some wheat?”

      Reyna smiled. “Some wheat, yes. But also potatoes.”

      “Erm, potatoes?” the fae asked in confusion. “I suppose that’s a good crop.”

      “It’s the best crop there is.” Reyna stood and strode toward the tavern’s open door. She gazed out at the road that wound through the tiny village. Some of the buildings were still marked by the fire that had once raged through this place. Soot stained walls. Boards were warped. Even ash still stained the ground in places. It had never washed away.

      This city would be the future of the fae. A new home, safe from war and vengeance. The start of an empire.

      “It needs a new name,” she said softly as she gazed out with a newfound hope. After so much time spent in the darkness, it was time for Tir Na Nog to bask in the light.

      “The city?” Lorcan asked. “I’m partial to Comharra myself.”

      “No, the city name stays the same. But we no longer have courts or kingdoms. Before, we were named after the elements. Wood or ice, fire or shadows. But there was never a court named after the light.” She smiled. “We’ll call it the Empire of Dawn.”
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Five Years Later

        

      

    

    
      “Empress Reyna Darragh.”

      Reyna smiled as Emperor Lir strode down the multicolored carpet that led from the Great Hall’s magnificent oak doors. Her sister was by his side. Her silk trousers flared at the knees before tapering to the cuff that hit her mid-calf, and her shirt was more like a dress than a tunic. At the waist, it split into ribbons that flowed in the wind. The perfect fit for a pregnant fae.

      Pushing up from her throne, Reyna rushed forward to clasp Eislyn’s hands in hers. Eislyn practically beamed like the sun. “Dear sister. You don’t know how happy I am to see you, but…should you really be flying in your state?”

      “You sound like my husband,” she said with a tsk, though her smile never died. “You two will never stop being overly-protective of me, will you?”

      “Probably not,” Reyna said with a laugh. “Come, I’ll show you to your quarters where you can rest after your journey. We’ll have a grand feast tonight to celebrate your good news. Thane and Mariel have travelled from the islands to celebrate with us as well.”

      “I look forward to it,” Eislyn said with a tinkling laugh. “Though I must admit, I still haven’t grown accustomed to you like this. An Empress on a throne, holding courtly feasts. Is it dreadfully boring for you?”

      Reyna thought for a moment before answering. All of her life, she’d yearned for danger, excitement, and adventure. A sword in her hand. Blood rushing through her veins as she fought. The thrill of it all, moving and dancing through the trees, riding horseback through the woods with her hair trailing out behind her like the wind itself.

      A throne felt like a tomb. The end of everything she held dear.

      But those feelings were based on expectations her father had placed on her. Smile prettily, agree quietly, step softly. Reyna saw no need for all of that. If she wanted to run, she ran. If she wanted to train, she trained. She would be strong for her people and not just from her position on a throne.

      “The thing is, dear sister,” Reyna said with a smile. “I am no normal Empress.”
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        * * *

      

      They sat at the high table near the dais, listening to the sound of dance, drink, and song. Thane, Mariel, and Nollaig—who insisted on remaining cloaked in the presence of others—had joined them. The rest of the table was packed with low fae and warriors. In the Empire of Dawn, the feasts were closed to no fae, just so long as you arrived before the tables were full. Warriors and citizens dined side by side, and lords and ladies were seated beside merchants and tavern owners alike. At first, there had been a lot of political bickering about Reyna’s decisions, but it didn’t take long for it to die down.

      Most of the fae were just happy to be alive.

      “How is Fomor, dear sister?” Reyna asked after they toasted the start of the meal. Even with all the changes she’d made, the fae wanted to hold on to some traditions. She couldn’t blame them for that. The war against Unseelie had altered much of their world. They needed some familiarity to cling onto, and Reyna was happy to provide that for them. It was easier to get the courtiers to accept changes when so many other things stayed the same. Like their feasts.

      “Fomor is delightful,” Eislyn said with a smile. “You really should come visit someday.”

      Unlike Tir Na Nog, Fomor still had magic. Many theories abounded as to why that was. The truth seemed to be hidden in the origin of Seelie and Unseelie, two powers that many suspected were not gods at all. The two had created Tir Na Nog together, but their magic had nothing to do with the rest of the world.

      Many fae had travelled to Fomor since the end of the war. They had signed a new treaty with their cousins, agreeing to peace. With the Namhaid gone and the world safe, the Fomorians no longer held the same grudges against the fae.

      Nothing was perfect, of course. Anger still swirled through the darkest places. Back alleys. Hidden basements. Hatred would always exist. There was nothing Reyna could do to eradicate it entirely. All she could do was protect her people as best she could.

      “I’ll visit someday,” Reyna said. “Maybe to see the little one.”

      Eislyn beamed. She had been so excited when she’d discovered she was pregnant with her first child. Reyna knew her sister would be a wonderful mother, and Lir was…he was alright, she guessed. He might not have been Reyna’s first choice for her sister, but she’d realized she’d probably never be thrilled about any male’s attentions toward her baby sister. Her protective instincts went deep.

      Lorcan wound an arm around Reyna’s back and leaned in close. “Eislyn looks happy.”

      “Yes,” Reyna said with a smile as she watched Eislyn chatter happily with Nollaig, who seemed to beam from beneath her cloak. “I never thought I’d see her like this. So light and free. The darkness has left her eyes. It’s one of the most beautiful things in the world.”

      “Maybe we could follow in her footsteps,” he murmured with a wink.

      She glanced at him, heartbeat picking up speed. “Move to Fomor? I think not.”

      “You know what I mean,” he said with a sly smile. “And I know why you’re going to avoid answering. You think you wouldn’t do it right.”

      “I don’t just think it.” She frowned and turned away. “I know it.”

      “Nonsense.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You’ve met me, right? In fact, I believe you once listed all of my negative qualities, so you’re very much aware of them. What was it you once said? I’m violent and rash. Headstrong and rude. Something like that. The last time I checked, those weren’t great qualities in a mother.”

      “Hmm.” He smiled. “You’re also protective as hell and will do anything for those you love. You are intuitive and passionate. You love deeply. And if an idiot male ever looked at your daughter wrong, you’re strong enough to whack his head off.”

      “You want me to whack people’s heads off for looking at my theoretical daughter wrong.”

      His smile widened into a grin. “If you didn’t, then I would.”

      “We sound like wonderful parents,” she said with a roll of her eyes.

      He captured her hand in his, and drew her gaze back to his intent eyes. “I mean it, Reyna. I can see it. You and me with a daughter by our side, running barefoot through the castle until she’s old enough to storm off into the wilds to forge her own path in this world.”

      Her heart thundered. “You’ve really thought a lot about this, haven’t you?”

      “Tell me you haven’t, too. Tell me I’m wrong.”

      She tightened her grip on his hand. The truth was, Lorcan knew her even better than she knew herself. Those thoughts had filled her mind these past few years, particularly lately. She loved her life as it was, but…she kept thinking, kept wondering, kept wishing for another soul to love. It had been long enough. She’d healed. Her heart was big enough for another, one born from a love that could tear mountains apart.

      She leaned toward Lorcan and let the words fall from her lips. “I want a life with you Lorcan Rothach. You and I, we can never have normality, but we can have something close enough. And when I think of our future together, I don’t see us alone.”

      Light flickered in the dark depths of his eyes. “When should we start?”

      Need pounded in her core. “As soon as you want.”

      “Now sounds good.” The legs of his chair scraped against the stone floor as he stood. He gazed down at her with adoration in his eyes and held out a hand.

      Reyna flushed. “We’re in the middle of a feast. We have guests.”

      “Our lives will always be full of things we don’t want to do, but right now, no one will say a word if we disappear for an hour or two.”

      “An entire two hours?”

      “Oh yes.” A wicked smile curved his lips. “I plan to thoroughly explore our new plan.”

      Flushing deeper, she took his hand and let him pull her to her feet. She turned to Eislyn to tell her they’d be right back, but her sister was laughing into her hands and desperately trying to avoid looking at Reyna. Great. She’d overheard them.

      “See you in a bit, dear sister,” Eislyn said after clearing her throat. “If anyone asks, I’ll say you are busy with something courtly.”

      Her sister glanced up at her then, and their eyes locked. The shadows that had haunted Eislyn’s every expression were gone, and it had been years since she’d had a nightmarish vision. Even Reyna felt lighter these days. Somehow, the sisters had walked through hell and had come out better on the other side of their pain.

      They exchanged knowing smiles just before Lorcan led Reyna through the bustling Great Hall, through the looming oak doors, and down the corridor to their chambers.

      Halfway there, Lorcan lifted Reyna into his arms and carried her the rest of the way. She wound her hands around his neck, sighing in contentment as his shadows curled across her skin. The weight of her reign had never felt lighter. No matter what happened, they would take the future on together. She no longer needed the ice to feel alive.

      She was home.
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            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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